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Youth aging out of foster care face unique challenges in their transition to adulthood. Research
has shown consistently poor outcomes for foster youth despite previous attempts to improve out-
comes through legislation. The 2008 Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions
Act offers new support for older foster youth by giving states the option to extend care until age
twenty-one. Whether this legislation will improve outcomes for foster youth is unclear due to un-
certainty of extended-care benefits and the range of implementation decisions to be made by states.
The author recommends that states take full advantage of the care extension offered by the Act,
experiment with new services for foster youth, and identify best practices.
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INTRODUCTION
The transition to adulthood is challenging for any

teenager, even if he or she has a loving and supportive family.
For the twenty-six thousand young adults who “age out” of
foster care every year, the challenges are far more complex.[1]
Without a safety net, these young adults are at much higher
risk for negative outcomes including low educational attain-
ment, incarceration, homelessness, substance abuse, early preg-
nancy, unemployment, and poverty.[2]

New federal legislation, the 2008 Fostering Connections
to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act (Fostering Connec-
tions Act), has given states the option to extend foster care for
certain youth until age twenty-one.[3] As this legislation is im-
plemented, many questions remain about its ability to improve
outcomes for foster care youth:

• Will three extra years in foster care produce bet-
ter outcomes for youth?

• Is improvement in outcomes a result of provid-
ing room and board, the teaching of independent liv-
ing skills, or developing a connection with a
supportive adult?

• Will states implement the extension, and will
youth take advantage of it?

In this paper, I highlight the questions facing state law-
makers as they determine how to implement this new legisla-

tion. After presenting a brief history of foster care legislation
as it relates to older youth, I will focus on the anticipated im-
pact of the Fostering Connections Act by looking at arguments
for and against extending foster care beyond age eighteen. I
will also review the effectiveness of programs to promote bet-
ter outcomes after youth leave the foster care setting. The
paper will conclude with recommended steps to be taken by
states to maximize the potential gains from this legislation.

HISTORY OF FEDERAL FOSTER CARE LEGISLATION
Prior to the passage of the Fostering Connections Act,

there were two major pieces of legislation intended to provide
youth aging out of foster care with the tools to live independ-
ently: the Independent Living Initiative and the John H. Chafee
Foster Care Independence Program. The Independent Living
Initiative was created in 1986 as part of Title IV-E of the So-
cial Security Act. Title IV-E, the largest source of federal fund-
ing for child welfare programs, reimburses states for most of
the cost of providing foster care to eligible youth.[4] A child is
Title IV-E eligible if he or she was removed from a low-in-
come family prior to being placed in foster care.[5]

The Independent Living Initiative provided additional
Title IV-E funding to states to assist foster youth aged sixteen
and older in their transition to living independently. This was
accomplished through the state provision of Independent Liv-
ing (IL) services that focus on aiding foster youth pursuing ed-
ucation and employment and maintaining a household.[6] IL
services can range from one-on-one mentoring to job skills
classes, and states have discretion in determining which serv-
ices to provide to meet legislative goals. Initially federal fund-
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ing only supported these services for Title IV-E eligible youth,
but in 1988 the legislation was expanded to include all youth
sixteen or older and still in care.[7]

The John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Program
(1999) replaced the Independent Living Initiative and further
expanded IL services to foster youth younger than sixteen and
all youth who had aged out of care but were not yet twenty-
one.[8] In addition to the expansion of IL services, this pro-
gram provided $5,000 worth of education and training
vouchers for each Title IV-E eligible foster youth per year and
allowed states to use a portion of funding to provide room
and board for eighteen- to twenty-one-year-olds.[9] The over-
all funding available for IL services doubled from $70 million
to $140 million under this program.[9]

THE FOSTERING CONNECTIONS ACT: NEW SUPPORT FOR
OLDER FOSTER YOUTH

The Fostering Connections Act, a watershed reform in
child welfare policy, further expands federal provision of IL
services for foster youth.[10] Two key reforms of the Act
specifically address foster youth transitioning to adulthood.
The first is an extension of federal funding for foster care
maintenance, adoption assistance, and guardianship assistance
for some foster youth until age twenty-one. This funding ap-
plies to Title IV-E eligible youth who reached age eighteen
while still in care (or reached age sixteen before being adopted
or exited to guardianship) and are in school, employed, or have
a medical condition prohibiting them from engaging in school
or work.[3] The second key reform extends education, training,
and other IL services available through the Foster Care Inde-
pendence Program to youth who exit foster care to adoption
or guardianship before age sixteen (youth who age out directly
from foster care were already eligible for these services).[3]

The general response to this new legislation among youth
advocates is cautiously optimistic. Youth advocates generally
support the Act as a response to research demonstrating con-
sistently negative outcomes for this population.[2] They also
applaud the potential gains for youth who remain in care be-
yond age eighteen.[5] The impact of this legislation, however,
depends mainly on the outcome of the complicated set of
choices states face in implementing the Act. These choices in-
clude: (1) which of the eligible groups (guardianship, adoption,
and foster care) to extend care for Title IV-E youth to; (2)
whether to use state funds to extend care to non-Title IV-E el-
igible youth; (3) whether to set the extension limit to age nine-
teen, twenty, or twenty-one; (4) whether to impose state
eligibility restrictions in addition to federal requirements; and
(5) whether to allow youth under age twenty-one to return to
care once they have left.[3]

States have been given great flexibility in implementing
these various dimensions of the Act. Therefore, reform is
likely to look very different on a state-by-state basis.

STATE IMPLEMENTATION: ARGUMENTS FOR AND
AGAINST EXTENDING CARE TO TWENTY-ONE

The provision that allows states to extend care up to age
twenty-one does not go into effect until October 2010. As
states begin to grapple with these decisions, it is important to
identify the research in support of and in opposition to care
extension.

One argument in favor of extending care to age twenty-
one is the direct benefit to youth. A University of Chicago lon-
gitudinal study surveyed 603 former foster youth from
Wisconsin, Iowa, and Illinois at ages seventeen, nineteen, and
twenty-one.[2] Comparing the outcomes of Iowa and Wis-
consin youth, who in those states typically leave care at age
eighteen, with Illinois youth, who routinely stay until age
twenty-one, the study found that youth who remain in care be-
yond age eighteen are more likely to pursue higher education,
earn more, and delay pregnancy.[11] A cost-benefit analysis of
this data estimated that every dollar spent on extending foster
care to age twenty-one returns two dollars in societal benefits.
The benefits from decreased use of public assistance and
higher wage earnings more than offset the cost to government
of an extra three years in care.[5] This cost-benefit analysis has
some substantial limitations; the study directly compared
groups of foster youth from different states, made assump-
tions on their future educational trajectories, and used data
from the general population to estimate future increases in
earnings.[5]

The question on whether to extend foster care services
reflects a larger debate about the changing social conception of
when independent adulthood begins.[12] Researcher Jeffrey
Arnett coined the term “emerging adulthood” to describe the
new life phase experienced by eighteen- to twenty-five-year-
olds as they explore their options for employment, marriage,
and personal identity, while receiving emotional and material
support from their parents.[13] Yet current child welfare pol-
icy expects former foster youth to emerge as stable and self-
sufficient adults at age eighteen. A counterargument to the
theory of emerging adulthood is that extending care to age
twenty-one may only delay the period of adjustment to the real
world for these young people and prolong the “learned help-
lessness” they have acquired during years in foster care.[14]
Some analysts worry that this might make these youth more
dependent on social welfare programs in the future.

The question of whether to restrict extended funding to
Title IV-E eligible youth presents additional challenges. The
Act explicitly restricts extended funding to Title IV-E eligible
youth, but states that disagree with that policy may decline to
implement the legislation. Some argue that maintaining the link
to Title IV-E eligibility sends the message that “the federal gov-
ernment only has a financial stake in the care of foster chil-
dren from poor families.”[10] Foster youth face many of the
same challenges when they age out regardless of the income
level of their pre-foster-care household. By maintaining Title
IV-E eligibility guidelines, only about half of children who
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enter foster care will be eligible for this funding.[5] States can,
however, make up for this gap by extending care to ineligible
youth using state funds.

INDEPENDENT LIVING PROGRAMS: HOW TO PREPARE
OLDER YOUTH FOR ADULTHOOD

Beyond the question of whether to extend care to age
twenty-one, states must also decide which services will best
prepare foster youth to live on their own once they age out of
care. Although IL services have been provided to older foster
youth since the mid-1980s, very few comprehensive evalua-
tions of their success have been conducted. Barriers to evalu-
ating IL programs include a lack of standardized data
collection and reporting, difficulty in following up with youth
after they have left care, and a lack of prioritization of pro-
gram review by the Department of Health and Human Serv-
ices (HHS).[15,16,17]

The studies that have been conducted are mostly small-
scale and their findings have been mixed.[15,16,17] In 2001,
HHS funded the first experimental evaluation of IL programs
(a 10-week life skills course and a tutoring/mentoring pro-
gram) and found no impact on the outcomes measured.[18,19]
Researchers have proposed several possible explanations for
their lack of success. One explanation is that life skills cannot
be successfully taught in a classroom. Instead, they argue, these
skills are best taught by adult mentors and role models. The
best chance of success is achieved when youth are provided
with an opportunity to practice these skills in an environment
without fear of failure.[20]

A second reason offered by researchers for IL programs’
lack of success is that foster youth may be more likely to avoid
depending on others in interpersonal relationships. Research
clearly identifies the critical role of healthy relationships in
youth development, yet foster youth who have been placed in
many different foster homes become accustomed to relying
only on themselves and may come to view dependence on oth-
ers as a personal weakness or indication of failure.[21] In order
to overcome this adaptation, some researchers are calling for
a shift from teaching independent to teaching interdependent
living skills. A focus on interdependent skills places an em-
phasis on teaching foster youth not only how to take care of
themselves but also how to interact with others, ask for assis-
tance when needed, and accept assistance when offered.[14]

Some researchers suggest that IL programs as stand-alone
solutions fail for a variety of other reasons. For example, these
programs do not solve the problem of finding stable housing
for foster youth. Learning to find and maintain stable housing
is crucially important for older foster youth and allows them to
be successful in other aspects of life.[22] Practitioners also rec-
ognize that the experiences of these youth vary greatly; there-
fore, the same programs cannot be expected to be successful
with all youth but must be adapted to each individual.[23]

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The Fostering Connections Act, by expanding federal

support to foster care youth in transition, represents a signifi-
cant step in the right direction. It is clear that current policies
are not providing adequate support to foster youth amid grow-
ing evidence of the benefits of extending care to age twenty-
one.[5] This legislation provides a critical opportunity for a
large-scale evaluation of the benefits of extending foster care
services beyond age eighteen. What next steps can states take
to take full advantage of this opportunity?

• Implement the extension for all eligible youth.
Without the participation of the majority of states,
we will lose the chance to learn lessons that can be
replicated nationwide.

• Provide caseworkers with training in communi-
cating the options and potential benefits to foster
youth of choosing to remain in care. Youth need to
be encouraged to take advantage of the care exten-
sion where it is available and appropriate for them.

• Re-examine existing IL programs and experi-
ment with new practices. If we continue blindly with
traditional IL programs, this legislation will only serve
to extend failed approaches from the past.

• Track all IL services and participant information
through the National Youth in Transition Database.
This database, which goes into effect in October
2010, will allow for comparison of IL programs
across states.[24]

When a state makes the decision to remove a child from
his or her home, it assumes responsibility for providing a bet-
ter life for that child. As the custodial “parent” for 26,000
youth approaching adulthood, the government has a respon-
sibility for their future.[25] Many of these youth do succeed as
adults, but there is great potential to improve outcomes. We
have an obligation to continuously try new approaches, care-
fully measure results, and improve the services available to
youth aging out of foster care.

Nora Casey will complete her Master of Public
Administration degree from Baruch College School of
Public Affairs, City University of New York, in May
2010. Nora has worked for Good Shepherd Services,
an agency serving vulnerable youth and families in New
York City, since 2006.
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