
 

 
 

DROPPING OUT AND STOPPING OUT:  
 

EXPLORING THE BARRIERS TO EDUCATIONAL SUCCESS  
 

AMONG FORMER FOSTER YOUTH 
 
 
 
 
 
 

HONORS THESIS 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Presented to the Honors College of 
Texas State University 
in Partial Fulfillment 
of the Requirements 

 
 
 

for Graduation in the Honors College 
 
 
 
 

by 
 

Savannah Lee Knott 
 
 
 
 

San Marcos, Texas 
December 2018 

  



 
 
 

DROPPING OUT AND STOPPING OUT:  
 

EXPLORING THE BARRIERS TO EDUCATIONAL SUCCESS  
 

AMONG FORMER FOSTER YOUTH 
 
 
 
 
 
 

by 
 

Savannah Lee Knott 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Thesis Supervisor: 
 
 
________________________________ 
Christine Lynn Norton, Ph.D., LCSW 
School of Social Work 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Approved: 
 
 
____________________________________ 
Heather C. Galloway, Ph.D. 
Dean, Honors College
 
 



iii 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

Sections 
 
1. Abstract ………………………………………………..……………………………....iv 
2. Introduction ………………………………………………………………….....………1 
3. Risk Factors  
 a. Factors Leading to Poor Health ………………………………………..…….2-3 
 b. Effects of Abuse and Neglect ………………………………………..………3-4 
 c. A Lack of Support ……………………………………………………………4-5 
4. Description of the Problem  
5. Supporting Theoretical Frameworks  
 a. Attachment Theory …………………………………………………………..7-8 
 b. Developmental Perspective ………………………………………………….8-9 
 c. Social Constructionist Perspective ………………………………………….9-10 
6. Addressing the Problem  
 a. Foster Care Campus Support Programs ……………………………………....10 
 b. About FACES ……………………………………………………………..10-11 
7. Methodology  
 a. Sample ………………………………………………………………………...11 
 b. Research Design ……………………………………………………….….11-12 
 c. Informed Consent and Ethical Considerations …………………………..……12 
8. Results  
 a. Case Study 1: Alexis ……………………………………………………....13-16 
 b. Case Study 2: Ben …………………………………………………………16-20 
 c. Case Study 3: Cassidy ……………………………………………………..20-22 
9. Discussion  
 a. Adoption vs Aging Out ……………………………………………………22-23 
 b. Complex Trauma ……………………………………………………….…23-24 
 c. Mental and Physical Health ………………………………………………..…24 
 d. Relationships …………………………………………………………...…24-25 
 e. Institutional Support ………………………………………………………25-26 
 f. Sense of Future and Determination ……………………………………......26-27 
 g. Strengths ………………………………………………………………..…….27 
10. Limitations ………………………………………………………………………27-28 
11. Implications and Recommendations  
 a. For Four-Year Universities ……………………………………………….…..28 
 b. For Foster Care Support Programs ……………………………………..…28-29 
 c. For Social Work ………………………………………………………..….29-30 
12. Conclusions ……………………………………………………………………...…..30 
13. References ……………………………………………………………………….31-35 
14. Appendices  
 a. Approved Institutional Review Board Application …………………….…36-53 
 b. Institutional Review Board Modification Request ……………………..…54-57 
 c. Undergraduate Research Fellowship Application ………………………...58-61  



iv 

Abstract 

In 2011, Texas State University (TXST) began FACES: Foster Care Alumni 

Creating Educational Success. FACES is a campus-wide support initiative aimed at 

increasing college retention and graduation rates of foster care alumni. Initial research 

has shown that FACES outcomes far out-perform national averages with retention and 

graduation rates of close to 56%, matching the typical college student at Texas State, as 

well as the national college average (Watt, Norton & Jones, 2013). Though this is a 

tremendous success, attention still needs to be paid to the students who enroll at Texas 

State University, but do not finish. Research is needed to understand what risk factors 

contribute to students’ drop-out behavior so that FACES can make programmatic 

changes to better support these struggling students. This pilot, case study research 

project with former FACES/TXST students, includes data from semi-structured phone 

interviews exploring what barriers these students faced, what they are currently doing and 

what, if any, future plans they still have to pursue an education. Students who were 

identified for participation in the study were also given resources to address current risk 

factors, so that the study had a direct benefit to their lives and was not for the sole 

purpose of collecting data. 
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Introduction 

The foster care system’s goal is to promote children’s overall well-being by 

providing for their safety, health, stability and permanency. The foster care system strives 

to achieve permanency by reunifying children with responsible family members or by 

finding an alternative permanent arrangement such as adoption or guardianship (Szilagyi, 

2015). Children can be placed in foster care voluntarily or involuntarily. Some parents or 

legal guardians feel as though they are unable to adequately care for their children and 

voluntarily place them in foster care.  

However, less than 1% of children are voluntarily placed in foster care, which is 

most common in circumstances such as parental illness, hospitalization, incarceration, or 

because of a child’s mental health needs (Szilagyi, 2015). Therefore, most foster care 

youths are placed in the foster care system due to the risk or actual occurrence of 

physical, sexual, and/or psychological abuse, neglect, or abandonment (Watt, Norton & 

Jones, 2013). Other reasons for foster care placement include parental substance abuse 

and addiction, parental mental illness, parental criminal activity, extreme family violence, 

extreme poverty, transient living situations or homelessness (Szilagyi, 2015). This means 

that a majority of children placed in foster care come from families with the most 

complicated needs and the least psychosocial and financial resources. 

Children who live in a safe, stable environment with a strong sense of love and 

belonging are significantly less likely to be placed in foster care and to experience related 

traumas. Research shows that if a child has at least one adult in their life that is stable, 

loving, and attentive, he or she is much more likely to overcome trauma, stress, abuse, 

and neglect (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2000).  
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Despite fewer risk factors experienced by children currently outside of foster care, 

anyone is susceptible to tragedy which could require the intervention of the child welfare 

system. Examples include: the death or imprisonment of the child’s parents or guardians, 

financial instability or medical conditions that affects the guardian’s ability to care for the 

child. However, youth who are placed in the child welfare system often experience 

unique risk factors.  

Risk Factors 

Factors Leading to Poor Health 

Foster care youth experience numerous barriers in accessing adequate health care. 

In fact, foster care children’s health concerns are often neglected while in the same 

system that is supposed to remove them from neglecting homes (Szilagyi, 2015). Young 

foster children do not receive proper preventive health care while in placement, many 

significant problems often go undetected. Even if the health issue has been diagnosed, the 

children often go untreated. Numerous studies show that about 45% of children in foster 

care had one or more chronic medical problems, 37% required a referral to a specialist for 

additional evaluation and treatment, and 55% had delayed development (Simms, 

Dubowitz & Szilagyi, 2000). After a physical examination, about 92% had at least one 

physical abnormality, and 5% have had occult fractures that were not suspected by their 

caseworkers.  

In addition, moderate to severe mental health problems were found in over 70% 

of the children, yet only about 16% had ever been treated with medication (Simms, 

Dubowitz & Szilagyi, 2000). Mental illnesses such as depression, conduct disorder, 

oppositional defiant disorder, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, attachment 
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problems, and anxiety disorders are very prevalent in foster youth. 15% of foster care 

youth have reported suicidal ideation, and 7% have reported homicidal ideation (Simms, 

Dubowitz & Szilagyi, 2000). 

Although out-of-home care is able to protect children from neglectful and abusive 

situations at home, it is still a disruptive, invasive and costly option that does not always 

protect these children from neglect and abuse. While in their foster homes, 78.6% of 

children experience some form of neglect, 24.4% of children experience physical abuse, 

12.3% are sexually abused, and 10.2% experience emotional abuse (James, Landsverk, & 

Slymen, 2004). In addition, 25% of foster children who have aged out experience Post 

Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) (National Foster Youth Institute, 2017). 

Unfortunately, most children who enter foster care have chronic medical, mental 

health, or developmental problems, yet many do not receive adequate health care. In 

addition, psychological and emotional problems usually worsen throughout the placement 

(Szilagyi, 2015). These health concerns reflect the neglect and abuse, exposure to 

poverty, poor prenatal care, prenatal maternal substance abuse, prenatal infection, family 

and neighborhood violence, and parental mental illness experienced by the child before 

placement (Simms, Dubowitz & Szilagyi, 2000). 

Effects of Abuse and Neglect 

Children in foster care have disproportionately high rates of physical, 

developmental, and mental health problems and frequently have many unmet medical and 

mental health care needs (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2000). In addition, many 

children enter foster care at a young age when brain growth is most active. Experiencing 

complicated, serious physical health, mental health, abuse or neglect at such a vital stage 
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in their lives can be detrimental to later stages of development by affecting the way these 

children formulate attachment to caregivers and relationships with others, impacting how 

they comprehend abuse, neglect and stress, and influencing their decision-making 

processes (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2000). These physical, developmental, and 

mental health issues can make successful transition into higher education challenging for 

these youth, and therefore increases the chance of academic failure at the college level. 

A Lack of Support 

After aging out of foster care, adolescents tend to lack financial, educational, and 

family support. Foster youth have difficulty completing primary and secondary education 

(Unrau, Font & Rawls, 2012). Foster youth often move to new foster care placements, 

which results in changing schools as well. Students could lose up to four to six months of 

progress in education each time they change schools due to a lack of coordination 

between school personnel and the child welfare system and due to the difficulty of 

transferring school credits from previously attended schools (Kirk & Day, 2011). Many 

foster youth are likely to drop out of high school or repeat a grade due to falling behind 

from transfers (Unrau, Font & Rawls, 2012). Also, foster youth often lack support from 

family members.  

Individuals aging out of foster care system are significantly less likely to be able 

to depend on family members for shelter, adult guidance, and financial help than non-

foster youth (Unrau, Font & Rawls, 2012). Higher education could be viewed as 

inaccessible due to these obstacles in primary, secondary and higher education for foster 

youth. Financial resources to pay for college is one of the reasons higher education is 

hard to access for foster youth (Unrau, Font & Rawls, 2012).  
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Many foster youth may be unaware of the possible financial resources available to 

them. Examples of these resources may include financial aid or the Education and 

Training Voucher (ETV) program, which provides additional opportunities, funding, and 

other necessary resources in order to create a smooth transition out of the foster care 

system and into the higher education system. Benefits of this voucher include grants of 

up to $5,000 annually, which last for five years or until the person turns 23 (Education 

Training Vouchers, n.d.). This program is successful in that it helps many students access 

and afford higher education, but the number of students that do attend higher education is 

still low, with only 2-3% of foster care youth obtaining a bachelor’s degree (Watt, Norton 

& Jones, 2013). The policy’s requirements are relatively restrictive and difficult for foster 

youth to meet (Sarubbi, Parker, & Sponsler, 2016). A recent report found that even 

personnel whose job it is to help foster youth obtain financial aid are confused about how 

the programs work and how they are financed (Sarubbi, Parker, & Sponsler, 2016). This 

policy is written with the assumption that foster care youth will attend college at the 

traditional age, right after high school, despite the fact that only half of foster youth have 

a high school degree (Watt, Norton & Jones, 2013).  Also, most foster youth spend on 

average two years trying to reconnect with unsupportive parents, which uses up most of 

their eligibility time frame for the ETV (Unrau, Font & Rawls, 2012).  

Description of the Problem 

Foster youth in the education system are a distinct subgroup of students who are 

at an increased risk for poor academic performance and failure (Kirk & Day, 2011). 

Nationally, only 50% of foster youth graduate high school, and although 84% of foster 

youth report they want to attend college, only 10% will attend. The college retention and 
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graduation rates of foster youth show that only 2-3% attain a bachelor’s degree (Watt, 

Norton & Jones, 2013). 

Complex trauma, placement instability and educational instability have led to 

negative educational outcomes for youth in foster care (Watt, Norton & Jones, 2013). 

Several foster care alumni studies show that without a lifelong connection to a caring 

adult, and these older youths are often left vulnerable to a variety of adverse situations. 

While transitioning from foster care into adulthood, 84% became a parent, 51% were 

unemployed, 30% had no health insurance, 25% had been homeless, and 30% were 

receiving public assistance (Watt, Norton & Jones, 2013). Research shows that one out of 

two children who age out of the foster care system will become dependent on substances 

(National Foster Youth Institute, 2017). In addition, 60% of men who age out of the 

system will be convicted of a crime, and 70% of young girls who age out of the system 

will become pregnant before they turn 21 years old (National Foster Youth Institute, 

2017).   

This issue affects all youth in the foster care system, those who may be placed in 

the foster care system in the future, and families who are trying to adopt these children. 

Annually, thousands of teenagers exit foster care in the United States without high school 

degrees or even family relationships that are stable; which evidently leads to a life of 

further struggling (Krebs & Picoff, 2006). As studies have shown, these youth who have 

the greatest need for higher education seldom attend college due to unresolved trauma or 

a lack of a support system (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2000; Sarubbi, Parker, & 

Sponsler, 2016). 
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A college education is associated with improved life outcomes, including: 

practical knowledge and skills, increased job opportunities, higher salaries, networking 

opportunities, and social capital needed to achieve stability and prosperity (Watt, Norton 

& Jones, 2013). This makes a college degree even more critical among foster youth 

because these individuals are much more likely than the general population to rely on 

public assistance, to abuse substances and become addicted, and to become homeless or 

incarcerated (Watt, Norton & Jones, 2013).  

Supporting Theoretical Frameworks 

Attachment Theory 

Attachment theory explains how people initially develop relationship patterns in 

response to their parents’ parenting styles (Hutchison, 2017). This theory can be used to 

explain how foster youth develop relationships with their foster parents or caregivers.  

A child's experience before placement can help predict how the individual will 

adjust emotionally in foster care and after foster care. For example, when infants’ needs 

are adequately met, they are more likely to form a secure attachment with their caregivers 

(Szilagyi, 2015).  At such an early age, this is the foundation for trust, and it is significant 

in forming relationships throughout later stages in life. Children who have experienced 

emotional neglect or physical abuse often form an anxious-ambivalent, avoidant or 

insecure attachment with their primary caregivers. This is because they may fear potential 

caregiver abandonment or fear potential abuse from their caregiver. Contrarily, children 

who have experienced a loving relationship with their primary caregivers are more likely 

to form beneficial relationships with their foster families. This is because they may 
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perceive the world as a safe place, with trustworthy people, and they may come to view 

themselves as worthy of love and trust. 

Developmental Perspective 

The developmental perspective explains how human behavior develops 

throughout the course of life through complex interactions involving biological, 

psychological, and social processes (Hutchison, 2017). This perspective can be used to 

explain how foster youth change and stay the same over time.  

It is not surprising that children in foster care experience numerous mental health 

issues and psychological difficulties. Transitioning into foster care can be a very difficult 

process for children, especially for younger children who do not understand why a 

seemingly random stranger has suddenly taken them to an unfamiliar setting that they 

must temporarily call home. Many children do not know the location of their parents or 

siblings, where they are going, when, or even if, they will be able to return home (Simms, 

Dubowitz & Szilagyi, 2000). They may be in pain from untreated medical conditions or 

recent abuse and are often hungry, dirty and tired. Also, some children feel as if they are 

being punished and take on unjustified feelings of guilt for separating their family.  

At a young developmental stage, most non-foster youth children have stable 

homes and families and spend their time playing, learning, exploring and building 

relationships. Most of these children do not have to go through living with various 

families, attending various schools, not knowing where they will go next, worrying about 

potential abuse and neglect, and avoiding social interactions as a means of coping in 

preparation for the next foster home (Szilagyi, 2015).  
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After transitioning into foster homes, most children in foster care experience 

feelings of confusion, fear, apprehension of the unknown, loss, sadness, anxiety, and 

stress due to the painful experiences associated with the trauma of being removed from 

one's parents (James, Landsverk, & Slymen, 2004). The process of being removed from 

their family, even an abusive family, is traumatic for most individuals.  Due to the trauma 

they experience in their youth, most foster care alumni have developmental problems that 

carry over into their adolescence and early adulthood (Szilagyi, 2015).  

Social Constructionist Perspective 

A social constructionist perspective explains how people construct a sense of self, 

meaning, and a social life through interactions with others (Hutchison, 2017). This 

perspective can be used to explain how foster youth understand the world and their place 

in it.  

Although there are many ways to adapt and react to a new placement, there are a 

few common patterns. Many children initially seem to adjust well to their new foster 

homes, despite the fact that they are likely experiencing emotional inner turmoil. 

However, after about three months, these children may begin to act out and test their 

foster parents’ limits (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2000). Children do this in order 

to determine how much their foster parents care for them before allowing themselves to 

be vulnerable and form a trusting relationship. Contrarily, children may initially become 

depressed, aggressive, or withdrawn, despite their foster parents’ efforts to connect 

(American Academy of Pediatrics, 2000). This is because these children are cautious and 

weary of growing too close to their foster parents at first. Fortunately, both scenarios can 



10 
 

lead to a strong, positive relationship if the foster parent reacts with sensitivity and 

understanding.  

Addressing the Problem 

Foster Care Campus Support Programs 

Amongst the many challenges foster youth face, there are support programs 

available that can be beneficial towards increasing their success in higher education. 

These programs are designed to recruit foster youth and provide support throughout their 

time at university. Several campus-based programs around the United States provide 

support through resource referrals, help with career planning, and financial assistance. 

Nearly half of the programs also provide coaching, tutoring, and counseling services 

(Geiger, Piel, Day & Schelbe, 2018). Engaging foster youth in these programs helps to 

raise their chances of success in higher education. This mentorship and guidance 

improves commitment to educational success, social bonding, performance in classes and 

deters risky alcohol and drug use behaviors (Salazar, Haggerty & Roe, 2016). The 

process of transitioning into adulthood from foster care can be incredibly difficult; 

however, providing programs to assist their success in college can be incredibly 

beneficial in increasing their chances of attaining a degree.  

About FACES 

In 2011, Texas State University began Foster Care Alumni Creating Educational 

Success (FACES). FACES is a trauma-informed, campus-wide support initiative aimed at 

increasing college retention and graduation rates of foster care alumni with a strengths-

based perspective. FACES connects students with trained mentors to promote positive 

relationships, connection, advocacy and support (Texas State University, 2017). The 
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FACES student organization aims to connect students with one another through events 

and volunteer service opportunities. The program also provides students with information 

about available resources and opportunities both on campus and within the community.  

Initial research has shown that FACES outcomes far out-perform national 

averages. Nationally, university graduation rates of foster care alumni are only 2-3%. 

However, FACES has tremendously improved retention and graduation rates of foster 

care alumni at Texas State University of close to 56%, which matches the typical college 

student at Texas State University, as well as the national college graduation average 

(Watt, Norton & Jones, 2013). FACES currently serves approximately 120 students who 

qualify for the tuition and fee waiver (Norton & Watt, In press).  

Although FACES has accomplished tremendous success, attention still needs to 

be paid to the students who enroll at Texas State University but do not finish, in order to 

further improve educational attainment among foster care alumni. Research is needed to 

understand which risk factors contribute to students’ drop-out behavior so that FACES 

can make programmatic changes to better support these struggling students. 

Methodology 

Sample 

The sample for this study included foster care alumni who previously attended 

Texas State University, but who were no longer enrolled or dropped out before 

graduation. This study utilized a non-probability criterion sampling technique. The 

participants were recruited via email, phone, social media, and with the assistance of a 

gatekeeper who was involved in the FACES program, Dr. Christine Norton.  

Research Design 
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This pilot, inductive, qualitative case study surveyed students who formerly 

attended Texas State University through semi-structured phone interviews. The phone 

interviews were audio recorded and transcribed for a thematic analysis. All participant 

demographic data, phone interview recordings and transcripts will be stored in a 

password protected computer and kept securely for a minimum of three years on Dr. 

Norton's desktop computer. These interviews explored which barriers these students 

faced, what they are currently doing and what, if any, future plans do they still have to 

pursue an education.  

Informed Consent and Ethical Considerations 

The research proposal #2018309 was granted approval by Texas State 

University's Institutional Review Board (IRB) on 4/6/18 to ensure that no ethical 

guidelines were violated. The approved IRB form is attached. (Appendix A). The 

population is potentially vulnerable due to the increased likelihood of complex trauma, 

placement or housing instability and educational instability.  

Participants’ consent was obtained through a written consent form distributed 

through email and was addressed verbally over the phone prior to the start of the 

interview. The consent form is attached (Appendix A). The interview questions are also 

attached (Appendix A). As a safeguard, all participant information is confidential, and 

they have been assigned an alias to maintain consistency and to protect their identities. 

Students who were identified for participation in the study were also given 

resources to address current risk factors, so that the study has a direct benefit to their lives 

and was not for the sole purpose of collecting data.  
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Results 

Case Study 1: Alexis 

 Alexis is a female, Hispanic twenty-six-year-old who aged out of the foster care 

system. Currently, she is unemployed and is not enrolled at a different university. She has 

no spouse or children. She keeps in touch with her friends from TXST primarily over the 

phone and on social media. Alexis identifies her time at TXST as “the best of times” and 

“the worst of times”. She thinks it was “enriching” but felt like she “didn’t really 

appreciate what a privilege it was to be in school and be educated,” and she misses being 

in school.  

 While Alexis was attending TXST, she worked on campus for three years. She 

enjoyed her job and liked her co-workers. She studied Creative Writing because she loves 

reading and writing and feels that she is good at it. She eventually wants to write books 

and novels, and she has considered teaching in the future. Alexis reported that she felt as 

if her professors cared about her. In her English courses, she stated that “you’re sharing 

your writing and you’re sharing personal facets of yourself, your identity through your 

writing.” She said that although it was very personal, her professors were “super 

professional and accommodating.” She never felt as if they were judging her, and she felt 

that they were genuinely “invested in helping [her] become a better writer.” Alexis did 

not enjoy her larger lecture classes. She thinks that she did not learn much from these 

classes and wishes that the professors were more involved “in the teaching process.” 

Alexis also feels as though she had a very supportive relationship with her peers. She 

noted that she met “really cool people in class, and [she] wanted to go to class and engage 
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with them and learn with them.” She said that being around her peers is one of the main 

reasons that she misses being in school.  

 Dropping out of school was very sudden for Alexis. She felt like her mental 

health was declining one summer, so she took a semester off. “That semester turned into 

another semester and then another one, so I didn’t really mean to drop out, per say, but 

the time and distance separated me from my scholarly pursuits.” Alexis explained that 

she was in an “intense relationship” with a “narcissist” who “made it his effort to… 

torment [her] psychologically”. Although she is no longer in this relationship, she is still 

very affected by the relationship. She added that her ex-boyfriend has a lot of friends who 

have “had no problem interfering in her life.” She noted that she is moving away from 

San Marcos because she has “had a lot of people bully [her].” She said, “There’s a lot of 

just spitefulness, a lot of malevolence leveled at me, so I can’t be in school right now. 

I’ve got to get out of this town. I don’t know who is a friend at this point.” Alexis thinks 

that if she “hadn’t gotten into that one single relationship” that she would not have taken 

time off of school.  

 When asked about additional barriers that she faced while attending TXST, Alexis 

explained that she was not “equipped with enough support that a lot of traditional 

students have” because she did not have parents, “especially parents who went to college 

for themselves, so [she] felt like [she] was out on [her] own for the most part.” She also 

felt like she “didn’t have as much personhood as a lot of [her] peers. Not a lot of like 

autonomy or agency.” She explained “I never had certain experiences before I went to 

college. I couldn’t even go into a grocery store by myself without being monitored, so 
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when I went to TXST, there was a lot of freedom all at once, and I didn’t really know 

how to handle it or where to start.” 

 Alexis held an officer position in FACES. She mentioned that she had a lot of fun 

and met a lot of good people. The most helpful and valuable thing that FACES offered 

her was a support network of peers who had similar experiences that she could relate to. 

When asked if she had any recommendations for FACES, Alexis said that she felt that 

they were “very accommodating in helping [her] stay engaged to TXST” and that FACES 

provided her with helpful resources and support.  

When asked what she would tell a student who was contemplating dropping out, 

Alexis advised that the student should “think it through and make sure that they are doing 

it for the right reasons…It’s so subjective, I mean, people have to do what they have to 

do, But I would just urge them to do what they felt was right for themselves.” She also 

thinks that students should “appreciate being in college while they have the chance to 

because…the big world is scary and daunting, and if you can just be in school and learn 

and have a chance at a better future, then I would encourage them to pursue that 

wholeheartedly and for them to follow their bliss.” 

 Alexis doesn’t “feel like she really left because it’s still part of [her] life plan.” 

She wants to take a few classes at a community college in another town to boost her 

academic standing and her academic confidence, so that she can return to TXST. In five 

years, she hopes that she would have either graduated or would have gotten really close 

to graduating. She explained, “In five years, I'm still going to be young, and right now, 

I'm just following my bliss and exploring what life has to offer outside of academia. But, 
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you know, graduating from college has always been and I think will always be a goal of 

mine. So if it takes forever, then I'm going to die trying.” 

Case Study 2: Ben 

Ben is a White, twenty-seven-year-old who was adopted out of the foster care 

system at a young age. He is married but has no children. Ben graduated from TXST with 

a degree in Finance during the Summer semester of 2014; however, he had to “stop out” 

for one semester due to health issues. Currently, he is employed at an oil and gas 

contracting agency. Ben said, “Finally, I can say I like my job. It’s been a struggle the 

last few years, but I think I finally found the place I feel happy at.” He thinks this 

company is a good “cultural fit” for him, he “meshes well with the people that work 

there,” and “there’s really good management.”  

Although he studied Finance while attending TXST, he works in the accounting 

field. He recently started a Certified Public Accountant (CPA) program at Austin 

Community College (ACC) so that he can become a licensed CPA, and he will finish this 

program in the Fall semester of this year. He did not return to TXST for his Associate’s 

in Accounting because TXST “wanted [him] to take like 30 hours of a bunch of extra 

hours that he didn’t technically need.” Ben explained, “I’d have to end up getting my 

undergrad in accounting and then taking some master's level courses.” He felt like this 

was “too much work” because he could take both the master’s and undergraduate level 

courses that he needed in a year and a half at ACC. It would take him two to three years 

at TXST.  

 Overall, Ben had a positive university experience. He began college at a 

university in his hometown and transferred to TXST because he “wanted to get out of 
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[his] hometown and experience life in another city.” Also, he was dating his current wife 

who attended TXST, and “the distance was difficult.” Ben feels like he received “a really 

good education…made a lot of friends and had a lot of life experiences” at TXST. When 

Ben first attended TXST, he was a Graphic Design major. He felt like his grades were too 

“subjective…instead of a factual thing.” He considers himself to be “a very analytical 

person” and thinks that finance was “natural” for him.  

 Ben had a positive relationship with most of his professors at TXST, and he felt 

like they cared about him while he was attending TXST. He made an effort to get to 

know most of his professors on some level by introducing himself in the beginning of the 

semester and occasionally go to their office hours. Ben also had a positive overall 

experience with his peers. Ben held an officer position in the Financial Management 

Association. “I made a lot of friends that way. I really tried hard to be active and meet 

people. It's not always the easiest thing. But I think it has been good in the long run.” He 

mentioned that he had a lot of fun, and he was able to travel with this organization. He 

attended a few other organization’s meetings but was not as involved or interested in 

them. Ben said that he “stayed away from the fraternity crowd.” He is not on social media 

very often, and he keeps in touch with his friends from TXST primarily over the phone 

and in person. Some of his friends live in different cities, but some live nearby. They like 

to “hang out around town” and catch up a few times each month.  

 While Ben was attending TXST, he worked at several different jobs. He worked 

at his apartment complex, which gave him “a pretty good discount on rent” and then he 

ended up getting his real estate license to work at his friend’s office. The real estate job 

was his favorite because he had “a lot more freedom with his time.” He explained, “It 
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was all commission based and since San Marcos is such a booming town. You really 

don't have to try that hard to find business. They had a really good spot on campus. 

People just came in and you just help them as they walk in. I could do my homework 

while I was technically at work. Cause you're not paid hourly or anything like that. I 

really like that freedom.” 

 Ben was diagnosed with cancer on his second day of his second semester at 

TXST. He “wasn’t sure what to do or how to handle” the diagnosis, especially after “not 

knowing what it’s like living on your own for very long.” Ben decided to go back home 

and stay with his parents during his treatment process. He found a good doctor, the 

treatment went well, and he was able to return to TXST the very next semester. He is 

currently in remission.  

 When asked what he would tell a student who was contemplating dropping out, 

Ben said that he ”would really ask them to analyze their situation…whatever reason is 

causing them to drop out” and “to really think about the long-term effects” because 

“some things seem like a really big deal now…it feels that way in the moment but to 

really think about the long term effects of dropping out versus the long term effect of 

staying in school.” Ben mentioned that he had a friend who he convinced to attend 

college. He gave him a place to stay “for about a year or so,” rent-free. He added, “We 

never expected anything from him. Just wanted to give him a good environment to be in 

so that he was able to make some good choices for himself.” Ben explained that his 

friend’s mom could not work, his family was not very financially stable, and “he had a lot 

of influence from his family to not go to school.” Ben said that his friend felt like it was 
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his responsibility to take care of his family, but Ben thinks “he was a really smart guy” 

who “could be a lot better if he had stayed in” school.  

 Ben remembered having a mentor in FACES that he met with a few times to talk 

about school. He said that “she was very friendly and helpful.” Ben mentioned that he 

“always kind of wanted to be” more involved with FACES than he was. He thought “it 

seemed like a really neat organization because [his] other college didn’t have anything 

like that who are from an adoption or foster care background.” He added, “I guess I didn't 

make time to go to the meetings or anything like that. My main priority was school and 

that's kind of all I did. I went to school and I worked. That kind of took up everything 

outside of school. If I wasn't at school, I was at work.” 

 When asked what FACES offered him that he found to be most valuable and 

helpful, he noted that the mentoring program is “a really interesting and unique thing to 

have on campus, especially for people who are new to the town and don’t have a lot of 

friends” because “it provides them with an opportunity to break the ice and get out of 

their comfort zone a little bit.” Ben did not really know anyone except his wife, and he 

thinks that FACES helped him “be less of an introvert and try to make friends and just 

put myself out there.” Ben also remembered receiving many emails from FACES about 

various community events. He thinks that FACES should continue to “find things that 

bring people together and keep people engaged.” 

 Ben stated that he currently does not have any plans to pursue additional higher 

education in the future, but that he is “not opposed to going back and getting a master’s 

degree” if he needs to. In his current state, he does not think he would need any 

additional support for that to happen. Ben’s dream job “is to one day run [his] own 
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business… that one day [he is] able to generate [his] own income.” He does not know 

what kind of business he wants to run yet, but he knows that he wants “the freedom to do 

[his] own thing.” However, he has considered opening a restaurant.  

 In five years, Ben hopes to “be in some kind of supervisory role in [his] current 

place of employment… like the accounting manager or something like that.” He wants to 

be a mentor for someone new to either the accounting field or the finance field. Ben 

stated that he had some really negative mentors, while entering the workforce after 

college, and that he really wants “to be a positive influence for people coming out and 

starting in the workforce.” 

Case Study 3: Cassidy 

 Cassidy is a biracial, female twenty-one-year-old. She identifies as African and 

Hispanic. Cassidy aged out of the foster care system. She has no spouse or children. She 

is currently employed as a waitress. She likes her job because it is “pretty easy” and “it’s 

just a lot of repetition.” Cassidy is currently studying Biology because she wants to be a 

dentist. Before she attended TXST, she attended two other universities. She attended 

TXST for four semesters, and then transferred to the University of Texas at San Antonio 

(UTSA) “to be closer to home.”  

 Cassidy thinks that her overall university experience at TXST was “definitely a 

lot more challenging than any other school [she] went to.” She felt like she began 

emotionally dropping out of TXST in her first semester. Cassidy added that she “faced a 

lot more personal problems” while she was at TXST. She elaborated, “I ended up in the 

hospital at one point. I got raped several times there. It just wasn't a very good 

environment.” Cassidy became “really depressed” and went to a university counselor. 
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She said they helped because they gave her administrative withdraws because she 

“missed like whole semesters.” She added, “I feel like transferring definitely helped.” 

When asked what she would tell a student who was contemplating dropping out or 

leaving TXST, she responded “Honestly, I wouldn't really know what to say just because 

in my experience it was just a whole lot better dropping out.” 

 Cassidy is still in touch with a couple of friends from TXST, primarily on social 

media. When asked how close they are, she responded “Just like the normal level of 

friendship. Not best friends but I guess more than acquaintances.” She felt like her overall 

relationship with her peers was “pretty superficial… Just a lot of going to the Square and 

drinking.” Cassidy was a member in the Hip Hop Congress organization. She added, “I 

liked it. It definitely made me like enjoy school and…I made a couple friends there, so it 

was one of the good experiences I had there.” She also tried taking a couple Honors 

courses at TXST but felt that they were “hard” and that she “didn’t really have time for 

it.” Cassidy did not feel like her professors cared about her. She stated that her 

relationship with her professors “wasn’t very close.” She “didn’t really form a personal 

bond with them.” Cassidy had a lot of larger classes and did not have much contact with 

her professors at TXST.   

 Cassidy does not think anything could have been said or done to prevent her from 

deciding to leave TXST. She thinks UTSA has better accommodated her. She added that 

“Even though it is big, it feels a lot smaller. A lot more straightforward…Meetings with 

my advisor have been more helpful. I've made a lot more friends.” She explained that she 

thinks it is more straightforward because she “knows what to expect” because “the tests 

come from the homework”. Cassidy feels less overwhelmed by the content because “the 
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teacher basically goes over the book as well in a summarized version on their 

PowerPoint.”  

When asked about her involvement with FACES, she said, “I went to like maybe 

three meetings, but it just kind of like slipped my mind and I didn't really go too often.” 

She thought that the most helpful thing that FACES offered her was supplying textbooks. 

She added that “they connect you with students who are also going through the same 

struggles.” 

 Cassidy plans to go to dental hygiene school after attaining her bachelor’s degree 

in biology. When asked if she would need any additional support for this to happen, she 

stated “I guess like just books. The rest I can do on my own like study.” In five years, she 

thinks she will be a dental hygienist. Eventually, Cassidy would like to open up her own 

practice.  

Discussion  

Adoption vs Aging Out 

 Alexis and Cassidy aged out of the foster care system, but Ben was adopted out of 

the foster care system at a young age. Ben is White and was able to return to school and 

graduate after taking only one semester off, whereas Alexis and Cassidy are racial 

minorities who both aged out of the foster care system and have not yet graduated.  

Former foster youth that have been adopted tend to have more financial, 

educational, and familial support than youth that aged out of the foster care system 

(Unrau, Font & Rawls, 2012). They are also more likely to be able to depend on family 

members for shelter, adult guidance, and financial help than youth who aged out (Unrau, 

Font & Rawls, 2012).  
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 In addition, African American and Hispanic children have a historically 

disproportionate representation in foster care compared to the general population (Barth, 

1997). The child's ethnicity, age and length of time in care were found to be significant 

factors that impact the likeliness of adoption (Barth, 1997). The likelihood of a Caucasian 

child being adopted is 10.8 percent higher than for a Latino, African American, or other 

minority child who is available for adoption with the same number of years in care 

(Barth, 1997). Being a racial minority also strongly correlates with longer waiting periods 

for temporary foster care placement. Caucasian children are adopted at twice the rate of 

Hispanic, African American, and other non-Caucasian children (Barth, 1997).  

Complex Trauma 

Complex trauma describes an individual’s exposure to prolonged interpersonal 

trauma which results in many long-lasting effects (Greeson et al, 2011). All three 

participants have likely experienced many of the complex traumas associated with being 

in foster care, such as abuse, neglect, being removed from their family, etc. However, 

layered on top of those early childhood traumas, all of these students experienced new 

trauma as college students. Alexis mentioned that she experienced an emotionally 

abusive romantic relationship while attending TXST. Cassidy experienced trauma from 

being raped and sexually assaulted while attending TXST. Although he did not 

specifically say so, Ben could have experienced trauma surrounding his cancer diagnosis. 

Trauma can have a significant impact on academic distress (Sarubbi, Parker, & Sponsler, 

2016). 

 Rape and sexual assault are highly prevalent among college campuses, and former 

foster youth may be more at risk than non-foster youth students due to a history of 
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complex trauma and a lack of self-regulation (Tyler et al, 2001). Traumatized individuals 

are often disconnected from their own emotional experiences and may internalize their 

trauma which can result in feelings of shame, isolation and self-blame (Kinniburgh et al, 

2017). Without the ability to effectively self-regulate one’s emotions related to trauma 

and to identify unsafe relationship patterns, not perpetuating and replicating the cycles of 

violence becomes increasingly unlikely (Kinniburgh et al, 2017). 

Mental and Physical Health 

 Although he never mentioned or presented any signs of mental health challenges, 

Ben was diagnosed with cancer at the beginning of his second semester and decided to 

move back home while undergoing treatment. Alexis and Cassidy both mentioned 

experiencing mental health challenges, which stemmed from either emotional or physical 

abuse. The presence of mental and physical health challenges can significantly impact an 

individual’s academic pursuits (Kitzrow, 2003). Students with higher levels of physical 

and/or psychological distress typically also experience higher test anxiety, less effective 

time management, lower academic self-efficacy and are less likely to seek academic 

assistance (Kitzrow, 2003). 

Relationships 

Alexis stated that she endured mental and emotional abuse while in an “intense 

relationship” with a “narcissist.” Ben is married in a supportive and loving, long-term  

relationship. Ben also had a loving and supportive relationship with his adoptive parents. 

Cassidy struggled to find deep, meaningful friendships.  

While growing up, foster care youth lack significant primary attachment 

relationships and family connection which seems to affect their decisions in social and 
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romantic relationships. Many emancipated foster care youth also lack exposure to healthy 

relationships in their childhood, which can normalize abuse in their ideas of romantic 

relationships (Hanson, 2013). This impacts their understanding of what healthy 

relationships look and feel like. These youth are likely to endure and stay in unhealthy, 

abusive romantic relationships due to a strong need for connection and a sense of love 

and belonging (Hanson, 2013). To fulfill their unmet needs, foster youth are much more 

likely to make life-altering decisions regarding their relationships in early adulthood 

(Hanson, 2013). 

Institutional Support 

 Alexis felt supported by her professors, her peers and by FACES. Ben felt 

supported by his professors, his peers and by the Financial Management Association; 

however, he encountered bureaucratic barriers at TXST when he decided he wanted to 

pursue an additional degree in Accounting. Cassidy felt supported by Hip Hop Congress; 

however, she did not feel supported by her professors, her peers, or by the university. She 

did not feel associated with the university and lacked a sense of belonging.  

Nearly fifty percent of Black, Hispanic, and Native American male students fail to 

graduate from high school (Garza, Ryser & Lee, 2009). Although other factors contribute 

to academic failure and student disengagement at school, various institutional practices 

such as teachers ineffectively connecting with students, segregating students by ability 

and students perceiving teachers as uncaring (Garza, 2009). Culturally informed caring is 

necessary to address the racially disproportionate number of students who drop out of 

school. Research has shown that students are more likely to remain in school when they 

perceive their teachers as caring through behaviors such as: enhancing students’ potential, 
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valuing their opinions, fostering their self-esteem and respecting them as individuals 

(Garza, Ryser & Lee, 2009).  Additionally, students who are more involved in 

organizations or their community report a greater sense of autonomy, connection, 

belonging and a more clarified sense of purpose, whereas uninvolved students reported 

the opposite (Foubert & Urbanski, 2006). Students who hold officer or leadership 

positions or who are active members in organizations tend to report greater satisfaction 

and more personal development than those who just attend a meeting or so (Foubert & 

Urbanski, 2006). 

Sense of Future and Determination 

 All three students seemed to have a strong sense of their future and were 

determined to complete their degrees, although not all participants were determined to do 

so at TXST. In a study conducted by Steinmayr & Spinath (2009), the researchers found 

that motivation contributes to educational achievements beyond intelligence. Some 

motivational concepts were even able to predict the participant’s subsequent 

performance.  

 In addition, fostering positive feelings and emotions such as enjoyment, 

enthusiasm and overall contentment while learning in an academic setting has been 

linked to academic success (Corradino & Fogarty, 2018). Encouraging happiness in the 

classroom can help students maintain a sense of mindfulness, resilience and even 

physical health, whereas negative emotions such as anger, anxiety and discontent tend to 

worsen memory and slow learning (Corradino & Fogarty, 2018). Ben reported positive 

feelings in the classroom while attending TXST, and he was able to graduate 

successfully. Alexis reported positive feelings in the classroom while she attended TXST, 
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and she is motivated to return to complete her degree. Cassidy experienced negative 

emotions in the classroom while attending TXST; however, she is now experiencing 

positive feelings in the classroom at UTSA.  

Strengths 

Alexis maintains an unwavering desire to finish her degree. Ben was able to 

overcome cancer and return after only one semester to complete his degree. Cassidy was 

able to transfer to another university that can better accommodate her needs.  

 Despite the challenges and trauma that these students have experienced, they all 

demonstrate resiliency and possess remarkable strengths. The challenges that these 

students have endured have helped them develop character, tenacity, empathy and 

resilience (Norton & Watt, In press). Research and higher education often fail to 

recognize these assets (Norton & Watt, In press). By recognizing these assets and 

broadening the definition of potential, universities can provide disadvantaged students 

with meaningful advantages and contribute to their mission of enhancing diversity and 

inclusion (Norton & Watt, In press). 

Limitations 

Because this research study included such a small sample size, the conclusions 

drawn are non-generalizable. Also, the participant’s bias of self-reporting can skew the 

data, as the data was not triangulated from other key stakeholders such as professors, 

friends, peers and organization members. However, the researchers wanted self-reports in 

order to give the students a voice, which is often limited for foster care youth. In addition, 

students were cautious about providing background data regarding foster care history and 

additional traumas experienced. Although this was not the focus of the study, it could 
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have provided a better understanding of the students and their responses to various 

situations.  

Implications and Recommendations 

For Four-Year Universities 

Four-year colleges and universities should strive to generate opportunities for 

cumulatively disadvantaged students by helping them build resilience in education 

(Norton & Watt, In press). They need to be more supportive and flexible to accommodate 

their students, especially non-traditional students or students experiencing physical or 

mental health challenges. They need to improve counseling and advising services, and 

they need to be more flexible and less bureaucratic when assisting students with their 

degree plans. Although Texas State University has the Department of Occupational, 

Workforce and Leadership Studies (OWLS), none of the students interviewed were aware 

of its services. This program offers non-traditional approaches to attain a degree, by 

providing individualized degree plans, awarding credits for relevant life and work 

experiences, and offering courses at more convenient times and locations to better 

accommodate busy and working adults (Texas State University, 2018). Universities 

should better promote these programs.  

Universities also need better sexual assault support programs, domestic abuse 

support programs and better bullying support programs. They should create and enforce 

better policies aimed at preventing various forms of abuse and reprimanding those who 

commit abuse. They should strive to have smaller classes and clear expectations for their 

students. They need to hire culturally-informed, trauma informed, caring professors.  

For Foster Care Support Programs 
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 Foster care support programs should connect students with others who share 

similar life experiences. They should engage students with one another and with the 

university through community events to promote a sense of belonging through 

friendships. Healthy personal relationships, the normalization of traumatic experiences 

and peer support are vital for foster youth because these factors have a strong positive 

impact on mental health (Perry, 2006). In addition, they should provide mentoring, 

support, additional resources and assistance with purchasing books.  

For Social Work 

Foster care alumni face a multitude of barriers throughout their lives. This is 

important to social workers because hundreds of thousands of children have been 

removed from their homes and struggle to transition both into and out of foster care 

(Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2017). As social workers, it is imperative to advocate for 

these vulnerable children, to take preventative measures to ensure that they are in safe 

and stable environments, to educate and promote awareness about the barriers they face, 

to create and promote optimal policies and to create additional opportunities for them in 

the future.  

Social workers must promote awareness about foster care support programs and 

services in order to engage foster youth. Social workers must advocate for these youth by 

working to collaborate with schools and the child welfare system in order to minimize 

educational delays and to improve retention rates. Social workers should work to spread 

awareness about financial resources to these youth and advocate for better foster care 

support programs and additional resources such as mentoring and counseling services to 

help these youth transition into adulthood more smoothly. Social workers must also 
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promote collaboration between the health care system, the education system, the child 

welfare system, the criminal justice system, etc. Social workers can use their knowledge 

of various evidence-based theories and perspectives and cultural competencies in order to 

best advocate for this vulnerable group of people.  

Conclusion  

In conclusion, former foster care youth are a distinct subgroup of vulnerable 

students who need additional support to attain academic success. Further research is 

needed with more participants in order to discover and generalize themes. Although this 

research is non-generalizable, these are important narratives of risk and resilience that 

allow us to shine a light on challenges faced by former foster care youth. In addition, 

even though this research was focused primarily on the barriers faced by these students, 

the researchers also noticed many of the students’ strengths. Alexis is determined and has 

a persistent desire to complete her degree. Ben was able to overcome cancer and return 

after only one semester to complete his degree. Cassidy was able to find and transfer to 

another university that is able to better meet her needs.  

Based on this study, FACES should promote additional career counseling 

resources such as OWLS to further assist students with the bureaucracies associated with 

their degree plans. FACES should also consider implementing a sexual assault focus 

group in order to connect student survivors with peer support aimed at normalizing their 

experiences. 

 

 

  



31 
 

References 

American Academy of Pediatrics (2000). Developmental issues for young 

children in foster care. Committee on Early Childhood, Adoption and 

Dependent Care, 106. doi:10.1542/peds.106.5.1145 

Annie E. Casey Foundation. (2017). Children 0 to 17 in foster care. Kids Count 

Data Book. Retrieved from 

http://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/6242-children-0-to-17-in- 

foster-care #detailed/1/any/false/573,869,36,868,867/any/12985,12986 

Barth, R. P. (1997). Effects of age and race on the odds of adoption versus 

remaining in long-term out-of-home care. Child Welfare, 76(2), 285. 

Retrieved from https://www.questia.com/library/journal/1P3-

11229096/effects-of-age-and-race-on-the-odds-of-adoption-versus 

Corradino, C., & Fogarty, K. (2018). NYU Steinhardt School of Culture, 

Education, and Human Development Department of Applied Psychology. 

Retrieved from 

https://steinhardt.nyu.edu/appsych/opus/issues/2016/spring/corradino_foga

rty 

Education Training Vouchers. (n.d.). Retrieved from 

http://www.fc2success.org/programs/education-training-vouchers/ 

Foubert, J. D., & Urbanski, L. A. (2006). Effects of involvement in clubs and 

organizations on the psychosocial development of first-year and senior 

college students. NASPA journal, 43(1), 166-182. Retrieved from 



32 
 

https://www.albany.edu/involvement/documents/effects_of_involvement.p

df 

Garza, R. (2009). Latino and white high school students' perceptions of caring 

behaviors: Are we culturally responsive to our students?. Urban 

Education, 44(3), 297-321. Retrieved from 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0042085908318714 

Garza, R., Ryser, G., & Lee, K. (2009). Illuminating adolescent voices: 

Identifying high school students’ perceptions of teacher caring. Academic 

Leadership: The Online Journal, 7(4), 18. Retrieved from 

https://scholars.fhsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1335&context=alj 

Geiger, J. M., Piel, M. H., Day, A., & Schelbe, L. (2018). A descriptive analysis 

of programs serving foster care alumni in higher education: Challenges 

and opportunities. Children and Youth Services Review, 85, 287-294. 

doi:10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.01.001 

Greeson, J. K., Briggs, E. C., Kisiel, C. L., Layne, C. M., Ake III, G. S., Ko, S. J., 

& Fairbank, J. A. (2011). Complex trauma and mental health in children 

and adolescents placed in foster care: Findings from the National Child 

Traumatic Stress Network. Child welfare, 90(6), 91. 

Hanson, K. I. (2013). Emancipated foster care youths’ romantic relationships as 

observed by social workers. Retrieved from 

https://sophia.stkate.edu/msw_papers/187 

Hutchison, E. D. (2017).  Essentials of human behavior: Integrating person, 

environment, and the life course. Los Angeles, CA: Sage. 



33 
 

James, S., Landsverk, J., & Slymen, D. J. (2004). Placement movement in out-of-

home care: Patterns and predictors 

doi://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2004.01.008 

Kinniburgh, K. J., Blaustein, M., Spinazzola, J., & Van der Kolk, B. A. (2017). 

Attachment, Self-Regulation, and Competency: A comprehensive 

intervention framework for children with complex trauma. Psychiatric 

annals, 35(5), 424-430. 

Kirk, R., & Day, A. (2011). Increasing college access for youth aging out of foster 

care; Evaluation of a summer camp program for foster youth transitioning 

from high school to college. Children and Youth Services Review, 33(7), 

1173-1180. doi:10.1016/j.childyouth.2011.02.018 

Kitzrow, M. A. (2003). The mental health needs of today's college students: 

Challenges and recommendations. NASPA journal, 41(1), 167-181. 

Retrieved from http://ccvillage.buffalo.edu/wp-

content/uploads/sites/74/2017/06/NASPA-Mental-Health-Needs-of-

College-Students.pdf 

Krebs, B., & Picoff, P. (2006). Beyond the foster care system: The future for 

teens.  

National Foster Youth Institute. (2017). 51 useful aging out of foster care 

statistics. Retrieved February 21, 2018, from https://www.nfyi.org/51-

useful-aging-out-of-foster-care-statistics-social-race-media/ 

Norton, C.L., & Watt, T. (In press). From Foster Care to College Student: 

Addressing the Need for Equity, Access and Inclusion in Higher 



34 
 

Education. In Cuentos & Testimonies: Diversity & Inclusion at Texas 

State University. San Marcos, TX: Texas State University. 

Perry, B. L. (2006). Understanding social network disruption: The case of youth 

in foster care. Social Problems, 53(3), 371-391. 

Salazar, A. M., Haggerty, K. P., & Roe, S. S. (2016). Fostering higher education: 

a postsecondary access and retention intervention for youth with foster 

care experience. Children and Youth Services Review, 70, 46–56. 

http://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.09.008 

Sarubbi, M., Parker, E., & Sponsler, B. (2016). Strengthening policies for foster 

youth postsecondary attainment. Retrieved from 

http://www.ecs.org/wpcontent/uploads/Strengthening_Policies_for_Foster

_Youth_Postsecondary_Attainment-1.pdf 

Simms, M. D., Dubowitz, H., & Szilagyi, M. A. (2000). Health care needs of 

children in the foster care system. Pediatrics, 106(3). Retrieved from 

http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/106/Supplement_3/909.full 

Steinmayr, R., & Spinath, B. (2009). The importance of motivation as a predictor 

of school achievement. Learning and Individual Differences, 19(1), 80-90. 

Retrieved from 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1041608008000502 

Szilagyi, M. A. (2015). Health care issues for children and adolescents in foster 

care and kinship care. Pediatrics, 136(4). doi:10.1542/peds.2015-2656 



35 
 

Texas State University. (2017). FACES: Foster care alumni creating educational 

success. Retrieved February 21, 2018, from 

http://www.studentsuccess.txstate.edu/programs/faces.html 

Texas State University. (2018). OWLS: Department of occupational, workforce, 

and leadership studies. Retrieved December 1, 2018, from 

https://www.owls.txstate.edu/About-Us.html 

Tyler, K. A., Hoyt, D. R., Whitbeck, L. B., & Cauce, A. M. (2001). The effects of 

a high-risk environment on the sexual victimization of homeless and 

runaway youth. Violence and Victims, 16(4), 441-455. 

Unrau, Y. A., Font, S. A., & Rawls, G. (2012). Readiness for college engagement 

among students who have aged out of foster care. Children and Youth 

Services Review, 3476-83. doi:10.1016/j.childyouth.2011.09.002 

Watt, T. T., Norton, C. L., & Jones, C. (2013). Designing a campus support 

program for foster care alumni: Preliminary evidence for a strengths 

framework. Children and Youth Services Review, 35(9), 1408-1417. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2013.06.002 

  



36 
 

Appendix A: Approved Institutional Review Board Application 



37 
 

 



38 
 

 



39 
 

 



40 
 

 



41 
 

 



42 
 

 



43 
 

 



44 
 

 



45 
 

 
 
 



46 
 

 
 



47 
 

  



48 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  



49 
 

  



50 
 

  



51 
 



52 
 

Interview Questions 
 

Demographics 
 

What is your race/ethnicity? 
 

What is your gender? 
 

What is your age? 
 

Present Day 
 

Are you currently employed? 
  If so, where and what do you do there? 
  Do you like your job? Why or why not? 
  
 Are you currently enrolled at a different University? 
  If so, where?  

Why did you transfer? 
Are you still studying the same major?  

 
 Do you have a spouse or children? 
  
 Are you still in touch with any of your friends from University? 
  In what capacity? How close are you? 
 
Barriers/Risk Factors 
 

What was your overall University experience like? 
 
What were you studying while you were at Texas State? 
 Why did you choose that major? 
 
How was your relationship with your professors? 
 
When you were at TXST, did you feel like your professors cared about you? 

 
How was your relationship with your peers? 
 
When do you feel that you began emotionally dropping out of school?  
 What was going on at that time? 

 
What barriers did you face while you were attending Texas State University that 
may have contributed to academic failure (if applicable)? 
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 Do you feel that there was anything that could have been said or done that could 
have prevented you from deciding to drop out/leave TXST? 

  If so, what would that have been? 
 

Why did you leave Texas State University? 
 
Protective Factors 
 

Were you involved in any extracurricular activities, sororities/fraternities, 
organizations, or volunteer groups? 
 If so, which ones?  
 What was your overall experience in them? 
 If not, why not? 
 
What did FACES offer you that you found to be most helpful/valuable? 

  Why? 
 
 What would you tell a student that was contemplating dropping out? 
 

Are there any changes you would recommend that FACES make to help current 
and future students?  

 
Future Plans 
 
 Do you plan to pursue a higher education in the future? 
  Why or why not? 
  What support do you need for this to happen? 
 

What is your dream job? 
 

Where do you see yourself in five years? 
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Appendix B: Institutional Review Board Modification Request 
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Appendix C: Undergraduate Research Fellowship Application 
 

Proposal 
 

In the United States, there are nearly 411,000 children in the foster care system, 
and there are about 30,000 children in the foster care system in Texas (Annie E. Casey 
Foundation, 2017). About 20,000 foster care youth in the United States age out of the 
system by turning 18 every year, and about 1,500 foster care youth in Texas age out each 
year (Watt, Norton & Jones, 2013). Nationally, only 50% of foster youth graduate high 
school, and although 84% of foster youth report they want to attend college, only 10% 
will attend. The college retention and graduation rates of foster youth show that only 2-
3% attain a bachelor’s degree (Watt, Norton & Jones, 2013). 

 
Foster youth in the education system are a distinct subgroup of students who are 

at an increased risk for poor academic performance and failure. Children can be placed in 
foster care voluntarily or involuntarily. Some parents or legal guardians feel as though 
they are unable to adequately care for their children and voluntarily place them in foster 
care. However, most foster care youths are placed in the foster care system due to the risk 
or actual occurrence of physical, sexual, and/or psychological abuse, neglect, or 
abandonment (Watt, Norton & Jones, 2013). 

 
Complex trauma, placement instability and educational instability have led to 

negative educational outcomes for youth in foster care. Several foster care alumni studies 
show that without a lifelong connection to a caring adult, and these older youths are often 
left vulnerable to a host of adverse situations. While transitioning from foster care into 
adulthood, 84% became a parent, 51% were unemployed, 30% had no health insurance, 
25% had been homeless, and 30% were receiving public assistance (Watt, Norton & 
Jones, 2013). 

 
A college education is associated with a variety of improved life outcomes, 

including: practical knowledge and skills, increased job opportunities, higher salaries, 
networking opportunities, and social capital needed to achieve stability and prosperity 
(Watt, Norton & Jones, 2013). This makes a college degree even more critical among 
foster youth because they are much more likely than the general population to rely on 
public assistance, to abuse substances and become addicted, and to become homeless or 
incarcerated (Watt, Norton & Jones, 2013).  

 
In 2011, Texas State University (TXST) began FACES: Foster Care Alumni 

Creating Educational Success. FACES is a campus-wide support initiative aimed at 
increasing college retention and graduation rates of foster care alumni. Initial research 
has shown that FACES outcomes far out-perform national averages with retention and 
graduation rates of close to 56%, matching the typical college student at TXST, as well as 
the national college average (Watt, Norton & Jones, 2013). Though this is a tremendous 
success, attention still needs to be paid to the students who enroll at TXST, but do not 
finish. Further research is needed to understand what risk factors contribute to students’ 
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drop-out behavior so that FACES can make programmatic changes to better support these 
struggling students.  

 
This pilot, qualitative study will survey former TXST/FACES students through 

semi-structured phone interviews exploring what barriers these students faced, what they 
are currently doing and what, if any, future plans they still have to pursue an education. 
Students who are identified for participation in the study will be compensated $20 for 
their time. Participants will also be given resources to address current risk factors, so that 
the study has a direct benefit to their lives and is not for the sole purpose of collecting 
data.  

 
This study will provide me with knowledge, research experience, and 

interviewing experience which will be useful in my graduate pursuits and in my future 
professional social work practice. I believe this research has the potential to assist current 
and future students by improving foster care alumni programs at TXST and at 
universities all over the nation.  
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Project Timeline 

Fall 2017: I spent this semester developing my thesis topic and gathering relevant 
literature. On December 16, 2017, I submitted my research proposal to the Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) at Texas State University.  
 
Spring 2018: Once I receive IRB approval, I will recruit participants and begin phone 
interviews in March. I will spend the remainder of the semester interviewing participants 
and collecting data.  
 
Summer 2018: I will continue to recruit participants and conduct interviews. I will also 
analyze the data I have already collected. 
 
Fall 2018: I will be enrolled in HON 4390B and will spend the semester revising and 
editing my thesis. If recruiting is slow throughout the Spring and Summer semesters, I 
have allocated time throughout this semester to continue interviewing participants. 
Lastly, I will present my findings at the Honors Thesis Forum and the Undergraduate 
Research Conference. In addition, I will submit my research to The Texas State Journal 
of Undergraduate Research.   
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Budget Narrative 

Product Price Per Unit Amount Cost 
Participant 
Compensation 

$20 X30 $600 

High Quality Audio 
Recording Device 

$40 X1 $40 

Transcription 
Service 

$12 X30 $360 

  Total: $1,000 
 
 Compensation is necessary to incentivize participation among former students 
who may no longer feel associated with TXST due to their drop-out status.  
 
 A high-quality audio recording device will improve the results of the research by 
enhancing the clarity of the audio and reducing background and static noise. Higher 
quality audio recordings also make the transcription process easier, cheaper, and more 
accurate.   
 

The transcription service is listed at $0.40 per minute, and each interview should 
take approximately 30 minutes to complete. Therefore, each interview should cost about 
$12 each to transcribe.  
 


