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Building the First Statewide System of Support for Caregiving Youth:
The Rhode Island Partnership

The American Association of Caregiving Youth (AACY), the only U.S. organization dedicated
exclusively to supporting school-age Caregiving Youth in school and at home, maintains a
formal and active partnership with the Rhode Island Department of Education (RIDE). The
genesis of this partnership began in 2022, when AACY and RIDE first collaborated on statewide
graduation reforms and the need to better support students with significant out-of-school
caregiving responsibilities. This collaboration positions Rhode Island as the first and still the
only U.S. state with statewide mandates to identify and support Caregiving Youth in public
schools.

After a year of development, AACY publicly announced the partnership with RIDE on August 1,
2023. The partnership continues to deepen through joint research, policy implementation,
educator training, and statewide guidance on supporting Caregiving Youth.

Key Elements of the Relationship

1. Origins and Legislation
On November 15, 2022, the Rhode Island Council on Elementary and Secondary
Education approved Readiness-Based Graduation Requirements for all Rhode Island
students beginning with the graduating Class of 2028. These requirements create a
statewide framework that recognizes the impact of out-of-school responsibilities on
student success, including caregiving within a family.

As part of this work, RIDE formally acknowledges the unique needs of Caregiving Youth. High
schools are required, beginning with the Class of 2028, to identify and publicly post supports
and flexibilities for Caregiving Youth and for students who work. Schools must provide
flexibilities and supports such as academic accommodations, counseling referrals, schedule
adjustments, and connections with community-based supports that reflect the needs of
Caregiving Youth.



AACY partnered with RIDE during the development and implementation phase beginning in
2022 and continuing through 2026, providing national expertise in policy design, model school
supports, and educator guidance.

2. Data Collection and Research
Beginning in 2021, RIDE incorporated questions identifying Caregiving Youth into its
statewide SurveyWorks instrument. With approximately 48,500 middle and high school
respondents, SurveyWorks created the first statewide baseline of Caregiving Youth in a U.S.
school system. AACY collaborates with RIDE on analysis of this data, which informs policy
development and ongoing statewide planning.

3. Publication of the RIDE-AACY Guidebook

RIDE and AACY jointly developed Rhode Island’s “Guide for Understanding and Supporting
Rhode Island’s Caregiving Youth.” This guidebook is the first state-issued resource in the
United States dedicated to helping educators understand, identify, and support Caregiving
Youth, and will be published in winter 2026.

The Guidebook explains that the Readiness-Based Graduation Requirements create an
opportunity to better support students with significant out-of-school responsibilities. It
emphasizes that each student’s home circumstances are unique, and support strategies
must be individualized. The guidance is tailored for administrators, counselors, teachers,
and all professionals who create a net of safety for students.

The resource aims to:

¢ Inform educators about Caregiving Youth and the educational impact of caregiving

e Support schools in identifying Caregiving Youth within their student populations

* Provide strategies aligned with graduation requirements to ensure Caregiving Youth are
valued and supported in their otherwise adult-sized roles

4. Statewide Recognition: 2024 Governor’s Proclamation

In November 2024, Rhode Island Governor Daniel J. McKee officially proclaimed November as
National Family Caregivers Month in Rhode Island. The proclamation explicitly recognized
Caregiving Youth under the age of 18 who balance school, family responsibilities, and personal
aspirations while providing essential care for loved ones.

Developed in collaboration with AACY, this statewide recognition highlights that more than 5.4
million Caregiving Youth across the United States remain largely invisible despite their critical
role in supporting chronically ill, elderly, or disabled family members.

The proclamation reinforced:

* Rhode Island’s leadership in identifying and supporting Caregiving Youth



* The importance of flexibility for students with significant responsibilities
* The value of AACY’s partnership in ongoing statewide innovation

This milestone strengthened public awareness and deepened statewide commitment to
educational equity for Caregiving Youth.

5. Program Implementation and Training
AACY and RIDE continue to collaborate on training educators, counselors, and
administrators to recognize Caregiving Youth and connect families to appropriate supports.
This work includes integration into school counseling frameworks, college and career
readiness goals, and academic flexibility guidance. The implementation phase began in 2023
and continues through 2026.

6. Recent and Ongoing Activities
RIDE representatives, including Student Opportunity Officer Steve Osborn, have
participated in AACY’s national Caregiving Youth Institute convenings. In November 2025,
RIDE joined AACY’s conference titled “Putting Caregiving Youth on the Map.” The
partnership remains active as Rhode Island advances statewide initiatives to reimagine high
school experiences for students with significant responsibilities, including Caregiving Youth.

Supporting Evidence from Public Reporting

SurveyWorks Data Collection (2023)

RIDE began collecting formal statewide data on Caregiving Youth in 2023, establishing the first
such baseline in the United States.

Mandated School Policies (2022)

In 2022, after reviewing statewide survey data, RIDE required every middle and high school to
adopt formal policies supporting Caregiving Youth.

First State in the Nation

Public reporting through 2023 and 2024 notes that Rhode Island is believed to be the first state
to institutionalize statewide supports for Caregiving Youth. AACY is cited as the national partner
informing this work.

A Model for National Replication
From 2023 to 2026, AACY has presented the Rhode Island system as a model other states can
replicate by using existing school surveys paired with structured supports.

What This Partnership Means in Practice



Identification and Data Gathering
SurveyWorks, beginning in 2021, asks students whether they provide care at home. This
identifies Caregiving Youth who may need accommodations or support.

Policy Response Across All Schools

Since 2022, all middle and high schools in Rhode Island must develop publicly available policies
supporting Caregiving Youth. These policies may include academic flexibility, counseling,
modified schedules, and referrals to community partners such as AACY.

Visibility and Advocacy
The partnership elevates Caregiving Youth as a defined student population that requires
specialized support and recognition.

Potential National Model
The RIDE-AACY collaboration is frequently cited as a national example demonstrating how
states can uncover and support Caregiving Youth using existing infrastructure.

Remaining Questions and Gaps

Definition and Scope

RIDE currently uses a broad definition of caregiving that includes both medically intensive care
tasks and more general family responsibilities, such as supervising siblings or contributing
significantly to household management. This approach ensures inclusivity but may obscure
meaningful differences in caregiving intensity, frequency, and impact on schooling.
Differentiating between types of caregiving may be important for understanding which
students are most at risk academically or emotionally, and for tailoring supports that match the
level of responsibility each student carries.

In response to this important need for differentiation, RIDE has begun collecting additional
data to learn more about the specific types of caregiving tasks Rhode Island students are
responsible for.

No National Standardization

As of 2025, Rhode Island remains the only state with a formal statewide mandate identifying
and supporting Caregiving Youth, as well as the only state with a dedicated guidebook for
educators. There is no federal definition, funding stream, or common framework for identifying
Caregiving Youth across the United States. This lack of standardization makes it difficult to
compare data across states, establish national prevalence estimates, develop shared best
practices, or build consistent school-based supports.

Variability in School-Level Implementation

Although every middle and high school is required to adopt policies and supports for Caregiving
Youth, implementation may vary significantly across districts and individual schools. Differences
in staffing levels, counseling capacity, administrative priorities, and familiarity with Caregiving



Youth can lead to uneven student experiences. Some schools may fully integrate supports into
counseling practices and academic planning, while others may struggle to operationalize
requirements due to resource constraints or limited awareness.

Long-Term Outcomes Still Emerging

Since Rhode Island’s policies were adopted in 2022, and take effect for the graduating Class of
2028, there is not yet longitudinal data that tracks the long-term outcomes of Caregiving Youth.
Key questions remain, including whether identified students experience improved attendance,
engagement, academic performance, mental health outcomes, graduation rates, or post-
secondary success. Future studies may be needed to understand the effectiveness of supports,
the durability of improvements, and whether certain interventions are more impactful than
others.

Why This Partnership Matters

Rhode Island’s collaboration with AACY is the first and only statewide model in the United
States that formally recognizes and supports Caregiving Youth in public schools. It transforms
responsibilities that were once invisible into data that informs policy and practice. It shows that
when a state chooses to see Caregiving Youth, it can redesign its education system so these
students are not penalized for the care they provide at home.

This partnership demonstrates that meaningful change is not only possible but replicable. It
offers a blueprint for policymakers, educators, and communities nationwide who are
committed to ensuring that Caregiving Youth are recognized, supported, and given a fair chance
to succeed. Ultimately, it affirms a simple truth: Caregiving Youth are students with
extraordinary responsibilities, and they deserve school systems that understand and stand with
them.
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