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Abstract 

Once a child enters the foster care system, the desire to attend college is often a dream deferred 

as roughly six percent are likely to secure a degree. This manuscript provides a conceptual 

framework to understand academic and social-emotional supports for current and former youth 

in foster care. Their predisposition to life challenges negatively contributes to low high school 

and college graduation statistics, mental health concerns, and difficulty transitioning into 

adulthood. Developmental life skills are a necessity as youth successfully transition from foster 

care. Factors that promote and impede academic success and youth well-being are discussed.  

Keywords: Adulthood, College, Education, Foster care, Life-skills, Transitions, Youth-in-care 

 

Foster Youth Overview 

The number of youth who received a child protective services investigation increased 10% 

between 2013 and 2017 from 3,184,000 to 3,501,000 (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 

2019). These alarming rates remind us that every child deserves a chance at happiness, 

belonging, safety, and love to overcome physical and/or emotional pain. When birth parents 

cannot care for their child, this “chance” is supported by a temporary foster placement. Foster 

care can be informal, arranged through the courts, or a social service agency. This includes, but 

is not limited to, placement in foster homes of relatives, foster family homes, emergency shelters, 

and residential facilities. Whereas acknowledging that keeping youth in their home with their 

families and providing needed supports is not always deemed a viable option, the goal for a 

youth in the foster care system is usually reunification, unless altered for the best interest of the 

child. The purpose of this article is to increase understanding of youth in foster care and the right 

support needed as they transition into adulthood and pursue a postsecondary education. 

 According to national data, approximately 442,995 children and youth reside in foster 

care with only a 50% chance of ever returning home to a safe and stable family environment 

(Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2019). The 2017 gender proportion in foster care has 

remained consistent for ten years with 52% male and 48% female. Data obtained from the 

Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System, estimates youth in care race and 
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ethnicities as 44% White, 23% Black or African-American, 21 % Hispanic (of any race), 9 % 

other races or multiracial, and 7.2 % unknown or unable to be determined (Child Welfare 

Information Gateway, 2019). 

Since the 1960s, Black and Brown youth have been consistently overrepresented within 

the population of youth in foster care. As such, over half the youth placed into care in 2015 were 

children of color (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2019). There are many theories as to why 

Black and Brown children enter the foster care system at much higher rates than other groups. 

These include racial bias among social workers in reporting, penalizing families instead of 

providing resources and preventive services to preserve the family structure, as well as 

institutional practices and policies (Joyce, 2019). Fluke, Harden, Jenkins, and Ruehrdanz (2010) 

posit that racial disproportionality of children and families of color is particularly due to higher 

rates of poverty, racial bias and discrimination exhibited by caseworkers, and the lack of child 

welfare resources. For example, some families of color may have limited access to court 

appointed special advocates and a lack of community agency supports providing quality 

assurance mechanisms that help identify and correct differential treatment (Center for the Study 

of Social Policy, 2009).Despite the race or ethnicity of youth in the foster care system, it is 

crucial to understand that the cost of foster care can be emotionally damaging to youth. 

 

Mental health 

  Mental health is a major concern for the general population and even more detrimental 

when it comes to youth in foster care. Youth in care experience a significant amount of 

adversities throughout their development which can have a great impact on their mental health. 

In fact, they are more likely to experience adverse life events or Adverse Childhood Experiences 

(ACEs) than youth belonging to other populations (Turney & Wildeman, 2017). ACEs is 
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identified as traumatic life events that have negatively impacted a child's psychological, 

behavioral, and cognitive well-being (Benbenishty, Siegel, & Astor, 2018). Some examples of 

ACEs include parental divorce or separation, parental death, parental incarceration, parental 

abuse, and household member with a mental illness (Turney & Wildeman, 2017). According to 

Turney and Wildeman (2017), about half of youth in care or adopted from foster care were 

exposed to household member substance abuse. Additionally, more than two-fifths were exposed 

to parental divorce or parental incarceration, and nearly one in eight experienced parental death 

(Turney & Wildeman, 2017). A Missouri study of 373 teenage youth in foster care reported that 

37% met DSM-IV criteria for a psychiatric diagnosis and 61% met similar criteria for a lifetime 

disorder. This study also reported the participants had the highest rates for disruptive disorders 

(conduct disorder and oppositional defiant disorder), major depression, and attention-

deficit/hyperactivity disorder (McAuley, Pecora, & Whittaker, 2009). 

It is evident that, youth in the foster care system are a vulnerable population that face 

multiple adversities which challenge their ability to succeed. Sadly, the majority of these youth 

transition out of foster care as young adults without the benefit of economic security, family 

stability, social support, life skills, or consistent educational preparation. This article will discuss 

how youth in the foster care system are predisposed to life challenges that impact their ability to 

function appropriately while transitioning into adulthood.  

 

Life challenges 

Research consistently shows the compounded effects of maltreatment, family instability, 

and repeated emotional trauma faced by young adults who transition out of foster care resulting 

in adverse life outcomes (Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative, 2011; McGuire & Jackson, 
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2018; Turney & Wildeman, 2017). Life challenges include family upheaval, poor school 

performance due to educational instability, and a lack of the life skills that ensure a smooth 

transition into adulthood. Some of the important factors to take into consideration are multiple 

home transitions, academic struggles, and lack of support. 

 

Multiple Home Transitions  

Youth in the foster care system often experience multiple placement changes that have a 

significant impact on them socially and emotionally. In many cases, a placement change consists 

of a youth physically moving to a new location with a new caregiver. Research has shown that 

youth in care who experience multiple placement moves are at greater risk of experiencing poor 

psychological, social, and academic outcomes. In a qualitative study, former foster youth 

disclosed their experience with multiple placement moves and the impact it has on them as adults 

(Chambers et al., 2018). They disclosed that constantly moving placements caused them to have 

difficulties acclimating, loss of relationships, and emotional shut downs.  

Youth experience a lack of consistency and insecurity with their constant placement 

changes. Many youth, in turn, internalize rejection and self-blame connected to various reasons 

that may have contributed to their new placement. As a result, the adjustment is overwhelming 

and extremely demanding on the youth. There is an unrealistic demand on youth in care to 

constantly be able to adjust to new environments and new people every time they experience a 

placement change. One of the participants identified this experience as “having to create a new 

life” (Chambers et al., 2018, p. 79). According to Child Welfare Information Gateway 

(2019), youth in care can move from foster home to foster home an average of four to six times. 

Some youth will move more than 15 times.    
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It is also important that the age and child's history are taken into consideration when 

analyzing how impactful the frequent placement changes affect their development. A study by 

Waid, Kothari, Bank, and McBeath (2016) recommended that specific policies be set in place to 

limit the placement changes while ensuring the safety and well-being of the child. In the 

Chambers et al. study (2018), former foster youth identified that due to the multiple placement 

changes, one of the most detrimental losses they experienced were the relationships they had 

established. The relationships referred to birth or kinship siblings, foster caregivers, and friends. 

A constant loss of relationships due to the excessive placement changes leads to emotional stress 

which results in detachment, physically avoiding being at placements, shutting down completely, 

and/or alienation. Although adaptability is a strength that many youth in care gain, it is important 

that proper support is given to prevent further interruptions in their development. In addition, it is 

recommended that professional's help siblings (birth or kinship) maintain their relationships 

through regular visits and/or communication (Chambers et al., 2018). When a youth is uprooted 

from their placement, it is imperative to recognize all the possible changes that occur. The 

following case demonstrates the importance of taken into consideration how placement changes 

require youth to adjust to a new home, family, neighborhood, and possibly attending a new 

school with new teachers and peers. 

Robert, a 15-year-old, has been in the foster care system since he was eight and initially 

placed with his grandmother. Due to the distance from Robert’s initial school, his 

grandmother enrolled Robert in a school within walking distance from her home. Robert 

lived with his grandmother for four years until she passed away. He was then placed with 

an older sister on the opposite side of town, which resulted in another school change. The 

sister’s environment was later deemed unsafe, as Robert spent many hours unsupervised, 

observing substance use, chronically missing school, and presenting as hungry or 

disheveled. He was removed from his sister’s home and temporarily placed with the 

Williams’ family in a neighboring city while a long-term placement could be secured. 

This third placement change required enrollment in another school district. After eight 

months, Robert’s placement changed again to the Johnson foster home. He was able to 
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remain in his current school district, however, the placement only lasted for six months 

due to inappropriate interactions between youth in the home. Robert is now living in a 

residential facility, in another neighboring city, thus attending another school district.  

Academic achievement of youth in care is accompanied by multiple factors that need to be 

analyzed to gain a better understanding. 

 

Academic Struggles 

Although academic success is an important factor for all students to achieve positive 

adulthood, youth in care have a harder time than their peers of being successful in school. 

According to the National Foster Youth Institute (2017), over 40% of school-aged youth in foster 

care have educational difficulties. Furthermore, approximately one third of youth in care have 

experienced on average five or more school changes and are twice as likely to have more school 

absences than non-foster youth (Benbenishty, Siegel, & Astor, 2018). Beyond the multiple 

school transitions, additional obstacles youth in care face in schools are life experiences, being 

suspended and expelled at higher rates, being overrepresented in special education classes as 

well as those with disabilities or mental health concerns being overlooked. 

 

Life Experiences 

The life experiences of youth in care greatly contributes to their overall academic 

success. A student’s educational accomplishment is often linked to their level of engagement in 

school activities, positive relationships at school, and their sense of overall safety in that 

environment. However, adolescents in foster care report feeling less safe at school, lower levels 

of belongingness, lower participation, and less adult support (Benbenishty, Siegel, and Astor, 

2018). Additionally, a youth in care’s self-efficacy and confidence in their ability to perform 

academically impacts their level of school relevance. Conversely, school participation, such as 
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being involved in activities, has been found to be positively related to student grade point 

average and overall school engagement (Benbenishty, Siegel, & Astor, 2018). 

There has been a strong link between the ability to be successful in school and 

maltreatment (McGuire & Jackson, 2018). Maltreatment is defined as physical abuse, sexual 

abuse, emotional abuse, neglect and exploitation (McGuire & Jackson, 2018). Those with a 

history of maltreatment usually have negative behaviors in school as well as having lower grades 

and test scores compared to youth that have not experienced maltreatment (McGuire & Jackson, 

2018). Interestingly, McGuire and Jackson (2018) suggest that the frequency of maltreatment, 

rather than severity of maltreatment, experienced by the youth have a greater impact on their 

performance in school and their behavior. Hence, the frequency of maltreatment may be more 

impactful on the youth's life due to the “repeated disruption to the typical cognitive and 

behavioral development process” (McGuire & Jackson, 2018, p. 84). These experiences are 

negatively compounded by youth suspension and expulsion rates. 

Compared to their non-foster care peers, youth in care are disproportionately suspended, 

expelled, and subjected to other school disciplinary actions. Smithgall, Gladden, Yang, and 

George (2005) found that nearly 70% of Chicago youth in foster care had been suspended and 

18% had been expelled. These types of exclusionary discipline are associated with poorer 

educational and delinquency outcomes, specifically a higher likelihood of school dropout and 

failure to graduate on time (Skiba, Chung, Trachok, & Baker, 2014). High school dropout rates 

are three times higher for youth in care than their peers (National Foster Youth Institute, 2017). 

Arguably, zero tolerance policies in schools have increased the stakes for many infractions, 

resulting in discipline issues that are transferred to the criminal justice system instead of being 

dealt with at the school (Skiba, Chung, Trachok, & Baker, 2014). Policies like these make it easy 
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for youth in care to be pushed out or drop out of schools, thus greatly reduce their likelihood of 

accomplishing a postsecondary degree. This high rate of exclusionary discipline may also be 

related to increased rates of behavioral and emotional difficulties. More specifically, social, 

emotional, and academic needs for success sometimes go unserved, leading to overrepresentation 

of those with disabilities or mental health concerns being overlooked. Additionally, lack of 

school and peer attachment due to mobility, potential targeting of youth in care by educators 

based on prior experiences or biases, and a lack of awareness of youth in care needs can also be 

related to increased rates of behavioral and emotional difficulties.   

In 2012, approximately 30-50% of youth in care qualified for special education, while 

only 11.5% of youth not in care qualified. As previously discussed, the educational experiences 

of youth in care are affected by their high mobility. For example, a change in foster placement 

commonly means a change in schools and when legal documentation or academic paperwork 

does not follow the student, it leaves staff at the new school little or no information about the 

special education needs of the transferring student. This results in youth being placed in 

inappropriate settings and Individual Education Programs not being implemented. Thus, this 

contributes to a lower number of high school graduates of only 50% of youth in care (National 

Foster Youth Institute, 2017) and lower numbers to continue on to college as youth transition 

into adulthood. 

 

Transition into adulthood  

For young adults in general, the transition into adulthood is a significant change that can 

cause instability in their lives. Family support has been identified as a key component towards 

facilitating this transition (Miller, Paschall, & Azar, 2017). The support from the families 

enhance the youth’s ability towards seeking more opportunities. Unfortunately, youth in care that 
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are transitioning into adulthood do not always have family or support from others that provide 

assistance to successfully transition into adulthood. Moreover, youth in care may encounter 

several challenges due to lack of preparation and support. Each year, over 23,000 youth, aged 18 

– 21 years old, age out of the foster care system (National Foster Youth Institute, 2017). As they 

abruptly cross the threshold from teenager to adult, youth are expected to provide for themselves, 

yet they lose access to resources, including social, housing, and financial supports. Tiffany, a 17-

year old student, reflects on her experiences aging out of the system.   

“My mom has a mental illness and could not care for us, so they took her away. I never 

knew my dad, only my younger sister’s father came around sometimes. When mom left, 

my sister moved with her dad and I went to a group home. It was stressful because I 

didn’t know where my sister was, and I wanted to see my mom. When I turned 17, people 

started talking about me leaving the home. I didn’t have a support system; my caseworker 

did not really help me. I had to figure out everything on my own and figure out how to 

survive. One of my teachers asked me about college and said she thought I would do 

well, so I started looking into it. I worked hard on my grades and had to figure out how to 

apply. I got in [Community College] but needed money and a place to live. I was nervous 

about if I could do this and wondered how I would manage my schedule, find a job, have 

money for books, bills, and food. The group home never really taught us about money 

and resources…”. 

 

Researchers have called attention to this gap in services for youth aging outing of foster 

care because of the negative outcomes associated with poor transitions into adulthood. Youth 

who age out of foster care are more likely to lack a high school diploma, be unemployed or 

underemployed, be homeless within months of leaving care, have poor health, out of wedlock 

births, and involvement with the criminal justice system (Allen & Williams, 2012; Bruster & 

Coccoma, 2013; Osgood, Foster, & Courtney 2010; Williams, 2011; National Foster Youth 

Institute, 2017). In a study by Chambers et al. (2018), a staggering 93% of former foster youth 

between the ages of 18 and 23 years old experienced homelessness with significant instability 
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and difficulty building trusting relationships as adults. The acquisition of life skills is one of the 

most significant predictors of a successful transition into adulthood.  

Gazda, Ginter, and Horne (2001), defined life skills as “all the skills and knowledge a 

person experiences, apart from academic that are necessary for effective living” (p. 318). 

Examples of life skills include, money management, home management, personal care, and 

relationship education. Each life skill is needed in preparation for living independently as an 

adult, and for many American youth, the acquisition of life skills is an ongoing process occurring 

throughout the lifespan via several social supports. For youth in care, the acquisition of life skills 

is inconsistent, limited, and incomplete by the time youth age out of the system (Courtney et al., 

2011; Williams, 2011). The deficit of skills needed to function successfully as adults include 

financial literacy, maintaining healthy relationships, employment and career preparation, and 

even proper culinary skills. Youth in care are not afforded the opportunity to enhance their 

abilities for adaptive and positive behaviors necessary to effectively respond to societal demands. 

Life skills enhance independent thinking, the ability to adjust in different circumstances and 

make informed decisions, think critically and creatively, communicate effectively, and cope in a 

healthy and productive manner. Factors that contribute to insufficient preparation for adulthood 

include lack of social supports and placement instability, which increases the likelihood of 

school transfers and lack of rite-of-passage activities such as obtaining a driver’s license 

(Scannapieco, Smith, & Blakeney-Strong, 2016).  The insertion of mentoring has had a positive 

impact on life preparation for youth in care. 

Mentoring relationships were associated with higher rates of educational attainment and 

increased social skills among youth. As youth in care transition from dependence to 

independence, the impact of mentoring extends beyond simply enhancing the skill of building a 
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healthy relationship to improvements in self-determination. By engaging with mentors, youth 

connect with professionals under informal and formal environments to develop alliances in such 

a way that increases their comfortability approaching others for help with academic, social, and 

personal concerns. More specifically, five main mentoring interventions that have helped youth 

transition successfully into adulthood are employment, transitional housing, tuition assistance for 

educational or vocational training, self-esteem and self-efficacy building, and mentors and caring 

adults (Bruster & Coccoma, 2013). In fact, the odds of enrolling in college were almost five 

times higher for youth in care who participated in a mentoring program than for non-mentored 

peers (Williams, 2011).  

 

College: A critical turning point 

 

Over a lifetime, a Bachelors degree is worth $2.8 million in earnings, compared with $1.3 

million for a high school degree and $1.7 million for an Associate’s degree (Carnevale, Rose, & 

Cheah, 2011). A college diploma increases one’s lifetime earning potential by more than 

$480,000 and opens new doors to social mobility. However, former foster youth and college 

success are two terms that are rarely associated given their lack of access to college and low 

completion rates. Like other young people, most of the youth in care aspire toward a college 

education, yet they have many more challenges to overcome. In one study, over 70% of 15 to 19-

year-old youth in care expressed a desire to attend college, and 19% expressed a desire to attend 

graduate school (Day, Riebschleger, Dworksy, Damashek, Fogarty, 2012). Despite high 

aspirations, youth in care are underrepresented in college (Dworsky, & Courtney, 2010).  

Currently, less than ten percent of former foster youth complete a Bachelors degree, 

despite the 70+ percentage of youth who reported a desire to obtain a degree (National Foster 

Youth Institute, 2017; Salazar, 2012). Factors that contribute to a former youth in care’s ability 
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to obtain a postsecondary degree has been identified as housing, employment, and financial 

support (Salazar, 2012). Currie et al. (2012), found a positive correlation between life skills and 

academics among first year undergraduate students. Statistically significant was the positive 

correlation between physical fitness, health maintenance, and grade point average. The findings 

suggest that students who can manage stress, in addition to making healthy choices were a good 

predictor of academic success in college. Ultimately, successful completion of a higher education 

program can serve as a critical turning point for young adults transitioning from care as they 

strive to acquire credentials and skills necessary to succeed in adult life and break the cycle of 

poverty (Dworsky, & Courtney, 2010;). Moreover, the infrastructure of support and resources 

aimed at increasing the number of former foster youth who complete college requires an honest 

acceptance of the barriers they face. 

 

Barriers to college success 

While many youth in care may desire to attend college, this reality is often a dream 

deferred. Exposure to higher education creates a new trajectory of social mobility for young 

adults from foster care who are otherwise more likely than their peers to experience a myriad of 

life risks, including barriers to accomplishing this aspiration. Factors that contribute to this gap in 

postsecondary educational attainment include, but are not limited to, placement changes, 

academic preparation, financial and social-emotional supports, and external encouragement. 

As previously discussed, many youth in care experience multiple placement changes, 

thus educational instability when moving from school to school. This, in turn, results in their lack 

of preparation for the rigors of college as many are not enrolled in college preparation courses 
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during high school. In the event former foster youth do embark on their college journey, many 

will be required to begin with remedial classes, thus extending their time in school. 

Being required to take additional courses that extend the overall college experience 

means that former foster youth will accrue a surplus of financial responsibilities such as tuition, 

housing, and necessary textbooks. The Department of Children and Family Services provides 

monthly stipends, but those funds typically are not enough to support a college student through 

the month. Unfortunately relying on family for financial support is rarely an option leaving the 

youth to fend for themselves in many cases. Some youth are unaware of financial aid 

opportunities as they lacked the guidance in high school or unsure of the potential available 

funding. Many of them are not aware of federal financial aid they might qualify for, and struggle 

to find stable housing. Studies have found that financial difficulties, needing to work, and 

concerns about housing are among the barriers that prevent former foster youth from pursuing 

postsecondary education (Day et al, 2012; Dworsky & Perez, 2010).  

Social-emotional supports and resources are another barrier to college success. Youth in 

care may experience more mental health issues than their non-foster classmates, which are easily 

compounded with a new college experience. Sadly, many student services on college campuses 

fail to understand the complex needs and experiences of former foster youth to provide direct 

assistance if and when support is sought. Receiving proper assistance to address the multilayers 

of trauma is vital to the academic success and social-emotional well-being as youth matriculate 

through postsecondary education. Mental health issues can significantly impact a student’s 

quality of life, hence make it difficult relating to others, the campus community, and broader 

society. More specifically, youth with a mental health diagnosis may experience loneliness and 
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isolation, lower GPAs, and discontinuous enrollment. These factors are modulated further by 

cultural and identity differences, as well as previous involvements with the child welfare system. 

While understanding and supporting mental health is paramount to the transition into adulthood 

for youth in care, availability of social supports is also a significant factor in long term success. 

Encouragement greatly impacts the major life decision of pursuing higher education. 

While youth who are not connected to the foster care system thrives on the support and 

encouragement from loved ones or educators, this is not always the case for those in care. 

In some situations, former foster youth may have contact with biological relatives that provide 

some of the essential necessities for leaving care and beginning college life, but lack the 

resources to connect these youth to educational or work opportunities that promote independence 

(Miller, Paschall, & Azar, 2017). Unfortunately, encouraging a college degree is not a priority of 

the child welfare system, despite the major advantages that accompany this obtainment. Research 

suggests that enrollment in college is more likely when young people are allowed to extend their 

involvement in foster care beyond the age of 18 (Dworsky, & Courtney, 2010) as they would at 

minimum receive some form of support or follow up. Overcoming these barriers are necessary to 

increase postsecondary educational attainment among former foster youth which would not only 

increase their average work-earnings but alter their life trajectory. 

  

Conclusion and implications 

To conclude, this manuscript discussed how being predisposed to life challenges impact 

current and former foster youth’s ability to function appropriately while in-care and during their 

transition into adulthood. Life challenges, educational instability, and low high school graduation 

play a major role on the youth’s adulthood life skills, college enrollment and college completion 

rates. An overview of youth in care was shared to demonstrate how this vulnerable population 
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may desire to pursue higher education despite faced with multiple challenges that negatively 

impact their life trajectory. Moreover, youth in care have a higher probability of behavioral or 

emotional problems linked to previous maltreatment or placement moves during their 

development (Benbenishty, Siegel, & Astor, 2018). Factors that contribute to the youth’s level of 

social, emotional, and academic functioning was reviewed as many youth in care have difficulty 

forming and maintaining relationships. All these factors can have a negative impact on academic 

achievement, which can cause other issues to develop as a result of academic 

failure. Additionally, this population experience increased high school dropout rates and are less 

likely to attend college as opposed to other young adults (Bruster & Coccoma, 2013). In spite of 

the aforementioned pitfalls, foster youth are amazingly resilient.  

The desire to beat the odds is motivation for some former foster youth to pursue higher 

education. Life benefits and potential barriers to college were highlighted to stress the 

significance of guiding and supporting this major life transition of adulthood. It is key to 

acknowledge the importance of mentoring relationships in helping to enhance independent living 

skills, thus postsecondary achievement. Adulthood is a general challenge for all youth, but youth 

in care have a greater disadvantage that needs to be addressed to assist with their transition as 

they grapple with life obstacles that were no fault of their own. 

Improving education achievement for youth in care will require concerted efforts to 

address. Social supports are critical to positive outcomes. An important factor for youth in care is 

having a supportive adult in their life that intervenes or provides advocacy at crucial times. 

Research has found it to be vital for all agencies that serve these youth to work together to ensure 

that their needs are comprehensively met. Equally important, having academic and social-

emotional supports readily available on college campus would greatly encourage youth to 
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accomplish their goal of obtaining a degree when needs arise. With increased awareness of 

students’ needs, high schools, universities, community colleges, and society will be better 

equipped to implement targeted supports and resources for this unique, non-traditional 

population. 

Overall, youth in care and former foster youth are a population that need the assistance of 

professional's in finding appropriate solutions towards addressing their multiple issues or 

experiences. Research that analyzes the foster care system and the impact on foster youth are 

very limited. Due to the limited amount of academic research in these areas, many youth are not 

receiving the assistance necessary to help them succeed. Child welfare professionals, caregivers, 

and educators would benefit greatly from additional research because it can provide a foundation 

for effective care that facilitate their youth’s success.  
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