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 Children in America’s foster care system represent one of the 

nation’s most vulnerable populations of students.  The life outcomes of 

these children can be tragic, with disproportionate numbers 

experiencing prison, homelessness, non-marital parenthood, and other 

poor life outcomes.  Many of these children have suffered trauma 

before and after they were placed in care, and many have special 

medical, emotional, and social needs.  Of all the difficulties that foster 

children experience, however, low academic achievement may have 

the most detrimental consequences for their futures. 

  The purpose of this study is to explore the commonalities of the 

2-3% of former foster children who graduate from college despite the 

odds against them.  By delving into the experiences of this population, 
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this study hopes to contribute to the research by improving our 

understanding of academically successful foster care alumni, 

particularly by studying the social and educational support systems 

that abetted the success.  

Because a majority of foster care alumni remain on some form of 

public assistance throughout the course of their lives, any reduction of 

that number would be a step in the right direction. By studying the 

tiny minority that successfully graduates from college, we can gain 

insight into how this group managed to overcome the barriers that 

prevented the other 97% of this group from graduating from college. 

 The findings could have implications ranging from K-12 

educational support systems in and out of schools, higher education 

policy decisions, and foster care program design. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

 

The estimated 500,000 children in foster care in the United 

States represent one of the nation’s most vulnerable populations of 

students.  The life outcomes of these children can be tragic, with 

disproportionate numbers experiencing prison, homelessness, non-

marital parenthood, and other poor life outcomes (Lips, 2007).  Many 

of these children have suffered trauma before and after they were 

placed in care, and many have special medical, emotional, and social 

needs.  Of all the difficulties that foster children experience, however, 

low academic achievement may have the most detrimental 

consequences for their futures. (Finkelstein et al, 2002; Keller et al, 

2007; Caroline and Heuring, 2004).  

Texas emancipates about 1,500 eighteen year olds every year from 

the public foster care system. More than 40 percent of emancipated youth 

were age 12 or younger when they entered foster care, meaning they have 

spent six or more years without a stable home environment. Many of these 

youth enter the world of adult independence alone, without the benefit of 

enduring early relationships, substantial and consistent role modeling, or the 

lifelong support of family or community members and often with special 

behavioral or emotional needs, inadequate education, and limited resources.  
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There are no Texas-specific data but data from studies involving foster care 

youth and former foster youth in multiple other states show that: 

 54 percent of foster care alumni report one or more mental health 

disorders in the past 12 months, such as depression, social phobia, or 

disorder (compared with 22 percent of the general population);  
 

 25 percent report post-traumatic stress disorder within the past 12 
months (compared with 4 percent of general population), a rate that is 

twice that for U.S. war veterans. 
 

 Foster care youth in high school on average read at only a seventh 
grade level. 

 
 Less than one-third of foster youth graduate from high school, and 

only 3% graduate from college. 
 

Therefore, it is not surprising that many of the ―aged out‖ youth end up 

homeless and dependent on government assistance or even worse, in the 

Texas prison system.  Current estimates indicate that more than 50% of this 

population will become perpetual wards of the state in some capacity. A 

third of foster care alumni have household incomes at or below the federal 

poverty level and depend on government aid such as Medicaid, Temporary 

Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), and the Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Program (food stamps). A third of former foster youth are 

incarcerated within the first five years of aging out, which carries an annual 

average cost of more than $22,000 per youth. Allowing these youth to fall 

through the cracks is not only morally and ethically reprehensible, but the 
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lost potential to our state economically and socially carries a high price that 

Texas taxpayers must continually subsidize. 

Statement of the Research Problem 

There is limited research in the area of the education of children 

in foster care.  The studies that do exist in this field suggest high 

percentages of students in foster care  experience difficulty in school 

including low academic performance, behavioral issues, and much 

lower than average completion rates (Pecora, 2011; Caroline and 

Heuring, 2004; Keller et al, 2007; Burley and Halpern, 2001).   A 

recent California study revealed that although 70% of all foster youth 

expressed a desire to attend college, only 20% actually enrolled in 

college (compared to 60% of all students), and only 3% of former 

foster children actually graduate, compared to 27% of all students 

(Pecora, 2011; Western Association of College Admissions Counselors, 

2008). 

Little is known, however, about the experiences of thriving and 

well functioning young adults who have grown up in the foster care 

system (Hines et al, 2005).  What provided these students the 

advantages denied to approximately 97% of their foster peers?  

Although the bulk of the literature in this field, written from a child 

welfare perspective, makes presumptions about individual resilience 
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and support services for foster youth, the truth is, at present, little is 

known about the school experiences of thriving and well functioning 

young adults who have grown up in the foster care system.   

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study is to explore the commonalities of the 

2-3% of former foster children who have graduated from college 

despite the odds against them, and consider the factors that promote 

academic success. By delving into the experiences of this population, 

this study hopes to contribute to the research by improving our 

understanding of academically successful foster care alumni, 

particularly by studying the social and educational support systems 

that abetted the success. 

The overwhelming majority of the literature on the subject of 

foster youth and education is written from a social work/ child welfare 

perspective, casting the foster children as victims who have been 

perpetually marginalized in the educational system.  While this 

viewpoint is undeniably valid, and removal of barriers, increased social 

support, and individual resilience undoubtedly play a large role in 

contributing to the success of these students, I believe that two 

substantial elements are unintentionally absent: the concepts of 

individual empowerment and identity formation.   
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The theory of individual empowerment is that these foster youth 

not only enjoyed conventional reinforcement and stability, but also 

benefited from empowerment through relationships with individuals 

and groups that significantly enhanced their personal capacity and 

allowed them to exert more control over their environments.  

Empowerment theory suggests that the successful patterns of some of 

the estimated three percent of former foster children who manage to 

graduate from college do so not because the system enabled them, 

but because they created circumstances that would assure their 

success.   

The concept of identity formation emerged during the course of 

this study from the behavior of a substantial group of interviewees 

that could not be explained by the other theories. These foster care 

alumni refused to accept any plan for themselves that did not entail 

graduating from college.  They had a strong sense of self-

determination and identity formation, at least in the knowledge of 

what they did NOT want to be.  Yet these students either had 

extremely unstable childhoods (2 interviewees – both went to over ten 

high schools and were special education students) or went to college 

only after crises (2 - unwed motherhood in both cases.)  As such, they 

were not empowered in the theoretical context nor had they developed 
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the personal attributes and social networks implied by resilience 

theory. 

Research Questions 

 It is hoped that by viewing the experiences of successful foster 

youth, we will gain valuable insight into the formation of social support 

networks for all foster children.  As stated earlier, much of the 

literature concerning the education of foster children has been written 

from a child welfare perspective in the hope of changing outcomes for 

foster children by influencing policy makers.  Although certainly valid, 

the information in this field emphasizes that foster children are victims 

who have endured much trauma and, consequently, have a variety of 

issues stemming from these experiences.  There is little discussion of 

the outliers of the foster care system: that small percentage who 

graduated from college.   

This gap in the literature can be filled by exploring the school 

experiences of successful foster youth, particularly those who have 

graduated from college, in an effort to determine why their outcomes 

were so much more satisfactory than the majority of their peers. In 

particular, I plan to focus not only on the support these students 

received, but on the type of support with emphasis on their individual 

empowerment.  By delving into their individual accounts, the levels of 
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social and academic support can be compared and contrasted to 

determine the efficacy of the assistance. 

This study will be guided by two research questions: 

 What are the educational experiences of academically 

successful former foster youth?  Commonalities?  Differences?  
 

 What types of environments enabled and fostered success for 
these students?  

 
 

 
Significance of the Study 

 Because up to 70% of foster care alumni remain on some form 

of public assistance throughout the course of their lives, any reduction 

of that number would be a step in the right direction. By studying the 

tiny minority that successfully graduates from college, we can gain 

insight into how this group managed to overcome the barriers that 

prevented the other 97% of this group from graduating from college. 

 The findings could have implications ranging from K-12 

educational support systems in and out of schools, higher education 

policy decisions, and foster care program design. 

A Personal Perspective 

Although I became familiar with the plight of foster children 

during almost a decade as a charter elementary school principal/ 

superintendent in east Austin, it was while assisting with the Texas 
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Appleseed Foster Care project from 2008-10 that my professional 

interest was piqued; this was followed by a stint on the Texas 

Supreme Court’s Commission for Children foster education 

subcommittee in 2011. In the aftermath of the Texas Appleseed 

project, I founded Foster Apprentice Training Enterprises, Inc., a non-

profit corporation whose mission is to provide support for foster care 

alumni in supervised independent living.  Recognizing the perilous 

situation of most foster alumni upon turning 18, I appreciate the 

difficulties involved in pursuing any type of post-high school education 

for most of this population. It was this line of thought that led to the 

genesis of this dissertation.  
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 

Introduction 

 Children in America’s foster care system represent one of the 

nation’s most vulnerable populations of students.  The life outcomes of 

these children can be tragic, with disproportionate numbers 

experiencing prison, homelessness, non-marital parenthood, and other 

poor life outcomes (Lips, 2007).  Many of these children have suffered 

trauma before and after they were placed in care, and many have 

special medical, emotional, and social needs.  Of all the difficulties that 

foster children experience, however, low academic achievement may 

have the most detrimental consequences for their futures. (Keller et 

al, 2007; Caroline and Heuring, 2004).  

 Fortunately, not all foster youth who have experienced abuse 

and neglect have succumbed to developmental disruption. Currently, 

little is known about the experiences of thriving and well functioning 

young adults who have grown up in the foster care system (Hines et 

al, 2005).  The purpose of this chapter is to present what has 

previously been written about the impact of foster care placement on 

foster children’s educational success, and discuss why some of these 

children succeed in spite of the odds against them.  In order to 

understand foster children’s educational issues, it is important to 

examine literature in this area because children in the foster care 
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system are overwhelmed with issues that go well beyond their 

separation from their families of origin. 

 The literature on children in foster care, particularly pertaining to 

education, is still rather limited, but it is expanding.  Much of the 

literature has been written from a child welfare perspective in the hope 

of changing outcomes for foster children by influencing policy makers.  

The literature is especially lacking the children’s perspectives, 

particularly concerning their educational experiences.  As a result, 

most of the information in this field emphasizes that foster children are 

victims who have endured much trauma and, consequently, have a 

variety of issues stemming from these experiences.   

 Clearly, children in the foster care system face some tremendous 

challenges regarding the successful completion of their educations.  In 

addition to the issues resulting from abuse and neglect, the education 

system itself has problems dealing with such a transient and needy 

population, and in some instances even exacerbates the problem. 

The literature emphasizes the developmental and behavioral 

difficulties faced by foster children in long-term care.  These issues are 

intensified by multiple placements over the course of years.  Foster 

children who endure multiple moves suffer from ruptured 

relationships, interrupted schooling, and delayed medical care, among 
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other issues.  Persistent movement among foster children has serious 

ramifications in the education system.   Frequent school transfers 

among this population have a tendency to lead to absenteeism, 

disruptions in academics, lost academic credits, omission and delays of 

special education services, and incomplete school records.  Foster 

children’s extreme mobility rates may also result in social instability 

and isolation, which in turn, contribute to emotional and behavioral 

problems.  

So why do some foster students succeed despite the odds 

against them?  Although the bulk of the literature in this field, written 

from a child welfare perspective, makes presumptions about individual 

resilience and support services for foster youth, the truth is, at 

present, little is known about the school experiences of thriving and 

well functioning young adults who have grown up in the foster care 

system.   

This review also explores two alternative theories regarding the 

success of these foster youth: individual empowerment and identity 

status theories.  Empowerment theory posits that these students not 

only had the conventional supports, but also enjoyed empowerment 

through relationships with individuals and groups that significantly 

enhanced their personal capacity and allowed them to exert more 

control over their environments.  Identity status theory speculates that 
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some foster students, when faced with the crisis of emancipation, 

simply do not want to accept the path that society has designed for 

them. They seek to create their own identity.    

The chapter is divided into three sections.  The first section 

discusses the foster care system and the prevalent issues regarding 

the education of children in foster care.  In this section, we will explore 

the foster care system itself, including how placement in the system 

affects education, characteristics of foster children, disproportional 

representation of racial and ethnic minorities in the foster care system, 

the impact of mobility on education, and foster care special education 

issues,. The second section considers the characteristics of 

academically successful foster youth with particular emphasis on the 

concept of resilience and social support.  The third section explores 

alternative theoretical frameworks that offers novel approaches to 

studying successful foster youth.   

Foster Care and Education 

In order to appreciate the plight of foster children in the 

educational system, it is important to understand the foster care 

system and how placement works (Lips, 2007). Foster care is a 

protective state intervention designed to provide out-of-home 

placement for children living in at-risk home environments (Lawrence, 

Carlson, and Egeland, 2006).  There are a variety of reasons that 
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children enter the foster care system, but these may generally 

summarized as abuse, neglect, or incapacitation of the child’s parents.  

Abuse can be physical, sexual, or consequent to witnessing domestic 

violence against other family members.  Neglect is defined as acts that 

place children in direct harm or parents’ inability to appropriately 

protect their children.  Incapacitation due to incarceration, mental 

illness, or substance abuse is considered to be a form of neglect 

requiring state intervention (Schwartz and Fishman, 1999).  Nationally 

in 2003, an estimated three million children were reported to state 

child welfare agencies for suspected abuse or neglect and were 

referred for investigation and assessment.  Of these children, about 

fifteen percent were removed from their homes and placed in foster 

care (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2003).  The 

total number of children in foster care can exceed 700,000 cases 

nationally in the course of a year, and currently averages 500,000 

children in out-of-home care at any given time.  These figures have 

doubled in the last two decades. (Jacobson, 2008).   

Once removed from the home of their birth-parent(s), foster 

children may be placed in one of several types of living circumstances.  

Kinship care is placement with relatives with foster system oversight.  

Non-kinship care is traditional foster care, in which licensed individuals 

care for children on a temporary or long-term basis.  Licensed group 
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homes are a third alternative.  In addition to these options, there are 

always children awaiting placement in emergency shelters, etc. 

Several studies examined the impact of kinship care vs. 

―stranger‖ (foster) care.  Historically, judges and child welfare workers 

were ambivalent regarding placement with relatives of abused or 

neglected foster children.  There was a concern that the maltreating 

parent’s behavior was learned through interactions with a 

dysfunctional family (Berrick, 1998).  More recent studies, however, 

found that most children fared better placed with kin (after removal 

from their birth parents), and that they tended to remain more 

connected to their communities and schools than children in non-

kinship care.  (Ingram, 1996; Taussig, 2001; Barrio & Hughes, 2000; 

Leslie, Landsverk, et al, 2000; Caroline, et al 2004).  The Taussig, 

Clyman, and Landsverk study (2001) also noted the importance of 

sustained birth family relationships and the positive effect of successful 

reunification with the birth parents.  Currently, kinship care is favored 

in most instances when it is an option.  Approximately twenty five 

percent of all foster placements are with relatives (U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services, 2003).    

Non-relative foster care placements are comprised individuals 

who are licensed to care for foster children on either a temporary or 

long-term basis.  Approximately half of all foster care placements are 
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in ―traditional care‖ home where a small number of foster children live 

with a family or single caregiver for months or years.  About 8 percent 

of foster children live in group homes.  These group homes function 

less like traditional families, and more like dormitories. While foster 

care agencies prefer to place children with families, a shortage of 

foster parents means many children end up in this sort of home. 

Additionally, foster care agencies may place children with special 

needs in group homes where they can get the professional assistance 

they need.  (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2003).    

 However, studies suggest that children placed in non-relative 

foster care arrive with more severe developmental and behavioral 

problems than those foster children who can remain with relatives.  

These foster placements are sometimes unsuccessful because these 

surrogate parents simply cannot manage the demands of some of 

these troubled foster children (Benedict, Zuravin, and Stallings, 1996; 

Schwartz and Fishman, 1999). 

The longer a child stays in foster care, the more probable they 

will experience multiple placements.  According to a Pew Commission 

Report (2003), ―multiple moves rupture relationships, interrupt 

schooling, delay medical care, and can derail foster children’s 

development in fundamental ways.‖  Foster placements change for a 

variety of reasons, such as incompatibility with foster parents or other 
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children in the foster or group homes. This placement instability 

exacerbates an already fragile emotional state (Conger and 

Finkelstein, 2003). 

The Longitudinal Studies of Childhood Abuse and Neglect 

(LONGSCAN), an ongoing, comprehensive twenty year long series of 

inter-related research projects, has made some interesting linkages 

between maltreatment of children and their social, emotional, and 

behavioral functioning.  Examples include findings that early chronic 

maltreatment could have a long-term negative impact on a child’s 

behavior and social skill development. (LONGSCAN Study, 2006).  As 

an example, they are much more likely than their peers to misinterpret 

neutral situations as threatening, have poor impulse control, and 

engage in aggressive behavior with adults and other children 

(Burstain, 2009).  Abused foster children in particular are much more 

likely to be socially alienated, have higher levels of delinquent 

behavior, substance abuse problems, and higher rates of expulsion 

and incarceration (Keller et al, 2007).  These behaviors present public 

schools with difficult challenges. 

Poverty is an exacerbating risk factor for foster care.  Research 

has indicated that children living below the federal poverty level are 

twenty two times more likely to be abused or neglected than children 

living above it (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
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1996).  The Children’s Defense Fund Report (2003) stated that there is 

an obvious link between poverty and child neglect, particularly 

concerning child malnutrition, lack of appropriate medical care, and 

parental absence. 

In addition to these social, emotional, and behavioral issues, 

foster youth frequently have some sort of physical malady.  As many 

as 90% of foster children suffer from physical health issues, including 

skin problems, neurological abnormalities, elevated lead levels, gastro-

intestinal problems, etc. (Zetlin et al, 2004; Risley-Curtis and 

Kronenfield, 2001).   

The overall concurrence of the review of the literature is that 

foster children fare worse than their non-abused peers in nearly all 

domains: emotional, social, physical, and developmental.  There are at 

least two theories about how maltreatment impacts school 

performance.  Child development theorists suggest that neglected and 

abused children suffer from cognitive deficits acquired during their 

early developmental stages, and these deficits contribute to later 

academic failure.  Social learning theorists contend that abused 

children learn and emulate violent behaviors, which contribute to 

problematic school behavior and lower performance (Conger and 

Rebeck, 2001).   
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Regardless of the underlying causes, the results are 

disheartening. Foster children have higher rates of absenteeism and 

disciplinary referrals; as many as 75% of these students perform 

substantially below grade level, and more than 50% have been 

retained at least one year in school (Zetlin and Weinberg, 2004; 

Parrish et al, 2001; Blome, 1997).  Not only do they perform 

significantly lower on standardized achievement exams, they 

demonstrate weaker cognitive abilities, academic achievement, and 

classroom performance than their non-foster peers. (Altshuler, 1997; 

Zetlin and Weinberg, 2004).  The National Conference of State 

Legislatures reports that foster children are held back a grade more 

often than their non-foster contemporaries, score lower on 

standardized tests, and have higher rates of absenteeism, tardiness 

and truancy.  Intelligence quotient scores in one study of foster youth 

ranged from 54 to 115 with a mean of 84 (Zimmerman, 1982).  Foster 

children also exhibit a range of negative behaviors in school that 

frequently lead to disciplinary sanctions (Weinberg, Zetlin, and Shea, 

2001).  

They are twice as likely as the rest of the student body to drop 

out before graduating, according to the American School Board 

Journal.  A good number of studies have found that foster children 

graduate from high school at a rate at least 10 percentage points 
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below that of their peers, even when these children are placed in low-

performing schools where student performance is already below 

average. (Pecora, 2011; Conger & Rebeck, 2001). They are more 

likely to have behavioral and disciplinary issues.  Because of their 

frequent school transfers, foster youth tend to have gaps in their 

education and academic records, setting them further behind their 

peers.  Because of these issues, significantly fewer foster youth 

graduate from high school than their peers (Caroline and Heuring, 

2004; Keller et al, 2007).  In Chicago’s public schools, for example, 

only 32% of teens in foster care earn a high school diploma, compared 

with 59% for their non-foster contemporaries (Smithgall, et al. 2004). 

Some national studies indicate that the foster drop-out rate could be 

as high as 70% in some states, although the national average is about 

56%, compared to about 75% of non-foster students. (Pecora, 2011; 

Burley and Halpern, 2001; Caroline, 2004).  Despite the discouraging 

high school drop-out figures, research indicates that foster alumni who 

have dropped out of high school complete high school with a GED 

(general education degree) at a rate of 28.5%; this is substantially 

higher than the non-foster population (Pecora, 2011). 

A recent California study revealed that although 70% of all foster 

youth expressed a desire to attend college, only 20% actually enrolled 

in college (compared to 60% of all students in the survey). Likewise, 
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in the Northwest Foster Care Alumni Study, only 45% of the foster 

alumni surveyed had completed ANY post-secondary education, 

compared with 57% of the general population.  Further, only 2.7% of 

former foster children actually graduate with a baccalaureate degree 

or higher, compared to 24% of all students (Pecora, 2010; Western 

Association of College Admissions Counselors, 2008).  Although the 

high school completion numbers vary considerably across the country, 

the college enrollment and completion rates remain consistent with the 

figures cited above (Pecora, 2010).  The disparity in the college 

completion rates is cause for concern and investigation. 

In short, there are a variety of risk factors that impact 

educational attainment for foster youth.  Although the study of the 

impact of child abuse and neglect is in its infancy, scholars conducting 

research on child welfare and foster care have reported a correlation 

between abuse and neglect and stunted development and the 

increased incidence of mental disorders among foster children (Slyman 

& Garland, 2000; Price & Brew, 1998). 

Disproportionality Issue 

The majority of children in foster care in the United States have 

always come from poor, minority families, with African –American 

children being particularly over-represented (Mech, 1983; Pelton, 
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1989, Zetlin, 2004).  Of the over 500,000 children in foster care in the 

United States in 2006, 32% were African-American, 19% were 

Hispanic, and 40% were Anglo-American not of Hispanic descent  (US 

Department of Health and Human Services Adoption and Foster Care 

Analysis and Reporting System Report, 2008).  The corresponding 

demographic percentages of the general (total) population in the 2008 

official population estimates by the US Census Bureau were: 12% 

African-American, 15% Hispanic, and 66% Anglo-American not of 

Hispanic origin (US Census Bureau 2008 population estimates). 

The issue of disproportionality and institutional racism is a 

recognized issue among child welfare researchers.  Research by 

several prominent researchers (Bettencourt & Nelson-Doyle, 2004; 

Garland et al, 2000) found that African-American children are more 

likely to be removed from their families of origin, less likely to be 

reunified, receive fewer services before and after removal, and will 

have experienced more placements and school changes than their 

white counterparts. (Chibnall et al, 2003).  Another study found that 

school moves for African-American foster youth were frequently due to 

perceived behavior problems Conger & Finkelstein, 2003).  These 

factors exacerbate the association between race and ethnicity and the 

likelihood of dropping out of school before graduation (NCES, October 

2009). 
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School mobility and education 

Contributing to a wide range of at-risk indicators for foster youth 

is their high level of mobility (Zetlin et al, 2004).  Because children in 

foster care tend to change schools far more frequently than their non-

foster counterparts – several times per year in many cases – they 

endure disruptions and delays that make schoolwork difficult (Conger 

and Rebek, 2001).  One result of frequent school transfers is that 

these foster care students have a tendency to lag behind in academics 

and experience more learning difficulties than their non-foster peers 

(Zetlin et al, 2004; Blome, 1997; Burley and Halpern, 2001).  One 

study’s findings indicate that ―when students change schools, they lose 

and average of four to six months of educational progress‖ (Calvin, 

2001). 

Furthermore, highly mobile foster youth often experience 

substantial absenteeism during the course of the school year, lose 

academic credits due to mid-semester moves, and often have 

incomplete school records due to missing transcripts, omission of 

assessment and attendance information, and failure to update special 

education records (Eckenrode, Laird, and Braithwaite, 1995; Burley 

and Halpern, 2001).  High mobility rates also affect social instability 

and isolation, which in turn, contribute to emotional and behavioral 

problems (Eckenrode et al, 1995). 
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The incomplete school records issue is particularly pertinent 

since school record, with a student’s cumulative educational history, 

are essential to provide school personnel with the information required 

to ascertain appropriate programs and services.  Additionally, the loss 

of credits due to incomplete educational records frequently cause a 

student to repeat a course or even an entire grade (Zetlin et al, 2004).   

In addition, according to a Casey Family Program Study, foster 

youth are much more likely to be retained than their peers.  The 

Caroline study (2004) found that being retained a grade has an even 

more negative impact on education and employment outcomes than 

poor academic performance.  One recent study linked a high rate of 

grade retention among some foster youth to a low rate of employment 

after high school, and suggested that high rates of grade retention 

among foster youth could hinder the successful transition to adulthood 

(Keller, Cusack, and Caroline, 2007). 

Special education issues  

Another consequence of frequent school changes concerns 

delays and omissions in the administration of special education 

services for children in the foster care system (Altshuler, 1997).  The 

delays in receiving school records can result in a foster child’s 

Individual Education Plan (IEP) not being implemented until the new 
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school does its own assessment and holds its own Special Education 

Admission, Review, and Dismissal (ARD) meeting, a multi-disciplinary 

hearing including teachers, administrators, special education 

personnel, the child’s legal guardian, and frequently, a licensed school 

psychologist (Zetlin and Weinberg, 2004).  Often, foster youth do not 

stay in a particular school long enough to be assessed or to start 

implementing their IEPs to address significant academic and/ or 

behavioral problems (Weinberg, 1997).  A 2005 American Bar 

Association/ Casey Family Program national study found that children 

in the foster care system are often given inappropriate special 

education services. 

There are conflicting views on the disproportionate number of 

foster children enrolled in special education programs.  A study by 

Caroline et al (2004) found that 49% of the foster youth in their study 

(N=732) received special education services; other studies corroborate 

this figure (Zima, Bussing, Yang, & Betlin, 2000). The national average 

ranges from 11-13% (cite). On the other hand, numerous researchers 

contend that because of difficulties in evaluating foster youth related 

to their high residential mobility, the numbers are more likely an 

underestimate of the actual number of foster children in need of 

special education services (Zetlin et al, 2004). 
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The overall concurrence of the review of the literature is that 

foster children fare face daunting problems regarding academic 

success.  Their emotional, social, physical, and developmental issues, 

whether stemming from environmental or hereditary factors, combine 

with inadvertent systemic impediments to severely hinder their 

chances for educational attainment.   

Current Theory of Academically Successful Foster Youth 

 All foster youth, however, do not fit into the unfortunate 

patterns described above.  There are encouraging stories of resilient 

foster youth who succeeded despite their handicaps.  Although only 

seven to nine percent of foster students ever attend college, and a 

smaller percentage actually graduate, there are lessons in their 

successes that could be useful to apply to the foster population at-

large.   

 As to why this small percentage of foster children succeed where 

the majority fail, the general consensus in the literature is a 

combination of removal of barriers, increased social support, and 

individual resilience. 

Individual resilience refers to successful adaptation despite risk 

and adversity. The study of resilience is tied to the study of 

psychopathology; both of these topics study individual differences in 
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the development of human individuals (Masten & Braswell, 1991).   

Both fields of study investigate success or failure to achieve 

psychosocial developmental milestones. The aspects of the overall 

study of resilience that pertains most directly to successful foster 

youth are those features that occur in people from high risk groups 

who have better than expected outcomes – those who ―overcome the 

odds‖ against good development (Masten, Best, and Garmezy, 1990). 

The study of resilience begins with a ―diagnosis‖ of successful 

adaptation despite risk or adversity.  In the case of academically 

successful foster youth, a high school diploma earned in four years is 

certainly the most notable indicator.  Other less tangible indicators can 

be observed in foster youth who are more responsible, achievement 

motivated, and socially connected than their less successful high-risk 

peers (Werner, 1989; Masten, 1994). 

In order to understand the process of resilience, one must 

analyze the risk factors, assets, vulnerabilities, and protective factors 

at play in a foster child’s life.  A risk factor is an internal (or 

possessed) characteristic associated with undesirable outcomes. Being 

in foster care is itself a risk factor; substance abuse is another. Assets 

are the positive counterpart to risk; these are positive attributes that 

cannot be taken away.  High intellectual ability and job skills are 
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examples of assets.  Vulnerabilities and protective factors are external 

factors that exacerbate or moderate the effects of risk.  A vulnerability 

factor is a characteristic that makes a person more susceptible to a 

particular threat. Homelessness and hunger are examples of 

vulnerabilities. Protective factors include both individual and 

environmental characteristics that facilitate better outcomes for at-risk 

populations.  Housing, mentors, and positive peers are examples of 

protective factors (Masten, 1994; Kirby & Fraser, 1997; Rosenfeld and 

Richman, 2003). 

It might be presumed that resilient, academically successful 

foster youth have a combination of assets and protective factors that 

ameliorate the effects of risk and vulnerabilities.  Research findings 

indicate that there are several basic strategies for fostering individual 

resilience: reducing vulnerability and risk, reducing stressors, 

increasing available resources, and mobilizing protective processes 

(Masten, 1994; Kirby & Fraser, 1997; Rosenfeld and Richman, 2003). 

Reducing vulnerability and risk is a prevention strategy that is 

frequently too late for foster youth.  Most of them have already 

experienced trauma or endured neglect that substantially increase 

their vulnerability.  The key here is to reduce further trauma by 

creating stable home, school, and social environments.  Reducing 
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stressors is accomplished by limiting unnecessary negative 

experiences.  Limiting school changes is one example of this (Masten, 

2004). 

The positive counterpart to these measures is to increase 

available resources and mobilize protective processes for foster youth.  

Resources include people, services, and a child’s personal resources.  

Learning a new social or problem solving skill is an example of 

increasing personal resources. School lunches, tutors, attention from 

teachers and counselors, and school health clinics are examples of 

resources to overcome risk and vulnerability.  Protective processes 

typically mean positive relationships with adults that promote the 

development of competence and foster high expectations (Elias, 2009; 

Masten, 1994). 

Finally, stability is strongly associated with educational success 

for foster students.  Remaining in familiar classroom surroundings with 

established teachers and classmates can provide the benefits of stable 

social networks, peer groups, and relationships with adults (Schwartz, 

1999). 

Comprehensive, proactive measures are needed to scaffold the 

necessary protection and support that foster youth need to build 

resilience.  Findings from a considerable body of research indicate a 
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positive relationship between social support and productive educational 

outcomes such as student motivation, school adjustment, drop-out 

rate, attendance, behavior, and academic participation.   These social 

supports include emotional, tangible (financial and logistical), and 

academic.  (Rosenfeld and Richman, 2003). 

In order for schools to best serve foster children, they need to 

have complete information about them.  Without it, their services are 

often fragmented and incomplete (Schwartz, 1999).  In many states, 

lines of responsibility and accountability for the educational outcomes 

for children in foster care are unclear (Christian, 2008).  According to 

Texas Supreme Court Justice Harriet O’Neill, schools and teachers are 

rarely consulted in court hearings concerning foster children, even 

those hearings specifically regarding a foster child’s educational needs 

(O’Neill, 2010). 

Coordinated efforts are needed to provide the level of scaffolding 

required to sustain perpetual support from all of the foster children’s 

team members: caseworkers, foster parents, birth parents, judges, 

teachers, counselors, and other service providers.  The review of the 

literature suggests that schools may have to develop new assessment 

techniques, materials, and schedules for this special population while 

more actively engaging all of the stakeholders in the foster care 
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process (Lindsey et al, 1993; Avery, 1998; O’Neill, 2010; Altshuler, 

2000).  

Limitations of Resilience Theory and Other Possible 

Explanations 

While resilience theory explains how many kids are able to 

minimize risk factors and maximize support and thus make it through 

high school, it nonetheless remains a fragile construct. It has limited 

utility, however, in explaining how some foster alumni make it through 

high school and enroll in college without fully developed resilience.   

The overwhelming majority of the literature on the subject of 

foster youth and education is written from a child welfare perspective, 

casting the foster children as victims who have been perpetually 

marginalized in the educational system.  While this viewpoint is 

undeniably valid, and removal of barriers, increased social support, 

and individual resilience undoubtedly play a large role in contributing 

to the success of these students, I believe that a substantial element is 

unintentionally absent: the concept of individual empowerment.  The 

theory is that these foster youth not only enjoyed conventional 

reinforcement and stability, but also benefited from empowerment 

through relationships with individuals and groups that significantly 

enhanced their personal capacity and allowed them to exert more 
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control over their environments.   By utilizing empowerment theory to 

analyze the successful patterns of the estimated three percent of 

former foster children who manage to graduate from college, I hope to 

gain some insight as to assist the struggling majority. 

Empowerment as another framework for interpretation 

Empowerment is a social and psychological construct that ―links 

individual strengths and competencies, natural helping systems, and 

proactive behaviors to social policy and social change‖ (Perkins and 

Zimmerman, 1995; Rappaport, 1981).  As a theory, empowerment 

traces its origins to the literature of psychology, then spread to other 

disciplines, such as social work, business organization, and political 

science.  Because research in this field tends to focus on identifying 

capabilities and strengths and investigate environmental stimuli rather 

than merely cataloguing risk factors, empowerment theory research 

seems to be well suited to augment the area of study of foster children 

and education. 

Empowerment is ―the process of increasing personal, 

interpersonal, or political power so that individuals, families, and 

communities can take action to improve their situations‖ (Gutierrez, 

1995).  Although the most recent iteration of empowerment theory 

arose from the works of Barbara Solomon and Paolo Freire, the 
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concept was originally based on notions from the Social Reform 

Movement of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.  These 

reformers, such as Jane Addams and others involved in the Settlement 

House Movement placed an emphasis on the value and self-

determination of their clients without assigning blame for lack of 

resources and power.  Each person’s individual qualities, values, and 

experiences as well as environmental factors are the significant 

factors.  (Solomon, 1976; Freire, 1970; Simmons and Persons (1983); 

Pottick, 1989; Kuokkannen, Kilpi, & Katajisto, 2003).   

The radical pedagogy and dialogic process of Paolo Freire is the 

foundation of empowerment practice in social work (Breton, 1989).  

Freire’s innovative instructional process encouraged participants to 

define the content and outcome of their own learning in order to 

achieve ―critical consciousness.‖  Germain (1991) expanded on Freire’s 

work by acknowledging that critical consciousness and knowledge of 

oppression is power.  Power can also be derived from healthy 

personality development in the face of adversity/ oppression; this 

positive attitude increases the ability to influence others.  

While the conventional social work practice model has tended to 

view clients as victims and their problems as pathologies requiring 

treatment and rehabilitation, the empowerment model identifies and 
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utilizes available strengths, resilience, and resources to solve 

problems.  Empowerment has been described as both a social work 

process and a goal.  The process being the ongoing development of 

clients which begins with individual growth and possibly culminates in 

larger social change.  Although there is no universal, global measure of 

empowerment, the process always involves participation in a 

community of support.  It is an inherently optimistic perspective, 

focusing on the achievement of goals, self-help, growth, and 

development (Saleeby, 1992). Although reliant on community for 

support, the empowerment process resides in the person, not the 

mentor or other supporters (Simon, 1994; Beck, 1983). The three 

empowerment dimensions to be cultivated are: 

 The development of a more positive and potent sense of self. 

 The construction of knowledge and capacity for a more critical 
comprehension of the web of social and political realities of one’s 

environment. 
 The cultivation of resources and strategies for functional 

competence for attainment of personal and collective goals 

(Beck, 1983). 
 

 It is hoped that by viewing successful foster youth through the 

lens of empowerment theory, we will gain valuable insight into the 

formation of social support networks for all foster children.   
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Identity Status as a framework for interpretation 

A third concept emerged during the course of this study that 

could not be explained either by resilience theory or empowerment 

theory.  A significant number of interviewees did not fit into either of 

the previous categories, but their paths to and through college 

involved identity formation.  Although certainly resilient, these four 

interviewees made their decisions about college as part of a life plan 

about their ultimate identity.  Whether it was religious (―I just knew 

that God had a plan for me‖) or secular, these students refused to 

accept any plan for themselves that did not entail graduating from 

college.  They had a strong sense of self-determination and identity 

formation, at least in the knowledge of what they did NOT want to be.  

To understand the motivations of these foster alumni, it was necessary 

to review the basics of identity formation.   

Erik Erikson, the developmental psychologist who coined the 

term ―identity crisis‖, developed a theory of human social development 

in which the formation of a personal sense of identity is a cornerstone 

of ego development (Erikson, 1982).   Erikson defined identity as the 

―accrued confidence in the inner sameness and continuity of one’s 

meaning for others‖ and thought it was a central interest of 

adolescents (Erikson, 1950). In his definition, there are three elements 
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necessary for identity formation. First, the person develops an inner 

sameness (integrity), so that actions and decisions are not random. 

Second, the integrity must be continuous and perpetual. Third, the 

emerging identity must be experienced within a community of 

important others (Patterson et al, 1989). 

Erikson theorized that identity was developed over a series of 

sequential stages that develop from infancy onward, and is linked to 

social expectations and maturation. Each stage has a psychosocial 

crisis that must be resolved before embarking on the next stage.  

According to Erikson, adolescence is the optimal stage for defining a 

sense of identity.  Not yet tied to adult commitments, adolescents may 

try out a variety of possibilities before adopting a more permanent 

sense of identity (Patterson et al, 1989; Ericson, 1982). 

James Marcia refined Ericson’s theory by studying the process of 

identity formation.  Marcia’s Identity Status model has four distinct 

categories based on the individual’s current level of exploration and 

commitment.  They are not necessarily sequential, and individuals do 

not necessarily go through all four statuses. 

The first level, identity diffusion, is the least developmentally 

advanced status.  People in this stage are not committed to any 

internally consistent set of values, lack goals, and have yet to explore 
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their options in any meaningful way.  They have no occupational or 

ideological direction and have generally not yet had an identity crisis 

(Marcia, 1980; Mitchell, 1992).  In modern parlance, slackers are an 

example of individuals with identity diffusion status. 

The next status is identity foreclosure.  Individuals in this status 

have a high level of commitment, but little or no exploration.  They 

simply accept the identity that is offered to them (Marcia, 1980). 

Examples include the children of a Republican, Baptist farmer or a 

Democratic factory worker who become the very same thing as their 

forebears without much discussion or exploration of other options.  In 

the case of foster youth, they overwhelmingly accept the life paths 

offered by their high school counselors and social workers.  The fact 

that only one in five foster alumni even apply for college speaks 

volumes.  Others are simply told that ―you are going to college‖ 

without having any input; this may partially explain the much higher 

than average college drop-out rate of foster alumni. This status may or 

may not be permanent, depending on the individual.   

The next status is identity moratorium.  Unlike the other identity 

statuses, moratorium is a stage between identity diffusion or 

foreclosure and identity achievement.  People in identity moratorium 

are in the process of forging a new identity by exploring occupational, 
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interpersonal (including sexual orientation), and ideological 

commitments. 

The final stage is identity achievement.  This represents an 

autonomous determination of identity following the exploration of the 

moratorium stage. 

James Marcia’s Identity Status Theory 

 

  

Emancipation from the foster care system and being compelled 

to make life-long decisions on your 18th birthday that could lead to 

happiness or poverty could certainly induce an identity crisis. In terms 

of foster care alumni, Marcia’s theory contends that it is in this crisis 

that identity decisions must be made.  In the case of most foster 

alumni, they accept identity foreclosure as a path of least resistance. 

Those told to attend technical or vocational schools usually do so. 

 As stated earlier, much of the literature concerning the education 

of foster children has been written from a child welfare perspective in 

the hope of changing outcomes for foster children by influencing policy 

Identity Foreclosure 
           Low exploration 

           High commitment 

          (fragile) 

Identity Achievement 
          High exploration 

          High commitment              

(flexible/ secure) 

Identity Diffusion 

           Low exploration 
           Low commitment 

Identity Moratorium 

          High exploration 
          Low commitment 
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makers.  Although certainly valid, the information in this field 

emphasizes that foster children are victims who have endured much 

trauma and, consequently, have a variety of issues stemming from 

these experiences.  There is little discussion of the outliers of the 

foster care system: that small percentage who graduated from college.   

This gap in the literature can be filled by exploring the school 

experiences of successful foster youth, particularly those who have 

graduated from college, in an effort to determine why their outcomes 

were so much more satisfactory than the majority of their peers. In 

particular, I plan to focus not only on the support these students 

received, but on the type of support with emphasis on their individual 

empowerment.  By delving into their individual accounts, the levels of 

social and academic support can be compared and contrasted to 

determine the efficacy of the assistance.     

 

 

 

 

 



39 
 

Chapter 3: Methodology and Research Design 
 
 

 
 The purpose of this study is to explore the commonalities of the 

2-3% of former foster children who graduate from college despite the 

odds against them, and consider the relationship between academic 

success and empowerment.  By delving into the experiences of this 

population, this study hopes to contribute to the research by improving 

our understanding of academically successful foster care alumni, 

particularly by studying the social and educational support systems 

that abetted the success.  

This study will be guided by two research questions: 

 What are the educational experiences of academically 

successful former foster youth?  Commonalities?  Differences?  
 

 What types of environments enabled and fostered success for 
these students?  

 
 

The first research question attempts to ascertain shared 

attributes among the participants to test and refine my theoretical 

assumptions regarding why this tiny proportion succeed when the 

overwhelming majority do not.  The second research question reveal 

each participant’s personal history which is essential to understand 

and explain the ―how‖ and ―why‖ questions of their unusual success.   
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Qualitative Methodology 

 In order to gain insight into the success of the 2-3% of foster 

care alumni who graduate from college, I have chosen to utilize 

qualitative collective case study analysis employing purposeful, 

extreme group sampling.   

 Qualitative research attempts to understand the meaning of 

social phenomena while offering minimal disruption to the natural 

setting of the phenomenon being studied. It is an effort to grasp how 

people construct meaning and make sense of the world through their 

individual experiences (Merriam, 1998).  In qualitative inquiry, 

because the researcher him or herself is the instrument, validity relies 

to a great extent on the competence of the researcher (Patton, 1990).  

According to Creswell (2007), a qualitative research method is 

appropriate when:  

a) a problem or issue needs to be explored; b) a complex, 
detailed understanding of an issue is desired; c) the researcher’s 

goal is to empower the study participants by their sharing their 

stories, presenting information in their own voices, and 
minimizing any power that may exist in the relationship between 

the researcher and the study participants; d) the researcher 
elects to write in a flexible, literary lead style that is not limited 

by restrictions of formal academic structures of writing; e) the 
problem or issue is studied in the same context or setting in 

which it is addressed by the study participants; f) the researcher 
wishes to develop theories because existing theories are partial 

or do not adequately address the complexity of the issue being 
examined; and g) quantitative measures and statistical analysis 

do not adequately capture the nature of the problem (Creswell, 
2007, pp. 40-41). 
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A qualitative approach was chosen for this study in order to gain 

a detailed understanding of the commonalities of academically 

successful foster care alumni and to hear their stories in their own 

voices.  Because there has not been a study of foster alumni who have 

graduated from college, current theories regarding this subject do not 

adequately address the entire issue.   

 

Collective case study with extreme group sampling 

 Making use of a collective case methodology, with purposeful 

and extreme group sampling, I will explore the perspectives of several 

foster care alumni who have graduated from college.  Case studies 

focus on the processes and meanings of a particular phenomenon, 

resulting in outcomes that can be extremely descriptive (Merriam, 

1998). Collective case study is a particularly useful way to inquire into 

a population regarding common traits and conditions (Stake, 1998). As 

an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a bounded 

phenomenon (a case), the researcher gains insight from the case from 

the perspective of the participants.  This insider’s perspective is 

referred to in anthropological terms as an emic: the analysis of cultural 

phenomena from the perspective of one who participates in the culture 

being studied (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 1998).  
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 Collective case study examines a number of cases jointly in 

order to inquire into a particular phenomenon, population, or general 

condition.  It is not a study of a collective; rather it is a study 

extended to several cases.  Stake (1998) asserts: 

The individual cases ―may or may not be known in advance to 

manifest a common characteristic.  They may be similar or 
dissimilar, redundancy and variety each having voice.  They are 

chosen because it is believed that understanding them will lead 
to better understanding, perhaps better theorizing, about a still 

larger collection of cases‖ (Stake, 1998, p. 89). 
 

Considering the breadth of the phenomenon being studied - foster care 

alumni with baccalaureate degrees - a collective case study seems to 

be the most suitable type of case study. 

  To be sure, extreme group sampling is called for because only 

approximately 2-3% of foster care alumni graduate from college.  As 

obvious outliers, this subset deviates from the norm and may be 

especially enlightening and informative, particularly when data are 

collected in a comprehensive, systematic, and in-depth manner.  The 

logic and power of extreme group sampling is derived from the 

selection of information rich cases for study in depth (Patton, 1990).   

 

Theoretical frameworks 

While using grounded theory to analyze the interviews and 

background questionnaires, I will interpret and test the findings with 

literature based theoretical frameworks.  The frameworks will be used 
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to organize the findings from the data analysis.  The two theories 

providing the initial framework of the study are resilience theory and 

empowerment theory.   

As reviewed, the literature indicates that resilience is most 

frequently discussed as the theoretical rationale for explaining the 

acedmic performance of foster youth.  Secondarily, empowerment, an 

inherently optimistic perspective, also contributes to our understanding 

of foster alumni success.  Although reliant on community for support, 

the empowerment process resides in the person, not the mentor or 

other supporters (Simon, 1994; Beck, 1983).   

 

Data Collection Methods and Study Design 

 One of the foremost sources of case study information is 

interviewing, perhaps the most common form of data collection in 

qualitative studies (Merriam, 1998). The purpose of interviewing is to 

uncover what is in someone else’s mind and to access their 

perspective (Patton, 1990).  Interviews are the most practical means 

of obtaining the detailed oral histories needed for this study.  

 Accordingly, the primary method of data collection for the 

proposed study will consist of qualitative, in-depth interviews.  The 

interviews will be guided by a list of topics to be discussed, but will 

take a semi-structured approach to allow for some spontaneity 
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(Patton, 1990).  I will design an interview guide to collect information 

on specific dimensions of the respondent’s life, including: 

1) early family life (pre-foster care) experiences 

2) experiences in the foster care system 

3) experiences in the educational system prior to attending college 

4) experiences in college (and graduate school if applicable) 

5) external resources (social support and relationships) 

6) internal resources (personality traits, coping strategies, 

perceived strengths) 

 
7) current life satisfaction and assessment of future goals, both 

personal and professional.   
 

8) The interview will culminate by asking each respondent to give 

his or her own reasons for their success.  

 

In dimensions 1-6, participants will be asked to expand on their 

perceived assets, protective factors, risks, vulnerabilities, and external 

stressors in attempt to establish their personal resilience and adaptive 

processes.  Question 5 (social support networks) will receive additional 

attention regarding ―how‖ they were established, a subjective 

assessment of their value as an asset, and how they responded to 

external stressors. 

  Prior to each in-depth interview, respondents will be asked to 

complete a self-administered questionnaire (SAQ). The SAQ will be 
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designed primarily to collect individual demographic information as 

well as information specific to experiences within the foster care and 

educational systems. The SAQ will consist of measures that have been 

used in other studies on emancipated foster youth (Hines et al, 2005; 

Haas & Graydon, 2008).  The purpose of the SAQ is to round out the 

with-in case studies to provide a more complete personal history 

without having to obtain this information through a fixed interview 

format.  Areas to be covered on the SAQ will include: 

1) Age, ethnicity, gender, marital status 
 

2) educational history including number of years studied, special 
education and/ or GT status 

 
3) history in the foster care system including age at entry and exit, 

number and type of foster home, and exit status (emancipation, 
reunification, or self-exit (runaway) 

 
4) employment history and financial support 

 
5) health status during K-12 and college years 

 
6) history of homelessness, illness, substance abuse, and criminal 

activity 

 
7) skills training 

 

Data Analysis 

Once completed, the recorded interviews were be transcribed 

and coded.  Because the proposed study includes multiple cases, a 

two-stage analysis using a ―grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) 

approach to refine the interview data. 
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First, a within-case analysis of each case will provide a 

descriptive understanding of each respondent (Huberman & Miles, 

1998).  In the case of this study, within-case analysis is essentially an 

individual case study of each participant (Patton, 1990).  Within-case 

analysis will be particularly important to understanding each 

respondent’s answer to questions two and three: 

 What types of environments enabled and fostered success 

for these students? 
 

 What concepts or theories explain their academic success? 

 

Unlike the first research question which synthesizes answers 

from the collective study, these questions will receive highly 

individualized answers for each participant.  In this context, within-

case analysis is essential to understand and explain the ―how‖ and 

―why‖ questions (Huberman & Miles, 1998).  The self-administered 

questionnaire will be used to augment the within-case analysis by 

providing demographic details. 

 Once the within-case analysis is completed, a cross-case analysis 

will synthesize and generalize the data using a ―grounded theory 

approach.‖  In case studies, a grounded theory approach builds up the 

conceptual framework inductively, then tests and refines it during the 

course of the analysis (Glaser, 1978). 
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 The objective of cross-case analysis is to extend external validity 

by enhancing generalizability. Multiple cases can identify 

configurations of causal influences that hold true in some instances, 

but not others, thus revealing ―clusters‖ of information (Huberman & 

Miles, 1998). 

  

Sampling 

 The ideal sample of participants would consist of ten 

emancipated foster care alumni who were awarded a baccalaureate (or 

higher) degree from an accredited four-year college or university.  

Emancipated implies that the youth left the foster care system at age 

18 and therefore was neither adopted nor returned to their biological 

family.   

 I contacted Foster Care Alumni of America – Texas Chapter for 

assistance in creating a representative sample of foster care alumni 

who have graduated from college.  They enthusiastically agreed to 

assist in this project.  The president of FCAA – Texas Chapter 

estimates that there are approximately 40 members who have 

graduated (received baccalaureate degrees) from four-year colleges 

statewide. I recruited ten participants to take part in the study.  While 

this is a sample of convenience based on the available pool, they were 

selected strategically on the basis of expectations about their 
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information content, with particular emphasis given to those holding 

advanced degrees: masters, doctorates, law and medical degrees, etc.  

 Ten interviews were conducted with subjects recruited through 

Foster Care Alumni of America – Texas Chapter.  The interviewees 

responded to a broadcast email inquiry from the president of FCAA-

Texas to the membership.  Although a relatively new organization, it is 

the only statewide group of foster care alumni with a total membership 

in Texas of 140.  Of these, about 40 are estimated to have college 

degrees. Except in the case of continuing state aid or incarceration, 

the State of Texas does not track foster care alumni after 

emancipation. Because the organization is new, and membership is 

concentrated in the Houston, San Antonio, and Austin areas, the 

participants were also concentrated in those areas as follows: 

 Houston area – 5 

 Austin area – 4 

 San Antonio – 1 

The participants were ethnically mixed, with four Anglos, four 

African-Americans, one Hispanic, and one biracial (Anglo/ African-

American.)  There were two men and eight women in the study.  They 

range in age from 24 to 47 years old. All of the participants in the 

study were in the foster care system until their 18th birthday.  Half of 
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the participants have masters degrees or are enrolled in graduate 

programs. 

 I spent an average of two to three hours with each interviewee.  

Each session consisted of a formal taped interview followed by a social 

conversation over coffee, lunch, etc.  Interviewees also completed a 

self-administered background questionnaire prior to the meeting.  The 

purpose of the SAQ was to round out the with-in case studies to 

provide a more complete personal history without having to obtain this 

information through a fixed interview format.  Areas covered on the 

SAQ included basic demographic and academic information.  

 The interviews were semi-structured to allow for some 

spontaneity, but followed an interview protocol that was sent to the 

interviewee in advance of the interview.  The interview guide, as 

described in chapter 3 and found in Appendix D, was designed to 

collect information on specific dimensions of the respondent’s life. 

Although the interviews generally held to this model, they occasionally 

digressed into anecdotes about life events and the impact they had. 

 Interpretive analysis in this study was conducted utilizing a 

grounded theory approach previously.  Strauss and Corbin (1998) 

recommend specific steps for the development of a grounded theory: 

description, conceptual ordering, and construction.  Description refers 

to the use of language to account for an event, experience, emotion, 
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etc.  Conceptual ordering is the classification of events within frames 

of reference.  Concepts refer to data that is grouped together to help 

develop theory.  The grouping of concepts denotes the third part of the 

constructivist process: construction of theory. 

 After transcribing the interviews, I began coding them according 

to Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) two-step process. Accordingly, I 

analyzed and coded these interviews by the back and forth process of 

constant comPamelaon that enabled me to group emerging concepts 

into larger categories. 

During open-coding, I observed what was occurring in the 

transcripts and identified certain clusters of concepts like abuse, 

mentor-teacher, positive peers, stability, etc.  Once the coding process 

was completed, all ten interviews were individually summarized in the 

series of five page synopses included in chapter 4.  The summaries 

were returned to the interviewees for clarification and validation.  The 

interviewees’ edits were incorporated into the individual summaries. 

 Once open coding was completed, I began the process of axially 

coding the data. In relating and comparing the concepts to each other, 

I found that most of them could be understood in terms of the 

predominant explanation for foster alumni success, i.e., resilience.  A 

minority, however, could not be explained in terms of resilience alone; 

there were at least two subjects whose success could be attributed 
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mostly to the idea of empowerment.  A third group of codes remained, 

however, that did not naturally fit into either theory. This final 

grouping was developed into a theoretical context of identity 

formation.   

 In my review of the literature, I noted that most scholarly theory 

and research concerning foster academic success through high school 

hypothesized that youth succeed because of resilience. I also noted, 

however, that resilience theory alone does not account for all who 

graduate from high school; further, there is not research that can 

account for those foster youth who graduate from college. 

Thus, I sought to answer the following questions:  

 What are the educational experiences of academically successful 
former foster youth?  Commonalities?  Differences?  

 

 What types of environments enabled and fostered success for 
these students?  

 

 The findings of the individual case analyses revealed a variety of 

paths to success in college.  By reviewing the predominant themes 

that emerged from each individual interview, three general categories 

emerged to explain each participant’s eventual academic success: 

empowerment, resilience, and identity status. 

 The objective of the cross-case analysis was to extend external 

validity by enhancing generalizability. Multiple cases can identify 
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configurations of causal influences that hold true in some instances, 

but not others, thus revealing ―clusters‖ of information (Huberman & 

Miles, 1998).  This phenomenon was demonstrated by the three 

groups that emerged during the analysis: empowerment, resilience, 

and identity formation.  Although there was considerable overlap 

between the groups, the individuals each exhibited a dominant 

―success strategy‖ that led to college. 

 

Limitations 

 The very nature of case study methodology posits that each case 

and each study is inherently unique and not open to generalization 

beyond the study participants (Pring, 2000).  Exaggeration or 

oversimplification can lead to errors in analysis. And because the 

researcher is the primary instrument for collecting and analyzing the 

data, there are inherent risks and flaws involved.  Mistakes and 

personal biases can interfere with the study at any stage (Merriam, 

1998; Mason & Bramble, 1997).   

 

Significance of the Study 

 Because up to 70% of foster care alumni remain on some form 

of public assistance throughout the course of their lives, any reduction 

of that number would be a step in the right direction. By studying the 
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tiny minority that successfully graduates from college, we can gain 

insight into how this group managed to overcome the barriers that 

prevented the other 97% of this group from graduating from college. 

 The findings could have implications ranging from K-12 

educational support systems in and out of schools, higher education 

policy decisions, and foster care program design.  
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Chapter 4: Participant narratives 

 

John 

Interviewed on June 22, 2011 in San Marcos, TX 

  

John is a white male in his mid-30s.  He is the single father of a 

nine year old daughter, and is a middle and high school social studies 

teacher at a charter school for troubled youth.  He has a BA in Political 

Science with a minor in History from Tarleton State University, as well 

as a Masters of Public Affairs from Texas State University. 

 John was born in Waco, Texas in 1974.  His parents, both severe 

alcoholics, had only elementary educations.  He suffered from chronic 

neglect from birth through age 5 when taken into state custody.  They 

had no electricity, persistent hunger, and a filthy house.  His parents 

were ―always drinking‖, fought frequently, and spent much time in the 

county jail.  When that happened, John would be placed in emergency 

shelters for durations of between two weeks and two months. During 

these years John frequently roamed the neighborhood alone looking 

for food and entertainment, and was frequently picked up by the 

police.  He described himself as the ―adult in his life‖ at age five.  ―I 

did what I wanted, when I wanted to do it.‖ He equated himself with 

Huckleberry Finn: very wild and only semi-civilized. 
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 After placement in the foster system, parental rights were 

terminated, and John had little contact with his birthparents.  His 

father died of cirrhosis of the liver in 1994.  His mother is still an 

alcoholic, and has seen her nine year old grand-daughter only once.  

John has determined that his mother is a potentially unhealthy 

influence and has chosen ―to move on.‖  

 At age five, he was placed in kinship care with his mother’s 

sister, her husband, and children. ―I was totally disconnected with 

them, and so I needed a lot more psychological and …emotional help 

than what they could do.‖  John caused problems in the home, and 

case workers from Child Protective Services were called frequently.  

After a year, CPS determined to move him.  His uncle claimed that he 

wanted John to stay, but John believes that they simply did not have 

sufficient resources to care for him. 

 Once in non-kinship foster care, John was moved to Lampasas 

County.  He experienced an extraordinarily stable placement history by 

staying at the same home for 11 years!  He considers his foster 

parents his true family and the grandparents of his daughter.  They 

created a ―real family atmosphere‖ and treated him ―like one of their 

own.‖  Their motivation was moral and ethical rather than financial, 

according to John.  Neither of them went to college, but they both had 
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very stable jobs.  They were religious, attending church every Sunday 

and Bible study every Wednesday. 

 The family considered adopting John, but his ―Dad‖ foster father 

said that ―all adoption is, is a name change.‖  He said that he would 

prefer that John keep his last name and continue to be part of the 

family, but to go out and ―do something‖ to honor his birth name 

rather than change it. 

 John started ―butting heads‖ with his foster parents at age 16, 

so he moved down the street to his best friend’s home. His best friend 

lived with his grandparents who became John’s new foster parents. 

Everyone in town called his new foster mother ―Grandma.‖  Grandma 

Jordon‖ routinely fed dozens of high schoolers after school every day 

and was tremendously supportive of John.  She was not particularly 

religious (meaning organized religion), but instilled a strong sense of 

service in John.   

 John had a strong, stable, and positive peer group in high 

school.  They were academically inclined and never experimented with 

drugs.  He also benefited from having the same social worker, Sharon, 

for the entire eleven years that he was in state care.  This almost 

unique occurrence undoubtedly added to his already stable foster care 

existence.  They remain very close to this day.   
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 John’s academic career got off to a dismal start when he failed 

first grade ―miserably‖ and had ―bad behavioral issues.‖  He says that 

his ―excessive talking‖ throughout much of his academic career was an 

effort to get attention, something that was lacking in his birth home.  

He generally concealed his foster status and maintained a low profile 

in elementary school for fear of ostracism and stereotyping. 

 In middle school, a fascination with history brought him into 

closer contact with his social studies teachers.  In high school, he had 

a ―really amazing history teacher‖ who not only reached out to John, 

but awakened an interest in teaching history or working in politics or 

for the government.  He grew close to a number of teachers in high 

school who took extra time with him and encouraged him to go to 

college.   He won numerous high school social study awards his senior 

year.  He routinely visited these teachers on weekends in college, and 

said, ―they really, really inspired me to keep going.‖ 

 At 16, John was shifted from state care into Casey Family 

Programs.  His case worker of eleven years, Sharon was instrumental 

in making the arrangements.  Although she would no longer be his 

case worker, she felt this was the best (or only) chance for John to 

attend college.  In 1990, the State of Texas did not provide tuition 

waivers or financial support after age 18.  Casey Family Programs, 

funded by the Annie E Casey Foundation (named for the mother of 
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United Parcel Service founder James Casey), provided college support 

for foster care alumni. 

 The change to the Casey program required changing social 

workers. The transition to a new social worker was very emotional for 

John.  Sharon had been a solid pillar of his life for most of his life.  She 

spent much more time with John than required, allowed him to stay in 

her home during difficult periods , was ―very easy to talk to‖, well 

educated, and ―very supportive of everything I wanted to do.‖  John’s 

second Casey case worker was a man, Bill, who stayed with him 

throughout college. Bill and John shared interests in history and 

developed a good relationship.  During his first two years of college, 

John was required to live in a dorm, but was very uncomfortable doing 

so.  He was something of a loner.  ―If I didn’t have good people to 

hang out with, then I just stayed by myself.‖  Bill arranged for an 

apartment and got a waiver from the university. 

 At Tarleton State University, John became more and more 

fascinated with politics.  He developed friendships with like-minded 

students, and eventually, through the efforts of his friends, was 

elected senator of the student government body.  The issue of the day 

concerned the raising of student fees $6 per semester hour to pay for 

a new science building.   John and his cohort organized a petition 

drive, campus protest, and visit to the Texas A&M Board of Regents.  
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John addressed the Board of Regents. Afterwards, he was invited to 

lunch by the president of the university.  After that, his position 

became more high profile.  After a successful confrontation with the 

Dean of Students over some perceived irregularities, John applied to 

be the University Operations Chairman (of student government), which 

oversaw all fees, appropriations, and the flow of legislation.  It was the 

second most prominent position in Tarleton State’s student 

government.   

  One day during a constitutional theory class, John and others 

were complaining about the state legislature.  In particular, John made 

pointed comments about the representative from his home district in 

Lampasas County. The professor, Dr. Cross, told John that if he felt 

that strongly about it, he should run for office. …And so he did. 

 His opponents for the Democratic nomination were the mayor of 

Killeen who was also a retired army colonel, and a trustee of Central 

Texas Electric Cooperative.  The 23 year old college student spent his 

weekends traveling from Tarleton State in Stephenville to Killeen, 

Lampasas, and San Saba ―lighting them up in the western rural areas.‖   

On election night, the early returns had John ahead in a three way 

race at 52%. The media appeared for interviews, but by the next 

morning, he had won only 29% of the vote. 
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 After college, John took a hiatus and worked at a golf course 

before enrolling in the masters of Public Affairs program at Texas State 

University in San Marcos.  He worked a landscaping job by day and 

went to evening classes. His professors encouraged him to pursue a 

job opportunity at the state legislature while taking some time off from 

school.  The hiatus proved to be extended, as John was having trouble 

finding work and providing for his family.  He eventually got a job 

teaching history and was able to finish his masters degree.  Today, he 

enjoys raising his daughter and teaching at-risk middle and high 

school students in a charter school in Hayes County, Texas.  

 

Klarissa 

Interviewed July 7, 2011 in Austin, TX 

 

 Klarissa is a white female in her mid-20s.  She is unmarried and 

works as a paralegal specializing in foster youth issues.  She is 

currently considering returning to school to pursue a doctorate in 

research psychology. 

 She was born as a crack baby with fetal alcohol syndrome to a 

former prostitute and drug addict who later contracted AIDS.  She was 

almost immediately placed in foster care due to neglect, but had 
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periodic visits with her mother until her mother died when Klarissa was 

13 years old.   

 With ―too many foster placements to count‖, Klarissa suffered 

from instability most of her early childhood.  Kinship care was 

considered, but her aunt was impoverished, living in a school bus with 

children of her own, so this option was rejected.  She does not have 

any current friends from her early childhood. 

 She did enjoy a long period of stability from age nine through 

seventeen.  The care givers at her group home, pregnant with a child 

of their own, started their own group home and took Klarissa and 

several others with them.  They were recent college graduates who 

encouraged Klarissa to do well in school and encouraged her to pursue 

a college degree.   

 School was a safe haven for her, although it could be quite 

challenging.  She had one elementary school teacher who nurtured her 

by putting her in accelerated classes and having her poem published.  

After that, however, despite being in gifted/ talented classes, she does 

not recall any nurturing teachers in middle or high school.  She felt 

that she was different as a foster youth, and did not know how to 

advocate on her own behalf, describing high school as ―very difficult 

and frustrating.‖ 
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 She did have one notable protective factor in high school: the 

principal.  He was aware of her foster status and intervened on her 

behalf several times.  He was sensitive to the fact that she lived in a 

group home with seven other children, that school was a safe haven 

for her, and that she had to go immediately home after school each 

day so she had no sense of freedom whatsoever.  He made a deal with 

her that she could get a library pass and roam the halls after she had 

finished her work as long as she stayed on campus and stayed out of 

trouble.  She continued this routine for three years and says that it is 

what made high school bearable. He also came to her aid when she 

was threatened with arrest for drug possession.  There was 

uncertainty about the drugs’ ownership, but an arrest would have cost 

Klarissa her pending college scholarship.  The principal assured that he 

would handle it, and he did.  ―I always felt like there was bad stuff 

happening to me (in high school), but he really… helped me out. So, 

I’ll always appreciate that guy.‖  

 She had few friends in high school, instead she would assist new 

students in the school, only to have them gravitate towards friends 

with common interests.  Because she could not stay after school (her 

foster parents’ house rule), she could not participate in extracurricular 

activities.   
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 When she was 17, on a very rare excursion out of the house with 

high school friends, Klarissa was arrested when one of the group was 

caught shoplifting. Klarissa was accused of being an accomplice and 

was arrested as well.  Her foster parents of eight years did not want 

her around their other kids and ended the placement.  Casey Family 

Programs, her custodian from the age of three, was unable to find a 

new placement for her in Austin.    

Rather than accept another placement in another town (certainly 

another high school), Klarissa had to fight to stay at her high school.  

Other than her foster parents, it was the only stability she had in her 

life.  She said that she wanted to graduate from that high school.  To 

do so, she had to move constantly from shelter to shelter during the 

first half of her senior year of high school.  She was signed out of 

foster care over the Christmas holidays; after that, she slept on 

friends’ couches.  She had no transportation so she walked miles to 

school every day.  She couldn’t afford food, so she was hungry except 

for the lunch provided by school.  Another unfortunate byproduct of 

this homeless period was that she was ineligible to go on school field 

trips because she had no parent to sign the permission slip.  She was 

very interested in psychology, and decided to pursue it as a major in 

college, but was denied permission to go on one of the psychology 
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field trips because she couldn’t get a guardian’s signature. ―I cried and 

cried. It was the only time I skipped school during my senior year.‖  

Her poverty was a genuine risk factor at this point in her life.  

Yet she had determined that she was going to complete high school 

and go to college.  She felt that it was the only choice she had other 

than follow the destructive path blazed by her mother and so many 

other female foster alumni.  She thought college was the only possible 

salvation for her to avoid homelessness, jail, drug abuse, and 

pregnancy.  For this reason, she walked miles to school from different 

shelters during her senior year. 

Getting to college, however, was difficult.  She says that she 

received no support from any adults regarding college admissions.  

―Not a lot of people from my high school went to college.‖  Most of her 

classmates ―got married and had kids right after school.‖  Her case 

worker was supposed to review her completed college applications, 

then send them in, but she forgot to do so until after the deadlines had 

passed.  The only school that had a pending deadline was the 

University of Texas at San Antonio, so her case worker completed that 

application and informed Klarissa that she had been accepted.    

 Her freshman year was extraordinarily difficult.  Her case worker 

was not sending her food money, so she went days without eating.  

She was raped.  ―It was too overwhelming…‖ 
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She attributes her survival and success to her college friends.  ―That 

was my family. I made friends who helped me… They knew what was 

going on, and they believed me, which I wasn’t used to. They were 

great.‖  

 Living in the dorm at UTSA eliminated the threat of 

homelessness, but because her Casey Programs case worker didn’t 

regularly send money or guarantee the meal plan payment, hunger 

was a persistent issue.  Employment would have abrogated her 

scholarship, so she never had money. Klarissa started having health 

problems.  She received a new caseworker halfway through college, 

coincidently one who had known her since she was three years old.  

She was ―absolutely wonderful!  She made me realize what I was 

supposed to be getting all of this time.‖  Life improved after that. 

   When asked directly why she believes that she succeeded in 

graduating from college when 97% of her peers did not, she did not 

hesitate.  ―They believed what everyone told them.  And I ignored 

what everyone told me about failing.‖  She knows of ―a lot of people 

who just got tired of struggling for so long and just gave up.‖  She 

knew what she wanted to study psychology and never changed her 

major. ―I knew it is what I wanted to do.‖ 
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 Klarissa still keeps up with her foster parents, numerous friends 

from college, a few friends from high school, and the case worker who 

stabilized her life in college. 

 

Valerie 

Interviewed July 27, 2011 in Austin, TX 

 

Valerie is a white female in her late 40s.  A single mother of 

three boys, she is currently pursuing a PhD in Juvenile Criminal 

Justice.  She is also active in foster care alumni organizations. 

Valerie was the youngest of six children.  Her mother, only 22 

years old when Valerie was born, had only a 7th grade education and 

was in an abusive relationship.  Both of her parents were alcoholics. 

After Valerie’s father left when she was two years old, her mother 

turned the children over to a church claiming that she could not care 

for them.  

Initially, the children were placed with various church families 

before being placed in a church sponsored group home with her 

siblings.  Although the group home parents rotated annually, there 

was a sense of stability during her childhood.  In middle school, she 

moved to a children’s home named Christ Haven for Children where 

she remained through high school graduation. 
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At the children’s home, she was imbued with a strong Protestant 

work ethic.  ―You have to work your way to heaven.‖   

Although the staff changed almost annually, the routine of 

remaining in the same place with the same schools and peers for all of 

middle and high school gave Valerie stability uncommon among foster 

youth.  She was extremely active in school athletics in middle school.  

―Sports helped me stay grounded.‖  She was happier at school with 

her friends from sports than she was with her life at the children’s 

home.   

She describes herself as a child as ―pretty hard-headed and 

boisterous.‖  Her school experience was unexceptional: no gifted/ 

talented or special education classes, no teachers that really stood out, 

no discipline problems.  School was, however, a pleasant sanctuary 

away from the children’s home. 

Although none of her group home parents were college 

graduates, school attendance and moderate academic performance 

were expected.  Poor grades would mean that she would be grounded 

and ineligible to participate in athletics, so she always kept up her 

grades.  Other than that, however, no adults encouraged her 

academically.  ―There weren’t ever any college fairs or someone 

coming to our school talking about college.‖  Or any other options, for 
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that matter. ―No one ever set me down and said ―What are you going 

to do?‖ after high school. 

Although the office staff of the Christian children’s home told her 

that they would pay for a Christian college if she wanted to go, she 

gravitated towards cosmetology school with her high school friends.  

In fact, none of Valerie’s siblings took them up on the offer of free 

college education; Valerie is the only one of the six with a college 

degree. 

She cut hair for about five years after college, then tried outside 

sales, then office work. During this fifteen year period, she 

experienced a failed marriage, depression, a suicide attempt, 

unemployment, several abusive relationships, and the birth of two 

boys.  The fathers did not stick around nor did they provide any 

support.  In her early 30s, Valerie was a single mother struggling to 

make ends meet.  After another failed relationship, she returned to 

Texas, depressed, and pondered her future.   

After introspection, she wanted to create a new identity for 

herself, achieve a measure of independence for herself, find 

meaningful work, and contribute to the world, particularly by helping 

at-risk teens.  College was the natural answer.  She applied and was 

accepted at Texas A&M – Commerce. 
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Being in her mid-thirties with two young sons, she was a 

nontraditional student. She relied on government support to get her 

through her bachelor’s degree. She financed her education through 

grants and loans…―lots of loans.‖  She received welfare, food stamps, 

Medicaid, etc. She also worked, sometimes three part-time jobs at a 

time.  She also reconnected with a sister, and she and the boys moved 

in with her in a ―very cheap, small house in a little town near 

Commerce for a while.  She got help from food banks, electric bill 

assistance, and churches.  She was occasionally homeless, and had an 

unfortunate knack for being attracted to the wrong kind of man: 

uneducated, abusive, and substance abusing. 

After two years of school, she became pregnant again, although 

this time, she and her boyfriend tried to make the relationship work.  

Unfortunately, he was abusive, so the relationship failed.  Since she 

grew up without a mother, she was determined not to lose her children 

to the foster care system. This primary motivation led to a 

determination to survive during her college years.  She herself did not 

have a particularly well developed social safety net during her pursuit 

of her bachelor’s degree, perhaps because she was a nontraditional 

student who was both considerably older than the other students and 

the mother of three children.  Although she attributes her success to 

sheer self-determination, she did observe that the foster alumni who 
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succeeded were the ones who got involved on campus and developed 

positive peers. 

 

Pamela 

Interviewed July 30, 2011 in Houston, TX 

 

Pamela is a single real estate leasing professional in her mid-

30s. She is biracial: half African-American and half Caucasian. She has 

a BS in Consumer Science and is currently studying for her master’s 

degree in social work at the University of Houston. 

 She was born in 1987 in California to a mother who suffered 

from mental illness: schizophrenia and bipolar. Her mother was 

investigated repeatedly by Child Protective Services for abuse and 

neglect before abandoning six year old Pamela at home.  ―She just left 

one day and the neighbors reported that she’d been gone a couple of 

days‖ before aid workers from CPS found her. Her mother has been 

chronically homeless for years; a few times per year, Pamela travels to 

California to spend time with her mother.  She usually finds her living 

in a homeless shelter in Los Angeles or San Diego. 

 Pamela was placed in kinship care with her mother’s sister and 

her husband at age 6. She lived with them for the next 12 years. 

Pamela’ aunt and uncle provided a remarkable level of stability for her. 
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She was identified early on as being academically curious if not gifted 

and talented. In school she was frequently allowed to make public 

statements on the school intercom. As a child, she loved art, coloring, 

and drawing, but mostly sewing.  

In high school she excelled academically and was on the school 

dance team.  In fact, she was good enough to make the traveling 

team. Because of her light skin, she routinely endured racism and 

ostracism in her predominantly African-American high school. She said 

the girls shied away from her for fear that she would steal their 

boyfriends or some other high school drama. During those years, she 

just didn’t have many friends her own age. 

On the other hand, she said she had so many adult mentors in 

high school that it was ―ridiculous.‖ She was very close to several 

teachers, but particularly close to the school nurse, with whom she 

developed a special relationship. ―I got a lot of wisdom from the adults 

that I worked with… I don’t know, I just had an older spirit ever since I 

was a little kid and I’ve always wanted to just talk to people.‖  She felt 

that she had more in common with adults at that age. 

 Her uncle graduated from college and worked for Xerox.  

Because of this, Pamela was always very interested in math and 

engineering in excelled in mathematics and science. Her uncle took a 

particular interest in her academic performance, and frequently 
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assisted her with math homework and essay writing. Her middle and 

high school teachers also cultivated her academics and steered her 

towards the elevated program in high school mathematics. During her 

early high school years, she took advanced math and physics for three 

years, but the program was ended her Junior year in high school. 

She always felt that she was special and knew she was going to 

go to college. She decided to attend college at a very young age; it 

just was not a choice. Her family lacked the financial means to put her 

through school, so she started a club called Students Going Places that 

focused on college scholarships and grants and college entrance 

issues. Because she lived in Dallas focused on touring schools in that 

area such as Texas woman’s University, University of North Texas, and 

University of Texas at Arlington. She joined a program for engineering 

for black professionals. In fact everyone in her circle pushed her to go 

to college. Her aunt and uncle, who were in fact her foster parents, 

had three children of their own. Of these, only the youngest and 

Pamela graduated from college. 

 Pamela was a very ambitious high school student who said, ―I 

had a plan.‖ She was remarkably empowered high school student in 

the foster care system. She applied for multiple grants and 

scholarships and received several, enabling her to go to college. 
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Although her foster parents strongly encouraged her to go to college, 

they were unable to provide any financial assistance whatsoever. 

 Although Pamela started studying engineering in college, she 

determined after a couple of years that she would rather focus on 

those who are in need. Engineering had lost its allure. She changed 

her major to consumer science and earned her bachelor’s degree. She 

then immediately enrolled in the Masters of social work program at the 

University of Houston. She hopes to work with underprivileged youth 

after she graduates.   

 

Vanessa 

Interviewed July 30, 2011 in Houston, TX 

 

Vanessa is a 30-year-old African-American woman in a 

committed relationship with a man who is also a foster care alumnus. 

She has a six-year-old daughter and is expecting another baby this 

fall. She has bachelors and Masters degrees in social work, and is 

working as a social worker minor victims of human trafficking in 

Houston.  She was studying for the law school entrance exam when we 

met. 

 She was born in Austin Texas to a mother who was also a 

product of the foster care system. Her mother was an alcoholic drug 
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addict, sometimes prostitute, and victim of domestic violence. Vanessa 

has never met her father; her mother says could be one of two 

different men. She has several siblings, but they were separated more 

than 20 years ago. Her mother has spent most of that time in prison 

for a variety of charges including the sexual assault of Vanessa's 

brother. 

 Her family lived in chronic and dire poverty for the first nine 

years of her life. She suffered from malnutrition, and did not learn to 

do math until the fourth grade.  She had little clothing and could not 

afford to do laundry. which was very rarely washed, and suffered 

chronically from ringworm. She was ostracized and teased by the other 

children at school as "Olive Oil‖ and ―the stinky kid." She hated school 

during this period, and frequently attempted to stay home despite the 

fact that her house was directly across the street from one of the 

many elementary schools she attended. "I didn't want to go to school 

in the same clothes, and then I had Band-Aids on my face from where 

I had ring worms." She was constantly bullied. By the fourth grade, 

she still ―could not add two dimes together.‖  She never spoke to any 

adults about any of her problems for fear of being beaten at home. 

Elementary school was a miserable experience for her. 

 Her fourth grade teacher took an interest in her, even inviting 

her to spend three days at her home while Vanessa's baby sister was 



75 
 

born. "That was probably the three best days of my life. I ate three 

meals a day; I got new clothes, and actually took a hot bath." In 

fourth grade the abuse got so bad that Vanessa’s sister ran away from 

home. Unlike her older siblings who had run away from home, this 

sister ran to the police station and reported the abuse, including the 

sexual assault of her brother. Although the police did not believe the 

accusations, CPS investigated the home situation. (Her mother later 

confessed to the sexual abuse when she was in prison for prostitution 

and drug possession.) The children were removed from the home and 

placed in foster care.  Vanessa spent the next nine years as a ward of 

the state. 

 Things immediately improved in foster care. She had food and 

clothing, but was still behind her peers academically. She learned to 

read (math), and started really enjoying school. She started speaking 

up and asking for help when needed. "I learned that a closed mouth 

doesn't get fed… If I wanted something to happen on my behalf, then I 

needed to learn how to talk." 

 She developed a remarkably positive attitude. "I've always 

believed that what doesn't kill you makes you stronger. You use your 

life experience to help somebody else." She had ten different 

placements all over the state in her nine years in the foster care 

system. Although she attended many, many different schools during 
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these years, she did find one enduring beacon of stability: her social 

worker, Carolyn. Carolyn was a formative influence in Vanessa's life 

that recognized her keen intellect. She was insistent that Vanessa was 

going to go to college. Today, Carolyn is the godmother of Vanessa's 

daughter. 

In high school, Vanessa excelled academically maintaining in A/B 

average. She was never enrolled in any gifted and talented programs, 

but she feels the reason for this was a lack of advocacy (I don’t 

remember talking about gifted/talented). Neither her foster parents 

nor her teachers went to bat for her. Of course, since, until high 

school, she was in each school for only a year on average, it is easy to 

see how she could fall through the cracks.  

 She achieved a measure of stability at Crockett High School in 

Austin, joining the track team, participating in other extracurricular 

activities, and developing a stable peer group for the first time. The 

stability was threatened when CPS broke her placement for behavioral 

issues, and she was transferred to a shelter in the Lanier High School 

area. She went to the principal of Crockett high school and told him 

that she wanted to get back on track.  She said, "I'm a good student I 

don't get in trouble I'll get up at 3 AM and ride the bus if I have to. I'll 

be up; I'll be here on time if you just let me finish here at Crockett. 

This is where all my friends are." The principal, impressed with her 
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self-advocacy, allowed her to stay at Crockett high school until 

graduation. 

 Going to college was a natural decision for Vanessa. It offered 

the obvious benefits of a general safety net, stability, and housing. It 

also offered hope. "I just knew that I have a brain… I knew I didn't 

want to be like my mom, I did not want to be like my sister was 

headed down the path of child after child after child, in my opinion to 

take care of herself, and that's not what I wanted to do." She enrolled 

at Texas A&M-Commerce and started studying criminal justice. 

 Her studies were terribly interrupted in her freshman year 

through involvement in a negative relationship with a man. He was 

extremely abusive and routinely beat and choked her. During one of 

these violent confrontations, Vanessa cut the man with a knife.  

Lacking adequate legal representation and not understanding her legal 

rights, she plead guilty and was sentenced to two years in prison. She 

was 18 years old. 

 In prison she developed a mouthy disrespectful attitude, and 

was chronically written up for her behavior and placed in stricter 

confinement. Ironically, she was housed in the same prison as her 

mother. The Warden, tired of her behavioral issues, finally acquiesced 

to her request to be placed in a cubicle next to her mother.  She spent 

the last six months of her confinement bonding with her mother. "It 
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was somewhat therapeutic for me."  She resolved to take a different 

path from her mother and be somebody. 

 After prison, she enrolled in Austin community college but 

endured a bout of homelessness. Carolyn and her older sister provided 

a couch to sleep on. She was determined to get a college degree. She 

felt that it was her only path out of poverty and away from prison. 

 Her life stabilized when she enrolled in Texas State University’ 

social work program.  She attributes her stability in college to several 

outside agencies including St. Louise House, City of Austin Public 

Housing, and personnel from Texas State University and others who 

provided support.  

She earned first her bachelor's then a Masters degree in social 

work. This period of her life was remarkable for its stability and its 

"normalcy." After the turmoil of her childhood up to the age of 20, she 

had developed an identity that she would not allow to be altered. She 

was determined to become a social worker to help change the system 

that had formed who she is. She is currently working with US children 

and adult victims who are enslaved either through labor or sex 

trafficking, but is considering going to law school. 
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Caroline 

Interviewed July 31, 2011 in Austin, TX 

 

Caroline is a 26-year-old African-American female. She received 

a BA in Social Work from Texas A&M-Commerce and works for the 

state of Texas as a social worker. As a social worker for the state of 

Texas her job is to ensure the voices of the youth are heard through 

policy and procedure.   

She was born in Los Angeles California in 1985, but moved as a 

child to Chicago. Her mother had a substance abuse issue and was 

unable to provide a stable life there, so her grandmother brought her 

to Dallas to live with her when she was four years old. Her 

grandmother was a school teacher who provided a loving and stable 

home for Caroline. Tragically, her grandmother's second husband 

molested Caroline while she stayed in their home until age 8. She told 

the school counselor at her elementary school and the police and Child 

protective services were immediately involved. Caroline spent the next 

10 years in the foster care system enduring more than 20 placements 

and attending too many schools to count. 

 Because Caroline's grandmother would not leave her husband, 

Caroline was not allowed to see her for several years. She was placed 

in various homes in the Dallas area, but repeatedly ran away to 
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attempt to return to her grandmother. At age 9 she was moved to 

Houston. Caroline believes that CPS moved her so far away to make it 

more difficult to attempt to return to her grandmother.  Her 

grandmother remained supportive and loving during all of the years of 

foster care, but was unwilling to separate from her husband.  She did 

return to her grandmother from age 12 to 13 after the husband had 

left, but was placed back into foster care because of behavioral issues.  

Her grandmother remained supportive, however, and even gave 

Caroline a car at age 17. 

 She is still disappointed about the institutional way she was 

treated in the foster care system. Once in Houston, she was placed in 

a group home where she remained for couple of years until she was 

adopted. She moved into the adoptive home and changed her name to 

the adoptive family name, but the adoption fell through because both 

Caroline and her adoptive sister were abused within six months of the 

adoption. Caroline was placed back in the foster care system in sent 

back to the shelter. 

 Caroline spent much time in shelters between placements. In 

most shelters, she was not even enrolled in a public school. Rather, 

she would be given a ―package‖ and told to complete it. This lack of 

regular schooling had predictable consequences when she would be 

placed in a new public school. "Because once I got to a regular school, 
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I was behind. It wasn't that I was dumb or anything, but I was placed 

in resource classes because no one wanted to take out the time to 

catch me up where I needed to be. By being in resource classes, I fell 

further behind." She feels that she was further handicapped by people 

reading test to her and giving her answers if she just couldn't get it. 

This would have very detrimental consequences when she reached 

college. 

 Caroline's average placement was less than two years.  She had 

a habit of fighting and arguing, causing her foster parents to ask CPS 

to move her. Sometimes she broke the placement because her foster 

parents were abusive and disrespectful. She described one placement 

where the foster parents would turn all the lights off at a certain time 

so she was unable to complete her homework. "They would go to the 

breaker box and turn it off." They also tried to collect her paychecks 

from the manager of the McDonald's where she worked after school. 

She was not allowed to eat with the rest of the family or sing in the 

church choir. She felt like an outsider. One day when she was 18 she 

ran away with one of her foster sisters from the house who had a 

sister with an apartment. The living arrangement did not workout, 

which caused Caroline to have to sleep in her car while trying finishing 

high school.  
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She went to many different high schools and did not have an 

opportunity to stay connected with teachers or students she met 

during that time. She received little encouragement to pursue college; 

in fact, she was very actively discouraged by her therapist. Caroline 

stated her therapist thought she was not capable of attending college 

and encouraged her to attend a trade school.   

During this time, Caroline was blessed to have a remarkable 

caseworker named Karen Alexander. Despite the fact that Caroline ran 

away from her foster home at age 18, Karen did not close her file and 

kept her eligibility for future benefits and tuition waivers intact. She 

worked with Caroline to get her off the streets from sleeping in her car 

to finding a descent home to finish her senior year in high school. 

Karen assisted with the college application process, finding housing 

and applying for financial aid for college. "So she was really the key to 

my success."  Later, while in college, she had another mentor and 

protector, named Jennifer Grant, the director of the Transitional 

Resource Action Center in Dallas. "Jennifer was a big, big supporter in 

my life… She's one of those type of people that told you how it is even 

if you don't want to hear it and so that helped me out a lot." 

 Despite the overall lack of support, Caroline was determined to 

go to college.  Her lack of academic preparation became immediately 

apparent.  "College was very, very hard. It was many a night I cried; it 
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was many nights I wanted to quit, but I just didn't know what I was 

going to do if I didn't finish college."   She related failure in college to 

the threat of homelessness and poverty.  

Early in college, she struggled terribly to pass her classes; 

Caroline passed history only on her fifth try. She learned that a 

personal connection with her professors was a key to her success: she 

sat in the front of her classes; she visited her professors during their 

office hours; she went to the math lab "all the time." Her persistence 

and dedication eventually paid off. She was able to transfer from her 

local community college to Texas A&M-Commerce where she 

eventually earned a bachelors degree in social work. 

 During college, Caroline received a variety of financial assistance 

and had multiple jobs. She recognized by this point that she was 

emotionally disturbed and did not know how to deal with her emotions 

and feelings; so she put herself through counseling and surrounded 

herself with positive people. In college, she found something that she 

had not ever had before: a consistent peer group. "It was so many 

times that I had friends in college that helped me stay on track." 

College was the first stable period of her life; it was a place of refuge. 

She got involved with all sorts of groups including a Bible study and a 

community service organization. She even studied abroad, spending a 
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semester in Jamaica studying their social welfare system. She became 

a leader and learned how to stop being a victim. 

 Caroline believes that the creation of a social network for herself 

was the key to her empowerment and self-discovery. After a series of 

unhealthy relationships, she realized her sexual identity and became 

openly homosexual. Because she had created a positive peer network 

around her, she was able to heal and thrive. She stated that self-

determination and individual will were crucial factors contributing to 

her success. She has long had a powerful faith in God.  Her religion 

was a primary source of resilience during her troubled youth and 

beyond. 

As a social worker herself, Caroline believes that the foster care 

system enables and dis-empowers foster youth by having everything 

done for them. ―We didn’t show initiative, didn’t problem solve.  We 

didn’t have to. Everything was done for us.‖ She believes that 

resilience and ambition should be cultivated in foster youth, but that 

the current system is ―stacked against that.‖ She also wanted to prove 

the foster care system and her old therapist wrong who said she would 

never make it in college. ―I wish I could speak to all the old case 

worker that did not believe in me and to my old therapist, just to rub it 

in that I have made it…‖    
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 She is currently employed by the state of Texas as a social 

worker and is pursuing a Masters of social work degree at Texas State 

University.  

 

Thaddeus 

Interviewed August 9, 2011 in Houston, TX 

 

Thaddeus is an African-American male in his mid-20s. He works 

in a professional position in human resources, is recently engaged, and 

is working on a Masters degree. 

 Thaddeus was born in Houston and entered the foster care 

system when he was only two months old. His father was reputed to 

be an African dope dealer. When his mother threatened to turn them 

into the police, he fled to California. She then chased after him and 

abandoned Thaddeus and his two older sisters, ages three and four, in 

an apartment while she left the state "if CPS had come in, then I 

probably would have died due to lack of nutrition."  He was separated 

from his sisters, who were placed in foster homes, but because of his 

age Thaddeus was placed in an orphanage. 

 He describes his childhood as being institutional and clinical. 

"Psychologists were involved, and everything was so formal." There 

were no family memories whatsoever. He estimates that he had 
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approximately 25 different placements between birth and his 

emancipation at age 18. 

Lacking a stable peer network, consistent schools or teachers, or even 

foster care providers, he had an unstable existence and was 

disconnected from his social surroundings.  

Craving attention, and being diagnosed with attention deficit 

disorder, Thaddeus was placed on a variety of psychotropic 

medications. He was frequently suspended or even expelled from 

school for unruly behavior. "Everything was formalized, so there was 

no childrearing in place. When I got the pre-K, I was just that. I didn't 

have sense to listen to the teachers. Always nice; I was a sweet little 

kid, but I was just so inquisitive. I often remember being placed in 

timeout and being sent to the principal's office."   

He was placed in special education classes due to behavioral 

problems during his second grade year. A year later, he was expelled 

from elementary school for his hyper, unruly behavior. "Once I was 

expelled, I was then homeschooled at the orphanage. And that was a 

good because I wasn't learning anything. I was already having 

problems learning in school when I was there, so moving to the 

homeschool wasn't really a good option. Once I got to the orphanage I 

think that my academic performance went down south because I just 

don't think their teaching was effective." 



87 
 

 Thaddeus's rambunctious behavior was the primary cause of his 

many broken placements. He estimates that he went to 16 or 17 

different high schools in the Houston area. Needless to say he had no 

social network of any kind; no family, no friends of any kind. "Most of 

the time, it was me being a Lone Ranger." He frequently lived in 

emergency shelters between foster home placements and received 

only worksheets for schooling. 

Although he struggled terribly at math, he was a gifted reader.  

His most frequent reading material was a thoroughly thumbed copy of 

Gideon's Bible given to him when he was a small child during one of 

his stays at an orphanage. The facility was run by a pair of college-

educated Christian ministers who imparted a strong sense of faith in 

Thaddeus from a very young age. His Christian faith was the primary 

source of stability throughout his very unstable childhood. His faith 

gave him hope. "I would pray every night. There were not enough 

people in my life to actually cultivate that positive family environment, 

but I knew that there is really somebody up there, and someone who 

has my back. So it was faith that saw me through."  He attended 

church services every Sunday, although his geographic instability 

prevented him from belonging to any particular church community. 

Thaddeus was fortunate to attend Alief Hastings High School at 

the end of his 12th grade year. The enormous school had a well-
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developed college counseling department. Although the counselors did 

not know Thaddeus, they were aware of the benefits given to 

graduating foster youth. He had told them that he wanted to attend 

college. "I had enough sense to recognize that educated people come 

out and be successful. The more education you have, the more money, 

more stable you are. If I want to get out of here and be somebody, if I 

want to go somewhere, I got to wake up and pay attention and get 

education. It's funny, I actually learned that quote from watching the 

movie Lean On Me." "They say you're either going to work your mind 

or your behind. So if you go to work your mind, you're going to have 

to go to school, go to college." 

 Thaddeus started going to Houston community college, lived in a 

homeless shelter, and endured periods of hunger. "I had no backup. 

My only backup was Cullen House (a homeless shelter), so I had to get 

an education given trade or be homeless. So when I lived in telling 

house I use that you'll need to keep going." After a semester, he was 

able to transfer to Navarro Junior college in Corsicana Texas. Navarro 

College provided housing, a meal plan, and stability that Thaddeus had 

not enjoyed in some years. He started an organization called students 

transitioning upward which focused on helping foster students get 

acclimated to college life. He had a couple of adult mentors who taught 
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at the college. Unfortunately, a period of depression caused Thaddeus 

to withdraw from Navarro.  

After getting back on track, Thaddeus enrolled in Texas A&M 

University at Commerce. There he finally found the stability that had 

been eluding him most of his life. He obtained a degree in sociology 

and got a job in corporate human resources. He is currently pursuing a 

masters degree in counseling at preview A&M University’s Houston 

campus. Recently engaged the love of his life, Thaddeus envisions 

someday earning a PhD and starting a family. 

 

Natalie 

Interviewed August 23, 2011 in Houston, TX 

 

Natalie is a married African-American female in her early 30s. 

She has a bachelor's degree in social work from Texas Southern 

University, and is recently unemployed from her job with Harris 

County. 

 Natalie is one of three children born to a teenage mother. This 

family of four lived with Natalie's grandmother until her grandmother's 

death when Natalie was four years old. Natalie's mother was extremely 

impoverished and was unable to care for her children. She placed her 
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three children in foster care and had little contact with Natalie during 

her childhood. The siblings were not kept together. 

 At age 4, Natalie was placed in a foster home. Her memories of 

this home are particularly unpleasant: physical and sexual abuse and 

constant hunger. Although she told her social worker that  "the boy 

was touching me" and "they don't feed us," it took several more 

months before she was removed from that home and placed in a group 

facility in La Porte Texas. Indicative of her perpetual hunger was an 

incident that occurred upon arriving at the new facility in La Porte. "I 

remember them giving me a bowl of ravioli… I ate so much ravioli that 

I can't eat ravioli now. Because I had been starved…‖ 

 Her placement in La Porte was certainly an improvement, 

although she was the only African-American child in her elementary 

school. She felt out of place: "they used the N-word a lot, and it was 

traumatic. The outside people who didn't understand were just mean.‖ 

She stated in this group home for four years and enjoyed the stability 

of going to the same school, food to eat, clothing, etc. 

 At age 10, she left the group home and stayed in a series of 

shelters during the entire year. She estimates that she went to 11 

different schools in fifth grade. Her social worker finally found the 

placement in a group home. "It is now close down because they were 

horrible too."  



91 
 

 An attempt at kinship care with her aunt failed because her aunt 

did not have the financial means to care for her. They live in dire 

poverty, lacking money for even the barest provisions. She finally was 

placed in a permanent foster home at age 12. Her foster mother was a 

single African-American woman who was an elementary school teacher 

in East Houston. She remained in this home for the remainder of her 

foster care experience, and even during part of college. 

 Over the course, Natalie's relationship with Sandra became 

strained and somewhat distant. Natalie noticed that she and any other 

foster children in the home were treated very different than natural 

family members, including Sandra's mother. "We (the foster children) 

would always eat beans for dinner even though the others got a real 

dinner. They didn't think we were worthy of these types of things. And 

maybe, because I just wanted the idea of family, I put up with it." 

Nonetheless, Natalie was determined not to break the placement. 

Although emotionally sterile, Sandra’s home was the most stable 

situation Natalie had experienced in her entire life. 

Her high school years were a period of stability. She attended 

Kashmere High School near the elementary school where Sandra 

worked. She achieved a measure of success in high school as an honor 

student. Because she lived across Houston for her high school, her 

foster mother refused to support her involvement in extracurricular 
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activities. She did have some positive peers, some of whom enrolled in 

college. But she does not keep up with them today. Regarding the 

adults in her life during her high school years, she does not feel that 

she received encouragement from her social workers, teachers, or 

even her foster mother regarding her academics. 

 Despite the lack of encouragement, however, her foster mother, 

Sandra, imbued a very strong sense of the importance of education, a 

strong work ethic, and was a constant source of logistical, if not 

emotional, support. A college graduate, she encouraged Natalie’s 

dream of going to college. College became a goal.  

College, however, held stresses as well.  She did not live on 

campus and was compelled to work 50-60 hours per week at a fast-

food restaurant to make ends meet.  The strain was too great, and she 

returned to Sandra’s house.  Although she continued working, the 

stability provided by Sandra enabled Natalie to complete college.  

"I didn't want to be a statistic. I didn't want to be the African-

American girl who got pregnant in high school is now a single mother 

and all that stuff. I always had a dream for my life and I still do. It 

really opened my eyes to the idea that if you are to obtain anything in 

this life you have to get it. No one's going to come and give it to you. 

You really are on your own. I just realized that I can't depend on 



93 
 

anyone else, because at the end of the day I could be moved in a 

minute. ― 

 Natalie says that the one constant in her whole life is her 

Christian faith. Her spirituality has been a driving force that helped 

form her life plan. It guided her identity formation from early 

adolescence. She feels that all of the negative things that happened to 

her built character and self-determination.  ―The Bible talks about how 

endurance builds your character. …Grace has got me where I am.‖  

She was determined not to become the stereotypical ―statistic.‖ 

 

Alice 

Interviewed August 25, 2011 in Kyle, TX 

 

Alice is a white female in her mid-30s. She's the mother of a 16-

year-old son, co-author of a book about transitioning from foster care, 

an owner of a consulting company. Although she is not yet graduated 

from college, she is included in the study because she is not only 

about to graduate from St. Edward’s University with a degree in 

organizational communication, but she spent several years at the 

University of Northern British Columbia studying social work. Because 

her credits would not transfer, her graduation was delayed. 
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She was born in Calgary, Alberta. Her biological father is a serial 

rapist, though he was married to Alice's mother before she was born. 

She has learned that she has biological siblings scattered across 

Canada. 

As a baby she and her biological brother were placed in kinship 

care with her maternal grandparents.  When she was about five years 

old, Alice’s mother and her husband "showed up and essentially 

kidnapped us and took us to another province." She describes her 

mother, who was only twenty when Alice was born, as being a "really, 

really good person" who just didn't know how to parent.  Alice never 

accessed her foster care file, so she is not certain about the reason 

that she was placed in foster care at age 12, although she suspects 

that her stepfather may have been investigated for abusive behavior. 

She endured a very unstable period in foster care. "I don't think 

I ever stayed anywhere longer than three months or maybe six." And 

she believes that her lack of stability caused her to act out in attempts 

to discover control through drug use, promiscuity, or attempted 

suicides. She remained in the same small city, Prince George, British 

Columbia, from age 12 through age 19 when she emancipated from 

foster care. Although her actual home changed constantly, she 

maintained a constant peer group, albeit a negative one. She routinely 

snuck out at night to engage in negative behaviors. 
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 Her educational experience was equally unstable. "I learned to 

read at a really late age. Because my parents moved around and 

would move us into different school areas, I slipped through the 

cracks, and frankly I think some teachers pretended not to see what 

was going on in my home… or at school." Finally, her fourth grade 

teacher, Mr. McGill, recognize that she could not read and make 

arrangements for her to have individualized reading instruction when 

the rest of the class was engaged in group work. It was done in such a 

way that none of the other students noticed. After that, she developed 

a lifelong love of reading and learning. 

 She had no love for school, however, except that it was a safe 

place to act out. She had chronic behavior problems throughout middle 

and high school. "I would just disrupt school, I would fight, getting 

fistfights, not show up for class, be disrespectful to teachers, drugs at 

school, kind of anything and everything I could do to shake things up 

or draw attention or have control over that situation." Her behavioral 

issues caused her to be moved from school to school and foster 

placement to foster placement. "I exhausted the public school 

(system), and I was eventually expelled in grade 12." "I wasn't 

hanging out with the choir kids."  She was diagnosed with bipolar, 

attachment, and attention deficit disorders, placed on a variety of 
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psychotropic medications, and put in the alternative ed (special 

education) program. 

 She did have several teachers who recognized her intelligence 

and had positive interactions with her. It was her social worker, 

however, who steered her onto a more positive path, although it took 

some time for the positivity to manifest. 

 The occasion was a national foster care conference. Her social 

worker told her that he would withhold her clothing allowance if she 

refused to go. Although chagrined about going to "this stupid 

conference, it was the first time that I had a sense of belonging, that I 

realized that I wasn't alone." 

It was her first time to experience a shared culture and to express her 

negative feelings about the foster care system. Because of her 

outspoken, she says unfiltered, views, she was chosen to sit on a 

panel discussing foster care issues. Joan Smallwood, the British 

Columbia Minister of Social Services, was moved by her passion and 

appointed her to a national white paper committee. 

 She was assigned to Robert Wilmot, a manager who worked 

directly for Minister Smallwood. Although Robert was naturally 

reluctant to accept "this crazy, rebellious teenager", they developed a 

warm and respectful relationship that continues to this day. "I claim 

him as my life mentor… He's one of my dear, dear friends now, but we 
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were forced into that relationship and what we put into that 

relationship is what counted."  Her relationship with Robert Wilmot was 

the first healthy relationship she had had with an older adult man. He 

was always respectful, and never inappropriate. "He has really, really 

taught me a lot and in turn has allowed me to raise my son to be a 

man. So that's my fork in the road moment." 

 In this representative capacity, Alice was chosen Canadian Youth 

of the Year and even had tea with the queen at the opening of the 

University of Northern British Columbia in Prince George.  As a 

teenager, she started a group called The Welcome Project for Youth in 

Care; she received grants, hired staff, and had a sufficient income to 

buy a house and car. 

 Prior to starting college, however, Alice gave birth to her son, 

Logan.  An unwed, teenaged mother, she suffered from terrible post-

partum depression and attempted suicide. She was found and saved 

by her best friend (and Logan’s godmother), Natasha, who had been 

baby-sitting Logan at the time.  The suicide attempt was only part of a 

prolonged identity crisis that included a brief marriage and a 

temporary move to eastern Canada.  The crisis reached a resolution 

point when she decided to return to British Columbia and go to college.  

 Robert not only encouraged Alice to enroll in college, he 

expected it. Because she had dropped out of high school, her first 
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challenge was to gain her degree through correspondence courses.  

She then navigated the maze of the application process, obtained her 

transcripts (a huge ordeal, according to Alice), and enrolled at the 

University of Northern British Columbia. Applying for college was ―a 

very lonely road‖ according to Alice. 

 She was accepted as an underclassman, and she and Logan 

moved in with Natasha in Prince George.  She took a hiatus to be a 

legislative aide, then returned to apply for the Bachelor of Social Work 

program (equivalent to declaring a major in the US.) her application 

was held up by a negative reference from an old social worker who 

stated that Alice should never go to a BSW or be a social worker.  She 

was devastated by what she considered to be a betrayal by a former 

mentor and the effort to typecast her as an unworthy foster care 

alumni.  Alice persisted.  The fact that she had, in fact, been present 

with the queen at the grand opening of the university as the Canadian 

Youth of the Year 1994 probably solidified her case. 

 She disrupted her education again by accepting a position with 

Casey Family Programs in Austin, Texas. She remained with Casey for 

several years before returning to college to complete her degree at St. 

Edward’s University.  Since few of her Canadian social work credits 

transferred, she changed her major to Organizational Communication.  
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Her graduation is pending. She lives with her husband and son in Kyle, 

Texas. 

 

Winona 

Interviewed August 25, 2011 in San Marcos, TX 

 

Winona is a Hispanic female in her mid-30s. She is engaged and 

is expecting her first child later this year. She completed her Masters 

in social work at Texas State University and is currently working as a 

behavioral specialist with children with autism. She has lived her whole 

life in San Antonio, Texas. 

She was born in San Antonio to a married couple.  Her father 

was a US citizen; her mother was an illegal immigrant from Mexico. 

Because she lacked US citizenship, it was a very simple matter for her 

father to assume full custody of Winona and her younger sister after 

her parents divorced. Her father made it very difficult for her mother 

to ever see the children, and in fact have her arrested on numerous 

occasions when she attempted to see the children. Eventually, her 

mother gave up trying. 

Her father worked as a part-time mechanic who found work 

where he could and usually worked for cash. He was an avid reader 

and kept a very strict household. The family was impoverished, relying 
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on food stamps and housing subsidies. Winona and her sister were 

latchkey children who were responsible for maintaining the household 

at a very young age. Her father was a very forceful character, and 

severe corporal punishment was routinely inflicted if he was 

disappointed with her chores. 

Winona developed a strong sense of independence during these 

early years. She was responsible for bringing her little sister home 

from school every day. In middle school, this involved walking about 2 

miles from her school to her sisters elementary school, then an 

additional mile and a half to their rented house. She was responsible 

for the house key which she always wore on a chain around her neck. 

At age 11, Winona and her sister were removed from their 

father’s custody because of sexual abuse by her father and her 

grandfather. Her father was eventually sent to prison in Huntsville for 

abusing another little girl. The girls’ caseworker was determined to 

keep them together and refused any offers that would not take them 

both. This formed the nucleus of a stability that would last until 

emancipation. 

She and her sister lived in a group home for about five years. 

Although the caregivers changed annually, she was able to day in the 

same school system and develop a consistent non-foster peer group 

during that time. In addition to her sister, school was a great constant 
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in her life. From her school experience, she was able to develop a very 

stable peer group. They remain close to this day. All of them went to 

college. 

Academically, Winona excelled in English class. Despite the 

shortcomings, her father had instilled a love of reading, using trips to 

the library as a routine reward. "We went to the library so much that 

the librarians I actually got to know me and my sister so well that they 

would buy as gifts at Christmas." Although her grades in other 

subjects were mediocre, school was always a sanctuary from the 

group home. He was the only time that she felt "normal." 

When she was 16, the couple working as caregivers at her group 

home moved out and took Winona and her sister with them. Russ and 

Dawn are still called mom and dad by Winona. They were professional 

people; Russ was a retired Air Force major, Dawn was a college 

graduate. Living with them was her first introduction to a typical 

middle-class existence that she had only seen on television: a married, 

loving couple. "There was nobody like that in our family. We had never 

met anybody like that… Who would give us that affection." They taught 

the girls about a value system that accepted responsibility and 

consequences. They guided the girls towards college. 

After year and a half, however, Dawn contracted breast cancer, 

and the couple ended their placement. At the time, the couple did not 
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tell the girls about the cancer, only that they were not going to be able 

to take care of them anymore. The girls were naturally very confused 

and angry. They only learned the truth some years later. 

 And she describes her next placement as being the "polar 

opposite" of the loving and warm home that she shared with Russ and 

Dawn. It was her senior year of high school. Their new foster parents 

were an affluent couple with children of their own still in the house. 

The biological children were "overachievers", and Winona and her 

sister never compared favorably academically or otherwise. Her self-

esteem suffered. 

She applied the college as a survival strategy during her senior 

year. "I guess I didn't know what else I was going to do." She enrolled 

at Our Lady of the Lake University because they provided housing, 

food, transportation, and mid-level employment. "I was unsure about 

what college was, what it could be for me, but I knew that it provided 

all those other things that I really, really needed at the time that was 

very, very critical, especially the closer I got to graduation." "I was 

afraid of hunger, so it (my decision to go to college) wasn't all candy 

canes and unicorns." 

 As in high school, and she created a stable peer group. She had 

a very strong start in college; she loved it. She reveled in the freedom 
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of the new beginning that people didn't know what her background 

was. She was able to form a new identity. 

 In college, however, she faced a number of crises. "I think it was 

just kind of hitting me, trying to understand the level of impact on my 

life that my childhood was going to have on me as an adult. There was 

self-pity, a lot of anger and bitterness trying to understand how all this 

happened to me." During this crisis of emotional trauma and possible 

posttraumatic stress disorder, she was placed on scholastic probation 

for her poor academic performance. Casey Family Programs, her 

financial sponsor, told her that she must attend community colleges to 

prove that she was capable of staying in school. 

 She lost her housing at Our Lady of the Lake University, so she 

moved into an apartment with two of her close friends. She got a job 

waiting tables at the same restaurant where her friends worked. Being 

only a paycheck away from poverty and homelessness clarified her 

goals, and she was able to reenroll at Our Lady after a one-year 

hiatus. Interestingly, she did not return to the dorms. Rather, she 

stayed in the apartment with her friends. 

 She now had a renewed sense of purpose and decided to 

become a social worker, a path she had originally decided at age 14. "I 

understood that sense of neglect, especially the emotional. The lack of 

support. It was a pain that was not visible." Just as her foster parents 
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had encouraged her, Winona completed college and embarked upon a 

career before contemplating a family. 

Winona is a behavioral specialist with children with autism in San 

Antonio, Texas, and is currently completing her Board Certified 

Behavior Analyst training at Texas State University.  She lives with her 

husband and newborn daughter in San Antonio.  
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Chapter 5: Findings 

 

 As the profiles from the previous chapter demonstrate, this 

study’s participants took a variety of paths to eventual college success.  

Their social backgrounds before application to college ranged from 

quite stable to chaotic. Academically, they ranged from honors 

students to special education.  However, there are similarities.  

Identifying the similarities of these successful foster care alumni 

before and during college may help education and social work 

professionals support foster youth who aspire to attend college.   

This chapter analyzes the experiences of these students by 

framing them in the context of the study’s research questions and 

guided by the theories outlined in chapter 2: resilience theory, 

empowerment theory, and identity status theory.  A brief synopsis of 

the three theories will provide a guide to the collective case study. 

 

Resilience Theory  

Resilience, as defined by the theory, was nearly universal among 

the foster alumni interviewed for this study.  In order to understand 

the process of resilience, one must analyze the risk factors, assets, 

vulnerabilities, and protective factors at play in a foster child’s life.  A 

risk factor is an internal (or possessed) characteristic associated with 



106 
 

undesirable outcomes. Being in foster care is itself a risk factor; 

substance abuse is another. Assets are the positive counterpart to 

risk; these are positive attributes that cannot be taken away.  High 

intellectual ability and job skills are examples of assets.  Vulnerabilities 

and protective factors are external factors that exacerbate or 

moderate the effects of risk.  A vulnerability factor is a characteristic 

that makes a person more susceptible to a particular threat. 

Homelessness and hunger are examples of vulnerabilities. Protective 

factors include both individual and environmental characteristics that 

facilitate better outcomes for at-risk populations.  Housing, mentors, 

and positive peers are examples of protective factors (Masten, 1994; 

Kirby & Fraser, 1997; Rosenfeld and Richman, 2003). 

Empowerment theory 

 The theory is that these foster youth not only enjoyed 

conventional reinforcement and stability, but also benefited from 

empowerment through relationships with individuals and groups that 

significantly enhanced their personal capacity and allowed them to 

exert more control over their environments.  They were relatively self-

reliant and independent even before college.  There is an 

entrepreneurial quality about empowerment: the ability to create 

circumstances for oneself. 
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Identity Status Theory 

 This theory emerged during the study to explain a significant 

percentage of the participants who did not correspond directly with 

either resilience theory or empowerment theory.  Although certainly 

resilient, these four interviewees made their decisions about college as 

part of a life plan about their ultimate identity.  Whether it was 

religious (―I just knew that God had a plan for me‖) or secular, these 

students refused to accept any plan for themselves that did not entail 

graduating from college.  They had a strong sense of self-

determination and identity formation, at least in the knowledge of 

what they did NOT want to be. 

 I utilized James Marcia’s Identity Status Theory to develop a 

framework for analyzing these four.  According to Marcia, these foster 

alumni were in the midst of an identity crisis. They were not willing to 

conform to the expectations of others regarding their futures (identity 

foreclosure), and either had not determined their precise new identity 

(identity moratorium) or were on the way the realization of their ideal 

future (identity achievement.) 

 

Collective case analyses 

 The ten interviewees were divided between the three groups 

with two demonstrating a preponderance of empowerment, four 
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relying on resilience, and four manifesting identity formation.  

Although resilience in some form was universal, and the empowered 

youth typically had adopted an identity status, the predominant 

characteristics of each group were clearly discernible. 

 

John 

 

What types of environments enabled and fostered success for these 
students?  

 

 John never had the need to establish resilience as defined in the 

theory.  Placed in a foster home at the age of six, he enjoyed 

perpetual stability – geographically, academically, socially, and 

emotionally.  This stability enabled him to go through the identity 

formation process; he excelled at social studies and determined to go 

to college.  He had several strong academic mentors who encouraged 

him, and one teacher in particular who empowered him to pursue his 

interest in history and politics. 

 While in college, John was nurtured and empowered by a 

positive peer culture and numerous mentors. His foray into campus 

and state politics are evidence of empowerment. 

 
What concepts or theories explain their academic success? 
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By the time John was in high school, he had started the identity 

formation process by deciding that he wanted to be involved in 

government, politics, or education, and that he had a dream of going 

to college.  John grew close to a number of teachers in high school 

who took extra time with him and encouraged him to go to college.   

He won numerous high school social study awards his senior year.  He 

routinely visited these teachers on weekends in college, and said, 

―they really, really inspired me to keep going.‖  He was supported and 

empowered by ―a number of teachers that took the extra time, you 

know, after school, and to encourage me to just fulfill my dream of 

going to (post-secondary) school.‖   

The end result was an early sense of self-determination that 

emerged even before they enrolled in college. He enrolled in college 

with confidence and with a major in mind.  In John’ case, his self-

confidence and empowerment continued to develop during the course 

of college.  He was further empowered by his college professors and 

encouraged to run for political office. 

 At Tarleton State University, John became more and more 

fascinated with politics.  He developed friendships with like-minded 

students, and eventually, through the efforts of his friends, was 

elected senator of the student government body. He became the 

mouthpiece of student government, addressing the Texas A&M Board 
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of Regents and meeting with the president of Tarleton State 

University.  Encouraged by this burgeoning political clout and 

encouraged by his professors, he ran for state representative as a 

senior in college, winning 29% of the vote in the Democratic primary. 

 John was the embodiment of empowerment before and during 

college.  His prolonged stability after foster placement and his 

development of a stable positive peer community were certainly 

contributing factors to his success. 

 

Klarissa 

What types of environments enabled and fostered success for these 
students?  

 

 Klarissa also enjoyed a prolonged period of stability as she spent 

from age nine through seventeen with the same set of foster parents.  

Before college, she had a school principal who was a protector, but 

otherwise she lacked significant mentors or positive peers.  Once in 

college, she developed a positive peer community that helped her get 

through the rough times.  

 

What concepts or theories explain their academic success? 

 

 Klarissa developed her resilience during college by cultivating a 

protective network.  Prior to college, she says that she received no 
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little support from any adults, and none whatsoever regarding college 

admissions.  She enrolled in college as a survival strategy – the 

ultimate protective factor that protected her temporarily against 

homelessness, hunger, and possibly worse. Klarissa stated that she 

felt thought college was the only possible salvation for her to avoid 

homelessness, jail, drug abuse, and pregnancy.   

Klarissa attributes her survival and success to her college 

friends.  ―That was my family. I made friends who helped me…‖  When 

asked directly why she believes that she succeeded in graduating from 

college when 97% of her peers did not, she did not hesitate.  ―They 

believed what everyone told them.  And I ignored what everyone told 

me about failing.‖  She knows of ―a lot of people who just got tired of 

struggling for so long and just gave up.‖   

Even before college, however, Klarissa was in the process of 

identity formation.  She knew that she wanted to study psychology 

and never changed her major. ―I knew it is what I wanted to do.‖ 

 

Valerie 

What types of environments enabled and fostered success for these 

students?  
 

Although she spent her entire time in foster care in group homes 

which lacked permanent adult mentors, Valerie did enjoy a prolonged 
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period of relative stability involving all aspects her life: geographic, 

social, and academic.  

This stability was disrupted after emancipation as Valerie 

attempted to create an identity for herself.  Over the course of several 

years, she went through the stages of identity formation, finally 

deciding to go to college in her early thirties.      

 

What concepts or theories explain their academic success? 
 

 

Valerie seems to have gone through a prolonged period of 

identity formation that culminated with her decision to enroll in 

college.  Once in college, with her identity defined, she became 

empowered.  She was resilient in the traditional context of the theory, 

but did not enroll in college until her early 30s.  It was only after years 

of working in unsatisfying jobs as a single, unwed mother that she 

decided to take the transformational step of going to college.   

Although none of her group home parents were college 

graduates, school attendance and moderate academic performance 

were expected.  Poor grades would mean that she would be grounded 

and ineligible to participate in athletics, so she always kept up her 

grades.  Other than that, however, no adults encouraged her 

academically.  ―There weren’t ever any college fairs or someone 

coming to our school talking about college.‖  Or any other options, for 
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that matter. ―No one ever set me down and said ―What are you going 

to do?‖ after high school. 

 As Valerie describes it, by her early 30s, she was the single 

mother of two boys.  The boys’ fathers did not stick around nor did 

they provide any support.  She was struggling to make ends meet.  

After another failed relationship, she returned to Texas, depressed, 

and pondered her future.  After years of low paying jobs with two 

children (later three) to support, she had had enough.  This was her 

identity crisis. She wanted to create a new identity for herself, achieve 

a measure of independence, find meaningful work, and contribute to 

the world, particularly by helping at-risk teens.  College was the 

natural answer. 

 Unlike the other interviewees, because she was a mother and 

nontraditional student, Valerie did not develop a close peer group in 

college.  Trying to raise her family, she worked several jobs while 

attending school.  She is currently working on a PhD in Juvenile 

Criminal Justice at Prairie View A&M University and serves as president 

of Foster Care Alumni of America – Texas Chapter. 
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Pamela 

What types of environments enabled and fostered success for these 

students?  
 

Pamela enjoyed tremendous stability during her foster 

placement.  She was placed into kinship care with an aunt and 

remained in the same middle class home for 12 years.  Her aunt and 

uncle supported her and encouraged her to succeed. 

 

What concepts or theories explain their academic success? 
 

 Because of her highly stable, middle-class upbringing with 

relatives, Pamela did not have to develop resilience in the context of 

the theory.  Exemplifying an empowering environment, Pamela said 

she had so many adult mentors in high school that it was ―ridiculous.‖  

She was very close to several teachers, but particularly close to the 

school nurse, with whom she developed a special relationship. ―I got a 

lot of wisdom from the adults that I worked with… I don’t know, I just 

had an older spirit ever since I was a little kid and I’ve always wanted 

to just talk to people.‖  She felt that she had more in common with 

adults at that age. 

Evidence of Pamela’ empowerment was apparent during her high 

school years.  Because her family lacked the financial means to put her 

through school, so she started a club called Students Going Places that 
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focused on college scholarships and grants and college entrance 

issues.  She started her identity formation early: Pamela was a very 

ambitious high school student who said, ―I had a plan.‖ She was 

remarkably empowered high school student in the foster care system. 

She applied for multiple grants and scholarships and received several, 

enabling her to go to college. 

 

Vanessa 

What types of environments enabled and fostered success for these 

students?  

 
 Prior to being in foster care, she was impoverished and falling 

further and further behind her peers at school.  Her academics 

improved despite changing schools often.  She was determined to 

achieve a measure of stability for herself by staying in the same high 

school until graduation.  In high school, she developed several factors 

consistent with resilience theory. 

 Despite her trials, she was able to develop a support network in 

college that enabled her to continue her studies through graduation. 
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What concepts or theories explain their academic success? 

 

Vanessa developed a variety of resources indicative of resilience.  

She created stable environments in less than ideal circumstances, then 

developed protective factors such as positive peers and mentors.  She 

was not empowered as defined by their apparent external locus of 

control prior to enrolling in college, but she developed strong coping 

skills and support networks that enabled her to persevere over some 

of the worst post-emancipation experiences of any of the interviewees. 

 In high school, she maintained positive activities and peers while 

making good grades, but did not develop significant mentoring 

relationships with adults at her school.  She did, however, have a solid 

relationship with her social worker which lasts to this day.  She also 

had the self-confidence to approach the principal of her high school to 

ask for an accommodation when she lost her housing arrangement.   

She was not encouraged to go to college.  ―Not a lot of people 

from my high school went to college.‖  Vanessa stated that despite 

maintaining in A/B average in middle and high school, she was never 

enrolled in any gifted and talented programs, but she feels the reason 

for this was a lack of advocacy. Neither her foster parents nor her 

teachers went to bat for her. Of course, since she was in each school 
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for only a year on average, it is easy to see how she could fall through 

the cracks. 

Although admitted to college, she suffered a significant setback 

in her freshman year when she was sentenced to a two year stint at 

Gatesville Women’s Prison for cutting an abusive boyfriend with a 

knife.  Incredibly, in prison she was reunited with the mother she had 

not seen since childhood. Prison was an obvious crisis during which her 

identity crystallized. She was determined to get a college degree. She 

felt that it was her only path out of poverty and away from prison. 

Her life stabilized when she enrolled in Texas State University’ 

social work program. She was capable of developing a protective 

network in college and surrounded herself with positive peers and 

mentors.  She earned first her bachelor's then a Masters degree in 

social work. This period of her life was remarkable for its stability and 

its "normalcy."  After the turmoil of her childhood up to the age of 20, 

she had developed an identity that she would not allow to be altered. 

She was determined to become a social worker to help change the 

system that had formed who she is. 
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Caroline 

What types of environments enabled and fostered success for these 

students?  
 

Caroline had virtually no stability prior to college.  It could be 

stated that she obtained academic success despite her environment.  

She changed schools so often that she did not form mentor or peer 

relationships.  Her academic performance was such that she was 

actively discouraged from going to college. 

 It was through force of will that she was able to enroll and then 

succeed in college.  She had formed an identity for her future that 

could only be achieved with a college degree. 

In college, she developed many of the protective factors 

associated with resilience: peers and mentors. Her deep religious faith 

was always a source of strength for her.  

 
 

What concepts or theories explain their academic success? 

 

During the course of her ten year experience, Caroline’s average 

placement was less than a year.  She has no friends from childhood, 

nor does she keep up with any adults from that time.  She had no 

mentors.  She was an angry teenager who was allowed to fall through 

the cracks.  She was virtually unknown at the high school she 

graduated from, but insisted on enrolling in college despite her special 
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education status and admonitions that she would fail.  She was 

certainly not empowered, and does not fit into the definition of 

resilience theory, although she did have a skilled and supportive social 

worker.  She had, however, developed a future image for herself, and 

was willing to fight for it.  Identity formation got Caroline to college.   

  During Caroline’s adolescence, a combination of her 

argumentative behavior and an intolerance of disrespect by her foster 

parents led to placement changes every few months in high school. 

She went to many, many different high schools and did not have an 

opportunity to stay connected with teachers or students she met 

during that time. She said that she received little encouragement to 

pursue college; in fact, she was very actively discouraged by her 

therapist. Caroline stated that her therapist thought she was not 

capable of attending college and encouraged her to attend a trade 

school.  She protested adamantly, and with the help of her social 

worker, enrolled in college. 

 Despite the overall lack of support, Caroline was determined to 

go to college.  Her lack of academic preparation became immediately 

apparent.  "College was very, very hard. It was many a night I cried; it 

was many nights I wanted to quit, but I just didn't know what I was 

going to do if I didn't finish college."   She related failure in college to 

the threat of homelessness and poverty.  
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 To say that Caroline was not resilient is incorrect.  However, 

since she had no social network whatsoever (except for the foster care 

system) to rely upon, she do not fit into the definition of resilience as 

defined by the theory.  They did not minimize their vulnerabilities and 

maximize their protective factors.  Rather, there was something else 

transpiring. She was (and still is) deeply religious. She claimed that 

―God had a plan for me!‖  Her unshakable faith gave her a powerful 

self-determination that no high school guidance counselor could alter.  

Caroline said that her religion was a primary source of resilience 

during her troubled youth and beyond. It was, however, the creation 

of a social network for herself during college that was the key to her 

empowerment and self-discovery. After a series of unhealthy 

relationships, she realized her sexual identity and became openly 

homosexual. Because she had created a positive peer network around 

her, she was able to heal and thrive. She stated that self-

determination and individual will were crucial factors contributing to 

her success. 
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Thaddeus 

 

What types of environments enabled and fostered success for these 
students?  

 

Coming from a highly unstable childhood and adolescence, 

Thaddeus had virtually no resilience protective factors and certainly no 

empowerment as defined by the theory.  It could be stated that he 

obtained academic success despite his environment.  He changed 

schools so often that he did not form mentor or peer relationships.  It 

was through force of will that he was able to enroll and then succeed 

in college.  His deep religious faith was always a source of strength for 

him. He had formed an identity for his future that could only be 

achieved with a college degree. 

 

 

What concepts or theories explain their academic success? 
 

 Similar to Caroline, Thaddeus's rambunctious behavior was the 

primary cause of his many broken placements. He estimates that he 

went to 16 or 17 different high schools in the Houston area. Needless 

to say he had no social network of any kind; no family, no mentors, no 

friends of any kind. "Most of the time, it was me being a Lone Ranger." 

He frequently lived in emergency shelters between foster home 

placements and received only worksheets for schooling. 
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Thaddeus was fortunate to attend Alief Hastings High School at 

the end of his 12th grade year. The enormous school had a well-

developed college counseling department. Although the counselors did 

not know Thaddeus, they were aware of the benefits given to 

graduating foster youth. He had told them that he wanted to attend 

college. "I had enough sense to recognize that educated people come 

out and be successful. The more education you have, the more money, 

more stable you are. If I want to get out of here and be somebody, if I 

want to go somewhere, I got to wake up and pay attention and get 

education. It's funny, I actually learned that quote from watching the 

movie Lean On Me." "They say you're either going to work your mind 

or your behind. So if you go to work your mind, you're going to have 

to go to school, go to college." 

 To say that Thaddeus, like Caroline, was not resilient is 

incorrect.  As stated previously, they had no social network 

whatsoever (except for the foster care system) to rely upon, they do 

not fit into the definition of resilience as defined by the theory.   

 Like Caroline, Thaddeus stated that his Christian faith was the 

primary source of stability throughout his very unstable childhood. His 

faith gave him hope. "I would pray every night. There were not 

enough people in my life to actually cultivate that positive family 
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environment, but I knew that there is really somebody up there, and 

someone who has my back. So it was faith that saw me through."   

 College presented some serious obstacles to Thaddeus, but he 

finally succeeded at Texas A&M – Commerce. The school provided 

needed services and a support network that enabled him to get past 

his learning disabilities.  He developed mentors, a positive peer 

community (particularly with his choir group), and the academic 

discipline necessary to graduate. 

 

Natalie 

 
What types of environments enabled and fostered success for these 

students?  
 

 Although she endured years of instability in her childhood, 

Natalie found stability during her adolescence.  She stayed with the 

same foster parent for her entire high school career.  It was not a 

happy period of her life, but she had the prescience to appreciate that 

things could be far worse if she disrupted her hard won stability. 

 
What concepts or theories explain their academic success? 

 

Natalie was a case study of resilience.  After a very unstable 

childhood in the foster system, filled with memories of loneliness, 

abuse and hunger, she adapted in high school by developing a stable 
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environment for herself, reducing her vulnerabilities and stressors, and 

cultivating her protective factors. 

 During high school, Natalie noticed that she and any other foster 

children in the home were treated very different than natural family 

members.  "We (the foster children) would always eat beans for dinner 

even though the others got a real dinner. They didn't think we were 

worthy of these types of things. And maybe, because I just wanted the 

idea of family, I put up with it." Nonetheless, Natalie was determined 

not to break the placement.  Although emotionally sterile, Sandra’s 

home was the most stable situation Natalie had experienced in her 

entire life. 

 Natalie does not feel that she received encouragement from her 

social workers, teachers, or even her foster mother regarding her 

academics during her high school years.  Despite the lack of 

encouragement, her foster mother imbued a very strong sense of the 

importance of education, a strong work ethic, and was a constant 

source of logistical, if not emotional, support. A college graduate, she 

encouraged Natalie’s dream of going to college. College became a 

goal.  

For Natalie, however, college was difficult and stressful.  She 

was financially unable to support herself and returned to her foster 
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mother’s house.  Without that logistical support, she would not have 

been able to complete college and gain her degree.   

Before and during college, Natalie had the beginnings of identity 

formation, at least in terms of what she did not want to be.  "I didn't 

want to be a statistic. I didn't want to be the African-American girl who 

got pregnant in high school is now a single mother and all that stuff. I 

always had a dream for my life and I still do. It really opened my eyes 

to the idea that if you are to obtain anything in this life you have to 

get it. No one's going to come and give it to you. You really are on 

your own. I just realized that I can't depend on anyone else, because 

at the end of the day I could be moved in a minute.‖ 

 Natalie says that the one constant in her whole life is her 

Christian faith. Her spirituality has been a driving force that helped 

form her life plan. It guided her identity formation from early 

adolescence. She feels that all of the negative things that happened to 

her built character and self-determination.  ―The Bible talks about how 

endurance builds your character. …Grace has got me where I am.‖  

She was determined not to become the stereotypical ―statistic.‖ 

 

Alice 

What types of environments enabled and fostered success for these 

students?  
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 Alice’s case is remarkable because she was ―rescued‖ in a 

prolonged episode that began with an act by a single powerful 

individual. Prior to the event that led to her ultimate salvation, she 

endured an unstable and chaotic childhood and adolescence.  Upon 

meeting her at a foster care conference, a top government official 

placed her on a panel, assigned her a high ranking mentor, and thus 

provided a platform for her stability, resilience, identity formation, and 

ultimately, empowerment. 

 

What concepts or theories explain their academic success? 
 

Although Alice enjoys aspects of empowerment and resilience, 

her ultimate success stems from identity achievement after a period of 

several years of struggle and exploration.  It was only after a series of 

crises that she determined to enroll in college.  Because her decision 

was the result of an identity crisis, she belongs in the category of 

―identity formation.‖ 

Alice said that she had no love for school, except that it was a 

safe place to act out. "I would just disrupt school, I would fight, get 

into fistfights, not show up for class, be disrespectful to teachers, 

drugs at school, kind of anything and everything I could do to shake 

things up or draw attention or have control over that situation." Her 

behavioral issues caused her to be moved from school to school and 
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foster placement to foster placement. "I exhausted the public school 

(system), and I was eventually expelled in grade 12." "I wasn't 

hanging out with the choir kids."  She was diagnosed with bipolar, 

attachment, and attention deficit disorders, placed on a variety of 

psychotropic medications, and put in the alternative ed (special 

education) program. 

Alice was rescued from instability and delinquency by a powerful 

mentor who provided support and external validation that enabled her 

to participate in an international discourse regarding foster care while 

developing both an expanded social network and sense of self. 

Although on the road to empowerment, it was not fully developed by 

the end of high school as is evidenced by periods of self-doubt and an 

external locus of control.  Although obviously intelligent, she had 

chronic behavior problems, dropped out of high school, and graduated 

by correspondence.   

 She did have several teachers who recognized her intelligence 

and had positive interactions with her. It was her social worker, 

however, who steered her onto a more positive path, although it took 

some time for the positivity to manifest.  It was through her social 

worker that she met Robert Wilmot, a manager who worked for the 

British Columbia Minister of Social Services. 
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"I claim him as my life mentor… He's one of my dear, dear 

friends now, but we were forced into that relationship and what we put 

into that relationship is what counted."  Her relationship with Robert 

was the first healthy relationship she had had with an older adult man. 

He was always respectful, and never inappropriate. "He has really, 

really taught me a lot and in turn has allowed me to raise my son to 

be a man. So that's my fork in the road moment." 

 She did not enroll in college immediately, however.  She became 

an unwed mother at age 19, became extremely depressed, and 

attempted suicide.  The suicide attempt was only part of a prolonged 

identity crisis that included a brief marriage and a temporary move to 

eastern Canada.  The crisis reached a resolution point when she 

decided to return to British Columbia and go to college.   

In college, she developed very close friendships that she 

considered to be family.  While in college she also was given a 

marvelous opportunity to serve as an aide in the British Columbian 

legislature.  This prominent position eventually led her to employment 

by Casey Family Programs and brought her to Texas. 

 

Winona 

What types of environments enabled and fostered success for these 

students?  
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Winona enjoyed a prolonged period of relative stability involving 

all aspects her life: geographic, social, and academic. She stayed in 

the same school system throughout her foster experience. Because of 

her stable school environment, she was able to develop and maintain a 

consistent (and high achieving) peer group that included her sister 

both before and during college.   

 

What concepts or theories explain their academic success? 
 

Winona seems to be a textbook case of resilience.  She 

constantly fostered her assets (e.g. her sister and accompanying 

stability) and her protective factors (college enrollment as a survival 

strategy/ protective factor, positive peers who helped in time of crisis) 

to limit her vulnerabilities (risk of homelessness, etc.) and risk factors.  

Although an average student, she was encouraged, though not 

empowered, by mentors.  

Winona applied to college as a survival strategy during her 

senior year. "I guess I didn't know what else I was going to do." She 

enrolled at Our Lady of the Lake University because they provided 

housing, food, transportation, and mid-level employment. "I was 

unsure about what college was, what it could be for me, but I knew 

that it provided all those other things that I really, really needed at the 

time that was very, very critical, especially the closer I got to 
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graduation." "I was afraid of hunger, so (my decision to go to college) 

wasn't all candy canes and unicorns." 

Winona got a very strong start in college.  Just as she had done 

in high school, she created a stable peer group.  She reveled in the 

freedom of the new beginning that people didn't know what her 

background was. She was able to form a new identity.  During college, 

however, she suffered from a crisis of the spirit that upset her stability 

and caused her to be placed on scholastic probation for her poor 

academic performance.  She lost her housing, then moved into an 

apartment with two of her close friends. She got a job waiting tables 

at the same restaurant where her friends worked. Being only a 

paycheck away from poverty and homelessness clarified her goals, and 

she was able to reenroll at her college after a one-year hiatus.  

 She now had a renewed sense of purpose and decided to 

become a social worker, a path she had originally decided at age 14. 

Perhaps she had achieved her identity.  "I understood that sense of 

neglect, especially the emotional - the lack of support. It was a pain 

that was not visible."  

 

Discussion of the Collective Case 

What are the educational experiences of academically successful 

former foster youth?  Commonalities?  Differences?  
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 The ten interviewees were divided between the three groups 

with two demonstrating empowerment, four relying on resilience, and 

four manifesting identity formation.  Although resilience in some form 

was universal, and the empowered youth typically had adopted an 

identity status, the predominant characteristics of each group were 

clearly discernible. 

Empowerment is ―the process of increasing personal, 

interpersonal, or political power so that individuals, families, and 

communities can take action to improve their situations‖ (Gutierrez, 

1995).  It is an inherently optimistic perspective, focusing on the 

achievement of goals, self-help, growth, and development (Saleeby, 

1992). The three empowerment dimensions to be cultivated are: 

 The development of a more positive and potent sense of 
self. 

 The construction of knowledge and capacity for a more 
critical comprehension of the web of social and political 

realities of one’s environment. 
 The cultivation of resources and strategies for functional 

competence for attainment of personal and collective goals 

(Beck, 1983). 
 

Although reliant on community for support, the empowerment 

process resides in the person, not the mentor or other supporters 

(Simon, 1994; Beck, 1983).   

Based on the above definitions, two of the interviewees 

developed a base of empowerment prior to going to college.  The two 
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empowered high school students, John and Pamela, despite being in 

foster care, enjoyed the stability and support typical of middle class 

households.  These two had very strong bonds with their high school 

teachers and other adults and performed remarkably well in high 

school. 

The next group of interviewees shared resilience as their 

common path to academic success.  Individual resilience refers to 

successful adaptation despite risk and adversity (Garza, 2004). It is a 

dynamic process whereby individuals exhibit positive behavioral 

adaptation when they encounter significant adversity, trauma, 

tragedy, threats, or significant sources of stress (Luther, 2000).  

Resilience theory hypothesizes that academically successful foster 

youth have a combination of assets and protective factors that 

ameliorate the effects of risk and vulnerabilities.  Research findings 

indicate that there are several basic strategies for fostering individual 

resilience: reducing vulnerability and risk, reducing stressors, 

increasing available resources, and mobilizing protective processes 

(Masten, 1994; Kirby & Fraser, 1997; Rosenfeld and Richman, 2003). 

 These four interviewees, Klarissa, Natalie, Winona, and Vanessa, 

created stable environments in less than ideal circumstances, then 

developed protective factors such as positive peers and mentors.  They 

were not empowered as defined by their apparent external locus of 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adaptation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adversity
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychological_trauma
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tragedy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Threat
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stress_(biology)
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control prior to enrolling in college, but they developed strong coping 

skills and support networks that enabled them to persevere. 

 Unlike the two empowered interviewees, these four ladies did 

not develop significant mentoring relationships with adults in high 

school.  Natalie, for example, does not feel that she received 

encouragement from her social workers, teachers, or even her foster 

mother regarding her academics during her high school years.  

Similarly, Klarissa says that she received no support from any adults 

regarding college admissions.  ―Not a lot of people from my high 

school went to college.‖  Vanessa stated that despite maintaining in 

A/B average in middle and high school, she was never enrolled in any 

gifted and talented programs, but she feels the reason for this was a 

lack of advocacy. Neither her foster parents nor her teachers went to 

bat for her.  

All four of these foster alumni enrolled in college as a survival 

strategy – the ultimate protective factor that protected them 

temporarily against homelessness, hunger, and possibly worse.  

Klarissa stated that she felt thought college was the only possible 

salvation for her to avoid homelessness, jail, drug abuse, and 

pregnancy.  For this reason, she walked miles to school from different 

shelters during her senior year.  Winona applied to college as a 
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survival strategy during her senior year. "I guess I didn't know what 

else I was going to do."  

 Significantly for this study, all four of these women had a strong 

sense of self-determination prior to enrolling in college.  They were 

responsible and made decent, if not exemplary grades.  Two of the 

interviewees, Klarissa and Vanessa, lost their housing during their 

senior year of high school and commuted or walked considerable 

distances to their original school, sometimes with great difficulty.  Both 

expressed a desire to maintain the sole stabilizing factor in their lives 

at that time: their school. 

 Once in college, all four endured significant trials.  One went to 

prison.  One was raped. Three lost their housing and had to rely on 

peers, former foster parents, social workers, or charitable agencies for 

housing while they got back on their feet.  It would have been easy for 

these four to discontinue their college studies, but they showed a 

strong sense of self-determination and persistence.  

 Natalie’s powerful proclamation deserves to be repeated here, as 

she reveals the sentiment of several of the participants: "I didn't want 

to be a statistic. I didn't want to be the African-American girl who got 

pregnant in high school is now a single mother and all that stuff. I 

always had a dream for my life and I still do. It really opened my eyes 

to the idea that if you are to obtain anything in this life you have to 
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get it. No one's going to come and give it to you. You really are on 

your own. I just realized that I can't depend on anyone else, because 

at the end of the day I could be moved in a minute.‖ 

Vanessa had a similar epiphany after spending a two year stint 

at Gatesville Women’s Prison.  She was determined to get a college 

degree. She felt that it was her only path out of poverty and away 

from prison.  After the turmoil of her childhood up to the age of 20, 

she had developed an identity that she would not allow to be altered. 

She was determined to become a social worker to help change the 

system that had formed who she is.  She continued to receive advice 

and assistance from the social worker who had helped her during her 

adolescence. 

Klarissa attributes her survival and success to her college 

friends.  ―That was my family. I made friends who helped me…‖  When 

asked directly why she believes that she succeeded in graduating from 

college when 97% of her peers did not, she did not hesitate.  ―They 

believed what everyone told them.  And I ignored what everyone told 

me about failing.‖  She knows of ―a lot of people who just got tired of 

struggling for so long and just gave up.‖  She knew what she wanted 

to study psychology and never changed her major. ―I knew it is what I 

wanted to do.‖ 
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 The third set of interviewees did not fit into either of the 

previous categories and involved identity formation.  Although 

certainly resilient, these four interviewees made their decisions about 

college as part of a life plan about their ultimate identity.  Whether it 

was religious (―I just knew that God had a plan for me‖) or secular, 

these students refused to accept any plan for themselves that did not 

entail graduating from college.  They had a strong sense of self-

determination and identity formation, at least in the knowledge of 

what they did NOT want to be. 

 According to Marcia’s Identity Status Theory, these foster alumni 

were in the midst of an identity crisis. They were not willing to conform 

to the expectations of others regarding their futures (identity 

foreclosure), and either had not determined their precise new identity 

(identity moratorium) or had a definite idea of their ideal future 

(identity achievement.) 

 Emancipation from the foster care system and being compelled 

to make life-long decisions on your 18th birthday that could lead to 

happiness or poverty could certainly induce an identity crisis. In terms 

of foster care alumni, Marcia’s theory contends that it is in this crisis 

that identity decisions must be made.  In the case of most foster 

alumni, they accept identity foreclosure as a path of least resistance. 

Those told to attend technical or vocational schools usually do so.  Two 
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of these four objected to their categorization by their counselors or 

social workers.  A third, Alice, enrolled in college after expulsion from 

high school and unwed motherhood triggered a series of crises in her 

life.  The fourth, Valerie, went back to college after working 14 years 

in low paying, unsatisfying jobs.  

  Two of these interviewees, Thaddeus and Caroline, had attended 

over ten high schools each. Of course, they had no stable peers, nor 

could they establish mentors.  They were virtually unknown at the high 

schools they graduated from, but insisted on enrolling in college 

despite their special education status and admonitions that they would 

fail.   

 To say that these students were not resilient is incorrect.  

However, since they had no social network whatsoever (except for the 

foster care system) to rely upon, they do not fit into the definition of 

resilience as defined by the theory.  They did not minimize their 

vulnerabilities and maximize their protective factors.  Rather, there 

was something else transpiring. Both of these students were (and still 

are) deeply religious. They both claimed that ―God had a plan for me!‖  

Their unshakable faith gave them a powerful self-determination that 

no high school guidance counselor could alter.  

 Thaddeus stated that his Christian faith was the primary source 

of stability throughout his very unstable childhood. His faith gave him 
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hope. "I would pray every night. There were not enough people in my 

life to actually cultivate that positive family environment, but I knew 

that there is really somebody up there, and someone who has my 

back. So it was faith that saw me through."   

 Like Thaddeus, Caroline also said that her religion was a primary 

source of resilience during her troubled youth and beyond. It was, 

however, the creation of a social network for herself during college 

that was the key to her empowerment and self-discovery. After a 

series of unhealthy relationships, she realized her sexual identity and 

became openly homosexual. Because she had created a positive peer 

network around her, she was able to heal and thrive. She stated that 

self-determination and individual will were crucial factors contributing 

to her success. 

 The third interviewee in this group, Valerie, was resilient in the 

traditional context of the theory, but did not enroll in college until her 

early 30s.  It was only after years of working in unsatisfying jobs as a 

single, unwed mother that she decided to take the transformational 

step of going to college.   

 As Valerie describes it, by her early 30s, she was the single 

mother of two boys.  After years of low paying jobs with two children 

(later three) to support, she had had enough.  This was her identity 

crisis. She wanted to create a new identity for herself, achieve a 
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measure of independence, find meaningful work, and contribute to the 

world, particularly by helping at-risk teens.  College was the natural 

answer.  Unlike the other interviewees, because she was a mother and 

nontraditional student, Valerie did not develop a close peer group in 

college.   

The final example of identity formation, Alice, had elements of 

resilience and empowerment, but her decision to attend college was 

the result of a prolonged identity crisis.   

She had chronic behavior problems throughout middle and high 

school that caused her to be moved from school to school and foster 

placement to foster placement. "I exhausted the public school 

(system), and I was eventually expelled in grade 12."  Diagnosed with 

bipolar, attachment, and attention deficit disorders, she was placed on 

a variety of psychotropic medications, and put in the alternative ed 

(special education) program. 

The intervention of a strong mentor guided Alice towards 

empowerment, but the lessons failed to take hold.  It was only after a 

series of personal crises that she determined to enroll in college. 

In college, she developed very close friendships that she 

considered to be family.  In essence, she achieved resilience in college.  

While in college she worked as a legislative aide; this experience was 

not only empowering, it also helped form her ultimate identity.   
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Conclusion 

 The findings of the individual and collective case analyses 

revealed a variety of paths to success in college.  By reviewing the 

predominant themes that emerged from each individual interview, 

three general categories emerged to explain each participant’s path to 

college: empowerment, resilience, and identity status. Resilience and 

identity formation were predominant with empowerment as an outlier. 

 A significant finding that emerged during the course of this study 

was the progressive nature of these themes.  Resilience, identity 

formation, and empowerment were developmental stages that 

progressed from resilience to identity formation to empowerment.  

Although some participants attempted to skip stages, particularly 

resilience, they were unsuccessful until they developed the necessary 

support and stability that resilience fosters. 

The following chapter will discuss the summary of findings for 

this study, as well as the theoretical implication and implications for 

policy and practice. Limitations, contributions to the research 

literature, and suggestions for further research will also be presented.   
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Chapter 6: Discussion and Conclusions 

Summary the Study 

 

 As explained earlier in the study, the life outcomes of foster 

alumni are disproportionately negative, with a significant percentage of 

these youth aging out of foster care entirely unprepared for adult 

living.  The residual effects of their foster care experience often 

manifest in mental illness, substance abuse, incarceration, unplanned 

pregnancies, homelessness, and unemployment in adulthood.  In fact, 

up to 70% of foster care alumni in Texas remain on some form of 

public assistance throughout the course of their lives.  Any reduction of 

that number would be a step in the right direction.  

 Breaking this vulnerable population out of the cycle of poverty is 

a multifarious and complicated process, but a college education is 

universally considered to be an integral step to achieving 

independence, stability, and professional and personal satisfaction.  

However, only 3% of foster alumni are obtaining college degrees.  This 

disparity is even more perplexing and especially alarming when 

considering that the State of Texas provides free college tuition for 

foster alumni.  By analyzing the tiny minority that successfully 

graduates from college, this study hoped to gain insight into how this 

group managed to overcome the barriers that prevented the other 
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97% of this group from graduating from college.  In particular, we 

need to understand the social and educational support systems and 

other factors that may have abetted their success.  That information in 

turn can guide the formation of constructive social support networks to 

help all foster children succeed in achieving their educational and 

personal goals.  Thus, the findings could have implications ranging 

from K-12 educational support systems in and out of schools, higher 

education policy decisions, and foster care program design.   

 Little has been studied about the experiences of thriving and 

well-functioning young adults who have grown up in the foster care 

system, and even less about those who have succeeded in obtaining 

college degrees.  To date, there have been neither empirical data or 

qualitative studies that have focused on the school experiences of 

successful young adults who grew up in the foster care system.  The 

bulk of the currently available literature in this field is written from a 

child welfare perspective with an objective to change outcomes for 

foster children by influencing policy makers.  Although certainly valid, 

the information in this field emphasizes that foster children are victims 

who have endured much trauma and, consequently, have a variety of 

issues stemming from these experiences.  It makes presumptions 

about individual resilience and support services for foster youth.  There 
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is little discussion of the outliers of the foster care system—that small 

percentage who graduated from college.   

I believed that this gap in the literature could be filled by 

exploring the school experiences of successful foster youth, 

particularly those who have graduated from college, in an effort to 

determine why their outcomes were so much more satisfactory than 

the majority of their peers.  In particular, I focused not only on the 

support these students received, but on the type of support with 

emphasis on their individual empowerment.  Delving into their 

individual accounts, I compared and contrasted the levels of social and 

academic support to determine the efficacy of the assistance. 

 This study was guided by two research questions: 

 What are the educational experiences of academically 
successful former foster youth?  Commonalities?  Differences?  

 
 What types of environments enabled and fostered success for 

these students?  
 

 

Summary of the Literature Review 

 The literature surrounding this study is discussed more 

thoroughly in Chapter 2.  A brief summary is provided here as 

necessary to inform the findings and conclusions.   
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Resilience Theory. Resilience theory is the currently prevailing 

theory regarding the success of foster care alumni in the available 

literature.  Resilience is observed in people coming from high risk 

groups who have better than expected outcomes—those who 

―overcome the odds‖ against good development (Masten, Best, and 

Garmezy, 1990).  The theory pertains to a combination of internal and 

external factors that produce the ability to create and maintain a social 

network for an individual’s sustenance and self protection.  Other less 

tangible indicators of resilience can be observed in foster youth who 

are more responsible, achievement motivated, and socially connected 

than their less successful, high-risk peers (Werner, 1989; Masten, 

1994). 

 There are several basic strategies for fostering individual 

resilience: reducing vulnerability and risk, reducing stressors, 

increasing available resources, and mobilizing protective processes 

(Masten, 1994; Kirby & Fraser, 1997; Rosenfeld and Richman, 2003). 

Maslow posits that resilience strategy necessarily depends on the 

successful management of basic physical and psychological needs.  

(Maslow, 1999).  In his view, mere determination and commitment will 

be unsuccessful to achievement of an individual’s full potential unless 

these critical needs are first satisfied.  Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is 

set forth again below: 
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Empowerment Theory.  Empowerment theory is a model that 

identifies and utilizes available strengths, resilience, and resources to 

solve problems.  Empowerment has been described as both a social 

work process and a goal.  As a goal, empowerment is an internal 

quality that has an entrepreneurial aspect, meaning the individual 

actively seeks solutions to problems and is capable of creating 

favorable situations. 

Identity Formation.  Identity status theory emerged during the 

study to address gaps between resilience and empowerment.  A 

significant number of interviewees did not fit into either resilience or 

empowerment theories, but their paths to and through college 

involved identity formation.  Although certainly resilient, these four 

interviewees made their decisions about college as part of a life plan 

about their ultimate identity.   
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 James Marcia’s Identity Status model has four distinct categories 

based on the individual’s current level of exploration and commitment.  

They are not necessarily sequential, and not all individuals go through 

all four statuses.  These statuses have some utility in guiding this 

discussion. 

The first level, identity diffusion, is the least developmentally 

advanced status.  People in this stage are not committed to any 

internally consistent set of values, lack goals, and have yet to explore 

their options in any meaningful way.  They have no occupational or 

ideological direction and have generally not yet had an identity crisis 

(Marcia, 1980; Mitchell, 1992).  In modern parlance, we often refer to 

individuals with identity diffusion status as ―slackers.‖ 

Identity foreclosure is the status assigned to individuals who 

simply accept the identity that is offered to them by external sources 

(Marcia, 1980).  These individuals are told to pursue a particular path 

in life and seemingly accept that fate without questioning or 

considering alternatives.  Identity moratorium is a stage between 

identity diffusion or foreclosure and identity achievement.  People in 

identity moratorium are in the process of forging a new identity by 

exploring occupational, interpersonal (including sexual orientation), 

and ideological commitments.  The final stage is identity achievement.  

This represents an autonomous determination of identity following the 
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exploration of the moratorium stage.  Identity achievement is the final 

and most desirable status.  It represents an autonomous 

determination of identity following the exploration of the moratorium 

stage.  The self-awareness and commitment that results leads to 

greater stability and security.  The research tested each of these 

theories in analyzing the cohort. 

 

Methodology Used and its Limitations 

To conduct this research, I used a collective case study model 

with extreme group sampling, which I found was a particularly useful 

way to inquire into the foster alumni population regarding common 

traits and conditions.  Self-administered background questionnaires 

and in-depth interviews were conducted with ten foster care alumni 

recruited through Foster Care Alumni of America – Texas Chapter.  The 

interviews were transcribed, coded, and summarized, then returned to 

the participants for clarification and approval.   

Theoretical frameworks were used to provide structure to the 

study by creating categories for the coding process and guiding the 

analysis.  Initially, two theories, resilience and empowerment, were 

applied.  During the course of the analysis, a third theory, identity 

status, was added to explain the plurality of interviewees that did not 

fit into either of the initial theories. 
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 As a grounded qualitative study, there are inherent issues with 

objectivity and generalizability.  During the course of this research, I 

undoubtedly had biases concerning academic success, perceptions of 

resilience, and definitions of empowerment and identity formation, 

among others.  Researcher bias is not a limitation if the researcher is 

able to recognize his or her own assumptions, make them known, and 

look for inconsistencies in the application of the assumptions.  I 

attempted to make my assumption transparent to the best of my 

ability.   

 With such a small sample size and no comparable studies to 

evaluate, however, it is possible that the findings of this study are 

unique to this group.  A quantitative analysis was not possible because 

there is little reliable statistical data available about this population.  

Only further research in this field will be able to substantiate the 

findings of this project. 

 Another limitation of this study is the implied homogeneity of 

foster care alumni.  As the research showed, there are considerable 

variations in the experiences of former foster youth.  At one end of the 

spectrum, some foster youth enjoy stable middle-class lifestyles.  At 

the other extreme, many foster youth endure extreme instability, 

mental health issues, and further abuse or neglect.  Although this 
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study concluded that the individual paths to academic success are 

similar, the supports needed by such a disparate population are not.  

 Research of academically successful foster alumni is still an 

emerging area with limited amounts of related research literature 

available.  This study is intended to contribute to the literature from a 

perspective that has not previously been explored and to encourage 

further multi-disciplinary studies of factors that may contribute to the 

academic success of former foster youth, as well as other 

disadvantaged children. 

 

Summary of the Findings for Research Questions 1 and 2 

Research Question 1. What are the educational experiences of 

academically successful former foster youth?  Commonalities?  

Differences?  In Chapter 5, the findings of the individual and collective 

case analyses revealed a variety of educational experiences and paths 

to success in college.  In reviewing the predominant themes that 

emerged from the individual interviews, each of the three general 

theories analyzed in the literature, either alone or in some 

combination, played a role in the participants’ paths to college:  

empowerment, resilience, and identity status.  Among the cohort, 

resilience and identity formation were predominant, with 

empowerment as an outlier. 
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 A significant finding that emerged during the course of this study 

was the progressive nature of these themes.  Resilience, identity 

formation, and empowerment appeared to be developmental stages 

that progressed from resilience to identity formation to empowerment.  

Although some participants attempted to skip stages, particularly 

resilience, they were unsuccessful until they developed the necessary 

support and stability that resilience fosters. 

Research question 2.  What types of environments enabled 

and fostered success for these students?  A commonality that emerged 

directly from the first research question regarding the educational 

experiences of academically successful foster care alumni is the 

presence of stability, both before and during college.  In fact, stability 

in college was a universal factor among the participants.  Stability in 

high school also appears to be a significant contributing factor in 

college enrollment.  High school mentors were a clue that the 

individuals were capable of maintaining a positive social network.  

Most, but not all, of the participants had mentors in the form of high 

school employees (teachers, principals, or nurses) or social workers, 

particularly if they had a long-term relationship.  Empowered students 

were surrounded by mentors, while resilient students typically had 

some adults they could trust and rely on. 
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Likewise, a positive peer network was a near universal factor 

concerning success in college.  Several study participants struggled in 

college until they developed a positive peer network.  Those who 

formed these social networks attribute their endurance in college to 

the support provided by their friends, particularly in times of crisis.  A 

hallmark of resilience, the creation of positive peer groups also served 

as a precursor to empowerment and eventual college success. 

 All of the interviewees exhibited empowerment either before (in 

the case of the two empowered high school students) or during college 

by exhibiting an internal locus of control, intrinsic motivation, 

autonomy, competence, and an ability to influence events and people 

to gain positive outcomes.   

 The two empowered high school students had the easiest time in 

college.  They had the fewest disruptions and no major crises.  In 

college, they were able to recreate strong social networks that 

provided protective factors such as housing, food, mentoring, and 

emotional support.   

 The students who chose college as a path to an identity status 

without fully developing resilience had the hardest time.  They did not 

succeed until after establishing resilience by creating a social network 

of positive peers and mentors.  Resilience alone, however, was 

inadequate to complete the college degree.  All of the members of the 
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―resilience group‖ endured identity crises that threatened to end their 

college careers.  It was only when they developed self-determination 

leading to empowerment that they were eventually able to succeed in 

college. 

 

Discussion of the Findings 
 

 The study began with the assumption that because fewer than 

3% of foster alumni graduate from college, there must be significant 

internal and external factors that differentiated them from the other 

97%  The findings bore out this assumption and also revealed some 

important commonalities among the study group that substantiated 

each of the theories raised by the literature.  Notably, however, the 

findings demonstrated that none of these theories, standing alone, 

could explain the academic success of this cohort. 

Every one of the participants succeeded in college only after 

developing resilience as defined in the theory, and so resilience theory 

was validated by this study.  Each of the foster alumni in this study 

developed a core of resilience only after and precisely because each 

had found ways to maximize protective factors and assets while 

minimizing risk factors and vulnerabilities.  That is, they established a 

stable foundation through the satisfaction of their material needs, such 

as food and shelter, and also developed the sense of belonging 

brought by their positive peer community during college.  For 
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example, Klarissa slept on friends’ couches and walked several miles 

each day to stay at the same high school so that she could graduate 

and pursue college.  Natalie stayed with a foster mother who was 

emotionally detached and gave her beans each night for dinner to 

avoid having to change placements and the attendant disruption of her 

schooling.  Vanessa was willing to get up at 3 a.m. to ride the bus in 

order to complete her schooling at Crockett High School after a 

placement change meant she would have to attend another high 

school.  

The existence of a support network was a critical resilience factor 

in every case.  Some students needed substantial academic support, 

while mentors helped others establish stability.  Six interviewees were 

able to develop mentors and stable peer groups prior to enrolling in 

college and recreate such networks in college, while the others had to 

develop their networks once in college.  These findings reinforce 

research literature that resilient, academically successful foster youth 

have a combination of assets and protective factors.  The members of 

the study cohort all managed to reduce their vulnerabilities, risks, and 

stressors, increase their available resources, and mobilize protective 

processes (Masten, 1994; Kirby & Fraser, 1997; Rosenfeld and 

Richman, 2003).  
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Resilience alone, however, did not explain their success.  Those 

students who relied on resilience alone tended to be vulnerable to 

crises in college that threatened to limit their chances for success.  

Simply put, resilience was a critical component for success, but by 

itself could not account for success in college.   

Likewise, empowerment theory did not, by itself, explain the 

success of the majority of the participants, particularly at the 

beginning of college.  Empowerment is an inherently optimistic 

perspective, focusing on the achievement of goals, self-help, growth, 

and development (Saleeby, 1992). Although reliant on community for 

support, the empowerment process resides in the person, not the 

mentor or other supporters (Simon, 1994; Beck, 1983).  Because 

many, if not most, of the participants of this study started college as a 

survival strategy rather than the beginning of the empowerment 

process, empowerment theory did not replace resilience theory as the 

predominant paradigm.  In particular, Klarissa, Natalie, Winona, and 

Vanessa felt they had little or no encouragement toward college from 

adults or peers during high school, and some were actively 

discouraged. 

 The comparative analysis revealed a telling configuration 

between the three constructs (resilience, empowerment, and identity 

formation) that cast light on the process of empowerment itself.  
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Almost by definition, the attainment of a college degree results in the 

empowerment of the graduate, at least insofar as its attainment 

requires students to become relatively self-directed.  To be sure, while 

empowerment is one of the ultimate outcomes of the college degree, I 

found repeatedly that empowerment presupposed resilience and 

identity formation.  That is, empowerment does not happen without 

resilience or identity achievement, and in each of the cases, the three 

concepts not only interrelate but seem to have a progressive 

relationship.   

 For example, in the cases of Thaddeus and Caroline, college 

graduation and the empowerment the degree generally produces, 

proved elusive until they were able to develop supportive networks, 

achieve stability, and maintain an identity strong enough to give them 

intrinsic motivation.  This developmental sequence was part of a 

process through which they had to face their failures, ask others for 

help, and develop their social networks.   

While these two already had a strong sense of selfhood—one 

they evidently considered to be worth defending and advocating for—

without the community’s support, their selfhood would have seemed 

grandiose.  In Marcia’s terminology, they expressed an identity that 

gave them authentic agency—the force of will to succeed against the 

odds.  And yet, it was not until they backed up, as it were, and 



156 
 

established resilience that they were able to move ahead with the 

empowerment process necessary to succeed.  Only after they 

established resilience and stability could these students embark upon 

self-exploration and achieve an identity that otherwise may have been 

foreclosed prematurely or stalled indefinitely. 

Klarissa, Natalie, Winona, and Vanessa likewise had a strong 

sense of self-determination in high school, but did not succeed in their 

college careers until after they mastered their respective resilience 

factors and achieved the necessary stability and support networks.  

Klarissa, for example, always ―knew [psychology] what I wanted to 

do‖ and pursued that goal despite discouragement from others, but 

had a rough start in college when she was raped and had no means to 

obtain food for days at a time.  Natalie was determined to go to 

college because she ―had a dream for [her] life.‖  She developed her 

protective factors by staying with the same foster mother for high 

school and part of college despite the lack of emotional support or 

adequate nutrition.  Winona excelled in English class and created a 

stable peer group in high school, including her sister, throughout her 

years in foster care.  She lost that stability after entering college and 

went through a considerable academic and personal crisis.  Only after 

she was able to stabilize by moving into an apartment with friends was 

she able to reenroll in college and complete her degree.  Vanessa had 
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a strong academic record in high school despite years of abuse and ten 

different placements in her nine years in foster care.  However, her 

reaction to an abusive boyfriend led to her imprisonment during 

college, and it was not until she enrolled in Texas State University’s 

social work program and was provided support from several outside 

agencies that she was able to stabilize and achieve not only a college 

degree, but a post-graduate one as well. 

In contrast, Valerie and Alice experienced prolonged identity 

crises, including failed suicide attempts in both cases, which delayed 

their college progress until ultimately they were able to attain identity 

achievement.  Valerie’s self-identity was galvanized after years of 

turmoil and personal crisis because of her two sons (later three) and 

determination that they would not end up in foster care.  At that point, 

she was able to start and complete college.  In Alice’s case, although a 

number of strong adults encouraged and mentored her, it was not until 

she survived a profound identity crisis after the birth of her son that 

she was able to pursue college. 

Finally, John and Pamela were already ―empowered‖ in high 

school, having stable homes and significant mentor relationships with 

a number of adults who steered and encouraged them toward college.  

Each found an identity in their schooling and extracurricular passions, 

which fueled their college success. 
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 The study thus showed an observable correlation between the 

progressive relationships of resilience, identity, and empowerment 

consistent with Maslow’s ―Hierarchy of Needs‖ (see diagram above).  

Paraphrasing Maslow, attempts to realize one’s life goals that 

nonetheless circumvent the establishment of resilience (i.e., basic 

needs and psychological needs) by the stubborn assertion of one’s 

identity (i.e., self-actualization) are rarely successful and, indeed, 

often undermined (Maslow 1999).  The experiences of the young 

adults that participated in this study clearly support Maslow’s theory. 

 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

At the high school level, foster youth need considerable support 

to achieve resilience.  The process of resilience should be explained by 

social workers and school counselors.  Schools should actively provide 

mentors and encourage positive peer relationships by promoting 

extracurricular activities.  Obviously, academic support and 

encouragement is critical for college bound foster alumni.   

As they undoubtedly do already, high school personnel should 

also endeavor to cultivate academic interests to assist with identity 

formation.  In the case of foster youth, however, it is critically 

important for schools to take a lead role in this area.  Several of the 

participants in this study felt as though they were allowed to ―fall 



159 
 

through the cracks‖ by school personnel who were more interested in 

moving them through the system rather than fostering growth and 

success.   

 Once in college, several participants endured similar trials 

regarding maintenance of basic needs such as housing and food.  

Because stability was a universal common denominator for eventual 

academic success, colleges, social workers, and other non-profit 

support entities should endeavor to ensure stable access to housing for 

the entire duration of the foster alumni’s college career.   

 In addition to housing, food, and other necessities, wrap-around 

support services such as counseling, academic support services, and 

logistical support would help the young adults achieve the stability 

needed to thrive.   

 Another nearly universal factor in academic success was the 

foster alumni’s inclusion in a positive peer community.  It seemed to 

be almost as important a factor in stability as housing.  More 

importantly from a theoretical perspective, these positive peers were a 

critical component of identity formation and empowerment.  

 

Theoretical Implications 

 This study developed from the three theories in the literature 

review, and the research confirmed resilience theory as the 
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cornerstone of success in the studies of foster youth populations.  The 

idea that empowerment theory alone might account for success was 

simply not substantiated.   

In my early rumination about how to account for the less than 

3% of foster youth who had graduated from college, I incorrectly 

assumed that this tiny minority had succeeded by overcoming the 

general perception that they were victims of the system in need of 

resources.  I hypothesized accordingly that empowerment theory 

might function as a more precise lens for viewing the academically 

successful foster alumni.  The predominant outlook for understanding 

foster youth in the social work literature, i.e., resilience theory, made 

me wonder if this approach in and of itself might be a significant factor 

for explaining the lack of success for the 97%.  Resilience theory, of 

course, points to something good and essential; indeed, without 

resilience, foster kids could never attain the stability so necessary for 

their relative well being.  Yet I had thought that resilience, as a theory, 

simply could not go far enough.   

I turned to empowerment theory in my quest to understand 

ultimate academic success, somehow thinking that it provided the 

―end-around‖ for the 3% that graduated.  As it wound out, however, I 

found what seems obvious in hindsight, i.e., that all roads must go 
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through resilience, include identity formation, en route to 

empowerment.   

For all foster youth, there is no shortcut to the empowerment 

that comes from being inner-directed and gaining self-sufficiency, and 

there is no ―one-size-fits-all‖ path to that result.  Empowerment 

presupposes an essential foundation that most of the participants in 

my study did not even have upon graduation from high school.  For 

most, it was only during college that they developed empowerment.  I 

also want to mention that the third theory in the study, identity status 

theory, was actually uncovered during the course of this study as I 

grappled with understanding the relationship between resilience and 

empowerment.  It seemed to function as an intermediate step 

between resilience and empowerment.   

Resilience Theory  

 Resilience theory, as discussed on pages 25-30, was validated as 

the underpinning of success by the stories of the participants.  None of 

the participants succeeded without first developing resilience as 

defined in the theory.  By utilizing their personal assets and developing 

protective factors, they were able to overcome their risk factors and 

vulnerabilities.   

 Resilience alone, however, did not explain their eventual 

success. Those who relied on resilience alone in fact tended to be 
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vulnerable to crises in college that threatened to doom their progress.  

Simply put, resilience theory by itself could not account for success in 

college.   

Identity Status Theory 

 James Marcia’s Identity Status Theory is explained in chapter 2 

on pages 34-37 and is represented in Figure 1 on page 37.  This 

theory helped explain the transition from the reliance on resilience to 

the students’ eventual empowerment.   

 As is evidenced by the participant narratives, the majority of the 

students interviewed endured crises before and during college that 

resulted in personal exploration and growth.  Identity status theory 

contends that this is a necessary stage of development that 

contributes to identity achievement.  In the context of this study, 

however, identity formation was a necessary precursor to eventual 

empowerment.   

Empowerment Theory 

 This study commenced with my assumption that empowerment 

theory could explain the academic success of foster care alumni, but 

the research revealed a more complex picture.  Empowerment theory 

is discussed in chapter 2 on pages 31-33.  It is the culmination of 

several cumulative factors that must occur in a sequence.  Students 
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who strove to be empowered through force of character did not 

succeed until the underlying conditions were satisfied.   

 That is not to say that the initial assumption was entirely 

incorrect: empowerment defined the entire process and was the final 

stage of the process that produced academic success as defined by a 

baccalaureate degree.  But the qualitative evidence revealed that 

―typical‖ foster care alumni were far from empowered upon high school 

graduation and require considerable support to build the necessary 

social, emotional, and academic skills needed to succeed in college. 

 

Contributions to Research Literature 

 This study was designed to research an area that had not been 

directly addressed by any prior studies.  Although there are several 

excellent studies of the outcomes of foster youth, including some that 

pertain to foster students attending college, there were no studies of 

the three percent of foster alumni who have graduated with a 

baccalaureate degree or higher.  This study, by no means seminal, is 

at least a start.   

 Among the most important findings of this research is that 

academic success in college required progressive development from 

resilience to identity formation to empowerment.  Although somewhat 

intuitive, it was instructive that those students who attempted to skip 
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over stages invariably suffered and had to retreat into a more secure 

environment or temporarily drop out of school.   

 The sequence of resilience to identity formation to empowerment 

was my own deduction, but was supported by this particular study.  In 

fact, the concept of identity formation emerged from the grounded 

study to explain the gap between resilience and empowerment.   

 The importance of positive peer and mentor support cannot be 

overstressed in all three stages.  Struggling students did not succeed 

until these elements were in place.  Identity formation and 

empowerment were greatly facilitated, if not instigated, by these 

factors.  

 

Areas for Further Study 

 Although there is an expanding body of research in the foster 

care field generally, there is very little study of academically successful 

foster alumni.  Because the disparity between the college graduation 

rates of foster alumni and the general public is so vast, there is much 

potential for further study in this field.   

 Building on this study, future research could expand on this 

project by utilizing an education psychology perspective to explore the 

relationship and progression from resilience to identity formation to 

empowerment.  A social work perspective would be valuable to explore 
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the most appropriate ways to support foster youth in high school and 

college to best assure academic success.   

 This study could have easily been divided into two studies: one 

concerning high school students, the other concerning college 

students.  Although it was crucially important to understand the life 

experiences of the participants of this study, the significant findings of 

the study concerned their growth and development in college, as only 

two of the participants were empowered upon entering college.  The 

study of the motivations and college aspirations of foster high school 

students before college would be of interest.  A follow-up study of the 

same cohort, both those students who graduated and failed to 

graduate, would be informative regarding the college experiences of 

foster alumni.   

 Because of the dearth of studies in the specific area of 

academically successful foster alumni, it may be helpful to view this 

same study through different frameworks, theories, and models. 

It would also be beneficial to refine the study sample to target 

foster youth populations, especially regarding special education, 

kinship care, and stable vs. unstable placement histories.  As this 

study found, there is considerable diversity in the foster community. 
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Conclusion 

 It is in everyone’s interest to increase the college participation 

and graduation numbers for foster care alumni.  The benefits, both 

personal and societal, range from increased personal potential to 

reduced social services expenditures.  Because Texas foster alumni 

receive tuition vouchers, the low graduation rates were perplexing 

until I realized the necessity of progressive development from 

resilience to identity formation to empowerment.  Resilience was 

sufficient to get into college, but resilience alone was insufficient to 

attain a bachelor’s degree.   

 The most enriching part of this study, of course, was the 

opportunity to sit with these ten remarkable individuals to hear their 

inspiring life stories.  I was truly humbled as these foster care alumni 

described the difficult circumstances they have had to overcome to 

succeed in college and in life. 

 While these experiences are currently highly exceptional, we 

have an obligation as educators and citizens to develop support 

systems so more foster care alumni can graduate from college and 

contribute to their maximum abilities.   
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Invitation to Participate Letter 

May 2011 

You are invited to participate in a research project that will be used to 

investigate the characteristics of the 3% of foster care alumni who have 

received a baccalaureate degree or higher. 

I have asked the president of Foster Care Alumni of America – Texas Chapter 

to send this invitation packet on my behalf.  My name is Sam Greer, and I 

am a doctoral candidate in the Education Policy and Planning program at the 

University of Texas at Austin.   

The results of this investigation of the small percentage of foster care alumni 

who have earned college degrees may be used to influence policy makers to 

expand support services for foster care alumni as well as those who have yet 

to go to college.  It is also intended to highlight the life stories of foster care 

alumni who have overcome challenges to succeed in college and beyond.  

This study has been reviewed and approved by the University of Texas at 

Austin Institutional Review Board. 

Should you choose to participate in this research, you will take part in a 

single three hour interview.  The interviews will occur at a site of your 

choosing.  I will travel to you.  Most interviews will occur in the month of 

June. 

 If you are willing to participate in the project, I that you email me at 

samgreer@austin.rr.com.  Once I receive your email indicating your interest, 

I will send you a packet with a consent form to be reviewed and signed, a 

brief background questionnaire, and a self-addressed stamped envelope for 

you to return the materials to me. 

Your participation will prove to be very beneficial to improving the lives of 

your fellow foster care alumni.  Please feel free to contact me with any 

questions at samgreer@austin.rr.com.  

Thank you, 

 

Sam Greer 
Education Administration 
University of Texas at Austin 

 

mailto:samgreer@austin.rr.com
mailto:samgreer@austin.rr.com


168 
 

Appendix B:  

Informed Consent to Participate in Research 

The University of Texas at Austin 

 

You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form 

provides you with information about the study. The Principal 

Investigator (the person in charge of this research) or his/her 

representative will provide you with a copy of this form to keep for 

your reference, and will also describe this study to you and answer all 

of your questions. Please read the information below and ask 

questions about anything you don’t understand before deciding 

whether or not to take part. Your participation is entirely voluntary and 

you can refuse to participate or stop participating at any time without 

penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.   

Title of Research Study: 

From Foster Care to Baccalaureate and Beyond: Educational 

Experiences of Successful Foster Care Alumni 

Principal Investigator(s) (include faculty sponsor), UT 

affiliation, and Telephone Number(s):  

Sam Greer  PhD candidate   Education Administration 

 512-327-8060 

Pedro Reyes  PhD  faculty sponsor 

Funding source: Not applicable 

What is the purpose of this study?  [Please describe the overall goal 

and the number of subjects to be included in the study.] 
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The purpose of this study is to explore the educational experiences of 

the 2-3% of former foster children who graduate from college despite 

the odds against them, and consider the relationship between 

academic success and empowerment.   

Research Questions 

1) What are the educational experiences of academically 

successful former foster youth?  Commonalities?  Differences?  

 

2) What types of environments enabled and fostered success for 

these students?  

 

3) What concepts or theories explain their academic success? 

 

What will be done if you take part in this research study?   

The primary method of data collection for the proposed study will 

consist of qualitative, in-depth interviews.  The interviews will be 
guided by a list of topics to be discussed, but will take a semi-

structured approach to allow for some spontaneity.  Prior to each in-
depth interview, respondents will be asked to complete a self-

administered questionnaire (SAQ).  

The Project Duration is: [please indicate the duration of this project] 

Anticipated to be from June-November 2011 

What are the possible discomforts and risks? 

A portion of the interview session will ask you to reflect on your 

childhood experiences 
before and during your foster care placement.  Discussing that part of 

your life may cause 
you discomfort or remind you of negative experiences. 

What are the possible benefits to you or to others?  [Please note 

that reimbursement for participation is not considered a benefit.  Also 

note that there may not be any benefits to participation.  If no benefit 

exists then indicate “No benefit exists at this time”] 

The participants will not gain any direct benefits from the study.  By 

delving into the experiences of this population, this study hopes to 
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contribute to the research by improving our understanding of 

academically successful foster care alumni, particularly by studying the 

social and educational support systems that abetted the success. 

If you choose to take part in this study, will it cost you 

anything?  NO 

Will you receive compensation for your participation in this 

study?  NO 

What if you are injured because of the study?   

There are no physical risks associated with this study. 

If you do not want to take part in this study, what other options 
are available to you?  

Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. 

How can you withdraw from this research study and who 
should you call if you have questions? 

You may withdraw from the study at any time for any reason by 
informing the principal investigator, Sam Greer. 

[Please include the bold statements below, exactly as they are written, 

and fill in any blanks where indicated] 

If you wish to stop your participation in this research study for 

any reason, you should contact the principal investigator: Sam 

Greer at (512) 327-8060.   You should also call the principal 

investigator for any questions, concerns, or complaints about 

the research.  You are free to withdraw your consent and stop 

participation in this research study at any time without penalty 

or loss of benefits for which you may be entitled. Throughout 

the study, the researchers will notify you of new information 

that may become available and that might affect your decision 

to remain in the study.  

 

If you would like to obtain information about the research 

study, have questions, concerns, complaints or wish to discuss 

problems about a research study with someone unaffiliated with 

the study, please contact the IRB Office at (512) 471-8871 or 



171 
 

Jody Jensen, Ph.D., Chair, The University of Texas at Austin 

Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects 

at (512) 232-2685.  Anonymity, if desired, will be protected to 

the extent possible. As an alternative method of contact, and 

email may be sent to orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu or a letter sent to 

IRB Administrator, P.O. Box 7426, Mail Code A3200, Austin, TX 

78713. 

How will your privacy and the confidentiality of your research 
records be protected? 

[Please describe the protections you will implement to protect 

participant privacy and the confidentiality of research data.  Also, please 

include the bold text below:] 

Names will not be shared unless permitted by the participants.  

Otherwise, participants will not meet one another. 

The interviews will be audio-taped. The tapes will be coded so that no 

identifying information is visible on them. The audio tapes will be 

stored in a locked file cabinet in my office at 3534 Bee Cave Rd #206 

Austin, TX 78746.  The recordings will only be heard by Sam Greer 

and his associates. The recordings will be destroyed after transcription 

and coding. 

If in the unlikely event it becomes necessary for the 

Institutional Review Board to review your research records, 

then The University of Texas at Austin will protect the 

confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law.  

Your research records will not be released without your consent 

unless required by law or a court order. The data resulting from 

your participation may be made available to other researchers in 

the future for research purposes not detailed within this consent 

form. In these cases, the data will contain no identifying 

information that could associate you with it, or with your 

participation in any study. 

Will the researchers benefit from your participation in this 

study? NO 

Signatures:   

mailto:orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu
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As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, 

the procedures, the benefits, and the risks that are involved in 

this research study: 

 

 _______________________________________________________  

Signature and printed name of person obtaining consent Date 

You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, 

possible benefits and risks, and you have received a copy of this 

form. You have been given the opportunity to ask questions 

before you sign, and you have been told that you can ask other 

questions at any time. You voluntarily agree to participate in 

this study.  By signing this form, you are not waiving any of your 

legal rights. 

 

Printed Name of Subject Date 

 

Signature of Subject Date 

 

Signature of Principal Investigator Date  
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Appendix C: Background Questionnaire 

Name: 

Age: 

Gender:  

Ethnicity: 

Marital status: 

Contact information: 

 Phone: 

 Email: 

1) At what age did you enter the foster care system? 

 

2) What was the total time spent in foster care? 

 

3) How many foster care placements did you have? 

 

4) At what age did you exit the foster care system? 

 

5) What was your exit status (emancipation, reunification, self exit/ 

runaway)? 

 

6) How many schools did you attend from K through 12? 

 

7) Were you enrolled in special education programs in K-12? 

 

8) Were you enrolled in gifted/ talented programs in K-12? 

 

9) What college(s) did you attend? 

 

10) What was your major/ minor? 

 

11) What degree(s) did you earn? 

 

12) What is your current occupation? 
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Appendix D: Interview Protocol 

 

Name________________________ 

Date of interview____________ Start time__________ End 

time_________ 

 

General Background information 
 

When and where were you born? 
 

Do you have siblings? If yes, could you tell me about them? Did you 
grow up with them? 

 
What about your parents? Extended family? Foster parents? 

 
What are your memories of your early childhood? 

 

What were your childhood interests?  
 

What are your memories of adolescence? 
 

What were your adolescent interests?  
 

 
Foster care experience 

 
Can you tell me what led to your placement into the foster care 

system? 
 

Please describe the foster care placements that your were in. 
 (We can build on the background questionnaire.) 

 

Was your foster placement with a relative? 

Were you in foster care continuously, or did you return home between 
foster placements?  

Were your foster parents supportive of you academically? 

 

Did your foster parents attend or graduate college? 
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Overall, do you feel that you are better or worse off because of your 

placement in foster care?  
 

Research Question #1: 

What are the educational experiences of academically successful 

former foster youth?  Commonalities?  Differences?  

 
K-12 education 

 
What do you remember about elementary school? 

 
What motivated you to succeed in school? 

 
What challenges did you face in school? How did you deal with them? 

 
Were you involved in athletics or extra-curricular activities?  

 
What adults encouraged you to excel academically?  How did they 

support you? 
 

Were your friends academically inclined? 

 
College education 

 
When did you decide to attend college?  Why? 

 
What were the obstacles to applying for college?  How did you 

overcome them? 
 

How did you finance your college education?    
 

What were your living arrangements when you attended college?  

Were there any obstacles during college that threatened the 
continuation of your studies?  If so, how did you overcome them? 

How long did it take for you to complete your college degree?  
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Research question #2: 

What types of environments enabled and fostered success for these 
students?  

 
Did you have to overcome any particularly difficult risk factors 

(homelessness, illness, abuse, substance abuse, criminal behaviors)? 

As a child, did you endure issues such as teasing, intimidation, 

bullying, abuse, or violence?  If so, how did you cope? 
 

What do you think are the internal characteristics that enable some 
foster care alumni to achieve their academic goals? 

  
Which of these characteristics do you think was most important to 

your success? 
 

If spirituality is defined as an ultimate or an alleged immaterial reality 
(religion); an inner path enabling a person to discover the essence of 

their being; or the deepest values and meanings by which people live, 
would you consider yourself a spiritual person? 

 
If yes, could you expand on that? 

 

What do you think are the external (support) factors that enable some 
foster care alumni to achieve their academic goals? 

 
Which of these factors was most important to you? 

 
What people and organizations provided the most support?  How? 

  
Did you have a lot of friends that you could count on? 

 
What about adults? 

 
Were you a resourceful person?  Could you give me some examples? 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reality
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Involution_(philosophy)
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Appendix E: Definition of Terms 

 

Academic Success – Baccalaureate or higher degree from an 

accredited college or university 

Foster youth – Youth currently in the foster care system 

Former foster youth/ foster alumni – People who were in the 

foster care system at some time in their childhood. 

Emancipated foster youth/ Aged out – Foster youth who have 

been released from the foster care system either by judicial decree 

prior to their 18th birthday, or on their 18th birthday.    

Empowerment is characterized by an internal locus of control, 
autonomy, competence, and an ability to influence events and people 

to gain positive outcomes.  Empowerment is ―the process of increasing 
personal, interpersonal, or political power so that individuals, families, 

and communities can take action to improve their situations‖ 
(Gutierrez, 1995).  It is an inherently optimistic perspective, focusing 

on the achievement of goals, self-help, growth, and development 
(Saleeby, 1992). The three empowerment dimensions to be cultivated 

are: 
 

1. The development of a more positive and potent sense of self. 

2. The construction of knowledge and capacity for a more critical 

comprehension of the web of social and political realities of one’s 
environment. 

 
3. The cultivation of resources and strategies for functional 

competence for attainment of personal and collective goals 
(Beck, 1983). 

 

Resilience –  

 Individual resilience refers to successful adaptation despite risk 

and adversity (Garza, 2004). It is a dynamic process whereby 

individuals exhibit positive behavioral adaptation when they encounter 

significant adversity, trauma, tragedy, threats, or significant sources of 

stress (Luther, 2000).  Resilience theory hypothesizes that 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adaptation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adversity
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychological_trauma
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tragedy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Threat
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stress_(biology)
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academically successful foster youth have a combination of assets and 

protective factors that ameliorate the effects of risk and vulnerabilities.   

 Risk factors are negative internal (or internalized) factors such 

as substance abuse, mental health issues, malnutrition, and 

criminal behavior. Risk factors have the capacity to single 

handedly overwhelm chances for academic (or any other) 

success.   

 Vulnerabilities are negative external factors such as 

homelessness, neglect, abuse, negative peers. 

There is considerable overlap between risk factors and vulnerabilities. 

Poverty and living in a crime-infested area are examples of factors that 

are both vulnerabilities and risk factors.   

 Assets are the positive analogue of risk factors; they are positive 

internal factors such as high intelligence, skills, talents, and 

positive physical and social attributes. 

 Protective factors are the positive analogue of vulnerabilities; 

they are positive external factors such as mentors, positive 

peers, wealth, and social services such as housing, food, 

healthcare. 

Families provide protective factors for most children.  Except for 

social services (and the attendant access to food and housing), 

foster children must develop their own protective factors.  Foster 

care alumni who have aged out have the additional burden of 

procuring social services.     

 

 Identity formation/ Identity status –  

Theory developed by James Marcia whose core idea is that 
one’s sense of identity is determined largely by the choices and 

commitments made regarding certain personal and social traits. 
The work done in this paradigm considers how much one has 

made certain choices, and how much he or she displays a 
commitment to those choices. Identity involves the adoption of 

1) a sexual orientation, 2) a set of values and ideals and 3) a 
vocational direction. A well-developed identity gives on a sense 

of one’s strengths, weaknesses, and individual uniqueness. A 
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person with a less well-developed identity is not able to define 

his or her personal strengths and weaknesses, and does not 
have a well articulated sense of self (Marcia, 1966). 

 

Marcia’s four identity statuses: 

 Identity Diffusion – the status in which the adolescent does no 
have a sense of having choices; he or she has not yet made (nor 

is attempting/willing to make) a commitment 
 Identity Foreclosure – the status in which the adolescent 

seems willing to commit to some relevant roles, values, or gaols 
for the future. Adolescents in this stage have not experienced an 

identity crisis. They tend to conform to the expectations of 
others regarding their future (e. g. allowing a parent to 

determine a career direction) As such, these individuals have not 
explored a range of options. 

 Identity Moratorium – the status in which the adolescent is 

currently in a crisis, exploring various commitments and is ready 
to make choices, but has not made a commitment to these 

choices yet. 
 Identity Achievement - the status in which adolescent has 

gone through a identity crisis and has made a commitment to a 
sense of identity (i.e. certain role or value) that he or she has 

chosen 

Note that the above status are not stages and should not viewed as a 
sequential process. 
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