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There are more than 400,000 children in the foster care
system. Twenty thousand are youth in transition or have
aged out of the foster care system every year[1]. Youth
transitioning out of foster care face multiple challenges
including unstable housing or homelessness, lack of
employment and job training, problems with physical and
behavioral health, lack of access to healthcare, justice
system involvement, lack of social connections, and lack of
adequate elementary and secondary education [2]. Although
a majority of these youth want to attend college, fewer than
20% actually enroll and less than 3% graduate with a fouryear degree [3]. College Promise programs seek to improve
college access and success by removing the barrier of college
tuition and fees and applying student supports. Yet to truly
move the needle on postsecondary attainment for vulnerable
groups like students from foster care it is necessary to incorporate programming
that recognizes and addresses their unique challenges. This brief explores ways
policy levers can be utilized to better support students from foster care by
examining three studies and applying lessons learned to federal policy development
and implementation.

COVID-19 has Caused Major Setbacks for Students from Foster Care
In March 2020, COVID-19 created an unprecedented crisis for postsecondary
institutions worldwide. Colleges were forced into emergency remote instruction and
many shut down campuses, forcing students to return home and assume virtual
instruction. Although the pandemic disrupted educational pathways for all
students, youth from foster care may have experienced some of the biggest
To receive a monthly update about
Promise news, events, and publications,
sign up for our newsletter at
www.collegepromise.org

setbacks as, unlike their peers, youth from foster care often have fewer support
networks or safety nets to turn to in a time of crisis [4].
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The sudden closing of college campuses created uncertainty and emotional stress. For
some students, returning home meant returning to toxic and dangerous home
environments. For others, COVID-19 meant job loss, food insecurity, and limited
access to technology to continue educational studies in a virtual setting [5]. One
student who lost her job during the pandemic had challenges paying a late fee that
was withholding the release of her diploma, stating, “the university had the damn
audacity to not give me my degree over a $70 late fee that I absolutely could not
afford because I lost my job. Thankfully, my foster care college support program was
able to cover the cost. If it weren’t for them, I wouldn’t have gotten my degree in
time to start my job as a social worker at a local homeless shelter.”

M. Sebrena Jackson
Assistant Professor and
MSW Program Director
University of Alabama

Studies on the Impacts of COVID-19 on Youth from Foster Care
Three recent studies have been conducted to assess the impact of COVID-19 on youth from foster
care, including effects on college access and retention behavior for this student population.
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The Experiences of Older Youth In and Aged Out of Foster Care during COVID-19
Dr. Johanna Greeson and colleagues conducted a national study of 281 foster youth across 32
states in April 2020 that examined the experiences of youth in foster care and youth aged out of
foster care in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. Of the 281 participants, 134 (48% of the full
sample) [4] enrolled in college full- or part-time:

She has published and presented on
these topics at the national and
international levels. The pre- college
program she founded, the National
Social Work Enrichment Program
(NSEP), provides a six week campus
experience for foster youth and has
received consistent funding for over
10 years.
Dr. Jackson has received numerous
awards for her work, including NASW
Social Worker
of the Year in Georgia and Alabama
and the University of Alabama’s
Innovation Scholar Award. Dr.
Jackson is a trailblazer in the social
work profession, and through her
leadership, practice, and research, a
college education has become a
viable option for hundreds of youth
transitioning from foster care.

2

COLLEGE PROMISE
Jim Casey Youth Opportunities Initiative Opportunity Passport Participant Survey
The Jim Casey Youth Initiative conducted an October 2020 survey to assess the impact
of COVID-19 on Opportunity Passport participants. Over 2,700 participants responded
to the survey [5]. Students reported detrimental effects to many aspects of their lives
and 12% of respondents were forced to drop out of school or had their schools closed.

Angelique G. Day
Associate Professor
School of Social Work,
University of Washington
Seattle

Students saw negative impacts on:

Students reported having
difficulties with:

18% Housing

32% Rent Money

39% Employment

33% Food Money

43% Mental health

26% Transportation Money

FosterClub: Checking In on Young People from Foster Care as COVID-19 Continues
FosterClub conducted a poll with 474 foster youth between November 24, 2020 and
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December 5, 2020 [8]. Key findings related to education indicated that while
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Policy and Practice Recommendations for Promise Programs Serving

education and schooling seems to have stabilized since the beginning of the COVID-19
period, youth reported having difficulty focusing, reported challenges with virtual
learning, and lack of access to computers or reliable internet.

Some also reported

they needed to suspend their education plans in order to make money for necessities.

Students from Foster Programs
College Promise programs are a powerful opportunity for increasing access to and
success in postsecondary education among foster youth both during and after the
COVID-19 period. Yet it will require a concerted effort on the part of practitioners,
policymakers, and educational advocates as well as Promise program leaders to
address pressing the needs of this student population through scholarships and
wraparound supports, including basic needs support and student success support. The
Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2021 provides new flexibilities and new assistance
in response to the COVID-19 pandemic that directly impacts youth in foster care.
Directing these resources in the following ways can maximize college access and
retention rates of foster youth:

Providing adequate financial supports
In the absence of substantial financial assistance, foster youth may decide to forgo
their educational plans beyond high school and enter the workforce. This financial
assistance should include not only the tuition and fee coverage available through
Promise programs, but also funding to cover daily expenses, such as food, housing,
and transportation assistance. Many Promise programs have created student
emergency funds during the pandemic, and these types of grants to cover
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basic needs, rather than loans, minimize the burden to these students of a lot of
student debt.
In addition to the financial support College Promise programs can provide students
from foster care, these students can also take advantage of certain sources of
financial aid that may be easier to access while students are still in care (e.g.,
independent living stipends, Education Training Vouchers (ETV). For this reason,
these students should be encouraged to remain in foster care for as long as they
are able. In addition to the regular appropriations allocated for fiscal year 2021
under the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2021, the bill appropriates $400
million in supplemental funding for the John H Chafee Program, of which $50
million must be used for ETV. This supplemental appropriation requires no state

Lauren Ford
Interim Director, Strategic
Initiatives & Planning
San Mateo County
Community College District

match requirements to obtain. ETV award amounts are increased from $5,000 to
$12,000 and extend eligibility from age 26 to age 27 through September 2022.
Providing access to year-round, on-campus housing or other housing supports
Safe, stable, and affordable housing is essential if foster youth are able to pursue
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30% limitation states can draw down to support older youth with housing under
Chafee Foster Care Independence Act. Using this resource to increase the capacity
of institutions of higher education to offer campus-based housing, where these
students can live year-round can substantially increase their ability to attend fouryear colleges and universities. Additionally, these COVID resources could also be
used to provide housing subsidies through the Family Unification Program (FUP) or
the Housing Choice Voucher program for off-campus housing which would help
students with foster care histories attend two-year colleges and technical schools.
Provide access to transportation supports
The Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2021 provides new authority to provide
driving and transportation assistance of up to $4,000 per year for youth between
the ages of 15 and 26 years of age. These funds can be used flexibility to cover a
wide array of transportation related expenses including the purchase of a vehicle,
car insurance, car repairs, bus and subway passes and more.
Expand use of targeted campus support programs across two- and four-year colleges
Financial support alone does not solve the retention issue with our population.
Financial aid has to be matched with targeted wraparound supports to maximize
the success of students in foster care in meeting their educational goals. Campus
support programs and College Promise programs should provide wraparound
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supports to address the needs of students who have experienced foster care.
Specific student support elements include advising/case management, peer
mentoring, academic support, and fostering community and career connections
[9]. These support programs are uniquely positioned to assist students in becoming
aware of their eligibility for new resources under the Consolidated Appropriations
Act of 2021 and drawing it down.
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Extending foster care to age 21
During the COVID period, the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2021 allows all foster youth
who exited foster care due to age during the time of the public health emergency (on or
after Jan 27, 2020) to voluntarily reenter foster care. Since 2010, states have had the option
to extend federally funded foster care from ages 18 to 21 under the Fostering Success and
Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008, and more than half the states have exercised this option.
Given that access to postsecondary education is higher among foster youth who were still in
foster care at age 19 than among those who had exited at an earlier age, states that have
not extended foster care to age 21 should consider making foster care extension permanent
after the COVID provisions in the Consolidated Appropriations Act expire.
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Conclusion
If students who have experienced foster care are to pursue postsecondary
education, they will need a range of supports, including adequate financial
assistance, safe and affordable housing, and transportation. Although such
supports require a significant financial investment on the part of state and federal
governments as well as local and state College Promise programs, research
suggests that the returns on those investments are likely to be substantial. The
College Promise movement has worked with local and state governments to
strategize ways to remove the financial burden of higher education for students in
order to increase economic access. Although the policy recommendations made
here are built around federal policy, the lessons learned are readily transferable for
local and state Promise programs. The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated
inequalities with educational and economic access. As local and state governments
are determining a way forward, it is crucial that foster youth are included in any
future planning to right size historical inequities in order for communities to
eliminate educational disparities and provide all students with the funding,
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resources, and tools needed to thrive.
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