DATA AT A GLANCE: FACTS ABOUT EDUCATION AND FOSTER CARE
When supported by strong practices and policies, positive school experiences can counteract the negative effects of
abuse, neglect, separation, and lack of permanency experienced by the more than 400,000 U.S. children and youth in
foster care. Education provides opportunities for improved well-being in physical, intellectual, social and emotional
domains during critical developmental periods and supports economic success in adult life. While there is no
comprehensive source of national data on education performance of students in foster care, much can be learned from
the national, regional and local data presented below to guide policy and practice reforms.
National Demographic Data of Youth in Foster Care*
Number of children and youth in foster care on September 30, 2016

437,465

Number of children age 0-4

155,632

Number of children age 5-17 (typical school age)

268,517

Number of young adults age 18-21

13,316

Percentage with more than one living placement while in foster care

65%

*These data come from the most recent report from the Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System (AFCARS) released November 30, 2017.

National Education Data and Regional Data Based on Special Studies
The table below presents outcome data on educational experiences and achievements of youth in foster care, with
some comparisons with the general population. Where available, we have used national estimates, but there are many
gaps in national data in this area, so multi-state studies are included.1
Educational Experience or Outcome

Findings

% of youth in foster care who change schools when first entering care

31% - 75%2

% of 17- to 18-year-olds who experienced 5 or more school changes

34.2%3

Likelihood of being absent from school

About twice that of other students4

Likelihood of 17- to 18-year-old youth in foster care having out-ofschool suspension

About twice that of other students5
(In one study the rate was 24% vs. national general population rate of 7%)6

Likelihood of 17- to 18-year-old youth in foster care being expelled

About 3 times that of other students7
Average level 7th grade
44% at high school level or higher8

Reading level of 17- to 18-year-olds in foster care
% of youth in foster care receiving special education services
% of 17- to 18-year-old youth in foster care who want to go to college
% of youth in foster care who complete high school by age 18 (via a
diploma or GED)
% of youth in foster care who complete high school by age 21
% of youth in foster care who graduated from high school who
enrolled in college at some level
% of foster care alumni who attain a bachelor’s degree

35.6%9 - 47.3%10
70%11 - 84%12
Colorado: 41.8%13
Midwest Study (age 19): 63%14
65% by age 2115 (National data)
(Compared with 86% among all youth ages 18-2416)
31.8%17 - 45.3%18
(Compared with national college enrollment rate of 69.2% in 2015, which is
slightly below national record high of 70.2% in 2009)19
3 – 10.8%20
(Compared with national college completion rate of a BA or higher of
32.5%)21
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placement, and other Adverse Childhood Experiences like parent divorce, substance abuse, emotional/behavioral health issues and
incarceration. These factors can outweigh the negative or positive effects of placement and enrollment in a poor or high-quality
school. Pecora, P.J., Whittaker, J.K., Barth, R.P., Borja, S., & Vesneski, W. (In press). The child welfare challenge. (Fourth Edition.)
New York City: Taylor and Francis, Chapter 5.
2
In Colorado the rate was 31%. See Clemens, E.V., Klopfenstein, K., Tis, M. & Lalonde, T.L. (2017). Educational stability policy and the interplay
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75%. See Frerer, K., Sosenko, L.D., Pellegrin, N., Manchik, V., Horowitz, J. (2013). Foster youth stability: A study of California foster youths’
school and residential changes in relation to educational outcomes. Retrieved from http://www.iebcnow.org/wpcontent/uploads/2016/12/pub_foster_youth_stability_2013.pdf.
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Matone, M., Long, J., Watts, C.L. & Rubin, D. (2013). The relationship of placement experience to school absenteeism and changing schools in
young, school-aged children in foster care. Children and Youth Services Review, 35, 826-833. In California, the absentee rate for youth in care
for the 2016-2017 school year was more than double the overall student population (25.1% vs. 10.1%). See California Department of
Education. (2017). Report: A quarter of California’s foster students are chronically absent from school. Sacramento: Author, p. 1. Retrieved
from https://www.cde.ca.gov/nr/ne/yr17/yr17rel88.asp.
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Scherr, T. (2006). Best practices in working children living in foster care. In A. Thomas & J. Grimes (Eds.), Best practices in school psychology V
(pp. 1547–1563). Bethesda, MD: National Association of School Psychologists.
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When interviewed at age 23 or 24, 16.5% of the foster care alumni in the Midwest study had been expelled, compared with 4.6% of youth in
the national Adolescent Health study (Courtney, Terao & Bost, 2004, p. 42).
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Over one-third (35.6%) of the youth in the Northwest Alumni Study were in special education classes for students needing extra help. See
Pecora, Kessler, Williams, Downs, English, White & O’Brien (2010). p. 120.
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The proportion of alumni aged 25 and older in the Northwest Foster Care Alumni Study that has completed any postsecondary education
(45.3%) is substantially lower than that (57%) of the general population in the same age group who completed some college coursework (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2000). (Note that the alumni group statistic includes vocational training, while the general population statistic does not.
Therefore, the difference between the two groups is underestimated.) See Pecora et al. (2010), p. 125; and U.S. Census Bureau. (2000h).
Proﬁle of selected social characteristics—2000 (Table DP-2.). Washington, DC: Author. Retrieved March 10, 2005, from
http://factfinder.census.gov/bf/_lang+en_vt_name+DEC_2000_SF3_U_DP2_geo_ id=01000US.html.
19
See Bureau of Labor Statistics data at https://www.bls.gov/news.release/hsgec.nr0.htm for 2015 data and National Center for Education
Statistics data for 2009 at https://www.bls.gov/news.release/hsgec.nr0.htm.
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Note the college completion rates vary by study, in part because of variations in how long youth are followed out of foster care and the
states that are included in the study. For example, the college completion rate for the alumni in the Northwest Foster Care Alumni Study was
2.7% (mean age: 24.2), while the rate for the Midwest Study at ages 23-24 was 3%. But the Casey National Foster Care Alumni study that
involved youth served first by the public agency and then by Casey found a rate of 10.8% for alumni who were on average 30.5 years old. See
Pecora, P.J., Williams, J., Kessler, R.J., Downs, A.C., O’Brien, K. Hiripi, E., & Morello, S. (2003). Assessing the effects of foster care: early results
from the Casey national alumni study. Seattle, WA: Casey Family Programs. Website: http://www.casey.org, p. 28.
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See the U.S. Census Bureau data for 2015 at Ryan, C.L. & Bauman, K. (2016) Educational attainment in the United States: 2105. Retrieved
from https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2016/demo/p20-578.pdf.
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