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Students who experience foster care (SEFC) remain some of the most educationally marginalized youth in the United States.
However, rates of secondary and postsecondary outcomes vary widely across studies, limiting the ability to inform policy. At
present, there is no definitive publication that reports secondary and postsecondary education rates based on best available
evidence. The goal of this study is to fill this gap by reviewing methodologically sound studies with SEFC. We conducted a
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ings came from regional rather than national studies. The high school/General Educational Development (GED) completion
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completion rate ranged from 8% to 12%. Only three publications reported differences by race, which is an area in need of
attention in future studies.
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Introduction Aid (FAFSA) that allows students to file as an independent

student when determining their financial aid needs. Three

Students who experience foster care (SEFC) remain some commonly reported statistics are that less than half of SEFC

of the most educationally marginalized youth in the United graduate from high school, about 20% enroll in college, and
States. In the current study, SEFC include young people in  just 3% earn a college degree (Pecora et al., 2005; Wolanin,
foster care on or after their 13th birthday, which is the age ~ 2005). These statistics can be found on the websites of gov-
limit set forth in the Free Application for Federal Student  ernment agencies, college programs, and community-based
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organizations, as well as in many peer-reviewed articles. A
problem is that these statistics come from regional studies
that are more than 2 decades old and that have formidable
methodological limitations (discussed below). Moreover,
both studies include SEFC from a bygone era of child wel-
fare policy. Since the late 1990s, several foundational policy
changes have occurred, including the Fostering Connections
to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act, a 2008 federal law
that allowed states to raise the foster care age limit from 18
to 21. Moreover, an increasing number of states offer college
tuition and fee waivers to SEFC. These and other policy
changes have likely influenced factors that could lead to
increased postsecondary access and completion rates for
SEFC (Okpych et al., 2023).

Despite the limitations of the early studies, the above-
mentioned statistics have had staying power when reporting
the educational outcomes for SEFC. This is partly because
findings from more recent, well-designed studies are scat-
tered and not always easy to find. In addition to outdated
statistics, another problem for the field is that very few stud-
ies disaggregate secondary and postsecondary educational
outcomes of SEFC by race. This is important because Black
and Native American youth are overrepresented in foster
care (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
[DHHS], 2023), and it is not known if educational dispari-
ties based on race observed in the general population of
young people are similar for SEFC.

At present there is no definitive publication that reports
secondary and postsecondary education rates for SEFC
based on best available evidence. The purpose of this sys-
tematic review is to address this gap. To put things in con-
text, we also compare outcomes for SEFC with those of the
general population of young people in the United States.
This comparison is needed to accurately gauge disparities
and, in turn, to develop equity-minded policies and practices
that seek to improve SEFC’s secondary and postsecondary
outcomes. Most studies have narrowly focused on 4-year
college degree completion among SEFC; we examine com-
pletion of both 2- and 4-year degrees. Many SEFC enroll in
2-year colleges (Havlicek et al., 2021; Okpych et al., 2022),
and not counting these credentials would miss legitimate
higher education degrees that have value in today’s economy
(Carnevale et al., 2020; National Center for Education
Statistics, 2024). As discussed later, structural barriers
encountered by SEFC delay their postsecondary education
(PSE) enrollment and completion, and thus it is important to
measure completion at an older age than is traditionally
measured. In this review, we examine PSE degree comple-
tion by age 25, which is about 6 years after SEFC first enroll
in college on average (Okpych, 2021).

Access to a college education is vital for the upward
mobility of under-represented students, leading to higher
employment and earnings (Ma & Pender, 2023). The bene-
fits of a college education reach beyond the workplace, as

adults with higher levels of education are more involved in
their families’ lives, are more civically engaged, volunteer
more, and report better quality of life (Ma & Pender, 2023).
Thus, having clearer data on the educational outcomes of
SEFC is important to understand and close educational gaps
for this student population. Our study is guided by three
aims: (1) to estimate rates of secondary completion, PSE
enrollment, and PSE completion for SEFC; (2) to compare
secondary and postsecondary completion rates of SEFC to
young adults in the general U.S. population, and (3) to exam-
ine differences in educational outcomes among SEFC by
race/ethnicity.

At the behest of addressing the above research aims, we
anticipate findings would help inform practice and policy for
education and child welfare professionals, particularly help-
ing to make the case for increased and sustained resources
for SEFC across the K-16 education pipeline. These sup-
ports include professional development of educators and
funding for programs housed within secondary and postsec-
ondary campuses. As well, we anticipate findings to encour-
age policymakers to integrate data systems to track
educational outcomes of SEFC.

Literature Review

The following sections summarize relevant areas of lit-
erature that frame our study. First, we provide an overview
of foster care and the young people in the foster care sys-
tem. Next, we summarize barriers to educational attain-
ment that are unique to SEFC. We then provide an overview
of federal child welfare and education policies aimed at
improving educational outcomes of SEFC. Finally, we crit-
ically appraise early studies that measured educational out-
comes of SEFC and provide a high-level overview of more
recent studies investigating secondary and PSE outcomes
for SEFC.

General Overview of Foster Care and Racial
Disproportionality

Children can be placed in foster care for a variety of rea-
sons, but the most common reasons are cases of maltreat-
ment (e.g., neglect, physical abuse, or sexual abuse). After
being removed from the custody of their biological/legal
family, children may be placed in the care of relatives, non-
relatives, or professionally staffed congregate care settings
(Children Welfare Information Gateway [CWIG], n.d.).
Although foster care is intended to be a temporary arrange-
ment, some young people remain in foster care for several
years or more. Most children in foster care are reunited with
their families or are adopted. However, this is less common
for adolescents in foster care (Rosenberg & Abbott, 2019).
At the extreme, if a young person reaches their state’s foster
care age limit, which ranges from 18 to 21 years old in most



states, services provided through the child welfare system
are discontinued and youth “age out” of care (Youth.gov,
n.d.). A few states allow youth to remain in care past age 21
under certain circumstances (e.g., youth can remain in care
up to age 23 in Connecticut if they are enrolled in higher
education). Moreover, some benefits remain available
beyond a youth’s 21st birthday, such as independent living
services (up to age 23), Medicaid (up to age 26), and
Education and Training Vouchers for postsecondary educa-
tion (up to age 26). On September 30, 2022, there were
368,530 children and youth in the United States foster care
system, including about 88,000 who were age 13 or older
(DHHS, 2023). In the same year, nearly 19,000 youth aged
out of the foster care system (DHHS, 2023).

Children and youth of color are overrepresented in foster
care (Watt & Kim, 2019). A review of the national child wel-
fare data and Census data underscores the disproportionate
representation of racially minoritized children in the foster
care system (Kids Count, 2023a, 2023b). Compared to their
representation in the U.S. population, three racial groups
were overrepresented in foster care: Black/African American
children (14% vs. 22%), American Indian/Alaska Native
children (1% vs. 2%), and children with two or more races
(5% vs. 8%). In contrast, White children (49% vs. 43%),
Hispanic children (26% vs. 22%), and Asian children (5%
vs. 1%) were underrepresented in foster care. Decisions
made by professionals in and adjacent to the foster care sys-
tem contribute to the racial disparities for youth of color in
foster care, which can negatively impact their interpersonal,
physical, and economic well-being over the lifespan, com-
pounding the disadvantages they face due to structural rac-
ism (Dettlaff & Boyd, 2020). This “racialized poverty” is
associated with a disproportionate number of racially
minoritized children entering the foster care system for
neglect (Dettlaff, 2023, p. 6).

These racial disparities in foster care involvement are
important because they track disparities in secondary and
postsecondary educational outcomes in the general student
body (U.S. Department of the Treasury, 2023). Structural
and systematic inequalities, such as lack of financial aid,
school readiness, and racism, continue to create a gap in
racial and ethnic representation in the U.S. secondary and
postsecondary education system (Espinosa & Mitchell,
2020; Espinosa et al., 2019; Liu, 2022). Despite institutional
efforts to promote equity at different educational levels,
minoritized students continue to be underrepresented (Jordan
et al., 2021; Monarrez & Washington, 2020).

Although studies report disparity in racial representation
in the U.S. secondary and postsecondary education system,
little is known about such representation among in-college
SEFC and their outcomes. Only a couple of studies have
recently addressed SEFC educational and well-being out-
comes with a race-based approach (see Dworsky et al., 2010;
Watt & Kim, 2019). It is important to document the presence
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and magnitude of racial disparities in educational outcomes
among SEFC. For example, it may be that involvement in
foster care amplifies or lessens disparities in the general
population of students.

Barriers to Educational Outcomes Unique to SEFC

A body of qualitative and quantitative studies have identi-
fied barriers that may hinder secondary and PSE outcomes
for SEFC (for summaries see Geiger & Beltran, 2017,
Johnson, 2021; Okpych, 2021; Piel, 2018). Many of the fac-
tors discussed below are exacerbated by child welfare and
schooling systems that are ill-equipped to meet the emo-
tional, relational, and educational needs of SEFC.
Relationships with family members are often severed when
SEFC are placed into foster care (Fawley-King et al., 2017,
Hegar & Rosenthal, 2011; Hindt & Leon, 2022). Multiple
placement changes are also common among SEFC (Clemens
et al., 2018), and each change is a disruption in students’
caregivers and living environment (Hindt & Leon, 2022).
Some SEFC also change schools multiple times while in fos-
ter care, which causes missed days of school, misaligned
curriculum, and learning gaps (Fawley-King et al., 2017).

Peer networks and relationships to key school staff (e.g.,
teachers, counselors, administrators) are also disrupted
with each school change. Trauma stemming from past mal-
treatment and residential and relational instability in care
also takes a toll on the mental health of SEFC, which dis-
rupts attention, information processing, and retention
(Bronsard et al., 2016; Dye, 2018; Zlotnick et al., 2012).
Based on past experiences of abrupt losses of important
relationships, some SEFC also take on a self-protective
stance toward new relationships, which can limit the num-
ber of people to turn to for guidance and support (Okpych
& Courtney, 2018; Samuels & Pryce, 2008; Somers et al.,
2020). SEFC also report facing stigma from educators and
peers arising from their foster care status (Batsche et al.,
2014; Clemens et al., 2016).

SEFC are often the first in their families to attend higher
education, come from economically marginalized families
and communities, and attend under-resourced schools (Gross
et al., 2020). While in college, SEFC are at greater risk than
their peers of becoming homeless or food insecure (Fowler
etal., 2017; Goldrick-Rab et al., 2019; Park et al., 2024), and
economic hardships have been found to decrease the odds of
graduating (Okpych & Courtney, 2020). Many of the ser-
vices and resources offered by the child welfare department
are time- or age-limited. For example, in most states, young
people must leave care on their 21st birthday. This means
that many SEFC in college will abruptly lose funding for
housing from SEFC in the middle of their college career.
Moreover, several sources of financial aid that help SEFC
pay for college (e.g., Pell grants, remaining in foster care
past age 18, state tuition waivers, Education and Training
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Vouchers) require SEFC to maintain certain enrollment
intensities and grade point averages (GPAs). This can be
challenging for SEFC who have not been well prepared for
higher education, and the sudden loss of financial resources
could trigger a cascade of challenges leading to dropout
(Okpych, 2021). SEFC often occupy one or more marginal-
ized identities, including being from low SES backgrounds
(Zilberstein, 2016) and from families of color (Dettlaff &
Boyd, 2020), whereby they encounter additional barriers to
academic resources that further impede their educational
success due to systemic racism and classism. Many of the
outcome disparities for those with foster care backgrounds
stem from unjust legal and systems-level processes and pro-
cedures (Stewart, 2022).

Scholars have also drawn attention to the ways in which
college campuses are structured around the assumption that
students have a traditional nuclear family, such as the
assumption that students have family to help on move-in
day, co-sign a lease for their college apartment, attend
Family Weekend events, celebrate holidays, and stay with
during academic breaks (Gamez & Lopez, 2021; Whitman
& Lopez, 2025).

Some of the factors discussed above are unique to SEFC
(e.g., grappling with aging out of care) while others are faced
by other college students but are more pervasive or extreme
in SEFC (e.g., secondary school mobility, basic needs inse-
curity in college). It is also important to recognize that not
all SEFC face the same constellation of barriers. Also, there
are SEFC who succeed in high school and college in spite of
the barriers. Several studies have documented academically
successful SEFC who draw on support from others, advo-
cate for their needs when child welfare and educational sys-
tems fall short, and draw on their personal fortitude to
achieve their educational goals (e.g., Avant et al., 2021;
Kinarsky, 2017; Salazar et al., 2016). Studies have also
shown that connecting youth with key relationships and
material support can improve their educational outcomes.
For example, receiving a federally-funded educational
voucher to pay for college expenses has been associated
with improved retention and graduation (Okpych et al.,
2020; Hanson et al., 2022) and some campus-based support
programs for SEFC achieve retention rates that approach or
best rates of the general student population (e.g., Lenz-
Rashid et al., 2018). Thus, more equitable educational attain-
ment for SEFC is possible so long as strong policies and
practices are in place.

Overview of Federal Child Welfare and Education Laws
for SEFC

Since the late 1990s, federal policymakers have passed
laws aiming to promote the educational attainment and well-
being of SEFC as they transition from adolescence to adult-
hood. In the 1980s young people who aged out of care were

largely left to fend for themselves when they reached their
18th birthday, and foundational reports found that many expe-
rienced a troubling transition to adulthood (e.g., Festinger,
1983). First, following a few smaller laws enacted in the
1980s and mid-1990s, the Foster Care Independence Act of
1999 (FCIA; renamed Chafee Foster Care Program for
Successful Transition to Adulthood in 2017) set aside
$140million annually to fund programs and services that
would help foster youth achieve self-sufficiency. Importantly,
three of the 13 types of services focused on education, specifi-
cally academic support with secondary education (e.g.,
General Educational Development[GED] preparation, tutor-
ing), educational expenses (e.g., money for books, computers,
test fees), and postsecondary education support (e.g., SAT
prep, assistance with applying for college and financial aid).

Second, in 2001 the FCIA was amended to create the
Education and Training Vouchers (ETV) Program. Youth
who were in foster care at or after a certain age (typically age
14 or 16 in most states) can apply for an ETV each year for
up to $5,000, which can be used to pay for postsecondary
education expenses such as tuition and fees, books and sup-
plies, and transportation. Third, the 2008 Fostering
Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act
(Fostering Connections) was a substantial change to child
welfare policy. It gave states the option to extend the foster
care age limit from 18 to 21.

Youth who participate in extended foster care receive
housing, food, other basic needs resources, and continued
monitoring and support from their foster care caseworker for
an additional 3 years. Fostering Connections provides mate-
rial support during a time when many SEFC are finishing
high school and aspire to enter postsecondary education. In
fact, two of the five ways youth remain eligible to participate
in extended foster care is by working toward their secondary
and/or postsecondary school credentials. Fourth, the Family
First Prevention Services Act of 2018 included provisions
that extended the age limit of FCIA services from 21 to 23
and the age limit of the ETV program from 23 to 26 (with a
maximum of 5 years).

In addition to child welfare legislation, several education
laws have been enacted in the past 2 decades that target
SEFC. The 2007 College Cost Reduction and Access Act
allows SEFC who were in care at age 13 or later to file as an
independent student on their FAFSA, which makes them
more likely to be eligible for need-based grants that do not
need to be repaid. A 2008 reauthorization of the Higher
Education Opportunity Act designates SEFC as automati-
cally eligible for federally funded programs for low-income
and underrepresented students, such as Upward Bound and
Student Success Services. To promote the educational stabil-
ity of SEFC, the 2013 Uninterrupted Scholars Act created a
Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) excep-
tion for child welfare agencies that need to obtain school
records for SEFC when they are changing schools. This law



enables child welfare agencies to quickly access past school
records needed to enroll SEFC in a new school. Finally, the
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015 stipulates that
SEFC should remain in their school of origin unless a school
change is necessary and beneficial (U.S. Department of
Education, n. d.). When a school change is warranted, the
receiving school must enroll the SEFC immediately and
promptly request school records to avoid enrollment gaps.
ESSA is meant to reduce the deleterious effect of school
changes on SEFC, for whom multiple school changes are not
uncommon (Clemens et al., 2016; Courtney et al., 2014).

Beyond federal legislation, the past few decades have
witnessed a surge in state policy and local initiatives to sup-
port the educational success of SEFC. For example, more
than half of U.S. states have laws that make SEFC eligible
for a full or partial tuition waiver for an in-state public col-
lege or university (Bustillos et al., 2022). Several hundred
colleges and universities across the country house programs
that are specifically designed to support SEFC financially,
socially, and logistically (i.e., navigating campus offices,
resources, and processes) as they pursue their degree (Geiger
et al., 2018; John Burton Advocates for Youth, 2022a;
Whitman et al., 2023). Despite the tapestry of federal laws
and state and local initiatives, the available support for SEFC
varies widely from state-to-state and not all SEFC receive
services that are due to them. For example, less than half of
eligible SEFC receive independent living services funded by
the FCIA law (Okpych, 2012) and only about a third (37%)
of SEFC eligible for an ETV receive one (Hanson et al.,
2022), notwithstanding ETVs attempt to be a policy response
to address systemic inequities. Despite ESSA’s potential of
reducing school mobility, SEFC recount stories of multiple
school changes and the toll these take on their learning and
wellbeing (Johnson, 2024). As described above, the struc-
tural barriers, life circumstances, and service gaps contribute
to educational disparities between SEFC and their peers.

Critical Appraisal of Early Influential Studies on
Educational Outcomes for SEFC

One of the germinal studies reporting rates of secondary
and PSE outcomes for SEFC is Wolanin’s (2005) report
titled Higher Education Opportunities for Foster Youth: A
Primer for Policymakers. This publication continues to be
widely referenced by policymakers, scholars, and adminis-
trators when reporting how SEFC fare in high school com-
pletion and college enrollment (Okpych, 2023). The report
states that 50% of SEFC graduate from high school and only
20% of SEFC who completed secondary school go on to
enroll in PSE. These statistics are based on a compilation of
findings from five research studies based on data gathered
before the turn of the century. While the two statistics appear
to provide a degree of clarity and precision, in reality they
are likely inaccurate. The five studies varied in terms of geo-
graphic region, how SEFC were defined for the sample, the
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rigor of study design (e.g., some studies did not have a rep-
resentative sample, some studies had low response rates),
and the age or range of ages outcomes were measured (e.g.,
one study had SEFC as young as 16, another study had a
very broad age range of 20-33 years old). Given the differ-
ences in the studies’ designs and rigor, it is not surprising
that the individual studies yielded outcome estimates that
varied widely. For example, the PSE enrollment rates were
1%, 9%, 24%, 24%, and 43%. It appears that the 20% col-
lege enrollment estimate presented in the report was calcu-
lated by simply averaging these five statistics, with no
attention paid to the quality of the study or whether the out-
come was measured at a reasonable age.

A second early and important study on educational out-
comes for SEFC was Pecora and colleagues’ (2005)
Northwest Foster Care Alumni study, which is based on a
survey completed by 479 adults (response rate=76%)
between the ages of 20 and 33, who had been in family-
based foster care for a minimum of 12 consecutive months
between the ages of 14 and 18, sometime between 1988 and
1998 (Pecora et al., 2005). The study was limited to indi-
viduals placed in foster care in three locations in Washington
State (Seattle, Tacoma, and Yakima) and one location in
Oregon (Portland). The study reported that only 2.7% of for-
mer foster youth aged 25 and older attained a 4-year degree
(Pecora et al., 2005). Although the study had a high response
rate for this population (76%), several considerations limit
the usefulness of the 3% statistic when describing the col-
lege complete rate of SEFC. Most obvious is that the statistic
only counted bachelor’s degrees. This is a problem because
SEFC are more likely to attend 2-year colleges than 4-year
colleges (Havlicek et al., 2021; Okpych, 2021; Okpych
et al., 2023), and the statistic fails to capture associate’s
degrees. Despite this, the 3% statistic is routinely misquoted
in programs and publications. Second, the sample includes
adults who had been in foster care a long time ago, before
major child welfare policies were enacted to support SEFC.
Third, there are problems with the generalizability of the
data. It is based on data collected from four counties in the
Northwest, spread across two states. The sample only
includes youth placed in family foster care, and thus excludes
SEFC placed in congregate care settings that tend to fare
poorer in educational attainment (Courtney & Hook, 2017).
Thus, while the Wolanin (2005) and Pecora et al. (2005)
studies provided an early look at educational outcomes for
SEFC, both suffer from methodological limitations and are
based on data from a bygone era of child welfare policy that
compromises how relevant they are to current estimates.

Overview of More Recent Studies on Secondary and PSE
Outcomes for SEFC

In the years since the Wolanin (2005) and Pecora et al.
(2005) publications, many studies have been conducted that
examine secondary and PSE outcomes for SEFC. In
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this section we provide a broad overview of this literature,
focusing specifically on studies that were not included in our
systematic review because they failed to meet one or more of
the inclusion criteria.

Several studies report secondary and/or PSE outcomes
as part of a program evaluation for SEFC. For example,
Kroner and Mares (2009) measured the high school com-
pletion at time of discharge for SEFC who were served by
an independent living program in southeastern Ohio.
Villegas et al. (2014) used the Casey National Foster Care
Alumni Study to examine the relationship between eth-
nicity and secondary/postsecondary completion among
SEFC in several U.S. states. Quintana and Cook-Davis
(2022) evaluated a college bridge program at Arizona
State University that was designed to expand PSE access
for SEFC Arizona State University. Lenz-Rashid (2018)
and Unrau et al. (2017) reported graduation rates for stu-
dents who participated in a campus-based support pro-
gram for SEFC at San Francisco State University and
Western Michigan University, respectively. Within the
context of our inclusion criteria, one limitation shared by
these and other studies is the participant selection criteria.
Students who are recruited, screened-in, and/or volunteer
to participate in programs are not a random sample of
SEFC, so education outcomes among program partici-
pants may not be representative of outcomes for the larger
SEFC population.

Another batch of studies draws on administrative data to
examine education outcomes of SEFC. Watt et al. (2019)
linked child welfare and education data for a representative
sample of YEFC in Texas and reported rates of college enroll-
ment and college completion. One limitation with the study is
that the sample included individuals who had been in Texas
foster care at any point in their lives (e.g., an adult who had
only been in foster care as an infant). One issue is that, com-
pared to youth in foster care exclusively as children, adoles-
cents in foster care face distinct life circumstances,
developmental tasks, uncertainty around aging out of care,
and limited access to resources that aid the transition to adult-
hood. Several published studies conducted secondary analy-
ses of data collected by the National Youth in Transition
Database (NYTD, described below; e.g., Geiger & Okpych,
2022; Kim et al., 2019; Rosenberg & Kim, 2018; Watt &
Kim, 2019). A limitation of these data when measuring PSE
enrollment is that the survey only asks SEFC about current
enrollment, and not counting past enrollment can lead to a
substantial undercount of enrollment rates (Okpych, 2023).

Multiple studies analyze data from surveys of SEFC,
but they have limitations with low response rates, repre-
sentativeness of the sample, or the age at which outcomes
are measured. For example, Reilly and Schlinkert (2022)
assess the benefits of an extended program for transition to
adulthood for SEFC in Clark County, Nevada; however,
the survey response rate was low (47%), which could

introduce nonresponse bias into estimates of educational
attainment. Scott and White (2023) analyzed data col-
lected from a survey of SEFC in Missouri with a high
response rate (> 80%), but their measure of high school
completion only captured youth who had graduated by
about age 19. SEFC often take longer to finish high school
and enroll in college than their peers, so measuring high
school completion only up to age 19 will lead to an under-
count of graduations.

It is encouraging that the amount of research attention to
SEFC has increased over the past 2 decades, and these stud-
ies are making valuable contributions to policy in their own
ways. However, when trying to accurately estimate second-
ary and PSE outcomes, our review finds that many of the
studies have limitations using our review inclusion criteria.
We include studies that have been published with a well-
defined, representative sample of SEFC, a strong response
rate, and that have measured education outcomes up to an
adequate age. The purpose of this systematic review is to
locate and summarize the findings of those methodologi-
cally sound studies. Specifically, three research questions
guide our study:

1. What are the secondary completion rates, postsec-
ondary education (PSE) enrollment rates, and PSE
completion rates for SEFC?

2. How do the rates of SEFC compare with rates of
young people in the United States?

3. What are the differences by race and ethnicity in sec-
ondary completion rates, PSE enrollment rates, and
PSE completion rates for SEFC?

Methods

The research team included researchers from higher edu-
cation and social work as well as a consultant with extensive
higher education and child welfare expertise and experience
administering programs to support SEFC. We used the
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Review and Meta-
Analysis Protocols (PRISMA-P) method to conduct our sys-
tematic review (Moher et al., 2015). A systematic review
attempts to assemble all literature that fit specified criteria to
answer specific research questions (Moher et al., 2015). The
research team first developed inclusion criteria for the
review, followed by a set of search terms designed to locate
publications relevant to the research questions. Our system-
atic review was conducted between October 2023 and April
2024. Our review only included quantitative studies with
representative samples of SEFC since our study’s objective
was to identify accurate estimates of secondary and postsec-
ondary outcomes for this population. Quantitative studies
published in peer-reviewed journal articles, white paper
reports, and books/book chapters were eligible for our sys-
tematic review. Dissertations were not included.



Study Inclusion Criteria

Our study had six inclusion criteria. A publication had to
meet all six criteria to be included in the systematic review.
First, the publication had to have a representative sample of
youth who were in U.S. foster care on or after their 13th
birthday. We selected age 13 because this is the cutoff used
in the FAFSA that designates students who were in foster
care at any time since turning age 13 to be an independent
student for financial aid purposes (U.S. Department of
Education, 2024). Second, if data were collected via survey,
the study’s response rate had to be at least 60%. While
acceptable response rates is a matter of debate in survey
research, some scholars maintain that a response rate of 60%
or greater is adequate for addressing concerns about nonre-
sponse bias (e.g., Groves & Peytcheva, 2008; Sivo et al.,
2006)." Third, the study must have assessed at least one of
three outcomes up to a certain age:

1. Rate of secondary completion (high school diploma/
GED) when study participants were age 21 or older.

2. Rate of PSE enrollment when study participants
were age 21 or older.

3. Rate of PSE completion when participants were age
25 or older.

Since SEFC often complete educational milestones at a
later age than their peers, the age specifications were used to
ensure outcomes were assessed up to reasonable minimum
ages. Fourth, study participants had to have been in U.S. fos-
ter care at some point in 2000 or later. A key federal child
welfare law that earmarked $140million per year for older
youth in foster care was enacted in 1999 (Park et al., 2020).
Thus, 2000 marks a critical shift in federal child welfare
policy aimed at supporting the transition to adulthood for
older youth in care. Accordingly, the fifth criterion is that the
study had to be published in 2000 or later. Sixth, the study
had to have been written in English.

Search Procedures

With consultation from two university reference librar-
ians, we identified nine academic databases relevant to our
topic to search the literature: PsycInfo; Scopus; Social
Work Abstracts; SociINDEX with Full Text; Academic
Search Premier; ERIC; PsycArticles; Social Work Online;
and JSTOR. The database search was completed between
October 24, 2023 and November 6, 2023. The keywords
used in the search were generated from a review of the
literature to identify terms commonly used for SEFC (e.g.,
“foster youth,” “foster care alumni,” “youth with foster
care backgrounds”) and educational outcomes. The initial
terms were vetted and refined by the research team and
tested on several databases. See the Appendix for a list of
the keywords.

Education Outcomes for Youth with Experience in Foster Care

The database search resulted in 3,527 publications. We
augmented the database search with backward and forward-
reference chaining and the use of commercial search engines
(Google and Google Scholar) to identify publications that
may have been missed by the database search (e.g., white
paper reports). We also searched repositories known to have
publications on transition-age youth in foster care, including
the National Youth in Transition Database library and the
Office of Children and Families, Office of Planning,
Research and Evaluation. Members of the research team
identified additional known sources. A total of 99 publica-
tions were identified through the augmented search proce-
dures. Bibliographic information for each publication was
imported to the reference manager software program Zotero.
Duplicate records were identified and removed.

Data Extraction and Final Inclusion Process

After removing duplicate records, 2,802 unique publica-
tions were identified through the various search procedures
(see Figure 1). We then transferred the publications to
Rayyan, a software program designed for conducting sys-
tematic reviews. Two rounds of blind review were conducted
to screen out studies that failed to meet all six inclusion cri-
teria. The first round of review included two members of the
research team who independently assessed each publica-
tion’s title, abstract, and keywords for relevance. There was
greater than 98% agreement on exclusion and inclusion
decisions. For publications where there was a conflict or
uncertainty around inclusion decisions, the researchers met
to review the publications until a consensus was reached.

A total of 74 publications were included in the second
round of review. The second round was conducted by four
members of the research team and involved careful inspec-
tion of the entire manuscript to assess whether all six inclu-
sion criteria were met. A training session was conducted
before the independent review phase to ensure consistency
and calibration among the four team members. The 74 pub-
lications were divided into three batches, and the reviewers
met after each batch to compare ratings. There were 16 pub-
lications in which there was at least one conflicting rating
among members of the research team. Conflicting assess-
ments were resolved during research meetings when each
publication was carefully reinspected, evidence supporting
an inclusion/exclusion decision was documented, and con-
sensus was reached. Some publications had multiple reasons
for exclusion. In those instances, the first identified reason
that reached consensus was documented as the exclusion
reason. The second round of review yielded 17 publications
that were included in the systematic review.

The 17 studies each reported rates for one or more of the
outcomes investigated in this review. In this manuscript, we
report the estimates from each study in a summary table. A
range of rates is provided for each of the three outcomes:



Records identified through

Records identified through other

database search. sources.
5 (n 3527) (n=99)
=
3
=
§ A4 v
Records after duplicates removed.
(n =2802)
Records screened by title Records excluded.
and abstract. > (n = 2728)
(n =2802)
o A
=
s Full-text manuscripts
§ assessed for eligibility. » Full-text manuscripts excluded (n =57)
@ (n =74)
Reasons for exclusion:
1. No rep. sample 13+ (n =23)
2. Response rate <60% (n =5)
3. Outcome not up to age (n =15)
4. Study published before 2000 (n =0)
5. Participants only care before 2000 (n =7)
6. Outside U.S//non-English (n =0)
7. Other (n =7)
v
)
o Manuscripts included in review.
3 (n=17)
=
©
=
|
FIGURE 1 PRISMA Flow Chart

high school/GED completion, college enrollment, and col-
lege degree completion.

Results
Description of Five Source Studies

Before turning to the findings, we briefly summarize the
source studies that were the bases of the 17 publications
included in this review. We provide references to the source
studies with more information about the methodology. Five
publications analyzed data from the Midwest Evaluation of
the Adult Functioning of Former Foster Youth (Midwest
Study; Courtney et al., 2004). The Midwest Study included
a representative sample of youth who had been in foster care
for at least 1 year in Illinois, lowa, or Wisconsin and were
17-172 years old when the sample was drawn in 2002. This
was one of the first major longitudinal studies of transition-
age foster youth after the landmark FCIA law had been
enacted in 1999.% Baseline interviews were completed in
2002 with 732 participants (response rate [RR]=95% of

eligible youth), and subsequent interviews were conducted 2
years apart when participants were 19, 21, 23, and 25. The
response rates for each follow-up interview exceeded 80%.
The Midwest Study survey instrument gathered information
in a wide range of domains, including youths’ educational
status and attainment. One publication (Okpych, 2021) cre-
ated PSE enrollment and completion measures from both
survey data (up to age 25) and information from the National
Student Clearinghouse (NSC; up to age 29/30). Combining
NSC data with survey data had two advantages: the NSC
data captured information from the Midwest Study sample
who did not participate in the final interviews, and it allowed
PSE outcomes to be measured up to age 29/30 rather than
just 25. See Courtney et al. (2011) for more information
about the Midwest Study.

The second source study is NYTD, which was used by
two publications in our systematic review. In addition to
funding the independent living services program, the 1999
FCIA mandated the creation of a nationwide data collection
system to understand the transition to adulthood for older



adolescents in foster care. NYTD was the fulfillment of that
requirement. NYTD requires that every 3 years states survey
all young people who are in foster care on their 17th birth-
day, and follow-up surveys are conducted at ages 19 and 21.
The first NYTD cohort included youth in care who were
17years old in 2011. The NYTD survey is relatively brief
(28 questions total) and contains only two questions about
education. Unfortunately, due to question wording (i.e.,
NYTD only asks about current enrollment), it is not possible
to estimate the percentage of SEFC who had ever enrolled in
PSE (see Okpych, 2023 for more information). However,
NYTD can estimate the percentage of SEFC who completed
a high school diploma or GED. Currently, NYTD is the only
study that provides national estimates of education outcomes
for SEFC.> For more information about NYTD, see the
National Data Archive on Child Abuse and Neglect (2024).

The third source study is the California Youth Transitions
to Adulthood Study (CalYOUTH; Courtney et al., 2011).
Six publications analyzed CalYOUTH data. Note that one
additional publication analyzed data from both the Midwest
Study and CalYOUTH Study (Okpych & Courtney, 2019).
CalYOUTH was designed to evaluate the impact of a
California state law that extended the foster care age limit
from 18 to 21 beginning in 2010. CalYOUTH had two
main sources of data that captured information on youths’
educational attainment. The first was a longitudinal study
of a representative sample of young people who had been
in California foster care for at least 6 months and who
were between the ages of 16.75 and 17.75 in late 2012
when the sample was drawn (n=727). Baseline interviews
were conducted in 2013 when participants were age 17,
and three follow-up interviews were conducted when par-
ticipants were ages 19, 21, and 23. CalYOUTH’s second
data source was state child welfare records of the popula-
tion of young people who had been in foster care on or
after their 16th birthday from 2006 onward. CalYOUTH
obtained NSC data for a sample of the population at mul-
tiple time points to estimate PSE enrollment and comple-
tion rates. See Courtney et al. (2020) for more information
about CalYOUTH’s methodology.

The fourth source study was conducted by the Urban
Institute to understand participation in the ETV program.
Two publications analyzed data from the Urban Institute
study. The study obtained child welfare administrative
data, National Student Clearinghouse Data, and ETV data
for 10 states. The study included young people who had
been in foster care at age 16 or older. The years child wel-
fare data were available varied by state but spanned from
2001 to 2016. For example, Tennessee provided data for
youth in care over the course of 16years (2001 to 2016),
while Pennsylvania provided data that spanned 9 years
(2007 to 2014). NSC data were used to calculate rates of
PSE enrollment up to age 21. The total sample size for the
Urban Institute study was over 130,000 SEFC. Refer to
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Hanson et al. (2022) for more information about the
study’s methodology.

Finally, the fifth source study was conducted in Illinois
by researchers at Chapin Hall and the University of Illinois-
Urbana Champagne to understand college-going rates and
experiences of SEFC who attended 2-year colleges (Havlicek
etal., 2021). One publication analyzed data from the Chapin
Hall study. Child welfare administrative data were used to
identify the population of young people in Illinois foster care
on or after their 17th birthday between 20122018 (n=5462).
NSC data were obtained in 2020 to estimate rates of PSE
enrollment in both 2-year and 4-year colleges. Because some
of the sample included youth who had not yet reached the
age of 21 by the time NSC data were obtained, the authors of
the report provided PSE enrollment estimates for just the
cohorts of participants who turned 21 before the NSC data
were accessed. This includes 3,239 SEFC whose 17th birth-
days fell in the years 2012 to 2015.

Rates of Secondary Completion and PSE Enrollment and
Completion

Table 1 provides key information on the 17 publications
that were included in the systematic review. This includes
the name of the study, region the study was conducted, the
eligibility criteria of the study, the source(s) of data for the
educational outcomes, the response rate (if applicable), and
the sample size. The publications are ordered by study and
then by the date of the publication. A few general observa-
tions can be made about the publications. First, several
publications analyze data from the same source study but
with different samples and different ages at which the out-
comes were measured. Second, most of the studies are
regional, including SEFC in one or more multiple states.
The one exception is the NYTD. Third, the studies varied
in the age up to which outcomes were measured, ranging
from 21 up to 29/30.

Table 2 presents rates of high school/General Education
Development completion (“HS/GED completion” in the
table), postsecondary education enrollment (“PSE enroll-
ment”), and postsecondary education completion (“PSE
completion”) from the 17 publications included in the sys-
tematic review. For secondary completion (based on eight
publications), high school diploma/GED completion rates
ranged from 69% to 85%. The rate from national data col-
lected by NYTD was around 70%. The rates from different
samples of the Midwest Study hovered around 82%, while
rates from analyses of CalYOUTH data were slightly higher
at 85%. NYTD estimates were measured when youth were
21 years old, while the Midwest Study and CalYOUTH esti-
mates were measured when participants were a few years
older (age 25/26 for Midwest Study participants and age
23/24 for CalYOUTH participants). However, it is unlikely
the age differences between NYTD and the two other studies



(panuiuod)

'S10T pPue 900 SIeak oy
ueaM)aq ABPYMIQ Y39 JIOY) IO SWIIOWOS SYIUOW 9

(ordwres urwpe)

999°‘L{ B/U JSN JSBI[ JB 10J 21D 19150 Ul YInoA Jo uonendod oy, BIUIOJRD) ApmiS HLNOAIED
syuedronaed aurjeseq 91q131e Jo (/€7 23e) Aoains dn-mo[[oJ paiy) oy (ordures AaAIns) (1202) Jed
619 %98 :(¥/¢C o3e) dn-mof[oj piy [,  DSN % Aoamg  pojo[dwioo oym yino& papnpout 1odar sy, *(8) se dureg eIuIoyIe) ApmS HLNOAIED % ‘YoAdyQ “Aownmo) 0
"'ST0T PuB 900T
SIeaA AU} UoaMIOq ABPUMIq 39 IOy} 10}J8 SWIIIWOS (odwres urwpe)
969°€1 B/u JSN SyIuow 9 JSE9] JB 10J dIed 19)50J Ul Inok jo ojdwes y BIUIOJI[ED ApmS HLNOAIED
syuedronted aurjeseq 9[qI3Ie jJo (17 93e) Koans dn-mo[[oJ puodas (orduwres KoAIns yynoK) (8107) ed
919 9,68 (17 95e) dn-mo[0] puoddS DSN % AdAaIng  pajo[dwod oym ynoA papnjout odar siyJ, *(8) se owes BIUIOJRD) ApmiS HLNOAIED 2 YOADNO ‘Aoupno) 6
Koans (47/€7 93e) § oaep o) payo[dwioo
syuedronted ourjeseq 9[q13I[e jJo oym oK papnjout 110dax SIY], SYIUOW g }SEI] J& 10
%98 (/€7 98e) dn-mofjoy pIy L 918D 19)S0J BIUIOJI[B)) Ul UdJq PBY OYM 7 [(7 JoquIdodq (odwres KoAins)
029 %S6 (L1 95e) durjoseq Koamg ut v L1 - % 91 soSe qino£ jo ojdwes aaneuosaidoy BIUIOJI[ED) Apms HLNOAIED (0T07) 810 Aowmo) g
syuedronaed aurjeseq 91q1312 Jo
%t9 (17 23e) dn-mo[[oj puodeg Aepypaiq /[ 119U} JO SKEp Gy UL IED UL AIOM OUM
08L°L %99 (L1 93e) durjeseq Koamg pue 10T 1edA [edS UI [[9f Aepypiiq /T 9SOYM (o x [euoneN (30409 £107) ALAN (€200) NVOVAN L
syuedronaed ourjoseq 9[q131[2 Jo
%9 (17 93e) dn-mo[[o] puodog Aepyiq /[ 11043 JO SKEP Gy UIGIIM QIO UL D10M OlM
66L°L %69 (L1 93e) duijoseq Koamg pue (g Teak [eOsy Ul [[of ABPYMIq /[ 9SOYM [INO & [euolieN (10402 $107) ALAN (6107) NVOVAN 9
BAMO] (0202)
1LTL ordwres ApmiS ISOMPIA oIug  DSN 29 AoAIng (f) se wieS  ‘UISUOISIA\ ‘SIOUI[[] Apmig 1SOMpIN - Aduuno)) pue yoAdyp ¢
0€/6¢ BMO]
LTL orduwes Apmyg 31sompIjA 2auyg  DSN 29 AoAIng 93e 01 dn eyep DSN PUR ‘97/G7 93k 0) dn BIEp ASAING  ‘UISUOISIAN “SIOUI[[] Apmg 3SoMPpIA (1200 WADO  +
"BJEP JUSWIUTE)IE [RUOTIBINPS J[qR[TRAR A[JUIAI JSOUT BMO] (L102)
599 ordwes aurjaseq Jo 9,16 Aoaing ot Sursn o[qissod se syuedronted Apnys Auew se papnjou]  ‘UISUOISIAN ‘SIOUT[[] Apnig 1SomMpIj|  JOOH pue Aoupmo) ¢
eMO[ (¥102)
#9$ (1) se oweg KoAing (1) seoweg  ‘UISUOISIAN “SIOUI[[] Apmig 3SompIN  Aouno)) pue yoAdyo ¢
Konns (97/5T
syuedionted a3e) ¢ oAeA A paye[dwiod oym oA papnjout 110dax
qurfaseq 9[qI3Id JO %¢Q SIYL, "ABPYMIq /[ J19Y} 910JOq Jeak [ Ised] Je 10} o1ed
:(97/sz 25e) dn-morrog Yo Ur U0dq pey pue goOg Ul Y 10 ‘TA\ “T[ UT dIed 1950 BMO]
96S %96 (L1 93e) aurjoseg Koang ut ¢/ 1—,1 23e ojdoad SunoA jo ojduwies oAneIUSSAIAIY  ‘UISUOISIA ‘SIOUI[] Apmig 1sompiN  (1107) ‘[B 12 Aouiano)) 1
ozIS ayey asuodsoy (s)oa1nog BLIID) ApMIS uoI3oy Apmg sioyny ‘ON
ordwes Bl UOTEONPE

sa1pnj§ papnjouy fo suondriosacy
[ 4719dVL

10



*2J1)S oD UO UONBULIOJUI 10J (ZZ0T) ‘[B 10 UOSURH 10 ¢ 9[QBL 99S "$[(T PUE L00T U9OM]Iq 21D UI (INOA PIPNOUL [OIIYM ‘BIUBAJASUUIJ SEA OUILI] OUIT) JSO[[ELUS AU} (IM
)e)s YT, "9T0T PUB 00T UOOMIOq 2IBO UT YINOA PAPNIOUT YOIYM ‘N, SeM SWeIJ i) 1S9TIe] U} (IM 01e)S Y, ‘9JE)S OB J0J PILIEA PIPN[OUT AIOM JBY[) STEA AT, "90SSOUUL ], Pue ‘BIUBAJASUURJ ‘UOSAIQ ‘0T ‘AISIOf MON ‘LINOSSIIA
‘siout[[] ‘epLIO[] ‘0peI0o[0)) ‘BILIOJI[ED) APNIOUL $ALIS O] YL, “$9S O} 96§ WOl az1s d[duues ) Suronpar ‘MAIAINUL APNIS ISOMPIA § SABA\ dU3 JO ST} SY J& PIIBISOIBIUL 10 AIBJIIL SY) UL AIOM OYM YINOA papnjoxa djdwes oy, 270N

'S10T
PUB Z[(T SIBAA oY) UdaMIq ABPUMIq /| JIOY) UO d18d

6€2¢€ B/U BIep DSN 19)s0J stout[[] ut 21om oym 9[doad SunoxA jo uonendod stout[| neH uidey)  (1z07) ‘B30 oouaeH L]
-odures
QI13uo Oy} Ul YINnoA [[e 1oj Jou ‘(spuswairnbar Aqiqisie
ALA S.97.31S 1107} 10w oym yInok <9'1) yinok o[qIsio
€ISl B/U BIEp DSN -AL4 10} 9)e1 judwfjorud syodar AjuQ ‘(1) se swes SIS 0 amnsuj ueqin  (€zZ07) IO UOSUBH 9]
“YINOA [[e 10J )BT JUSW[[OIUD
$110d0Y "SIBAA [BIOAIS JO dSIN0D dY) JOA0 ABPYMIQ (9]
08LTH1 B/u ©Jep DSN 191} I9)JE JO UO 2Ied 12)S0J Ul YInoA [[e Jo uonerndog SANeIs O musur ueqin  (ggog) Tel@ uosuey G
syuedronaed surjaeseq 91q131e Jo ApmiS HLNOAIRD 10} [Z oFe (ordures AaAIns)
919 958 (17 23e) dn-mofjoj puodsg KoaIng 01 dn sowooyno suodar 1oydeyo jooq ay ], ‘(Bg) se dwes BIWIOJI[RD ApmiS HLNOAI®D
syuedronaed
ourjaseq AqI3IR JO %€ Apmg 3S2MPIIN 10F 97/ST BA0] (6100)
96S :(97/S7 95e) dn-mo[[oJ yino,q Koang o3e 03 dn sowoono syrodor ofonte siy [, (1) se WS  UISUOISIAN ‘SIOUI[[] ApmiS 1SOMPIA - Adupno)) pue YoAdyQ 4]
‘SYIUOW 9 JSBI[ I 10J 918D 12)SOJ BIUIOJI[RD) Ul
uodq pey pue ‘Z1(7 QU Ul G/ 'L PUe G/ 9]so5e (odwes urwpe)
76€T B/U JOSN U23M)2q 1M oym noA aduwres aanejuasaidoy BILIOJIRD) ApmiS HLNOAIED
S[o1)Ie SIY) Ul PAsN SIIINOS BJep IOYJ0 U0 SUIssiu
syuedronaed 10U 010M OUM pue (7 93e) KoaIns dn-mo[[0J puods (odwres KoAIns)
61S ourfaseq d[qI3I[0 JO %8'TL  DSN % Aoamg  paje[duwios oym YInoA papnjout o[onIe SIY[ (8) St dureg BILIOJI[ED) Apmis HLNOAIED (€T00) e YRL €1
syuedronaed aurjeseq 91q1312 Jo (17 28e) Aoains dn-mo[[0J puodas oY) (orduwres A2AIns)
919 %8 (1T 28e) dn-mojoy puooag Koamg  pajojdwos oym oA papnjour d[dNIE SIY [, *(8) St AWes BILIOIIED) Aprus HLNOAIED (€200) YAdO ¢TI
$7/€7 9. 18 BJBp DSN SS999E 0] uoIssruIad
syuedionted QAe3 oym 10 (4/€7 oFe) Aoains dn-mo[[o] pary) oy} (odwres A9AIns)
61L aurjaseq d[qQIBI[0 JO %6'86  DSN % Aoamg  pajeduios oym yinoA papnjout jodor sIy[, *(8) st oureg eIuIojIe) Apmg HLNOAIED  (1207) TR YAy 11
ozIS ey asuodsay (s)oa1nog eI Apnys uordoy Apmig sioyny 'ON
opdureg 'lR( UONBONDH

(QINNILNOD) 1 419VL

11



“(T18=4) 110409 G1(OT oY) 10J % 'S¢ Pue ‘(18 =)
110709 10T U} 10J %8 6€ (8LL=U) 1OY0D €[0T Y} 10J %0 Ty (878 =) 1OY0d 71T Y} J0J %] C :SMO[[0] S It SHOoY0d / [-95e oY) JO Yord JOJ SOJel JUSW[[OIUD A, "0Z(0T 9¥e] Ul paure}qo aIom ejep
DSN dwn oy} J& PO SIBAA G7 PUB [ 7 USIMIOQ WIAY) OYBUW PNOM YOIYM ‘GT(T 03 [T Ul Sem ABPyLIq Ui/ | 9SOUYM 9SO 1 1dLIOSNUBW JUSLIND 9y} Ul PAPN[OUL YN0 X "YINOA JO SIIOYOD [BIOAS 10J SAJRI JUSW
-[104ua paptaoid (1Z0T “& 12 YOIUABH) APs SIOUL[[[ SY} JO SIOWNE YL “(TTOT) [E 32 UOSUBH UL %[ ¢ SE pajioddr sI 31 Ing o4z s [N 10J el jusw[[ous ayy spodai (€207) & 10 uosueH 0N (%6€) O
(%8€) I “(%S€) VO (%1€ IN “(%€€) Td (%T€) 0D (%67) ON (%97) HO (%61) Vd (%81) NLL :210M 3ok 9[qIS1[o-A LH SUOWE SOJel JUSW[0IUd d39[[00 ISAYSIY 0} ISOMO[ WOL] "SOJE)S UMD
A1qe1opisuod patiea sojey YINoA o[qI3Ia-(A LH) 19YoNOA Surulel], put UoWEINPH 0] e JUIW[0IUd oYy St SIYL, (%6€) YO (%9€) T (%SE) VI (%1€) IN (%627) Td (%LT) 0D (%97) ON (%£T)
HO “(%81) Vd “(%ST1) N.L :919M S0jel JUSW[[0IUD 939[[09 ISOYSIY 0} }SOMO] WOI,] "SIJB)S U0aMIdq A[qeIOPISU0d PILIBA Sojey] "o[dwes oy ur ynoA [[e J0J 9Jel JUSW[[OIUd d} ST SIY ], < %809 St ®ep DSN
Sursn 9)e1 JUAW[[0IUD AY [, /€7 3. Je 110daI-J[os YINOA U0 PIseq SI dJel JUSW[[OIUD SIY L; %€ €S sterep DSN Sursn 9)e1 JUAW[[0IU Y, *1Z 25k Je 110da1-J[9S YINoA uo paseq SI dJel JUSW[[OIUD SIY| 1, 210N

— — %0 0% ST1T — — stout[[[ [1eH utdey) (1207) 'Te 12 Yeo1ARH L1
— — W0 1€ 1T — — Tersel symysuy ueqi) (€207) 'Te 10 uosuey 91
— — %0°6C 1T — — 08LTH1 a)musu] ueqin) (2207) "Te 30 uosuey Sl
— — %9°CS 1T %I1°S8 1T 919 (ordwres £aams) ApmS HLNOAIRD
%¢€'8 9T/ST %0 St 97/ST %818 97/ST 96$ AP 1SoMPIA (6107) Asupno) pue yoAdyo 1
— — %L LYy 1T — — T6£°C (orduwres urwpe) Apmis HLNOAIRD
— - %¢E"8S 1T — — 6CS (ordures Aaains) Apms HLNOAIED (€£207) "Te 10 yred €l
— — TLS 1T — — 919 (ordures £Laains) Apms HLNOAIED (€£202) yoAd0 !
— — %819 vT/€C - — 61L (ordures Laains) Apms HLNOAIED (1202) 'Te 12 YoAd30 11
— — %C LYy vT/C — — 999°Lt (odwes urwpe) Aps HINOAIRD
— — %66'€9 vT/€T — — 619 (opduwres Loamns) Apmig HLNOAIRD (1202) 'Te 30 Koupmo) 01
— — %S Y 1T — — 969°¢1 (orduwres urwpe) Apmis HLNOAIRD
— — %T'8S 1T — — 919 (ordures £oans) Apms HLNOAIRD (8102) 'Te 10 Aowpno) 6
— — — — %678 vT/€C 029 ApmS HLNOAIED  (s1dwes Aaams) (0z07) e 10 Aoupmno) 8
= - = - %0 1L ¥4 08L°L (110402 £107) ALAN (£202) NVOVAN L
= - — - %069 1T 66L°L (110402 $107) ALAN (6107) NVOVAN 9
%L'L 0€/6C %6HS 0€/6C — — 43 ApmS 1SaMPpIA (0207) Aounno) pue YaAdO S
%L'L 0€/6C %6'1S 0£/6C — - €L Apmyg 1SOMPIN (1202) yoAd0 14
— — — — %0°C8 97/ST $99 Apmg 1SaMPpIA (L107) 3ooH pue Aoupno) 3
%L’'8 9T/ST — — %S €8 9T/ST 95 Apmg 1SaMPpIA (¥107) Aouno) pue ya&dyO 4
%T'8 9T/ST — — %108 9T/ST 96$ Apmg 1SaMPIA (1102) 'Te 1 Aowno) I
9JeI passasse JJel passasse Jjel passasse N Apmig sioyny ‘ON
uono[dwod  uono[dwod  JUSW[OIUD  JUSW[[OIUd  uond[dwod agan
22130p gSd  HSd 8V 4Sd dSd 98V  dD/SH  /SHO3V

S21pNIS PaPNJOUJ A0 SIULI0IIN() UOPINPTT LIDPU0IISISOJ pub Lippuodasg o Livuung

¢ d1dVvL

12



played a large role in the secondary completion rate differ-
ences. In Midwest Study reports (Courtney et al., 2004,
2005, 2007, 2011), the high school/GED completion rate
climbed from age 17 (11.6%) to age 19 (63.0%) and to age
21 (77.0%), but after this the completion rate increased mod-
estly to about 80%-82% by age 25/26. In CalYOUTH
reports (Courtney et al., 2014, 2016, 2018, 2021), rates of
high school/GED completion rose precipitously from age 17
(10.5%) to age 19 (70.7%) but then leveled off beginning at
age 21 (84.3% at age 21 and 84.9% at age 23).

Based on 13 publications, postsecondary enrollment rates
ranged from a low 0f 29% to a high of 64%. The lowest rates
came from the two publications from the Urban Institute
study, which assessed PSE enrollment up to just age 21 using
NSC data. The highest rates of enrollment were in the low
60%s and came from CalYOUTH survey data when partici-
pants were age 23/24. CalYOUTH estimates based on the
large administrative sample and NSC data were lower by
about 10 percentage points or more than the survey data esti-
mates. In the middle were enrollment rates from the Midwest
Study. Based on survey data collected from the 596 partici-
pants who completed the final survey at age 25/26, the PSE
enrollment rate was estimated to be 45%. However, in the
two manuscripts that included the full Midwest Study sam-
ple, drew on both survey data and NSC data, and examined
enrollment up to age 29/30, the enrollment rate was about
55%. The enrollment rate from the Chapin Hall study, which
included youth between the ages of 21-25 when NSC data
were obtained, was 40%.

Finally, Table 2 shows that rates of postsecondary com-
pletion (based on five publications) came exclusively from
the Midwest Study and hovered around 8% depending on
the sample and data source. The degree completion rate was
slightly above 8% in publications based on Midwest Study
participants who completed the age 25/26 survey. Analyses
of the full Midwest Study sample using both survey data and
NSC data up to age 29/30 reported a completion rate that
was slightly below 8%.

CalYOUTH is a second study that can provide an esti-
mate of the PSE completion rate. CalYOUTH last inter-
viewed participants at age 23/24, which is below this
review’s inclusion criterion of age 25. However, CalYOUTH
researchers provided the study authors with findings from a
forthcoming publication that obtained NSC data when par-
ticipants were age 27/28. Based on both NSC data and
CalYOUTH survey data, 12% of CalYOUTH participants
completed a 2-year or 4-year college degree (see Table 3).
Thus, the SEFC college degree completion rate ranges from
8% — 12%.

In both the Midwest Study and CalYOUTH Study, more
SEFC completed 2-year degrees than 4-year degrees. In the
Midwest Study, 4.0% completed a 2-year degree and 3.7%
completed a 4-year degree. In CalYOUTH, 5.4% completed
a 2-year degree and 6.8% completed a 4-year degree.

Comparison of Educational Outcomes: SEFC Versus
General Population

To put the high school diploma/GED and college degree
completion rates of SEFC in context, we draw on data
reported by the National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES, 2023a, 2023b). Figure 2 displays completion rates
for SEFC in green and the 2022 completion rates for U.S.
young adults aged 25-29 in blue. It is estimated that between
69% and 85% of SEFC complete a high school credential by
their mid-20s, which is lower than the national average of
young adults with a high school credential (95%). On the
right side of Figure 2, the rate of degree completion (associ-
ate’s or higher) for U.S. young adults aged 25-29 was 49%
in 2022. This rate is about five times higher than the rate for
SEFC, which is estimated to be between 8%—11%."

Differences in Education Outcomes by Race/Ethnicity

Table 3 presents differences in secondary and postsec-
ondary outcomes for SEFC by race/ethnicity. An Urban
Institute publication reported differences in college enroll-
ment for a subsample of SEFC who received an ETV
(Hanson et al., 2022), but the study authors provided statis-
tics for the entire sample of SEFC in their study. Likewise,
upon request, the authors of publications analyzing Midwest
Study data (Okpych, 2021) and CalYOUTH Study data
(Okpych et al., forthcoming) provided differences by race/
ethnicity. Differences that are statistically significant
(p <.05) appear in bold. In the Midwest Study, no statisti-
cally significant racial/ethnic differences were found in any
of the three outcomes. In CalYOUTH, significant differ-
ences were not found in rates of secondary completion or
PSE enrollment, but there were statistically significant dif-
ferences in degree completion. Specifically, Asian/Pacific
Islander SEFC and Hispanic SEFC were both significantly
more likely than multiracial SEFC to earn a 2-year or 4-year
college degree. Asian/Pacific Islander SEFC also had a sig-
nificantly higher degree completion rate than Black SEFC.
Finally, the Urban Institute study assessed PSE enrollment
by age 21 across racial and ethnic groups. The study found
rates to be highest among Asian/Pacific Islander SEFC
(48%) followed by Native American/Alaskan Native (34%)
SEFC, Black SEFC (33%), White SEFC (30%), and Hispanic
SEFC (29%).

Limitations

This study uses best available evidence to estimate sec-
ondary and PSE outcomes of SEFC, but there are limitations
of the data that warrant consideration. First, although NYTD
provides national estimates of rates of secondary completion
among SEFC, to date no national estimates exist for rates of
PSE enrollment or completion. PSE rates are based on
regional data originating from a single U.S. state or a group
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FIGURE 2  Comparison of Secondary and Postsecondary Degree Completion Rates: SEFC Versus National Averages

of states. Second, although we used a common set of inclu-
sion criteria, individual studies differed in ways that may
have impacted the outcome estimates. Possibly the most
apparent factor was the age at which an outcome was mea-
sured. This is especially relevant to PSE enrollment and
completion. For example, the lowest rate of PSE enrollment
(29%) was reported by the Urban Institute study (Hanson
et al., 2022). This study tracked PSE enrollment up to age
21, which was younger than other studies in this review
(e.g., CalYOUTH and Midwest Study). This is important
because past research has found that SEFC often face educa-
tional delays and a nontrivial proportion enroll in PSE after
age 21 (Okpych, 2021). This should be kept in mind when
interpreting the lower range of PSE estimates.

Third, studies also differed in the data source(s) for the
educational outcomes. Some studies relied on youth self-
report, others on administrative records, and others used a
combination of the two. Surveys may be subject to misre-
membering or misreporting of one’s educational attainment
as well as nonresponse bias if the rate of attainment among
completers differs from that among non-completers. For
example, if SEFC who did not complete follow-up surveys
had lower levels of educational attainment than follow-up
completers, then rates based solely on completers may be
overestimated. Conversely, studies that rely on NSC data
alone can also underestimate PSE enrollment and comple-
tion rates due to blocked records (i.e., SEFC who enrolled in
PSE but in NSC data are indistinguishable from SEFC who
did not enroll). Depending on the percentage of blocked
records, NSC data will undercount the enrollment rate. The
percentage of students with blocked records varies by state.
For example, in the Urban Institute study, which included 10
states, the rate of blocked records ranged from 1.3% in

Oregon to 12.1% in California. (Hanson et al., 2022). Some
studies (e.g., Okpych, 2021) sought to overcome limitations
of self-reported data and NSC data by combining data
sources. This approach likely gives a more accurate estimate
of PSE outcomes than studies that rely on one data source.

With these points in mind, we can consider the strengths
and limitations of the studies vis-a-vis their methodologies.
A strength of NYTD is that it is national in scope and uses
standardized questions to capture high school/GED comple-
tion, but a notable limitation is it has the lowest response
rates of all studies. This makes it susceptible to nonresponse
bias. The Midwest Study and CalYOUTH Study both had
high response rates (over 80% at all survey waves), so there
may be less concern about nonresponse bias. Another
strength of these studies is that, in some publications, survey
data have been combined with administrative data from the
NSC. Combining data sources mitigates the issue of missing
data; NSC data can fill in missing data from survey nonre-
spondents, and survey data can fill in missing data from
blocked NSC records (which was particularly high in
CalYOUTH). One limitation of the Midwest Study is that it
is the most dated study of those reviewed, and a limitation of
both the Midwest and CalYOUTH studies are that they are
regional in scope. The Illinois study is also regional, only
draws on NSC data, and only investigated college enroll-
ment up to age 21 for part of the sample. Likewise, the Urban
Institute study assessed college enrollment with NSC data
only up to age 21. Previous research suggests that some
SEFC begin higher education later in life (e.g., Okpych,
2021), so the Urban Study likely presents a low-end estimate
of the college enrollment rate. A strength of the Urban
Institute study is that it includes 10 U.S. states, and so is the
most geographically representative study after NYTD.
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Discussion and Implications

The purpose of this systematic review was to provide cur-
rent estimates of secondary and postsecondary education
outcomes for SEFC based on best available evidence. In
terms of our first research question, we found that secondary
and PSE completion rates are higher than rates that are com-
monly reported in the public discourse. Many agency web-
sites and even government offices report that about half of
SEFC finish high school, 20% enroll in college, and 3% earn
a college degree. However, our review finds the high school/
GED completion rate to range from 69% to 85%, the post-
secondary enrollment rate to range from 29% to 64%, and
the degree completion rate to range from 8% to 11%.

Regarding our second research question, we found that
rates of educational attainment are lower for SEFC than their
peers in the general population. Our findings suggest a
10-percentage-point difference or more between SEFC and
their peers in high school/GED completion rates. Disparities
in college degree completion are even more stark. Young
adults in the general U.S. population complete a 2-year or
4-year degree at a rate that is about five times higher than the
rate for SEFC. The PSE completion gap for SEFC is still
problematic and equity-minded policy and practice warrants
its attention.

Our third research question about racial differences had
the fewest number of publications to draw from, and in a few
cases, estimates were provided from follow-up contact with
study authors. Here we did not find evidence of racial/ethnic
differences in secondary school completion rates among
SEFC, but some differences were found in PSE outcomes.
The Urban Institute study found that Asian/Pacific Islander
youth (48%) were the most likely to enroll in PSE by age 21,
followed by Native American/Alaskan Native youth (34%),
Black youth (33%), White youth (30%), and Hispanic youth
(29%; Hanson et al., 2022). Analyses of CalYOUTH and
NSC data found that Asian/Pacific Islander youth and
Hispanic youth were both significantly more likely than mul-
tiracial youth to earn a college degree by age 27/28 (Asian/
Pacific Islander youth also had higher rates than Black youth).

Policy Implications

Our findings reveal that the educational outcomes of
SEFC are below national averages. This calls for redoubled
efforts to close these gaps. For example, one promising
intervention is campus support programs tailored to meet the
unique needs of SEFC. Currently, hundreds of campuses
house these types of programs (Fostering Academic
Achievement Nationwide Network, 2024; Okpych et al.,
2020), but they are often plagued by unstable funding and
limited staffing (Geiger et al., 2018). One recommendation
is for the federal government to set aside funding for campus
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support programs for SEFC, similar to funding carved out
for independent living services through the 1999 FCIA law.
Creating a stable funding source will aid in the development
and sustainability of these programs. Similar to FCIA, a
small percentage of the funding should be set aside for eval-
uation in order to identify core elements and best practices
for campus support programs.

A second policy recommendation pertains to meeting the
basic needs and living expenses of SEFC. Although the evi-
dence base is developing, studies have found that providing
material assistance to SEFC through extended foster care
(Courtney & Hook, 2017; Courtney et al., 2021; Okpych &
Courtney, 2020), ETVs (Hanson et al., 2022; Okpych et al.,
2020), and state tuition waivers (Geiger & Okpych, 2022) is
associated with increased access to PSE. For example, in
Texas, SEFC who utilized the tuition waiver program were
3.5 times more likely than their peers to graduate with a post-
secondary degree (Watt & Faulkner, 2020). One issue is that
this funding is difficult to obtain in some states (John Burton
Advocates for Youth, 2022b) and may not meet financial
needs. For example, the maximum annual ETV amount today
is $5,000, the same as it was 20 years ago when the ETV pro-
gram was first instituted (Okpych et al., 2020). However, the
cost of college has ballooned since that time. For example, the
average cost of tuition and fees at 4-year institutions was
$7,040 in 1999 but has more than doubled over the past 2
decades ($16,646 in 2019; Hanson, 2024). Changes to federal
and state policy can help ensure that ETVs maintain their buy-
ing power and can remove barriers to funding that SEFC
should be able to access. California in particular has been
leading the charge for implementing policy interventions
toward enhancing educational opportunities for SEFC (Espino
et al., 2024).

We also recommend that state and federal policymakers
do an audit of higher education policies that might disadvan-
tage SEFC. For example, emerging research shows that
Satisfactory Academic Progress (SAP) policies are not
equity-minded and create challenges for SEFC as they pur-
sue their college degree (National Association of Student
Personnel Administrators, 2021). SAP and other policies
should be addressed to ensure that students have access to
financial resources while they find their footing and navigate
their early semesters of postsecondary education.

As a final policy recommendation, public and philan-
thropic institutions should require research projects on SEFC
to report outcomes that are disaggregated by race and ethnic-
ity. The country’s history of racist laws and policies contribute
to the overrepresentation of Black and Native American fami-
lies in foster care (Dettlaff & Boyd, 2020) and to inequities in
educational attainment and generational wealth (Story &
Reed, 2024; Valencia, 2015). Given their influence in society,
public and philanthropic institutions should make it standard
practice to monitor, locate, and redress racial disparities.



Practice Implications

Our first set of practice implications involves support-
ing SEFC to complete secondary education. Pre-college
readiness programs like GEAR Up and Upward Bound
have the ability to engage students in foster care; however,
they are often limited by funding and resources to include
SEFC at scale. Secondary education could look to success-
ful components of support programs housed on college
campuses when designing programs that address the unique
needs of SEFC in high school. Promising programs exist,
such as the First Star program that operates in schools in
over a dozen states (First Star, 2024). The Fostering Higher
Education model is another example of a program that
shows promising findings around supporting high school
completion and college access for SEFC (Salazar et al.,
2023). Additional professional development is needed for
high school teachers, counselors, and administrators to
equip them to address the unique challenges faced by
SEFC. For instance, SEFC often have gaps in learning due
to multiple school changes and inconsistent access to edu-
cational resources. Without being meaningfully connected
to teachers or support staff in the school who understand
the dynamics of experiencing foster care, SECF may be
reluctant to disclose challenges they are having and fall
further behind their peers.

In terms of postsecondary education, colleges need to
take steps to identify SEFC on their campus and provide pro-
fessional development training to staff who are charged to
work with SEFC. Public and private funding that provides
support to SEFC should consider that SEFC may be enrolled
in postsecondary education longer than students who did not
experience foster care. The proliferation of “graduate in
four” initiatives across U.S. colleges and universities is not
inclusive. Simply put, 4-year institutions need to consider
that SEFC might need longer than 4 years to graduate with a
bachelor’s degree and thus provide necessary support ser-
vices to their SEFC population. As noted above, campus-
based support programs have shown promising findings on
improving short-term PSE outcomes for SEFC (Okpych
et al., 2020). For example students who participated in the
Guardian Scholars Program at San Francisco State University
had a higher 6-year graduation rate than the general campus
population (73% vs. 46%; Lenz-Rashid, 2018). However,
the evidence base is limited and there is a need for rigorous
evaluation studies of campus support programs to estimate
their impacts, including their impacts on long-term out-
comes such as degree completion.

Programming and support services in PSE should be
available to students beyond what may be considered tradi-
tional ages to support all SEFC. This includes the age restric-
tions to financial resources like ETVs, state tuition waivers,
and institutional scholarships for SEFC.

Future Research and Funding Recommendations

There are several approaches to achieving accurate esti-
mates of educational outcomes for SEFC. To understand
education outcomes at scale, federal and state funding will
be required to invest in data sharing agreements and data
infrastructure needed to support the research. The creation of
NYTD was a watershed moment that provides a national
snapshot of SEFC up to age 21. The study questions capture
secondary education completion but fall short with tracking
PSE. One recommendation is to fix the existing NYTD
questions so that the survey captures not just youth who
were currently enrolled in PSE at the time of the survey, but
also youth who had ever enrolled in PSE (Okpych, 2023).
Another recommendation is for researchers to partner with
state child welfare agencies to extend NYTD beyond age 21.
Millions of dollars are spent each year by federal and state
governments to collect NYTD data, but age 21 is just too
early to meaningfully track PSE enrollment (some SEFC do
not enroll until their early 20s) and PSE degree completion.
Researchers can leverage the considerable resources already
spent to survey SEFC up to age 21 and continue to track
them up to a later age. If it was cost-prohibitive to conduct
interviews, researchers could obtain permission from child
welfare agencies and the youth to obtain NSC data. This
would be a practical and affordable strategy to track long-
term PSE outcomes for youth in their state.

A second recommendation is for states to combine admin-
istrative data systems to track SEFC’s educational outcomes.
For example, California’s Cradle-to-Career data system will
provide public-facing dashboards that allow users to create
tables displaying outcomes for primary, secondary, and post-
secondary education using administrative data aggregated
across government departments (California Cradle-to-
Career Data System, 2024). Also in California is the
Transition-Age Youth Research and Evaluation Hub (TAY-
Hub), which is housed within the California Child Welfare
Indicators Project at UC-Berkeley. The TAY-Hub operates a
data dashboard available to the public to track a range of
employment and educational outcomes for SEFC in
California. Importantly, the dashboard has the functionality
to drill down in the data to examine outcome disparities by
race, ethnicity, and other youth characteristics. Allowing
users to analyze across regions, the tool is useful to see dif-
ferences in disparities across space and over time. This func-
tionality is useful to monitor changes, particularly when
following a change in policy or practice. It is recommended
that other data systems incorporate drill down features that
allow users to assess racial disparities across regions and
over time.

As another example, in Washington State, SB 6274 estab-
lishes a data sharing agreement between the state education
department and the child welfare department to identify
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SEFC in high school. This legislation, which created the
Passport to Careers program, allows the state to provide col-
lege access resources to SEFC and verify their foster care
status when they apply for an ETV (Washington Student
Achievement Council, 2024). These are examples of ways
that states can leverage existing administrative data to under-
stand the educational outcomes for SEFC.

Third, to ensure a more thorough understanding of educa-
tion outcomes for all SEFC, institutions of higher education
and state departments of education need to work with insti-
tutional research departments to better track outcomes of
SEFC. For example, many colleges and universities are
geared toward serving “traditional” students who enroll
immediately after high school and are expected to graduate
in 4 years. More attention is needed to understand the con-
straints and timeline of nontraditional SEFC.

The findings charge researchers to make it common prac-
tice to report outcomes differences by race for SEFC to
increase the fields’ knowledge base, and to delve deeper into
how race and racism play out in the educational outcomes of
SEFC. Disaggregating educational outcomes for SEFC is
important as it helps locate who is struggling along the edu-
cational pipeline, and guides qualitative research to investi-
gate how and why these educational challenges persist
across varying racial groups.

Conclusion

SEFC are a student group that warrants more attention by
secondary and postsecondary education scholars and profes-
sionals. A first step in developing effective policies and prac-
tices is having an accurate understanding of their educational
outcomes. These estimates will ensure that interventions are
directed at key education milestones and can be used to
monitor progress on closing attainment gaps.

Appendix
Search Terms Used in the Systematic Review

“foster youth” OR “foster care alumni” OR “experience
in foster care” OR “foster care involvement” OR “foster
care youth” OR “involvement in foster care”” OR “foster care
experience”

AND

“college” OR “postsecondary” OR “higher education”
OR “high school” OR “GED” OR “vocational school” OR
“technical school” OR “trade school” OR “skilled trad” OR
“community college” OR “apprenticeship”
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Notes

1. The main concern pertains to how representative a sample
is of the population of interest. When well-drawn probability
samples attain a response rate of 100%, nonresponse bias is not
present because survey answers are available from the entire sam-
ple. However, as the response rate decreases, nonresponse bias
becomes an issue if answers to survey items substantially differ
between those who completed the survey and those who did not.
Using the answers of just the survey responders would give biased
estimates of the population. Thus, guidance for survey research has
generally emphasized the importance of attaining high response
rates. For example, up until 2006 the U.S. Office of Management
and Budget recommended survey response rates of at least 80%
for federally-funded projects (Hendra & Hill, 2019). Most evalu-
ation researchers recommended lower thresholds, with 60% being
a common recommendation (Johnson & Wislar, 2012). Findings of
some recent studies suggest that low response rates do not neces-
sarily lead to nonresponse bias, specifically if the responders and
nonresponders are alike in the answers to survey items (for reviews
see Fosnacht et al., 2017; Hendra & Hill, 2019). Acknowledging
the complexity and debate around response rates, we chose a cus-
tomary minimum response rate of 60% as the cutoff. Of note, if we
used a more lenient response rate cutoff of 50%, there would have
been effect on which studies were included in our review. Only two
studies were excluded based on the response rate criterion alone,
and both of these studies analyzed high school completion rates
from the 2011 NYTD data. Our systematic review does include
NYTD data from the 2014 and 2017 cohorts, which both attained
response rates above 60%.

2. The Mental Health Service Use of Youth Leaving Foster
Care (Voyages) was another longitudinal study of 17-year-olds in
Missouri foster care in 2001-2003 (McMillen et al., 2004). This
study collected information on participants’ educational attainment,
but it only interviewed youth up to age 19 and thus did not meet the
eligibility criteria of this systematic review. The Northwest Foster
Care Alumni Study was another important study completed in the
early 2000s, however, it included adults who had been in foster
care under the supervision of Casey Families Programs or state
child welfare agencies in certain counties in Washington State and
Oregon between 1988 and 1998 (Pecora et al., 2005). This study
did not meet the eligibility criteria because the study participants
had not been in care after 2000.


https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5929-7716
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8477-3099

3. At the time of this systematic review, data from three NYTD
cohorts were publicly available: 2011, 2014, and 2017. However,
the first cohort had a follow-up response rate below 60%, so publi-
cations that used 2011 NYTD data failed to meet the inclusion cri-
teria for this systematic review. Findings from the 2014 and 2017
cohorts are included in this systematic review.

4. The NCES (2023a) reports that rates of secondary and post-
secondary degrees have risen over the past decade. In 2010, 89% of
25- to 29-year-olds had completed a high school diploma or GED
and 41% had completed an associate’s degree or higher. Using
these more conservative statistics, the completion gaps between
SEFC and their peers lessen but are still present, especially for col-
lege degree completion. It is estimated that the college degree com-
pletion rate for all young adults in the United States is about four to
five times higher than the college degree completion rate for SEFC.
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