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ABSTRACT 
Despite being among the most disadvantaged groups with 
respect to college access and success in the United States, 
youth formerly in foster care (YFFC) remain an understudied 
popula on in higher educa on research. Although they 
aspire to college at high levels, youth in foster care enjoy 
less postsecondary access and success than their peers who 
have not experienced foster care. This study seeks to be er 
understand how YFFC compare to their peers regarding 
college prepara on, choice, enrollment, and financing; 
academic self-concept and degree aspira ons; and concerns 
about paying for college. Using Perna's (2008) college choice 
model and data from the 2016 The Freshman Survey (TFS), 
we conduct bivariate comparisons and regression analysis to 
compare college readiness and enrollment between YFFC 
and non-YFFC who are first- me, full- me freshmen. We 
report the results of our findings and discuss how these 
contribute to exis ng research and apply to the financial 
and educa onal needs and strengths of YFFC.  
 
Keywords: Youth formerly in foster care, college readiness, 
college choice, college enrollment  
 

D espite being among the most 
disadvantaged group with 
respect to college access and 
success in the United States, 

youth formerly in foster care (YFFC), remain 
an understudied population in education 
research (Kearney, Naifeh, Hammer, & Cain, 
2018; Pears, Kim, & Leve, 2012). This lack of 
attention is somewhat surprising considering 
that YFFC lag well behind peers in attaining a 
postsecondary credential (Gillum, Lindsay, 

Murray, & Wells, 2016; Okpych & Courtney, 
2018). Although studies have found that the 
vast majority (70%-80%) of youth in foster 
care aspire to attend college (Jones, 2010; 
Wolanin, 2005) access and success in 
postsecondary education remains low. 
Compared to 60% of their peers, about 39% 
enroll in college (Courtney, et al., 2011) and 
only 10% graduate by age 25 (Pecora, et al., 
2006; Rios & Rocco, 2014). Postsecondary 
graduation rates range from 1% to 11% (A 
Day, Dworsky, Fogarty, & Damashek, 2011; 
Dworsky & Courtney, 2010; Dworsky & 
Havlicek, 2010; Merdinger, Hines, Osterling, 
& Wyatt, 2005; Okpych & Courtney, 2018; 
Parker & Sarubbi, 2017; RTI International, 
2015; Sarubbi, 2019; Villegas, Rosenthal, 
O’Brien, & Pecora, 2014) In a national report 
on youth in foster care and educational 
attainment, Wolanin (2005) writes, 
 

If foster youth completed high school 
and attended postsecondary education 
at the same rate as their peers, nearly 
100,000 additional foster youth in the 
18 to 25-year-old age group would be 
attending higher education. This is the 
size of the gap in opportunity for 
higher education between foster youth 
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and their peers, and it is the magnitude 
of the policy problem to equalize 
opportunities for foster youth (p.7). 

 
The objective of this study is to better 
understand the postsecondary attainment gap 
between YFFC and their peers who did not 
experience foster care (non-YFFC) by 
illuminating potential differences in college 
choice and enrollment behaviors between 
these two groups. Specifically, we ask the 
following research questions:   
 
How do YFFC compare to non-YFFC with 
respect to academic preparation, college 
choice, college enrollment behaviors, and 
finances/financial aid? 
 
To what extent does being a YFFC impact 
academic self-concept, highest planned 
academic degree (i.e., none to a professional 
degree or doctorate), and concerns about 
paying for college? 
 
Given the lack of empirical work in this area, 
these questions are intentionally broad, 
exploratory in nature, and intended to 
provide a foundation for future research.  

 
Review of the Literature 
 
It is helpful to begin with a brief overview of 
foster care in the United States. Dependent 
children whose birth parents are unable to 
care for them may be temporarily placed in 
state licensed private homes or institutions. 
Children may be voluntarily surrendered by 
the birth parent, but may also be removed by 
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the state due to neglect, physical or emotional 
abuse, unsafe environments, and more. In 
2019, the average length of stay in foster care 
was 19.6 months (Department of Health & 
Human Services, 2019). Since its inception in 
the United States in 1853, there has been 
debate about the structure and efficacy of 
foster care, with on-going concern about the 
long-term outcomes for children (McDonald, 
Allen, Westerfelt, & Piliavin, 1996). Youth in 
foster care face disproportionately high rates 
of incarceration (Barth, 1990; Pecora et al., 
2003), mental illness, poverty, substance 
abuse, and low levels of educational 
attainment (Barth, 1990; Wolanin, 2005).  
The scope of this study is relatively narrow in 
terms of foster care outcomes, focusing on 
educational attainment.  
 
Collectively, existing empirical studies 
(Blome, 1997; Davis, 2006; Day, Dworsky, & 
Feng, 2013; Dworsky & Courtney, 2010; 
Harris, Jackson, O’Brien, & Pecora, 2009; 
Kahne & Bailey, 1999; Rassen, Cooper, & 
Mery, 2010; Wolanin, 2005) find that youth in 
foster care face a number of barriers to 
attaining a postsecondary credential.  Youth 
in foster care are less likely than their peers to 
complete high school and less likely to be 
academically prepared for college. For 
example, Blome’s (1997) analysis of the 1980 
High School and Beyond (HS&B) sophomore 
cohort found that 15% of youth in foster care 
were enrolled in a college preparatory track 
compared to 32% of the comparison group. 
Poor performance on standardized tests by 
youth in foster care lend further evidence that 
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these youth face issues of access due to low 
levels of academic preparation (Frerer, et al., 
2013). 
 
Once enrolled, youth in foster care may lack 
the necessary institutional (Dworsky & Perez, 
2010; Emerson, 2007) as well as financial 
support (Merdinger, et al., 2005) necessary for 
them to graduate from college. Although 
some college and universities have 
implemented programs and policies to meet 
the needs of youth in foster care (Unrau, 
2011), most student affairs educators remain 
unfamiliar with these students’ needs. 
Financial barriers include lack of support 
from family to pay for school (Wolanin, 2005) 
and lack of awareness of financial aid options 
(Davis, 2006).   
 
Collectively, these barriers contribute to low 
attainment rates. Using data from the 
National Postsecondary Student Aid Study 
2004 (NPSAS:04) and Beginning 
Postsecondary Students 2001 (BPS:01) Davis 
(2006) found that 26% of former youth in 
foster care who entered college in 1995 had 
obtained a postsecondary credential by 2001 
compared to 56% of their peers. Prior research 
has found similarly low graduation rates. For 
example, Barth (1990) reported that just three 
3 out of 55 youth in foster care in his 
retrospective study had earned a 
postsecondary credential (1 AA and 2 BAs). 
 
There are no nationally representative 
datasets of youth in foster care in educational 
settings (Davis, 2006). Prior research has 
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relied on samples drawn from social service 
programs (e.g., McMillen, et al., 2003), agency 
records (e.g., Barth, 1990), or research studies 
aimed at broad understanding of their life 
course (e.g., the Midwest Evaluation of the 
Adult Functioning of Former Foster youth, 
i.e., the Midwest Study). While these studies 
offer a wealth of information about 
experience and outcomes of youth in foster 
care, in some cases the sample sizes (e.g., 
Barth’s 1990 study included just 55 
participants) preclude certain statistical 
methods. Also, most of these studies were not 
intended to collect substantial information 
about students’ postsecondary educational 
experiences. Even the authors (Day, et al., 
2013) of a more recent study using 
institutional data from a large Midwestern 
university acknowledge that they lack 
important variables such as academic 
performance and financial aid. 
 
In addition, no single federal dataset contains 
the data necessary to model longitudinal 
education outcomes for youth in foster care. 
The Children’s Bureau oversees collection of 
data on youth in foster care. However, these 
data systems were designed for policy 
monitoring and reporting purposes, not to 
provide detailed information about college 
access and success. The small sample sizes of 
youth in foster care in National Center for 
Education Statistics (NCES) datasets limit 
conclusion on their outcomes. For example, 
the proportion of youth in foster care in 
NPSAS:96 to NPSAS:08 ranges from 0.4% to 
0.7%. The data analyzed here are the first of 
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their kind nationally.  
 
Conceptual Framework 
 
The model of college choice proposed by 
Perna (2008) serves as the conceptual 
framework for this study. The model asserts 
that multiple layers of context, including 
social, economic, and policy contexts; higher 
education contexts; school and community 
contexts; and habitus influence college choice. 
Habitus, the focus of this study, was first 
articulated by Pierre Bourdieu (1990) as part 
of his theory of cultural capital. Habitus is the 
perceptions, habits, dispositions, and outlook 
held by individuals as a function of their 
cultural capital. Put another way, habitus is 
the feel for the game that individuals develop, 
with games being what Bourdieu referred to 
as fields, such as education, religion, law, and 
other social institutions. This habitus layer 
encompasses a person’s individual identity, 
including their demographics, cultural 
capital, and social capital. Perna’s (2008) 
model conceptualizes the relationships among 
habitus and the demand for higher education 
(e.g., academic preparation and achievement), 
supply of resources (e.g., family income), and 
the expectation of benefits and costs. These all 
influence the college choice process. 
 
Method 
 
The preceding conceptual framework guides 
our empirical analysis to answer our research 
questions about how YFFC compare to non-
YFFC with respect to college readiness and 
college enrollment. First, we conducted 

College Choice and Enrollment of YFFC 

bivariate comparisons of YFFC to all first-
time, full-time (FTFT) freshman that were 
never in foster care in terms of gender, race/
ethnicity, value of college attainment, 
information about college, and assistance with 
college processes.  
 
Next, we ran a series of ordinary least squares 
regression models to better understand the 
relationship between habitus and college 
readiness and college enrollment. Habitus is 
operationalized as described above—
demographic characteristics, access to 
information about college, and support in the 
college readiness and enrollment process. Our 
focal independent variable is whether a 
student said they were in foster care after age 
13 (more detail below). As such, the variable 
identifying whether the students had been in 
foster care after age 13 was force entered first 
to determine whether there is a relationship 
between having been in foster care with the 
outcomes of interest: financial concern, , and 
academic self-concept. 
 
The other independent variables in the 
regression analyses were added in blocks, 
using forward entry such that only variables 
that added to the predictive power of the 
model would enter. After the foster care 
variable, a block of demographics and 
background characteristics associated with 
the particular outcome were included such as 
race/ethnicity, sex, summer bridge 
participation, and number of years studying 
various subjects in high school. The next block 
represents financial variables such as type of 
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aid received and financial concern. The final 
block includes general reasons for attending 
college. 
 
Data 
 
Data for this study come from the 
Cooperative Institutional Research Program's 
(CIRP) Freshman Survey (TFS), administered 
by the Higher Education Research Institute at 
UCLA. The 2016 TFS was administered at 253 
colleges and universities nationwide and was 
completed by 171,300 incoming freshmen. 
The 2016 TFS introduced a new item that 
asked students to indicate whether they had 
lived in foster care or as a dependent of the 
court at any time since they turned 13, and 
more than 1,000 students (n=1,147) responded 
in the affirmative to this question. Given that 
a student who has lived in foster care after 
age 13 can identify as independent on the 
FAFSA, analyses of students’ concerns about 
and strategies for paying for college 
underscore critical differences between 
former foster care youth and the national 
sample of FTFT first-year students. Including 
only FTFT students produced our sample of 
156,608, of which 1,019 reported they had 
been in foster care or a dependent of the court 
since age 13. 
 
Sample Characteristics 
With respect to selected demographic 
characteristics, we found several differences 
between respondents who were YFFC and 
those who were not (see Table 1 on page 13). 
Women were overrepresented among YFFC 

compared to non-YFFC peers. This is 
somewhat surprising given that according to 
the latest data from the Adoption and Foster 
Care Analysis and Reporting System 
(AFCARS, 2015), females comprised 48% of 
the youth in foster care in 2015. Students of 
color were overrepresented among YFFC: 
about 63% of YFFC in the sample self-
identified as a person of color, compared to 
37.5% of non-YFFC respondents. African 
American students represented 26.8% of the 
YFFC sample and East Asian students 
represented 23.4%, compared to 12.9% and 
7.2% of non-YFFC. For reference, in 2015, 24% 
of youth in care identified as Black or African 
American, 22% as Hispanic (of any race), 42% 
as White, and 1% as Asian (AFCARS, 2015).  
A higher proportion of YFFC (28.1%) did not 
identify English as the primary language 
spoken at home relative to non-YFFC (7.3%). 
Youth formerly in foster care were also more 
likely to self-identify as first-generation 
students (38% compared to 2%). Finally, a 
lower proportion of YFFC identified as 
heterosexual or straight compared to non-
YFFC (85% compared to 91.6%).  See Table 1 
on page 13 
 
Respondents who identified as YFFC reported 
various forms of disability in greater 
proportion to non-YFFC. About 6% of YFFC 
reported a learning disability compared to 
3.4% of non-YFFC. Attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder, autism, physical 
disability, and chronic illness were also 
reported by a greater percent of YFFC 
compared to non-YFFC. Finally, about 22% of 
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Table 2. 
Academic Preparation and Aspirations 

Table 1. 
Demographic Characteristics of Sample 

YFFC Non-YFFC 
% 

Women 65.4 58.8 
Race/ethnicity     

Person of color 62.7 37.5 
African American 26.8 12.9 
American Indian/Alaska Na ve 4.7 1.8 
East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Japanese) 

23.4 7.2 

La no/Hispanic     
Mexican American/Chicano 22.4 7.3 
Puerto Rican 4.6 2.3 
Other 5.5 6.7 

English not primary language 28.1 7.5 
First-genera on 37.5 1.9 
Sexual orienta on- Heterosexual or 
straight 

85 91.6 

Disability     
Learning 5.9 3.4 
A en on Deficit Hyperac vity             
Disorder 10.6 6.3 

Au sm 2.1 0.6 
Physical 7.8 4.8 
Chronic illness 3.6 2.7 
Psychological disorder 21.5 11.1 

    

 
YFFC Non-YFFC 

% 
GED 0.4 0.1 

B or below 33.1 23.1 

A or A + 23.4 30.2 
4 or more years of high school math 77 89.3 
Aspire to a bachelor's degree or higher 96 98.8 

HS GPA     

Source: Authors’ Analysis of 2016 The Freshman Survey. 

Source: Authors’ Analysis of 2016 The Freshman Survey. 
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YFFC reported some form of psychological 
disorder (e.g., depression, anxiety), compared 
to 11% of non-YFFC. This is important to note 
given the higher incidence of mental health 
challenges reported among youth in foster 
care (Geenen et al., 2015).  
 
Findings 
 
Based on several characteristics, YFFC 
reported being less academically prepared for 
college than non-YFFC (see Table 2 on page 
15). YFFC reported earned lower grades in 
high school than non-YFFC: about 23% of 
YFFC reported having an A or A+ cumulative 
GPA in high school compared to 30.25% of 
non-YFFC. Also, a lower proportion of YFFC 
reported taking four or more years of math 
compared to non-YFFC. Degree aspirations 
were high for both groups, with 96% of YFFC 
aspiring to a bachelor’s degree or higher 
compared to about 99% of non-YFFC.  
 
A number of differences in reasons for 
choosing and enrolling in college emerged in 
the responses from YFFC and non-YFFC. 
First, YFFC appeared to attend colleges that 
were further away from home than non-
YFFC: 31.5% of YFFC reporting that their 
current institution was more than 500 miles 
from home, compared to 21% of non-YFFC.  A 
greater proportion of youth formerly in foster 
care reported that becoming more cultured 
and preparing for graduate school was a very 
important reason for going to college relative 
to non-YFFC.  
 

Some differences emerged between YFFC and 
non-YFFC with respect to who influenced 
their college choice decisions. Perhaps not 
surprisingly, higher proportions of YFFC 
reported being influenced in their college 
choice process by people other than parents 
or relatives. Although parents can play an 
important role in the information youth 
receive about their choice of college and 
career (Owen et al, 2020), youth in foster care 
likely have limited interaction with parents. 
About 52% of YFFC said parents or relatives 
were somewhat or very important in their 
choice of college compared to about 58% of 
non-YFFC. Teachers and high school 
counselors also seemed to be more influential 
in the college choice process for YFFC versus 
non-YFFC. Financial assistance was most 
often cited by both groups as somewhat or 
very important in the college choice process 
for both groups, but a greater proportion of 
YFFC (81.2%) felt this way compared to non-
YFFC (74.3%). Interestingly, religious 
affiliation of the school seemed to hold greater 
influence on the college choice process for 
YFFC, although as shown in Table 4 (page 17), 
a smaller proportion of YFFC reported 
attending religious services once enrolled 
compared to non-YFFC.  
 
Behaviors in College 
Next, we consider self-reported activities and 
behaviors of YFFC compared to non-YFFC 
once they were enrolled in college. YFFC 
reported attending summer bridge programs 
in higher proportion compared to non-YFFC 
(see Table 4 on page 17). Consumption of 
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Table 3. 
College Choice and Enrollment 

Source: Authors’ Analysis of 2016 The Freshman Survey. 

    YFFC Non-YFFC 
% 

Distance from home     
> 500 miles 31.5 21 
100 to 500 miles 18 27.8 

Accepted to first choice college 70.4 73.3 
A ending first choice college 52 56 

Reasons for going to college (ranked as very important)     

Becoming more cultured 60.5 54.5 
Preparing for graduate school 69.4 62.1 
Pleasing family 37.2 35.4 

Parents/rela ves 51.6 58.4 
Teacher 47.3 35.6 
Academic reputa on 61.4 66.4 
Financial assistance 81.2 74.3 
Cost of college 49.6 38.8 
High school counselor 32.2 22 
Private college counselor 47.1 57 
Good job 47.1 57 
Religious affilia on 38.6 29.5 
Visit to campus 39.8 49.8 

Reasons for choosing college (somewhat or very important)     
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alcohol (beer, wine, or liquor) was reported 
by a smaller proportion of YFFC compared to 
non-YFFC. Interestingly, although a greater 
share of YFFC reported having psychological 
disorders, a smaller proportion of YFFC 
reported feeling overwhelmed and having 
occasional feelings of depression or anxiety 
than non-YFFC. YFFC seemed more likely to 
seek out counseling, however, with 63.2% 
reporting a good or very good chance of 
seeking out counseling, compared to 48.5% of 
non-YFFC.    
 
Academic Behaviors in College 
With respect to academic behaviors once 
enrolled, there appeared to be little difference 
between YFFC and non-YFFC in terms of 
going to class late, falling asleep in class, or 
skipping class. A greater proportion of YFFC 
reported frequently taking on challenges 
compared to non-YFFC (43.3% compared to 
35.7%). YFFC reported studying more and 
socializing less than their non-YFFC peers. 
About 10% of YFFC reported spending over 
20 hours per week studying compared to 
about 6% of non-YFFC, whereas 51.4% of 
YFFC reported socializing six or more hours 
per week with friends compared to 59% of 
non-YFFC. Both groups were similar in 
reporting expectations around time to 
graduate, with about 90% planning to do so in 
four years or less. Finally, YFFC reported 
having a very good chance of working with a 
professor in greater proportion than non-
YFFC (31.1% compared to 23.8%). In sum, 
YFFC reported behaviors that would 
presumably lead to academic success at a 

higher rate than their non-YFFC peers.  
Finances and Financial Aid 
 
A number of differences emerge between 
YFFC and non-YFFC with respect to finances 
and financial aid. About 44% of YFFC 
reported receiving no resources from families 
to pay for college, compared to 17.6% of non-
YFFC. Among non-YFFC, about 32% reported 
receiving $15,000 or more from their families 
to pay for college compared to roughly 23% of 
YFFC. YFFC appeared to be less likely to 
report using loans to pay for college and more 
like to rely on work-study. About 56% of 
YFFC reported receiving a Pell Grant 
compared to 29% of non-YFFC. In addition, 
YFFC were more likely to report receiving 
need-based aid and less likely to receive merit
-based aid. A greater proportion (23.55%) of 
YFFC reported having major concerns about 
paying for college compared to non-YFFC 
(13.6%). Working more than 20 hours per 
week was reported with greater frequency 
among YFFC. About 16% of YFFC reported 
working more than 20 hours per week 
compared to 9.4% of non-YFFC.  
 
Academic Self Concept 
Finally, we compared YFFC to non-YFFC on 
index variables related to academic self-
concept, social agency, college involvement, 
and self-efficacy. A low score equates to at 
least one half of a standard deviation below 
the mean. An average score is within one half 
standard deviation above or below the mean. 
A high score equates to more than a half a 
standard deviation above the mean. We find 
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Table 4. 
College Enrollment Behaviors 

YFFC Non-YFFC 
% 

Summer bridge par cipa on 13.8 5.9 
A ended a religious service     

Not at all 42.8 29.6 
Occasionally 31.4 37.6 
Frequently 25.7 32.9 

Did not consume beer 75.7 69.7 
Did not consume wine or liquor 69 63.6 
Felt overwhelmed     

Not at all 12.9 7.7 
Occasionally 46.2 50.8 
Frequently 40.9 41.5 

Occasional mental health feelings     
Depression 65.8 79.8 
Anxious 79.8 84.8 

Socialized occasionally with someone of a 
different racial or ethnic group 

88.7 96.6 

Late to class frequently 7.6 7.8 
Fell asleep in class frequently 6.7 5.6 
Skipped class frequently 3.3 2.6 
Frequently took on challenges 43.3 35.7 
Had above average or greater social confi-
dence 50.6 44.9 

Had average intellectual confidence 31.4 33 
Spent over 20 hours per week studying 9.5 5.5 
Spent 6 or more hours per week socializing 
with friends 51.4 59 

Expect to graduate in 4 years or less 89.5 90 
Reported seeking a good or very good 
chance of seeking counseling 63.2 48.5 

Have a very good chance of working with a 
professor 31.1 23.8 

Have a very good chance of ge ng tutoring 
in specific classes 44.2 35.4 

    

Source: Authors’ Analysis of 2016 The Freshman Survey. 
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Table 5. 
Finances and Financial Aid 

      YFFC Non-YFFC 
% 

Did not receive resources from family to pay for college 44 17.6 
Received $15,000 or more from families 22.8 31.5 
Used their own resources to pay for college 62.3 64.3 
Did not receive grants to pay for college 22.7 20.3 
Did not receive loans 50.2 44.3 
Used military grants to pay for college 3.9 3.4 
Used work-study to pay for college 31.2 22.9 
Received Pell Grant 56.4 28.8 
Received need-based aid 52.8 39 
Received merit-based grants 41.4 55.7 
Had concerns about having sufficient funds to pay for col-
lege 

23.5 13.6 

Spent over 20 hours per week working for pay 15.8 9.4 

 

Source: Authors’ Analysis of 2016 The Freshman Survey. 

  YFFC Non-YFFC 
  % 
Low academic self-concept 33.5 27.6 
High social agency 42.2 36.3 
Low collegiate reputa on 36.5 30.6 
College involvement     

Low 28.9 26.3 
Average 42.7 39.9 
High 28.4 33.8 

Low science self-efficacy 35.3 29.6 

Table 6. 
Index Variables. 

Source: Authors’ Analysis of 2016 The Freshman Survey. 
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that a greater proportion of YFFC fell into the 
low academic self-concept category compared 
to non-YFFC (33.5% compared to 27.6%). 
YFFC had higher levels of social agency in 
greater proportion compared to non-YFFC. In 
addition, a greater proportion of YFFC were 
classified as having low science self-efficacy 
relative to non-YFFC. Finally, a greater 
proportion of YFFC were classified as having 
low or average college involvement compared 
to non-YFFC. 
 
Regression Results 
 
As described in our discussion of methods, 
we ran three regression models with 
outcomes focused on financial concern, 
degree aspirations, and academic self-concept. 
Variables in each model were entered in a 
step-wise fashion as blocks to ascertain the 
unique effect of each block on prior variables. 
We begin with results from our financial 
concern model. 
 
Financial Concern 
One-third of the variance in our financial 
concern was explained by the variables in this 
model (r2 = .330). At the beginning of the 
model, having been in foster care was 
associated with increased financial concern. 
This key independent variable remains 
significant until hours per week working for 
pay enters the model in step six. In the final 
model, while being in foster care nor hours 
per week working for pay were no longer 
significant predictors of financial concern, 
several demographic and background 

characteristics remain significant.  
 
After controlling for all variables in the 
model, students of color and female students 
were more likely to be concerned about 
paying for college (see Table 7 on page 20). 
Emotional well-being was also a concern as 
those who more frequently felt depressed, 
overwhelmed by all they had to do, and 
anxious were also more likely to be concerned 
about finances. Even after controlling for 
merit support, those with higher high school 
grades were less likely to be concerned about 
paying for college. Further, students who 
were accepted into their first-choice college 
were less likely to be concerned about 
finances. 
 
Not surprisingly, in the final model, those 
who report higher income were less likely to 
be concerned about finances. Students who 
report more financial support from their 
family and merit support that does not have 
to be repaid are significantly less likely to be 
concerned about paying for college. On the 
other hand, students who reported using 
more of their own resources to pay for the 
first year of college, those taking out more 
loans, and those receiving Pell Grants were 
more likely to be concerned about paying for 
college. Finally, those who anticipated getting 
a job to help pay for college were more likely 
to report financial concern.  
 
With respect to reasons for attending college 
in general, after controlling for all other 
variables in the model, those who attended 
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Table 7. 
Regression Results for Financial Concerns 

  
Unstandardized Beta Standard                

Error 
Significance 

YFFC -0.020 0.021 0.343 
Student of color 0.103 0.004 0.000 
Felt overwhelmed by all I had to do 0.070 0.003 0.000 
Household/childcare du es 0.019 0.001 0.000 
Felt depressed 0.060 0.003 0.000 
Working (for pay) 0.001 0.001 0.289 
Female compared to male 0.063 0.004 0.000 
HSGPA -0.010 0.001 0.000 
English primary language -0.074 0.006 0.000 
Felt anxious 0.034 0.003 0.000 
Parental income -0.053 0.001 0.000 

Aid that must be repaid 0.081 0.001 0.000 
Job to pay college expenses 0.144 0.002 0.000 
Used own resources to pay for college 0.050 0.002 0.000 
Grant aid -0.007 0.001 0.000 

Accepted by 1st choice college -0.027 0.004 0.000 
Family resources (parents, rela ves, spouse, 
etc.) to pay for school 

-0.004 0.001 0.000 

Pell Grant 0.019 0.004 0.000 
Reasons for a ending college       

To gain a general educa on and apprecia on            
of ideas 

-0.027 0.004 0.000 

To be able to get a be er job 0.017 0.004 0.000 
To be able to make more money 0.012 0.003 0.000 
To learn more about things that interest me -0.013 0.005 0.003 
To make me a more cultured person -0.006 0.003 0.034 

Source of aid       

Source: Authors’ Analysis of 2016 The Freshman Survey. Adjusted R-square 0.330. 
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college to get a better job or to make more 
money were more concerned about finances. 
By contrast, those who considered gaining a 
general education, learning more about things 
that interest them, and making themselves 
more cultured showed less concern about 
funding their college education. 
 
Degree Aspirations 
Foster care status is not a significant predictor 
of degree aspirations in our sample. This 
model accounts for about 28% of the variance 
in degree aspirations (r2 = .284). Within the 
first block of demographics and high school 
experiences, the strongest predictor of degree 
aspirations is the number of AP courses taken 
in high school (see Table 8 on page 22). In 
terms of demographic characteristics, female 
students and students of color were more 
likely to have higher degree aspirations once 
all other variables entered in the final model. 
Other positive predictors of degree 
aspirations include high school grades; years 
of studying biological science, foreign 
language, and mathematics; and participating 
in a summer bridge program. 
 
Financially, students from higher income 
backgrounds have higher degree aspirations. 
However, all types of financial aid, including 
loans, merit and need-based aid are also 
significant, positive predictors of degree 
aspirations. The only financial variable that 
negatively impacts degree aspirations is the 
amount of expenses covered by the students' 
own resources. 
 

The only general reason for attending college 
that is a positive predictor of degree 
aspirations was attending to prepare for 
graduate or professional school, which makes 
sense given the outcome of higher degree 
aspirations. The other general reasons for 
attending college that entered the model were 
associated with lower degree aspirations and 
included to please family, to get career 
training, to make more money, to become a 
more cultured person, and to gain a general 
education and appreciation of ideas. 
 
Academic Self-Concept 
Academic self-concept aggregates four self-
ratings: academic ability, drive to achieve, 
mathematical ability, and intellectual self-
confidence. This model accounts for about 
37% of the variance in the academic self-
concept construct (r2 = .365). Entered at step 
one, foster care status is a significant negative 
predictor of academic self-concept. That is, 
before accounting for any other independent 
variables, having been in foster care was 
associated with lower academic self-concept. 
However, at step two, when high school 
grades entered the equation, foster care status 
became not significant. That is, after 
accounting for grades, being a YFFC in and of 
itself was not a significant predictor of 
academic self-concept. Once aspects of 
students' emotional well-being entered the 
model, being a YFFC was actually associated 
with higher academic self-confidence. The key 
independent variable of interest remains 
significant and positive throughout the 
remainder of the model. This requires further 
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Table 8. 
Regression Results for Degree Aspirations 

Source: Authors’ Analysis of 2016 The Freshman Survey. Adjusted R-square 0.283. 

  
Unstandardized Beta Standard Error Significance 

YFFC -0.039 0.031 0.202 
# of AP Courses 0.107 0.003 0.000 
Female compared to male 0.061 0.005 0.000 
HSGPA 0.048 0.002 0.000 
Student of color 0.086 0.005 0.000 

Foreign Language 0.015 0.002 0.000 
Arts and/or Music -0.006 0.001 0.000 
Mathema cs 0.030 0.005 0.000 
Biological science 0.052 0.002 0.000 

English primary language -0.010 0.009 0.255 
Weeks in summer bridge program 0.017 0.004 0.000 
Accepted by 1st choice college -0.059 0.005 0.000 
Parental income 0.016 0.001 0.000 
Concerned about ability to pay for college 0.042 0.004 0.000 
Source of aid       

Used own resources to pay for college -0.014 0.002 0.000 
Loans 0.008 0.001 0.000 
Family resources (parents, rela ves, 
spouse, etc.) to pay for school 0.007 0.001 0.000 

Pell Grant 0.054 0.006 0.000 
Grant aid 0.026 0.001 0.000 

Reasons for a ending college       
To prepare myself for graduate or                     
professional school 0.555 0.004 0.000 

To please my family -0.083 0.003 0.000 
To get training for a specific career -0.090 0.005 0.000 
To be able to make more money -0.054 0.004 0.000 
To make me a more cultured person -0.018 0.004 0.000 
To gain a general educa on and                            
apprecia on of ideas -0.014 0.005 0.010 

Years studying       
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analysis to tease out the complex relationship 
between emotional well-being, foster care 
status, and academic self-concept (see Table 9 
on page 24). 
 
After all the blocks of independent variables 
entered the model, women had lower 
academic self-concept, while students of color 
and native English speakers had a higher 
academic self-concept. High school behaviors 
(such as hours per week spent studying or 
doing homework, number of AP courses 
taken, high school grades, and displaying 
behaviors associated with habits of mind for 
lifelong learning) were all positive predictors 
of academic self-concept. Aspects of 
emotional well-being, such as feeling 
depressed, anxious, and overwhelmed were 
associated with lower academic self-concept. 
 
Several financial variables also remained 
significant at the end of the model. Students 
who reported higher income, increased merit 
support, and receiving a Pell Grant were all 
more likely to have higher academic self-
concept. Students who showed increased 
financial concern and covered first-year 
expenses with loans were more likely to have 
lower academic self-concept. Attending 
college to make more money, prepare for 
graduate/professional school, or receive 
career training were associated with higher 
academic self-concept; attending to please 
family or to become a more cultured person 
were associated with lower academic self-
concept. 
 

Discussion 
 
A major contribution of this study is that it is 
the first nationally representative study 
exploring the college readiness and college 
enrollment processes of YFFC, as such 
datasets of youth in foster care in educational 
settings do not yet exist (Davis, 2006). Prior 
research has relied on samples drawn from 
social service programs (e.g., McMillen, et al., 
2003), agency records (e.g., Barth, 1990), or 
research studies aimed at broad under-
standing of youth in foster cares’ lives (e.g., 
the Midwest Evaluation of the Adult 
Functioning of Former Foster Youth). While 
these studies offer a wealth of information 
about youth in foster care, in some cases the 
sample sizes (e.g., Barth’s 1990 study included 
just 55 participants) preclude certain statistical 
methods. Most of these studies did not collect 
substantial information about students’ 
postsecondary educational experiences.  
 
A number of interesting findings emerge from 
this exploratory study. First, we find that the 
YFFC in this national sample mirror the 
demographics and academic preparation of 
youth who have experienced care: students of 
color were overrepresented among YFFC, as 
were first-generation students and lower-
income students. As we might expect given 
the challenges youth in foster care may face in 
education (e.g., disruptions in school from 
placement changes), YFFC in this national 
sample appeared to be less prepared 
academically than their non-YFFC peers.  
Second, YFFC are also distinct from non-
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Table 9. 
Regression Results for Academic Self Concept 

Source: Authors’ Analysis of 2016 The Freshman Survey. Adjusted R-square 0.364. 

  
Unstandardized 

Beta 
Standard 

Error 
Significance 

YFFC 0.614 0.309 0.047 
HSGPA 2.252 0.019 0.000 

Habits of Mind Score 0.231 0.003 0.000 
Female compared to male -2.618 0.050 0.000 
# of AP Courses 1.574 0.030 0.000 
Felt Anxious -0.731 0.041 0.000 
Highest degree planned 0.644 0.032 0.000 
Felt depressed -0.405 0.038 0.000 
Studying/homework 0.263 0.015 0.000 
Felt overwhelmed by all I had to do -0.628 0.045 0.000 
English primary language 0.695 0.092 0.000 
Student of color 0.153 0.051 0.003 
Concerned about ability to pay for college -0.749 0.041 0.000 
Parental income 0.084 0.011 0.000 
Accepted by 1st choice college -0.312 0.052 0.000 
Sources of aid       

Family resources (parents, rela ves, spouse, etc.) -0.205 0.014 0.000 
Grant aid 0.186 0.012 0.000 
Pell Grant 0.232 0.061 0.000 
Loans -0.052 0.014 0.000 

Reasons for a ending college       
To be able to make more money 0.653 0.042 0.000 
To make me a more cultured person -0.544 0.039 0.000 
To prepare myself for graduate or professional 
school 

0.323 0.040 0.000 

To please my family -0.228 0.031 0.000 
To learn more about things that interest me 0.275 0.063 0.000 
To get training for a specific career 0.228 0.047 0.000 
To gain a general educa on and apprecia on of    
ideas 

0.149 0.054 0.006 
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YFFC in ways that may present challenges to 
their educational attainment. Consistent with 
other research (e.g., Geenen et al, 2015), YFFC 
in this sample reported various disabilities in 
greater proportion than non-YFFC. For 
example, about 22% of YFFC reported having 
psychological disorders (e.g., depression) 
compared to about 11% of non-YFFC. YFFC 
also more frequently reported concerns about 
college affordability and about having fewer 
resources to pay for college (especially from 
family). Relative to non-YFFC, YFFC 
reported relying on need-
based aid, work-study, and 
money earned from their 
own employment to pay for 
college. Notably, 
affordability was a concern 
for all students in the sample. 
Finally, YFFC were more 
likely to be categorized as 
having a low academic self-
concept, lower levels of 
involvement in college, and a 
low sense of science self-
efficacy, decreasing their 
likelihood of earning a 
postsecondary credential despite high 
aspirations to finish a bachelor’s degree.  
 
However, a picture of strength also emerges 
from the data, one that challenges notions of 
YFFC operating from substantial educational 
deficits. As mentioned above, YFFC have high 
aspirations and expectations for themselves 
when it comes to earning a degree and the 
time in which they plan to do it. In the 

possible absence of family or relatives to help 
guide their college choice process, YFFC 
relied on teachers and high school counselors. 
Once enrolled, YFFC reported similar 
behaviors around studying, going to class, 
and being engaged in their classes (e.g., a 
greater proportion of YFFC than non-YFFC 
reported studying more than 20 hours per 
week.) Also, a greater share of YFFC reported 
they were likely to work with a professor and 

likely to seek tutoring for specific courses. 
Finally, in our exploratory regression 

models looking at factors 
impacting academic self-
confidence, we found a 
modest but positive 
relationship between being a 
YFFC and having higher 
academic self-confidence, 
controlling for all else. This 
paints a picture of YFFC 
who engage in positive 
behaviors with respect to 
academic success. In many 
ways, this is not surprising. 
Given the overall low rate of 
college-going among youth 

who have experienced care, the YFFC in this 
sample likely have developed a number of 
skills and academic characteristics that made 
them successful in attending college in the 
first place.  
 
Recommendations 
 
A number of recommendations for research 
and practice stem from our findings. First, the 

 

“YFFC were more likely to be 
categorized as having a low 

academic self-concept, lower 
levels of involvement in college, 
and a low sense of science self-

efficacy, decreasing their 
likelihood of earning a 

postsecondary credential 
despite high aspirations to 
finish a bachelor’s degree.”  
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picture of strengths mentioned above 
warrants consideration by practitioners who 
work in student affairs, financial aid, 
academic advising, and other similar areas of 
campus life. YFFC are likely less academically 
prepared than peers who did not experience 
foster care and they are more likely to report 
mental health concerns, yet at the same time 
they are as likely or more likely than their 
peers to engage in success-oriented behaviors, 
such as working with faculty members. For 
youth formerly in foster care, services 
targeted toward overcoming their areas of 
relative weakness (e.g., academic preparation, 
ability to pay for college) that also capitalize 
on areas of strength (e.g., academic self-
efficacy) may be especially impactful. 
Practitioners should look to the growing 
number of campus-support programs (e.g., 
Western Michigan University’s Seita Scholars 
Program) for YFFC as opportunities to learn 
about how we can provide support for YFFC 
(Geiger, Piel, Day, & Schelbe, 2018). 
Researchers should continue to partner with 
programs to evaluate their efficacy. This 
research invites changes to both policy, such 
as creating an environment that incentivizes 
engagement opportunities like summer 
bridge; and practice, by supporting educators 
who build such efforts (Unrau, 2011). 
 
Second, the relationships among foster care 
status, demographic characteristics, and 
paying for college merit additional research. 
Interestingly, we did not generally find a 
statistically significant relationship between 
being a YFFC and degree aspirations or 

financial concern, once we controlled for other 
factors such as college choice, academic 
preparation, and financial aid. This lack of 
statistical significance may be a function of 
the relatively small sample size of YFFC 
compared to non-YFFC. Yet, recall that after 
controlling for all variables in the model, 
students of color and female students were 
more likely to be concerned about paying for 
college. Future research with these data will 
test for interaction effects and, if warranted, 
run separate models for groups. For example, 
interactions between gender and race/
ethnicity, foster care status, and concerns 
about paying for college may illuminate the 
nuanced ways in which economics and 
sociocultural factors operate together. Future 
research on the topic of YFFC financing 
college should also utilize the National 
Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS). 
NPSAS is a readily available national 
postsecondary dataset that contains some 
information about students who were in care, 
although it does not contain as much 
information about behaviors in college.  
Finally, future research should look at 
educational outcomes to the extent possible, 
such as academic performance and degree 
completion. With the exception of a few 
studies (e.g., Okpych & Courtney, 2018), 
relatively little research has focused on 
persistence and degree completion for YFFC. 
This study does not focus on how college 
choice factors, academic preparation, ability 
to pay for school, and more impact year-to-
year persistence and ultimately degree 
completion. Yet, such work is needed—for 
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YFFC enrolled at four-year institutions as well 
as community colleges, where almost half of 
YFFC enroll (Gross, 2019).  
 
Conclusion 
 
This study sought to better understand how 
YFFC compare to their peers regarding 
college preparation, choice, enrollment, and 
financing; academic self-concept and degree 
aspirations; and concerns about paying for 
college. What emerges from our findings is a 
picture of strengths for youth who attend a 
four-year college and have experienced care. 
At the same time, we found a number of ways 
in which YFFC differ from non-YFFC, 
including academic preparation and mental 
health concerns—ways that may present 
barriers to ultimately attaining a degree. This 
study contributes to the research on YFFC by 
delving into college choice and college 
enrollment—areas that have not yet received 
a great deal of attention among researchers. 
As with most studies, we raise more questions 
than provide answers—yet when our findings 
are taken together with the work of others 
(e.g., A Day et al., 2011; Angelique Day, 
Geiger, Piel, & Schelbe, 2019; Geiger et al., 
2018; Kirk & Day, 2011), we see specific areas 
(e.g., academic support) in which 
practitioners might begin to shape their work 
to better support YFFC and in which 
additional research must be done.  
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