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Background
Access to higher education has become
increasingly essential to obtain economic
independence and success in today’s labor
market. Despite the increased cost of tuition,
the demand for higher education has
increased over the past forty years (Settersten
& Ray, 2010). Young people who graduate
from college have significantly better
prospects in the workforce than those that do
not access higher education (Brock, 2010).
Someone with a bachelor’s degree will earn
about $2.1 million over their lifetime; this is
estimated to be one-third more than someone
who does not complete college and twice as
much as someone who has only earned a
high school diploma (Brock, 2010). As the
cost of living increases, the need for higher
education will become even more important,
especially for the 28,000 young people
transitioning out of foster care (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services,
2010).

Educational Challenges of
Older Youth
More than 80 percent of foster youth hope
to experience postsecondary education
(Courtney, Terao, & Bost, 2004) however;

numerous school changes and lack of
guidance, support and resources can
negatively influence their educational
achievements. The Midwest Study shows that
approximately one-quarter of foster youth did
not have a high school diploma or GED by
age 23 or 24 and only six percent had a two
or four year degree (Courtney et al., 2010).
Another study indicates that approximately two
percent of foster care alumni completed a
bachelor’s or higher degree (Pecora et al.,
2005) compared with 27.5 percent of the
general population (U.S. Census Bureau,
2011) and fewer than 16 percent of foster
care alumni completed a vocational degree
(Pecora et al., 2005).

Young people in foster care have multiple
challenges to accessing higher education.
Too often they lack financial stability, access
to secure housing and critical resources such
as health care, transportation or emergency
funds. Undoubtedly, because of their early
transition into adulthood and limited support
networks, older youth in foster care also
require more attention than youth in
traditional families.
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resources such as the Chafee Education and
Training Vouchers (ETV) and other
scholarships or tuition waiver programs.
Social workers can also ensure that youth
organize all important financial aid, school
and testing information in one place.

• Involving youth’s permanent connections in
the transition planning process. Social
workers can engage youths’ supportive
networks (e.g., foster parents, teachers,
coaches, mentors, attorneys or relatives) in
their transition plans. These individuals can
help to support and guide the young person
in identifying options and making important
academic decisions for themselves. Youth
can also turn to these adults during the
college application process, school breaks
or for career guidance.

• Making certain that the young person has
all of their personal documents before
leaving care. Social workers can ensure that
young people access an original copy of
their social security card and birth
certificate, a copy of their credit report and
any other relevant documents. Youth should
also have access to school records including
transcripts, diplomas and Individualized
Education Plan (IEP) when applicable.

• Addressing immigration policies prior
to youth’s transition out of the system.
Social workers working with immigrant

youth should collaborate with immigration
specialists to effectively address immigration
issues. Though no federal law prevents the
admission of undocumented youth in
colleges or universities, some policies can
create barriers for them. Undocumented
youth who are unable to return home and
are in long term foster care placement may
be eligible for a Special Immigrant Juvenile
Status (SIJS). With this status a youth is
eligible to become a U.S. permanent
resident however, the process must be
completed while the young person is in the
custody of the child welfare system.

• Securing housing for the young person.
Social workers can ensure that youth have
access to on-campus housing during the
school year and throughout school breaks or
identify off-campus housing options if
on-campus housing is not available.

• Using a cross-system approach to service
planning and delivery. Social workers can
work across systems particularly the
education system to meet ensure older
youths’ needs are met.

Conclusion
Accessing higher education is critical for all
young people. Unfortunately, youth aging out of
foster care have to face additional hurdles with
limited resources to achieve their educational

to pursue postsecondary education” (Dworsky &
Pérez, 2009). Youth are often not encouraged to
explore or pursue postsecondary options by their
caregivers or workers (Munson & Freundlich,
2008; Dworsky & Pérez, 2009). This lack of
encouragement could result from number of
reasons—including that child welfare workers
and foster parents are not adequately prepared
to help youth navigate school applications and
financial aid processes (Dworsky & Pérez,
2009). In addition, too many education
institutions are not adequately designed or
prepared to address the unique needs of older
foster youth. They often do not conduct sufficient
outreach prior to enrollment and are unaware of
the services available to foster youth.

Addressing Educational Needs
of Older Youth
Higher education is a pathway to a better life for
older youth in care however; it takes a number of
champions including policy makers, child welfare
and higher education leaders, state, local and
community leaders, advocates, philanthropists and
social workers to develop meaningful opportunities
to support the education and future dreams of the
thousands of young people leaving the system.

Across the country, there are a range of
approaches including collaborations, changes
in policy, tuition waiver programs, scholarships,
grants and on-campus support programs that
address the unique needs of foster youth. In
fact, thirty states have policies that provide
scholarships, tuition waivers or grants to young
people in foster care (Bassett & Emerson, 2010).
States such as California, Connecticut,
Michigan, North Carolina, Ohio, Texas, Vermont
and Washington have implemented a child
welfare and higher education systems approach
throughout their states to serve older foster youth
(Bassett & Emerson, 2010). Other communities
have addressed relevant issues such as securing
housing for students who do not have access to
year round housing through local partnerships
between child welfare, local housing authorities
and youth serving non-profits. While no sole
agency or system can meet all the needs of
older youth transitioning out of foster care,
collaborations are critical to ensuring that
youth’s educational needs are met.

What Can Social Workers Do
to Support Educational Goals of
Older Youth?
Social workers are in a unique position to ensure
that older youth have access to services. They
can ensure that youth are supported as they
prepare to transition out of foster care and into
higher education by:

• Assessing the young person’s strengths
and competencies. Social workers can
conduct an assessment inventory (e.g.,
Ansell-Casey Life Skills Assessment) with the
young person to help identify goals and
measure progress in life skills development.
Assessments are critical to determine life
skills gaps as young people prepare to
transition into adulthood.

• Providing the young person with
opportunities to have life experiences.
Social workers can ensure that youth are
given opportunities to learn life skills through
(e.g., complete college applications, work
part-time, etc.) experience prior to exiting
the system.

• Ensuring that the young person is on track
to graduate. Multiple school changes can
affect a young person’s academic
achievements. Social workers can work
with educators to ensure that the young
person is on track to graduate on time. In
instances when youth need extra support,
social workers can help to identify tutors or
work with their support network to help
support academic challenges.

• Exploring and identifying a range of
higher education opportunities with the
young person. Social workers can work
with youth to identify a range of educational
opportunities including two or four year
colleges or in some instances, vocational
schools.

• Preparing youth as they learn to navigate
education systems. Social workers can
guide and support youth as they prepare for
higher education. Social workers can ensure
youth are enrolled in SAT prep classes and
are aware of college application and testing
deadlines, financial aid processes and
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or for career guidance.

• Making certain that the young person has
all of their personal documents before
leaving care. Social workers can ensure that
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any other relevant documents. Youth should
also have access to school records including
transcripts, diplomas and Individualized
Education Plan (IEP) when applicable.
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be eligible for a Special Immigrant Juvenile
Status (SIJS). With this status a youth is
eligible to become a U.S. permanent
resident however, the process must be
completed while the young person is in the
custody of the child welfare system.

• Securing housing for the young person.
Social workers can ensure that youth have
access to on-campus housing during the
school year and throughout school breaks or
identify off-campus housing options if
on-campus housing is not available.

• Using a cross-system approach to service
planning and delivery. Social workers can
work across systems particularly the
education system to meet ensure older
youths’ needs are met.
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foster care have to face additional hurdles with
limited resources to achieve their educational
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social workers to develop meaningful opportunities
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fact, thirty states have policies that provide
scholarships, tuition waivers or grants to young
people in foster care (Bassett & Emerson, 2010).
States such as California, Connecticut,
Michigan, North Carolina, Ohio, Texas, Vermont
and Washington have implemented a child
welfare and higher education systems approach
throughout their states to serve older foster youth
(Bassett & Emerson, 2010). Other communities
have addressed relevant issues such as securing
housing for students who do not have access to
year round housing through local partnerships
between child welfare, local housing authorities
and youth serving non-profits. While no sole
agency or system can meet all the needs of
older youth transitioning out of foster care,
collaborations are critical to ensuring that
youth’s educational needs are met.

What Can Social Workers Do
to Support Educational Goals of
Older Youth?
Social workers are in a unique position to ensure
that older youth have access to services. They
can ensure that youth are supported as they
prepare to transition out of foster care and into
higher education by:

• Assessing the young person’s strengths
and competencies. Social workers can
conduct an assessment inventory (e.g.,
Ansell-Casey Life Skills Assessment) with the
young person to help identify goals and
measure progress in life skills development.
Assessments are critical to determine life
skills gaps as young people prepare to
transition into adulthood.

• Providing the young person with
opportunities to have life experiences.
Social workers can ensure that youth are
given opportunities to learn life skills through
(e.g., complete college applications, work
part-time, etc.) experience prior to exiting
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• Ensuring that the young person is on track
to graduate. Multiple school changes can
affect a young person’s academic
achievements. Social workers can work
with educators to ensure that the young
person is on track to graduate on time. In
instances when youth need extra support,
social workers can help to identify tutors or
work with their support network to help
support academic challenges.
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higher education opportunities with the
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goals. However, with a support network, a solid
transition plan and access to educational
supports and opportunities, older foster youth are
in a better position to achieve their goals.
Partnerships among key stakeholders can help to
create opportunities and essential services for
youth to successfully transition into adulthood and
into higher education.

Resources
Social workers are key players in ensuring that
older youth have access to services. Below is a
list of federal policy and programs that can
support the needs of youth aging out of care.

Chafee Foster Care Independence Programs
The Chafee Foster Care Independence Program
offers states essential funding to assist youth up to
age 21 in their transition into adulthood. The Chafee
program funds services including education, training,
employment and financial support. States may also
spend up to 30 percent of funds on room and board
services of older youth between ages of 18 and 21.
In 2001, Congress authorized the Education and
Training Vouchers (ETV) program through the Chafee
Foster Care Independence Program allowing states to
support the cost of school attendance (e.g., tuition,
room and board, etc.) for students aging out of foster
care up to age 23.

Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing
Adoptions Act
In October 2008, Congress passed this substantial
child welfare reform law extending foster care
services up to age 21. This law also promotes
permanent families through relative guardianship and
adoption, improves educational stability and health
planning and training opportunities.

Family Unification Program (FUP)
The Family Unification Program, signed into law in
1990 by President George H.W. Bush, works
through local level partnerships between public
housing authorities and child welfare agencies. In
October 2000, Congress added youth as an eligible
population for FUP. FUP provides youth aging out of
care with the vital housing resources to avoid
homelessness and make successful transitions to
adulthood.

Higher Education Opportunity Act
Reauthorized in 2008, the Higher Education
Opportunity Act expands the definition of an
independent student to include youth in foster care
or youth who were wards of the court at age 13
or older. It also requires that the Federal TRIO
Programs reach out and support foster care students.

Special Immigrant Juvenile Status (SIJS)
Special Immigrant Juvenile Status provides lawful
permanent residency to children and youth who
are under the jurisdiction of a juvenile court and
who have not been able to reunify with their families
as a result of abuse, neglect or abandonment.

Workforce Investment Act (WIA) Programs
The Workforce Investment Act authorized job training
programs to unemployed and underemployed
individuals for the Department of Labor (DOL). Two
of these programs- Youth Activities and Job Corps
can provide job training and supportive services
to foster youth.

NASW Resources
National Association for Social Workers. (2007).
Indicators for the achievement of the NASW
standards for cultural competence in social work
practice. Washington, DC: Author.

National Association for Social Workers. (2005).
NASW standards for social work practice in child
welfare. Washington, DC: Author.

National Association for Social Workers. (2003).
NASW standards for practice of social work with
adolescents. Washington, DC: Author.

NASW General Counsel. (2010). Legal rights of
children. Washington, DC: NASW Press.

Reamer, Frederic. (2010). A guide to essential
human services. Washington, DC: NASW Press.

Social Work policy Institute. (2011). Supervision:
The safety net for frontline child welfare practice.
Washington, DC: National Association of Social
Workers.

Torrico, R. (2010). Meeting the needs of immigrant
children and youth in child welfare. Washington,DC:
National Association of Social Workers.

Torrico, R. (2010). Youth aging out of foster care:
Supporting their transition into adulthood.
Washington, DC: National Association of Social
Workers.

Torrico Meruvia, R. (2011). Engaging young people
in their transition planning. Washington, DC:
National Association of Social Workers.

Torrico Meruvia, R. (2010). Supporting the child
welfare workforce to reduce child maltreatment.
Washington, DC: National Association of Social
Workers.

Whitaker, T., Reich, S., Reid, L., Williams, M.,&
Woodside, C. (2004). If you are right for the job, it’s
the best job in the world. Washington, DC: National
Association of Social Workers.

Other Relevant Resources
FosterClub is the national network for young people
in foster care. FosterClub has a number of resources
for youth and adults including toolkits to help youth
transition out of foster care.

Casey Family Programs is the nation’s largest
operating foundation dedicated to foster care and
improving the child welfare system.

Foster Care Alumni of America is a national
non-profit association that has been founded and is
led by alumni of the foster care system.

Fostering Connections Resource Center highlights
information, training and tools related to the
implementation of the Fostering Connections law.

Foster Care to Success (FCS), formerly Orphan
Foundation of America, is the largest and oldest
national nonprofit dedicated exclusively to promoting
success through higher education for foster youth.
They provide scholarships to enable youth to attend
college and vocational school, internships and
mentoring and academic opportunities.

National Center for Housing and Child Welfare
(NCHCW) links housing resources to child welfare
agencies to prevent family homelessness, reduce the
need for out-of-home placement and ensure older
youth obtain safe, stable and affordable housing
upon exiting the foster care system.
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Background
Access to higher education has become
increasingly essential to obtain economic
independence and success in today’s labor
market. Despite the increased cost of tuition,
the demand for higher education has
increased over the past forty years (Settersten
& Ray, 2010). Young people who graduate
from college have significantly better
prospects in the workforce than those that do
not access higher education (Brock, 2010).
Someone with a bachelor’s degree will earn
about $2.1 million over their lifetime; this is
estimated to be one-third more than someone
who does not complete college and twice as
much as someone who has only earned a
high school diploma (Brock, 2010). As the
cost of living increases, the need for higher
education will become even more important,
especially for the 28,000 young people
transitioning out of foster care (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services,
2010).

Educational Challenges of
Older Youth
More than 80 percent of foster youth hope
to experience postsecondary education
(Courtney, Terao, & Bost, 2004) however;

numerous school changes and lack of
guidance, support and resources can
negatively influence their educational
achievements. The Midwest Study shows that
approximately one-quarter of foster youth did
not have a high school diploma or GED by
age 23 or 24 and only six percent had a two
or four year degree (Courtney et al., 2010).
Another study indicates that approximately two
percent of foster care alumni completed a
bachelor’s or higher degree (Pecora et al.,
2005) compared with 27.5 percent of the
general population (U.S. Census Bureau,
2011) and fewer than 16 percent of foster
care alumni completed a vocational degree
(Pecora et al., 2005).

Young people in foster care have multiple
challenges to accessing higher education.
Too often they lack financial stability, access
to secure housing and critical resources such
as health care, transportation or emergency
funds. Undoubtedly, because of their early
transition into adulthood and limited support
networks, older youth in foster care also
require more attention than youth in
traditional families.

“The child welfare system has traditionally
done a poor job of encouraging youth in care

Roxana Torrico
Meruvia, MSW

Senior Prac t i ce Assoc ia te

r tor r i co@naswdc.org
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