
Children and Youth Services Review 33 (2011) 2335–2341

Contents lists available at SciVerse ScienceDirect

Children and Youth Services Review

j ourna l homepage: www.e lsev ie r.com/ locate /ch i ldyouth
An examination of post-secondary retention and graduation among foster care youth
enrolled in a four-year university

Angelique Day a,⁎, Amy Dworsky b, Kieran Fogarty c, Amy Damashek d

a Wayne State University School of Social Work, Thompson Home, 4756 Cass, Detroit, MI 48202, USA
b Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago, 1313 East 60th Street, Chicago, IL 60637, USA
c Western Michigan University, Interdisciplinary Health Sciences, Kalamazoo, MI 49008, USA
d Western Michigan University, Department of Clinical Psychology, Kalamazoo, MI 49008, USA
⁎ Corresponding author at: Western Michigan Unive
Sciences Department, Kalamazoo, MI 49008, USA. Tel.: +

E-mail addresses: angelique.g.day@wmich.edu, daya
adworsky@chapinhall.org (A. Dworsky), kieran.fogarty@
amy.damashek@wmich.edu (A. Damashek).

0190-7409/$ – see front matter © 2011 Elsevier Ltd. Al
doi:10.1016/j.childyouth.2011.08.004
a b s t r a c t
a r t i c l e i n f o
Article history:
Received 18 June 2011
Received in revised form 1 August 2011
Accepted 4 August 2011
Available online 16 August 2011

Keywords:
Foster youth
Transition to adulthood
Post-secondary education
College retention and graduation
This study uses administrative data from Michigan State University to examine whether students who are
former foster youth are more likely to drop out of college than low-income, first generation students who had
not been in foster care. Former foster youth were significantly more likely to drop out before the end of their
first year (21% vs. 13%) and prior to degree completion (34% vs. 18%) than their non-foster care peers. This
difference remained significant even after controlling for gender and race.
rsity, Interdisciplinary Health
1 989 430 2981.

ngel@msu.edu (A. Day),
wmich.edu (K. Fogarty),

l rights reserved.
© 2011 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

As of September 2009, approximately 58,000 foster youth, or 14%
of the total US foster care population, had a permanency goal of
emancipation or long-term foster care (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, Administration for Children, Youth & Families,
Children's Bureau, 2010). These youth are likely to “age out” of foster
care, and hence, will be at risk of experiencing negative outcomes
across several life domains including education, physical and mental
health, substance use, criminal justice system involvement, employ-
ment and economic self sufficiency, housing and family formation
(Courtney, 2009; Courtney, Dworsky, Lee, & Raap, 2010; Dworsky,
2008; McMillen & Tucker, 1999).

This study focuses on just one of these domains, education, and
specifically on post-secondary educational attainment. The reason for
this focus is that if foster youth can achieve higher levels of education,
they are much more likely to be employed in stable, meaningful jobs
and much less likely to experience incarceration and homelessness
(Leone & Weinberg, 2010).
1.1. Educational difficulties of youth in foster care

Both individual-level factors, such as trauma, and systemic factors,
like placement changes, contribute to poor educational outcomes
among youth in foster care (Bruce, Naccarato, Hopson, & Morrelli,
2010). Most children enter foster care because of abuse or neglect by
their parents (U.S. Department of Health and Human services,
Administration for Children, Youth & Families, Children's Bureau,
2008). The trauma experienced by children who have been neglected
or abused can lead to a variety of developmental problems, such as
learning disabilities or behavioral and emotional disorders (Berrick,
Needell, Barth, & Johnson-Reid, 1998; Casey Family Programs, 2003;
Harden, 2004). Additional trauma is experienced when children are
taken away from their birth families, when they are separated from
siblings, or when they are moved from one foster care placement to
another (Folman, 1998).

Entry into foster care, as well as any subsequent placement
changes, is often accompanied by changes in school. For example, over
one-third of 17- and 18-year old youth in the Midwest Evaluation of
the Adult Functioning of Former Foster Youth (the Midwest Study), a
longitudinal study of foster youth in Illinois, Iowa and Wisconsin, had
changed schools five or more times due to changes in their foster care
placement (Courtney, Terao, & Bost, 2004). These school changes can
have a negative effect on academic progress (Yu et al., 2002),
especially if poor coordination between child welfare and school
personnel as well as difficulties transferring school records lead to
significant delays when foster youth enroll in a new school (Legal
Center for Foster Care & Education, 2008). This may explain the
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1 Michigan State, the nation's first land grant university, was established in 1855. In
2010, it had a total enrollment of 47,131 students, of whom 36,058 were
undergraduates, and 84% of those undergraduates came from Michigan. International
students comprised 8% of the undergraduate population. Seventy percent of new
freshman applicants were admitted for Fall 2010 and 39% of the admitted students
enrolled. Seventy six percent of the students who entered as freshman in Fall 2004 had
graduated from MSU by Spring 2010 (Michigan State University College Portrait, n.d.).
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negative relationship between the educational achievement of foster
youth and placement instability (Pecora et al., 2005). School mobility
can also disrupt connections to peers and to teachers who might
otherwise be a source of social support (Barker & Adelman, 1994;
Cohen, Kasen, Brook, & Struening, 1991).

Whether the school difficulties experienced by foster youth arise
from the neglectful or abusive environment in which they lived prior to
placement or develop while they are foster care stay is not clear
(Finkelstein, Wamsley, & Miranda, 2002). It may be some combination
of the two. However, compared to youth in the general population,
youth in foster care are less likely to perform at grade level, are twice as
likely to repeat a grade (Burley & Halpern, 2001; Courtney et al., 2004;
Courtney, Piliavin, Grogan-Kaylor, & Nesmith, 2001; Pecora et al., 2005),
and tend to be concentrated in the lowest performing schools
(Smithgall, Gladden, Howard, Goerge, & Courtney, 2004). Foster youth
are also far more likely to experience out-of-school suspension and
expulsion than their peers who are not in foster care (Courtney et al.,
2004).

1.2. High school completion among foster youth

One consequence of these educational difficulties is that foster youth
are less likely to graduate from high school than their peers. Estimates
vary, depending on the study, but research suggests that as few as one-
third (e.g., McMillen & Tucker, 1999; Scannapieco, Schagrin, &
Scannapieco, 1995) or as many as two-thirds (; Courtney et al., 2005;
Courtney et al., 2007; Pecora et al., 2005) of youth in foster care graduate
fromhigh school. For example, Reily (2003) found that 50% of the youth
aging out of foster care in Nevada did not have a high school diploma,
although 75% indicated a desire to complete a postsecondary degree.

1.3. Post-secondary educational achievement among former foster youth

A number of studies have found that foster youth are less likely to
attend college than their peerswhowere not in foster care (Brandford&
English, 2004;Wolanon, 2005). Although some of these studies suggest
that fewer than 10% of foster youth attend college (Courtney et al.,
2001), others suggest that the figure may be as high as one-third
(Courtney et al., 2007). Research also suggests that even when foster
youth do attend college, they are less likely than their non-foster care
counterparts to earn a degree (Courtney et al., 2010; Davis, 2006).

For example, by age 23 or 24, slightly less than one third of the
Midwest Study participants had completed at least one year of college
compared to 53% of a nationally representative sample of 23 and
24 year old youth (Courtney et al., 2010). Moreover, just 6% of the
Midwest Study participants but 30% of the nationally representative
sample had earned a two- or four-year degree. Similarly, using data
from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), Davis (2006)
found that only 26% of undergraduates who had been in foster care
had earned a degree or certificate within six years of enrollment
compared with 56% of their non-foster care peers.

1.4. Barriers to persistence in higher education for foster youth

Researchers have only recently begun to explore why so few
former foster youthwho attend college graduate with a degree. One of
the first studies to address this question found that the college
education of students who aged out of foster care was marked by
interruptions (Merdinger, Hines, Osterling, & Wyatt, 2005). Nearly
half of the former foster youth attending a four-year university in
California had transferred from another school, primarily from a
community college. One in five had previously withdrawn from
college, and 16% were considering withdrawing. Not surprisingly,
perhaps, two-thirds of the students in this study felt that the child
welfare system had not prepared them very well for college.
Other studies suggest that economic difficulties may prevent some
former foster youth from completing a degree. For example,
precarious finances were one of the challenges faced by students in
the Merdinger et al. (2005) study. Likewise, the most common reason
Midwest Study participants gave for dropping out of an educational or
vocational training program was the need to work (Courtney et al.,
2010).

Lack of preparation for postsecondary education is yet another
reason former foster youth who attend college fail to graduate. In high
school, foster youth are much less likely to take college preparatory
courses than their peers (Blome, 1997) even when they have similar
grades and test scores (Sheehy et al., 2001).

Finally, student service personnel at most post-secondary in-
stitutions are not familiar with or prepared to address the unique
needs of this population (Dworsky & Perez, 2009). This may explain,
in part, whymany of the students in the Merdinger et al. (2005) study
reported not being able or not knowing how to obtain the help they
needed.

1.5. Present study

This study examines whether former foster youth are more likely
to drop out of college than low-income, first generation students who
had not been in foster care. Although prior studies have paid some
attention to college retention among former foster youth (Hernandez
& Naccarato, 2010; Merdinger et al., 2005), this is one of the first
studies to make retention a major focus. Moreover, unlike previous
studies which have often not distinguished between former foster
youth attending 2- and 4-year schools, this study is limited to students
attending a single 4-year university. Finally, whereas previous studies
have typically used the general young adult population or all
undergraduates as their comparison group, the comparison group in
this study is students from similar socioeconomic backgrounds.

2. Methods

This study used de-identified administrative data from the Michigan
State University (MSU) student information systems database.1 This
database includes information from the Registrar's Office, the Admissions
Office, the Financial Aid Office, and the Budgets and Planning Office.

2.1. Sample

The sample included two groups of undergraduates who were
enrolled at MSU between January 2000 and May 2009: a group of 444
undergraduates who had identified themselves as former “wards of
the Court” on the Federal Application For Student Aid (FAFSA) form
and a comparison group of 378 low-income, first generation college
students who had not been in foster care. The comparison groupwas a
stratified random sample selected from the total population of 6202
MSU undergraduates who reported that neither of their parents had
completed any college and whose taxable family income for the
preceding year did not exceed 150% of the federal poverty level. That
population was stratified by year of first enrollment and a random
sample was selected from each cohort to approximately equal the
number of foster youth who first enrolled in that year. The
comparison group was limited to low-income, first generation college
students to reduce the likelihood that any differences in educational



Table 1
Demographic characteristics of students in the foster care and non-foster samples.

Foster care
(n=444)

Non-foster care
(n=387)

# % # % χ2 p

Total 444 100 378 100
Race 5.51 .06

White 199 45 175 46
African American 186 42 134 35
Other 59 13 69 18

Gender 1.11 .29
Male 184 41 143 38
Female 260 59 235 62

Table 2
Between group differences in dropping out before the end of the 1st year.

Foster care
(n=444)

Non-foster care
(n=378)

# % # % χ2 p

Total 95 21.4 49 13 10.05 .01**
Race

White 47 23.6 13 7.4 18.12 .001***
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outcomes between the two groups could be explained by socioeco-
nomic differences in their backgrounds.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Independent variables
The main independent variable was “ward of the Court” status as

measured by responses to the FAFSA form question. Other independent
variables included gender and race. Student ethnicitywas categorized as
White, African American or other based on self-reported identification
on the FAFSA.

2.2.2. Dependent variables
The outcomemeasureswere two dichotomous dependent variables.

One indicatedwhether students had dropped out before the end of their
first year. Students were coded as dropping out before the end of their
first year if they did not have a GPA for the first or second semester. This
outcome measure was chosen because completing any college has
benefits in the form of increased lifetime earnings even if it does not
result in a college degree (Day & Newburger, 2002). The other
dependent variable indicated whether students had dropped out prior
to degree completion. Students were coded as dropping out prior to
degree completion if they withdrew from the university before earning
a degree.2

Students were excluded from the analysis if they were still
enrolled at the end of the observation period, but had not yet reached
the end of first year (in the case of the first outcome measure) or had
not yet graduated (in the case of the second outcome measure).
Removing these students from the analysis may bias the results in one
of two ways.3 If the excluded students were more likely to graduate
(eventually) than the students who were included, then the
percentage who dropped out will be overestimated. Conversely, if
the excluded students were less likely to graduate (eventually) than
the students who were included, then the percentage who dropped
out will be underestimated.

2.3. Analysis

The data were analyzed using SPSS, version 16.0. After examining
the relationship between “ward of the Court” status and dropping out
at the bivariate level, two logistic regression models were estimated.
Logistic regression can be used to measure the effect of one or more
predictor (independent) variables on the odds that an event
(dependent variable) will occur (Field, 2005). The parameter
estimates can be converted into odds ratios. An odds ratio significantly
greater than one means that an increase in the value of the predictor
variable is associated with an increase in the estimated odds that the
outcome will occur; an odds ratio significantly less than one means
that an increase in the value of the predictor variable is associated with
a decrease in the estimated odds that the outcome will occur. Of
particular interest in this study is whether being a former ward of the
Court increased or decreased the estimated odds that a student would
dropout before the end of his or her first year or prior to graduation.

3. Findings

Table 1 shows the demographic characteristics of the students in the
foster care and comparison groups.White students comprised the largest
percentage of both groups and, in both groups, females outnumbered
2 The data do not distinguish between students who dropped out and those who
withdrew but transferred to another school.

3 An alternative approach that avoids this problem is to use survival analysis. A
paper using that approach is under review.
males. There were no statistically significant differences between the two
groups with regard to race or gender.

Table 2 shows that 21% of the students in the foster care group had
dropped out before the end of their first year compared with 13% of
their non-foster care peers. AlthoughWhite students in the foster care
group were more likely to drop out than White students who had not
been in foster care, between-group differences were not observed
among African American students or students of other races. Female
students in the foster care groupwere significantlymore likely to drop
out before the end of their first year than their counterparts who had
not been in foster care but this between-group difference was not
observed among the males.

Table 3 shows that race was not associated with dropping out
within the foster care group but African American students in the
comparison group were significantly more likely to drop out than
their White counterparts. Gender was not associated with dropping
out within either group.

Tables 4 and 5 are similar to Tables 2 and 3, but the outcome
measure is dropping out prior to degree completion. Just over one
third of the students in the foster care group dropped out prior to
degree completion compared with only 18% of their non-foster care
peers. This difference was statistically significant. White foster care
students were more likely to drop out than their non-foster care
peers. Although between-group differences were not observed among
African American students or students of other races, both female and
male students in the foster care group were significantly more likely
to drop out than their same-gender counterparts who had not been in
foster care.

Table 5 shows that race was not associated with dropping out
within the foster care group but African American students in the
comparison group were significantly more likely to drop out than
their White counterparts. Gender was not associated with dropping
out within either group. These results are similar to results presented
in Table 3.
African American 40 21.5 27 20.1 .09 .77
Other 8 13.6 9 13 .01 .93

Gender
Male 40 21.7 20 14 3.23 .07
Female 55 21.2 29 12.3 6.81 .01**

** Pb .01; ***Pb .001.



Table 3
Within group differences in dropping out before the end of the first year.

Foster care (n=444) Non-foster care (n=387)

# % χ2 p # % χ2 p

Race 2.74 .25 10.89 .01
White 47 24 13 7
African American 40 22 27 20
Other 8 16 9 13

Gender .02 .88 .21 .64
Male 40 22 20 14
Female 55 21 29 12

Pb .01; Pb.001.

Table 5
Within group differences in dropping out prior to degree completion.

Foster care Non-foster care

# % χ2 p # % χ2 p

Race 3.54 .17 13.53 .001
White 65 33 18 10
African American 71 38 35 26
Other 15 25 15 22

Gender 1.22 .27 .15 .70
Male 68 37 27 19
Female 83 32 41 17

Pb .01; Pb .001.
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Two logistic regression models were estimated to determine
whether students who had been in foster care were still more likely to
drop out than their non-foster care peers after controlling for race and
gender. Table 6 shows the results of the model predicting whether
students had dropped out before the end of their first year. Even after
controlling for race and gender, the estimated odds of dropping out
were almost two times higher for former foster youth than for their
non-foster care peers, and neither race nor gender was a significant
predictor of dropping out.

Table 7 shows the results of the model predicting whether
students dropped out before degree completion. Even after control-
ling for race and gender, the estimated odds of dropping out prior to
degree completion were more than two times higher for students
who had been in foster care than for their non-foster care peers.
Neither race nor gender was a significant predictor of dropping out
prior to degree completion.
4. Discussion

The present study examined whether foster youth were more
likely to drop out of college than non-foster, low-income first
generation college students in a four-year university. The students
who had been in foster care were significantly more likely to drop out
before the end of their first year (21% vs 13%) and prior to degree
completion (34% vs 18%) than low-income, first generation students
who had not been in foster care. This is consistent with the results of
earlier studies which have found that former foster youth who attend
college are less likely to earn a degree than their non-foster care peers
(Courtney et al., 2010; Davis, 2006). However, the difference in
dropping out was not as large as might be expected given the
difference in degree completion that these other studies have
reported. This may be because the comparison group was limited to
students from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds.

A relationship between race and dropping out was found at the
bivariate level, but only among studentswhohadnot been in foster care.
Table 4
Between group differences in dropping out before degree completion.

Foster care
(n=444)

Non-foster care
(n=378)

# % # % χ2 p

Total 151 34 68 18 26.81 .001
Race 8.62 .01

White 65 32.6 18 10.2 26.73 .001
African American 71 38.1 35 26.1 5.12 .05
Other 9 20 15 22 .24 .62

Gender .54 .46
Male 68 36.9 27 18.8 12.50 .001
Female 83 31.9 41 17.4 13.78 .001

Pb .01; Pb .001.
White students who had been in foster care were no less likely to drop
out than their African American counterparts, and race was not related
to dropping out at the multivariate level. Nor was there a relationship
between dropping out and gender. Although Courtney et al. (2010)
reported that young women in the Midwest Study were more likely to
have completed at least one year of college than theirmale counterparts
(37% vs 26%), they did not report drop out rates. Additionally, whereas
Diprete andBuchmann(2006) found thatwomengraduate fromcollege
at a higher rate than men, Hertzog (2005) found no gender differences
in college retention.
4.1. Implications for policy and practice

Over the past few decades, federal policies have attempted to
increase college access among youth in foster care. Congress created
the Title IV-E Independent Living Initiative in 1986 to help states
prepare foster youth for self-sufficiency and the transition to
adulthood. It was succeeded by the John H. Chafee Foster Care
Independence Program (CFCIP) in 1999. Established by the Foster
Care Independence Act, this program doubled the amount of money
available to States for independent living preparation and gave them
greater flexibility with respect to the use of those funds. Current and
former foster youth are eligible for Chafee-funded services, including
education and vocational training, until they are 21 years old (U.S.
Department of Health & Human Services, n.d.).

As part of the Promoting Safe and Stable Families Amendment of
2001, Congress added the Education and Training Voucher (ETV)
Program to the Foster Care Independence Act. This is the first federal
program specifically created to address the post-secondary educational
needs of current and former foster youth. States can use their ETV funds
to provide current and former foster youthwith up to $5000 per year for
postsecondary training and education. Youth participating in the
program on their 21st birthday remain eligible until age 23, as long as
they are making satisfactory progress toward completion of their
program (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, n.d.).
Table 6
Predictors of dropping out before the end of the first year.

95% Confidence
interval

Estimated odds ratio Lower Upper

Former ward of the court 1.772⁎⁎ 1.214 2.587
Gender

Male
Female .899 .613 1.289

Race
White
African American .821 .457 1.475

Other .602 .335 1.082

⁎⁎ pb .01.



Table 7
Predictors of dropping out prior to degree completion.

95% Confidence
interval

Estimated odds ratio Lower Upper

Former ward of the court 2.278⁎⁎⁎ 3.175 1.637
Gender

Male
Female 0.797 1.103 0.576

Race
White
African American 1.107 1.802 0.681
Other 0.644 1.045 0.397

⁎⁎⁎ pb .001.
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The most recent major federal child welfare legislation, the Fostering
Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008, also
contains a number of provisions related to the education of youth in foster
care. These include provisions to promote educational stability and to
expand eligibility for the ETV program to youth who exit foster care
through adoption or relative guardianshipwhen they are at least 16 years
old (Legal Center for Foster Care & Education, 2008). Another provision
allows states to claim Title IV-E federal reimbursement for expenditures
made on behalf of eligible foster youth until their 21st birthday. This is
important because extending foster care to age 21 increases the likelihood
that young people will complete at least one year of college (Dworsky &
Courtney, 2009).

Foster youth may also benefit from the College Cost Reduction Act
of 2009, which allows students who were in foster care at age 13 or
older to claim independent status when applying for federal financial
aid (Fernandes, 2008).

These policy changes notwithstanding, the results of this study
suggest that there is still a significant gap in college retention and
graduation between students who were in foster care and their peers
who were not. The question then becomes why this gap persists.

One potential explanation for why students who had been in foster
care had a higher odds of dropping out is that they arrived on campus
without strong connections to caring adultswhomthey could turn to for
support in dealingwith the stresses of college-level coursework and the
pressures of college life (Mitchell & Trickett, 1980; National Center for
MentalHealth Promotion&YouthViolencePrevention, 2010). Thus, one
way to increase the college retention and graduation rates among foster
care alumni would be to provide them with mentors or other formal
sources of social support to compensate for their lack of access to
informal networks (Mendes, 2006). In fact, having access to positive
social support on campus, including faculty and community mentors,
seems to increase the likelihood that college students will persist to
graduation (Haussmann, Schofield, & Woods, 2007.)

The higher odds of dropping out among students who had been in
foster care might also be explained by the barriers to postsecondary
education identifiedbyprevious studies (Courtneyet al., 2010;Dworsky&
Perez, 2009; Merdinger et al., 2005). This is not to say that low-income
first-generation college students don't face some of these same barriers.
However, overcoming those barriersmay be evenmore difficult for foster
care alumni.

This has certainly been the rationale behind the growing number of
campus-based programs that provide former foster youth with the
wrap-around services and supports they need to succeed in school and
graduate. No two programs are alike, but many offer academic tutoring,
social and emotional support, year round housing, and financial aid
(Dworsky & Perez, 2009). Hence, another way to increase college
retention and graduation rates among this population would be for the
federal government or the states to fund the implementation and
evaluation of campus support initiatives for alumni of foster care.
Although foster care alumni will generally be eligible for financial
aid, this money is often not enough to cover all of their education and
living expenses. For some, the only way to make ends meet is to work
while attending school, and full-time college students are less likely to
succeed in school if theyworkmore than 15–20 h aweek (Pike, Kuh, &
Massa-McKinley, 2009).

To address this problem, foster care alumni could be given priority
placement in federally-funded work study programs. Work study is less
likely to compromise their educational success both because the number
of hours students canwork over the course of the semester is limited and
becausework hours aremore flexible (Oklahoma State University, 2010).
The latter is important when students need extra time to study and
prepare for exams. That said, it is not clear howmuch employment needs
to be accounted for the differences in dropping out between former foster
care students and their non-foster care peers observed in the present
study, especially because all of the students in the comparisongroup came
from low-income families.

Foster care alumniwould also benefit if the federal ETV programwere
revised. Requiring foster youth to apply for ETV funds before their 21st
birthday, and cutting off their eligibility once they are 23 years old is not
conducive to their postsecondary educational success. Students who had
been in foster care may need more time to complete college than the
program currently allows for at least two reasons. First, because many
foster youth repeat a grade before they graduate fromhigh school (Burley
&Halpern, 2001; Courtney et al., 2001, 2004; Pecora et al., 2005), they are
often older than 18 when they enter college. Second, many former foster
youth are required to enroll in remedial courses before they are ready to
begin college-level work (Conley, 2005; Dworsky & Perez, 2009).
Although these remedial courses don't count towards degree completion,
they do add to the amount of time it takes to graduate (Davis, 2006).

Finally, greater coordination among public and private child welfare
agencies, high schools, and postsecondary institutions is needed to ensure
a more seamless transition for college-bound foster youth (Legal Center
for Foster Care & Education, 2008). Navigating the bewildering labyrinth
of agencies and programs that provide services to young people
transitioning out of foster care can be a real challenge. One possible
solution is to enlist the help of an intermediary organization that is
responsible for coordinating services across systems (Hoye & Sturgis,
2005). Another would be to co-locate high school, college and child
welfare personnel.

4.2. Strengths and limitations

Like any study, this research has both strengths and limitations. A
major strength is that this is the first study to compare college
retention and graduation rates among foster care alumni to college
retention and graduation rates among other students from socio-
economically disadvantaged backgrounds, and both samples were
large enough to estimate multivariate models.

The fact that all of the students were attending the same four-year
university could be viewed as either a strength or a limitation. Prior
studies of postsecondary educational attainment among foster care
alumni have included students attending community colleges or
vocational schools as well as four-year universities. If the relationship
between having been in foster care and dropping out is different at
different types of postsecondary educational institutions, then
treating students from different types of schools as if they were the
same could make the relationship more difficult to detect.

At the same time, the fact that this study only included students at
a single four-year university does raise questions about its general-
izability. Because the admission requirements at MSU are fairly
rigorous, the foster care alumni in this study may have been more
resilient or faced fewer barriers than the typical college student who
had been in foster care. One of the ironies in higher education is that
the most selective schools, which enroll the best prepared students,
tend to offer more guidance and to have more resources than schools
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which enroll the least prepared and most at-risk students (Brock,
2006). This might explain why theminority student graduation rate is
higher at more selective colleges than at less or non-selective schools
(Griffith, 2008). One way to test the generalizability of these results
would be to conduct similar studies using administrative data from
other universities or colleges, including two-year schools.

Another limitation of this study is that the multivariate analysis
could not control for several potentially confounding variables (e.g.,
measures of prior academic peformance such as high school GPA and
ACT/SAT scores) because the information was not contained in the
MSU student database. Controlling for these factors is important
because foster care students tend to be concentrated in the lowest
performing high schools (Smithgall et al., 2004). It would also be
important to incorporate factors such as age at exit from foster care,
years between foster care exit and college enrollment, and foster care
placement history into the analysis.

Gaining access to these data would require data sharing agree-
ments not only between the university and the state child welfare
agency (which, in the case of Michigan, is the State Department of
Human Services) but also between the university and the State
Department of Education or, in a state like Michigan that lacks a
centralized data system, with individual school districts. Additionally,
securing agreements to match individual-level foster care placement
data with individual-level student records could prove challenging
given concerns about confidentiality and compliance with the Family
Education Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA).

Finally, the study was also limited by the fact that the MSU student
database does not distinguish between students who are eligible for
federal work-study and those who actually participate in a work-
study program. This matters because participation in on-campus,
work-study programs may increase student retention rates (OSU
Federal Work-study Information, 2010).
5. Conclusion

Changes in the U.S. economy havemade the attainment of a higher
education credential more important than ever. However, the results
from the present study suggest that college students who have been
in foster care continue to lag behind their peers with respect to college
retention and graduation, even when compared to low-income, first
generation students. Therefore, it is critical that child welfare, K-12,
and higher education systems work together to support the
postsecondary educational aspirations of court wards. This includes
the creation of campus-based programs that provide foster care
alumni with wraparound services and supports not only during the
transition from high school to college, but also from the start of their
first semester until the day they graduate.
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