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Weighing the Costs and Benefits of 
Extending Foster Care to Age 21

Amy Dworsky

Senior Researcher

Why extend foster care to age 21?   

Foster youth in the Midwest Study who were 
no longer in care at age 19:

• 36% had no high school diploma or GED

• 14% had been homeless at least once

• 53% were not employed

• 53% had no health insurance

• 50% of the males had been arrested and 39% 
had been incarcerated since their baseline 
interview 

• 37% of the females had been pregnant since 
their baseline interview
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Costs of extending foster care to age 21

• In Illinois, the average annual cost of caring for 
foster youth ages 18 to 21 is $20,800

• Young people tend to remain in foster care an 
average of 2 years beyond their 18th birthday

• Cost per youth is offset by an average of $1,826 

not spent on public assistance 

Per-youth cost of extending care ~ $38,000 

Two cost sharing scenarios
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Young people who can stay in care until age 21 are 
more likely to pursue postsecondary education
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Extending Foster Care → Education →
Earnings

• Former foster youth who have a BA can expect to 
earn $481,000 more over their work life than if 
they only have a high school diploma 

• Former foster youth who complete some college 
but not a BA can expect to earn $129,000 more 
over their work life than if they only have a high 
school diploma 

• Allowing foster youth to remain in care until age 21 
will double the percentage who earn a BA from 
10.2% to 20.4%
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Benefits of extending foster care to age 21

ÁThe estimated increase in lifetime earnings 

($72,000) from postsecondary education 

exceeds the average net cost of an 

additional 2 years in care ($38,000) 

Á2:1 benefit-to-cost ratio  

ÁOther benefits are not yet monetized

Estimated increase in lifetime earnings 
under different assumptions
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Conclusions

• Experience in other states may be different and 
other factors may have contributed to differences 
in postsecondary educational attainment  

• Less need for speculation about the effects of 
extending care on postsecondary education as the 
Midwest Study continues 

• Fostering Connections will reduce financial 
burden on states

• Potential benefits to foster youth and society will 
more than offset the costs to government

Resources and Contact Information

Amy Dworsky
Senior Researcher
adworsky@chapinhall.org
773-256-5164

Chapin Hall Resources
Extending Foster Care to Age 21: Weighing the Costs to Government 

against the Benefits to Youth 
Helping Former Foster Youth Graduate from College
National Review of Policies and Programs Supporting Youth 

Transitioning Out of Foster Care
Midwest Evaluation of the Adult Functioning of Former Foster Youth
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A project funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Childrenôs Bureau

Urban Institute ×Chapin Hall ×NORC

Multi -site Evaluation of Foster Youth Programs

Impact Findings

Life Skills Training Program

Early Start to Emancipation Preparation-

Tutoring

Mark E. Courtney

Executive Director, 

Partners for Our Children, 

University of Washington

Multi -site Evaluation of Foster Youth Programs

Urban Institute×Chapin Hall ×NORC

A project funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Childrenôs Bureau

Analysis Approach

ÁImpact analyses based on comparisons 

between subjects assignedto treatment and 

control groups (i.e., ITT) 

ÅGroups are equivalent, results are unbiased 

ÅITT = effect of program on participants

if subjects follow the assignment protocol
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Multi -site Evaluation of Foster Youth Programs

Urban Institute×Chapin Hall ×NORC

A project funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Childrenôs Bureau

Life Skills Training Program

ÅLife skills curriculum; outreach offered to youth 
(16 and up)

ÅTen 3-hour classes held twice a week at 19 
community colleges

ÅInstructors are community college employees  

ÅOutreach advisors recruit youth, provide conduit 
to other community services

Multi -site Evaluation of Foster Youth Programs

Urban Institute×Chapin Hall ×NORC

A project funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Childrenôs Bureau

LST: Impact Findings

ÁNo /  few differences were found between 

LST and control group youth

ÁAfter statistical adjustments for multiple signi-

ficance tests, no significant findings remained



Extending Foster Care to Age 21: 

Benefits, Costs, and Opportunities for 

States

July 15, 2009 - Web Conference

NGA Center for Best Practices and 

Chapin Hall 9

Multi -site Evaluation of Foster Youth Programs

Urban Institute×Chapin Hall ×NORC

A project funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Childrenôs Bureau

LST Implications

Foster youth get help preparing for adulthood from a 

variety of sources:

ÁWhat should be the role of classroom-based life 

skills training? 

ÁWhat should be the role of other sources, such as 

foster parents and residential providers?

Multi -site Evaluation of Foster Youth Programs

Urban Institute×Chapin Hall ×NORC

A project funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Childrenôs Bureau

Early Start to Emancipation Preparation-

Tutoring Program

ÅIn-home tutoring for youth (14-16), 1-3 years behind 

grade level in math or reading

ÅProvided through 12 community colleges

ÅCollege student tutors expected to mentor youth

ÅFocus on math and reading skills, not school 

homework
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Multi -site Evaluation of Foster Youth Programs

Urban Institute×Chapin Hall ×NORC

A project funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Childrenôs Bureau

Process Study ïEarly Start to Emancipation 

Preparation-Tutoring Program

ÅService take-up

ï 62 percent of treatment youth took the service

ï Youth received 18 hrs of math and 17 hrs of reading tutoring on average

ÅMany tutored youth were more than 3 years behind in math or 

reading

ÅNo differentiation of special educational needs

ÅAverage hours and weeks served less than guidelines

ÅMinimal post-tutoring mentoring and contact

Multi -site Evaluation of Foster Youth Programs

Urban Institute×Chapin Hall ×NORC

A project funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Childrenôs Bureau

ESTEP: Impact Findings

ÁNo significant differences were found 

between ESTEP and control group youth at 

the year 2 follow-up interview
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Multi -site Evaluation of Foster Youth Programs

Urban Institute×Chapin Hall ×NORC

A project funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Childrenôs Bureau

ESTEP-Tutoring Implications

ÁControl youth more likely to receive school-based

tutoring

ÁEducational trajectories of foster youth are poor in 

general

ÁTutoring appears to be readily available to foster 

youth from school-based sources

ÁLimitations of home-based tutoring 

Extending Foster Care to 21: 

State Priorities and Strategies

Jody Grutza

Senior Policy Analyst,

National Governors Association

Center for Best Practices
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NGA Activities with States to 

Support Youth in Transition

Policy Academy

ÅCalifornia, Florida, Illinois, 

Michigan, Minnesota, and 

South Carolina

Å2006-2007 

ÅStrategic action plans to 

better support youth 

transitioning out of foster 

care

Learning Network

ÅConnecticut, Maine, 

Massachusetts, Minnesota, 

New Mexico, New York, and 

North Carolina

ÅThroughout 2009

ÅFocus on peer to peer 

knowledge exchange

What are states focusing on?

ÅHousing

ÅEducation

ÅEmployment

ÅIndependent Living 
Planning

ÅYouth Engagement

ÅPermanency

ÅProviding Care 

beyond 18

ÅFostering 

Connections Act

ÅAnd much moreé
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Extending Care to 21

ÅConnecticut

ïExtends care to 21

ÅMassachusetts 

ïExtends care to 23

ÅIllinois

ïExtends care to 21

Much more to extending care…

Permanency

ÅMassachusetts Permanency BSC

ïStatewide Breakthrough Series Collaborative

ÅMaine Permanency Initiative

ï2006 Permanency Guardianship Legislation

ïVision of Permanency for Older Youth
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Education

ÅCalifornia Guardian Scholars Program

ïConnects former foster youth to postsecondary 

education and training

ÅMichigan

ïStatewide Education Conference

ÅNorth Carolina REACH Program

ïScholarships and Comprehensive Student 

Support

Housing

ÅNew York Chelsea Foyer and New York, 

New York

ïSupportive Housing Programs

ïSupports Several Levels of Need

ÅNew Mexico Transitions

ïPermanent Supportive Housing Program

ïChild Welfare and Juvenile Justice Youth
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Resources and Contact 

Information
Questions:

Jody Grutza

NGA Center for Best Practices

jgrutza@nga.org

202-624-5253

NGA Resources

Å State Policies to Help Youth Transition Out of Foster Care January 

2007 available at http://www.nga.org/Files/pdf/0701YOUTH.PDF

Å Coming soonéupdated Issue Brief on State Policies to Help Youth 

Transition Out of Foster Care

Massachusetts Strategic Approach
ÁVision

ÁBest Practice

ÁPolicy Needs to Support

Á Improved Outcomes

Mary Gambon

Assistant Commissioner, 

Adoption, Foster Care, 

and Adolescent Services, 

Massachusetts 

Department of Children 

and Families

mailto:jgrutza@nga.org
http://www.nga.org/Files/pdf/0701YOUTH.PDF
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Massachusetts Strategic Approach

ÁStrengthen Families

ÁSafely Reunify Families

ÁCreating New Families

Agency Core Principles

1980 - 2002

ÁFocus: Life skills development leading to 
self sufficiency

2003 - To Date

ÁFocus: Permanency and Readiness Assessments 
and Educational Achievement

Historical Perspective

Massachusetts Strategic Approach
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ÁAgency culture must believe in servicing youth +18

ÁAgency commitment during fiscal reductions

ÁYouth voice and engagement is critical

ÁProviding intensive casework

ÁProviding Safety Net

Lessons Learned

Massachusetts Strategic Approach

ÁPlacement

Á Intensive casework support

ÁYouth internship programs

ÁMentoring programs

ÁLife skills curriculum

Á Independent living support program

ÁDischarge support programs

Support Services Post 18

Massachusetts Strategic Approach
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ÁExtend voluntary services

ÁExtend subsidies

ÁAllow youth to ñreturnò to care through 22

ÁExtend MassHealth (Medicaid) to 21

ÁExpanded educational supports

Increased Opportunities for 
Youth Post 18

Massachusetts Strategic Approach

ÁReview panels for continuing care beyond 18

ÁYouth readiness and transition plans

ÁVoluntary Placement Agreements

Enhanced Practice

Massachusetts Strategic Approach
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Question and Answer Session

Patrick Boyle
Youth Today 

Mark E. Courtney
Partners for Our 

Children, University of 

Washington

Amy Dworsky
Chapin Hall at the 

University of Chicago

Mary Gambon

Adoption, Foster Care, 

and Adolescent Services, 

Massachusetts 

Department of Children 

and Families

Jody Grutza

National Governors 

Association Center for 

Best Practices

Please use the Q&A window to type in your questions. 

Your name will appear automatically; please include your affiliation and location.

You will be notified by e-mail when the recording of todayôs 

web conference is available.

Subscribe to the Chapin Hall Alert for updates on new 

publications and web conferences at www.chapinhall.org.

If you have questions about the web conference, contact   

Marc van Bree at mvanbree@chapinhall.org.


