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 Abstract

This study uses administrative data from Michigan State University, a high ranking university located in the Midwest region of the United States, to examine whether former foster care 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.    
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AN EXAMINATION OF POST-SECONDARY RETENTION AND GRADUATION AMONG FOSTER CARE YOUTH ENROLLED IN A FOUR-YEAR UNIVERSITY

1. Background and Significance 

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. DHHS, 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, employment and economic self sufficiency, housing and family formation (Courtney, Dworsky, Lee & Raap, 2010; Courtney, 2009; Center for the Study of Social Policy, 2009; 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 and 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 and systemic factors contribute to poor educational outcomes for youth in foster care (Bruce, Naccarato, Hopson, & Morrelli, 2010).  At the individual level, most children enter foster care because of abuse or neglect by their parents (U.S. DHHS, Child Maltreatment Report, 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 (Harden, 2004; Berrick, Needell, Barth, & Johnson-Reid, 1998; Casey Family Programs, 2003a). 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 placements changes, is often accompanied by changes in school. For example, over one-third of 17- and 18-year olds 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 (McNaught, 2009).  This may explain the 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 (Cohen, Kasen, Brook, and Struening, 1991; Barker & Adelman, 1994). 

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 (Courtney et al., 2001; Courtney, Terao & Bost, 2004; Pecora et al, 2005; Burley & Halpern, 2001), and tend to be concentrated in the lowest performing schools (Smithgall et al., 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, Terao & Bost, 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.  Depending on the study, the high school graduation rate among youth in foster care may be as low as one-third (e.g., Scannepieco et al, 1995; McMillen & Tucker, 1999) or as high as two-thirds (Festinger, 1983; Barth, 1990; Blome, 1997; Courtney et al 2005; Pecora et al. 2005; Courtney et al 2007). For example, Reilly (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 Foster Youth 

A number of studies have found that foster youth are less likely to attend college than their non-foster care peers (Brandford & English, 2004; Wolanin, 2005).  Although some of these studies suggest that fewer than 10 percent of foster youth attend college (Jones & Moses, 1984; Courtney, Piliavin & Grogan-Taylor, 1998), others suggest that that figure may be as high as one-third (Courtney et al., 2007; Festinger, 1983; Barth, 1990).  Research also suggests that even when foster youth do attend college, they are less likely to earn a degree than their non-foster care peers (Courtney, Dworsky, Lee, & Rapp, 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 olds (Courtney, Dworsky, Lee, & Rapp, 2010).  Moreover, just six percent of the Midwest Study participants but 30% of the nationally representative sample had earned a degree.  Similarly, using data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), Davis (2006) found only 26 percent of “college-qualified”
 foster youth earn a degree or certificate within six years of enrollment compared with 56 percent of their peers who had not been in foster care.

In sum, there is a significant gap in educational attainment between former foster youth and their non-foster peers at both the high school and college level (Courtney et al, 2010). 

1.4 Barriers to Persistence in Higher Education for Foster Youth 

Researchers have only recently begun to explore why so few foster youth who 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 et al., 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 students had previously withdrawn, and 16 percent 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 (Merdinger, et al., 2005).  

Other studies suggest that economic difficulties may be preventing some foster youth from completing a degree.  One of the challenges faced by students in the Merdinger et al. (2005) study was a precarious financial situation.  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 foster youth who attend college may fail to graduate.  Foster youth are much less likely to take college preparatory courses in high school 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 institutions are not familiar with or prepared to address the unique needs of this population (Dworsky & Perez, 2009).  This may explain, in part, why many 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 Policy and Program Responses to the Educational Needs of Foster Youth 

Over the past few decades, federal policies have attempted to increase access to college 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 and gave them greater flexibility with respect to the use of those funds. Current and former foster care youth are eligible for Chafee-funded services, including education and vocational training, until they are 21 years old (DHHS, ACF, 2001). 


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.  It allows states to provide current and former foster youth with up to $5,000 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 (Center for the Study of Social Policy, 2009).  

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 designed to promote educational stability and to expand eligibility for the ETV program to youth who exit foster care through adoption or relative guardianship when they are at least 16 years old.  Another provision allows states to claim Title IV-E federal reimbursement for expenditures made on behalf of youth in foster care until their 21st birthday (Center for the Study of Social Policy, 2009).   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 care youth may also benefit from the federal College Cost Reduction Act of 2009, which allows those who were in care at age 13 and older to claim independent status when applying for federal financial aid (Fernandes, 2008).  

1.6 Present Study

This study examines whether former foster care youth are more likely to drop out of college than low-income, first generation students who had not been in foster care.  It addresses several gaps in our knowledge about post-secondary educational attainment among foster care alumni.  First, whereas prior studies have paid some attention to college retention among this population (Hernandez &Naccarato, 2010; Merdinger, 2005), retention is a major focus of this study.  Second, unlike previous studies which have often not distinguished between 2- and 4-year schools, this study is limited to students attending a 4-year university. And third, whereas previous studies have generally 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.  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 MSU 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 group was a stratified random sample selected from the total population of 6,202 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 percent 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 care 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 outcomes between the two groups could be explained by differences in their socioeconomic 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.  Students were categorized as White, African American or other.

2.2.2 Dependent Variables

The outcome measures were two dichotomous dependent variables.  One was whether 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 was 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.
  

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, graduation (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
.  If the students who were excluded from the analysis were more likely to graduate (eventually) than the students who were included, then the percentage who dropped out will be overestimated.  Conversely, if the students who were excluded from the analysis 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 administrative data were analyzed using SPSS, version 16.0 (SPSS Inc., IBM Company).   Bivariate relationships between “ward of the Court” status, on the one hand, and race and gender, on the other, were examined using a chi square test.  The multivariate analysis involved estimating two logistic regression models.  Logistic regression can be used to estimate the effect of one or more predictor (independent) variables on the odds that an outcome or event (categorical, dependent variable) will occur (Field, 2005).  The parameter estimates can be converted into odds ratios.  An odds ratio significantly greater than one indicates 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 indicates that an increase in the value of the predictor variable is associated with a decrease in the estimated odds that the outcome will occur (Field, 2005).  Of particular interest in this study is whether being a former ward of the court increased or decreased the estimated odds that students would dropout before the end of their first year or prior to graduation.  

3. Findings

Table 1 shows the demographic characteristics of the foster youth sample and the comparison group of non-foster youth.  White students comprised largest percentage of both groups and, in both groups of students, females outnumbered males.   There were no statistically significant race or gender differences between the two groups.  

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Foster Youth and Non-Foster Youth Samples

	
	Foster Care
	Non-Foster Care

	
	Frequency
	Percentage
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Total
	444
	100
	378
	100

	Race
	
	
	
	

	White
	199
	45
	175
	46

	African American 
	186
	42
	134
	35

	Other
	59
	13
	69
	18

	Gender
	
	
	
	

	Male
	184
	41
	143
	38

	Female
	260
	59
	235
	62


Race (2= 5.51 (2), P = .06

Gender (2= 1.11 (1), P= .29


Table 2 shows that 21 percent of the foster care students had dropped out before the end of their first year compared with 13 percent of their non-foster care peers. White foster care students were more likely to drop out than their non-foster care peers (23.6% and 7.4% respectively).  Between-group differences were not observed among African American students or students of other races.  Female foster care students were also significantly more likely to drop out before the end of their first year than their counterparts who had not been in foster care; this between-group difference was not observed among the males.  

Table 2.  Between Group Differences in Dropping Out Before the End of the 1st Year 

	 
	Foster Care (N = 444)
	Non-Foster Care (N = 378)
	
	

	 
	N
	%
	N
	%
	(2 
	p

	Total
	95
	21.4
	49
	13
	10.05 
	.01**

	Race
	
	
	
	
	
	

	White
	47
	23.6
	13
	7.4
	18.12 
	.001***

	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**


Table 3 shows the within group differences in dropping out during or by the end of the first year.  Within the foster care group, there was no association between race and dropping out during or by the end of the first year.  By contrast, Members of the African American non-foster care youth group were significantly more likely to drop than their white, non-foster care peers.    There was no association between gender and dropping out within either group.

Table 3: Within Group Differences in Dropping Out Before the End of the First Year 

	
	Foster Care
	Non-Foster Care

	
	N
	%
	(2 
	p
	N
	%
	(2 
	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
	
	


Table 4 is similar to Table 2, but the outcome measure is dropping out prior to degree completion.  Just over one third of the foster care students dropped out prior to degree completion compared to only 18 percent of their non-foster care peers. This difference was statistically significant.   

Table 4.  Between Group Differences in Dropping Out Before Degree Completion

	 
	Foster Care (N = 444)
	Non-Foster Care (N = 378)
	
	

	 
	N
	%
	N
	%
	(2
	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***


Table 5 shows the within group differences in dropping out prior to degree completion.  Within the foster care group, there was no association between race and dropping out.  By contrast, African American non-foster care youth were significantly more likely to drop out than their white, non-foster care peers.  There was no association between gender and dropping out within either group.

Table 5: Within Group Differences in Dropping Out Prior to Degree Completion 

	
	Foster Care
	Non-Foster Care

	
	N
	%
	(2
	P<
	N
	%
	(2
	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
	
	


Two logistic regression models were estimated to determine whether race and gender might account for the differences between the foster care students and the non-foster care students observed in Tables 2 and 4.    Table 6 shows the results of the model predicting whether students had dropped out before the end of their first year.  The estimated odds of dropping out were almost two times higher for former foster youth than for their non-foster peers.  This effect was statistically significant even after controlling for race and gender, which were not significant predictors of dropping out.

Table 6: Predictors of Dropping Out Before the End of the First Year

	
	
	95% Confidence Interval

	
	Odds Ratio
	Lower  
	Upper  

	Former Ward of the Court
	1.772**
	1.214
	2.587

	Gender (Male = reference group)
	
	
	

	Female
	.899
	.613
	1.289

	
	
	
	

	Race (White = reference group)
	
	
	

	African American
	.821
	.457
	1.475

	Other
	.602
	.335
	1.082


**p < .01
Table 7 shows the results of the logistic regression model predicting whether students dropped out before degree completion.  Here again, foster care status is a statistically significant predictor of dropping out.  The estimated odds of dropping out prior to degree completion were more than two times higher for foster care students than for their non-foster peers even after controlling for race and gender.  Neither race or gender were significant predictors of dropping out prior to degree completion.

Table 7: Predictors of Dropping Out Prior to Degree Completion

	
	
	95% Confidence Interval

	
	Odds Ratio
	Lower  
	Upper  

	Former Ward of the Court
	2.278***
	3.175
	1.637

	Gender (Male = reference group)
	
	
	

	Female
	0.797
	1.103
	0.576

	
	 
	 
	 

	Race (White = reference group)
	 
	 
	 

	African American
	1.107
	1.802
	0.681

	Other
	0.644
	1.045
	0.397


*** p < .001

4. Discussion

Students at a four-year university 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.     That foster care alumni fare worse with respect to postsecondary educational attainment than their non-foster care peers is consistent with the results of earlier studies (Courtney, et al., 2010; Dworsky & Perez, 2009; Pecora et al., 2006).  However, the difference in dropping out was not as large as might be expected given the difference in degree completion that other studies have observed (Courtney et al., 2010; Pecora et al., 2006). 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, but only among students who had not been in foster care.  White students who had been in foster care were no less likely to drop out than foster care alumni who are African American, and there was no relationship between race and 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 college than their male counterparts (37% vs 26%), they did not measure drop out rates.  Additionally, whereas Diprete and Buchmann (2006) found that women graduate from college at a higher rate than men, Hertzog (2005) found no gender differences in college retention rates.
4.1 Implications for Policy and Practice
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 adults who they could turn to for support in dealing with the stresses of college-level coursework and the pressures of college life (National Center for Mental Health Promotion and Youth Violence Prevention, 2010; Mitchell & Trickett, 1980).  Thus, one way to increase college retention and graduation rates among foster care alumni would be to provide them with mentors or other formal supports 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 that previous studies have found (Courtney, et al., 2010; Merdinger, 2005).  This is not to say that low-income first-generation college students don’t face some of these same barriers.   However, overcoming those barriers may be even more 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 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 foster care alumni. 

Although foster care alumni will generally be eligible for financial aid, this money is often not enough to cover all necessary education and living expenses.  For some, the only way to make ends meet is to work while attending school.  Unfortunately, full-time college students are less likely to succeed in school if they work more than 15-20 hours a week (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 because work hours are more flexible, which is important when students need extra time to study and prepare for examinations, and because strict policies limit the number of hours students can work over the course of the semester (Oklahoma State University. Federal Work-study Information, 2010).  That said, it is not clear how much needing to work accounted for the differences in dropping out between former foster care students and their non-foster care peers in the present study.  Students were selected into the comparison group because they came from low-income families.

Foster care alumni would also benefit if the federal ETV program were revised.  The ETV financial aid program, which specifically targets foster care youth, was designed with the traditional college pathway in mind.  Foster care youth must apply for ETV funds before their 21st birthday, and are only eligible until they are 23 years old (Center for the Study of Social Policy, 2009).  These restrictions are not conducive to the postsecondary educational success of foster care youth for at least two reasons.  First, because many foster care youth repeat a grade before they graduate from high school (Courtney et al., 2001; Courtney, Terao & Bost, 2004; Pecora et al, 2005; Burley & Halpern, 2001), they are often older than 18 when they enter college. Second, many foster care youth are required to enroll in remedial courses before they are ready to begin college level work (Conley, 2005).  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 (McNaught, 2009).  In some cases, the problem is not a lack of transition services, but rather, the bewildering labyrinth of agencies and programs that young people must navigate to receive them.  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.  This is the first study to compare the college retention and graduation among foster care alumni to college retention and graduation among other students from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds. In addition, the sample was fairly large and all of the students were attending a four-year university.   

Of course, the fact that the sample only included four-year university students could also be viewed as a limitation.  Prior studies of postsecondary educational attainment among foster care alumni have included students attending community college or vocational school.  Because admissions requirements are more rigorous for relatively high-ranking four-year universities, like Michigan State University
, than for community colleges or vocational schools, 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. Moreover, one of the ironies in higher education is that the most selective schools, which enroll the best pre​pared students, tend to offer more guidance and to have more resources than schools that enroll the least prepared and most at-risk students (Brock, 2006).  This might explain why the minority student graduation rate is higher at more selective colleges than at non-selective schools (Griffith, 2008).

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

Gaining access to these data would require data sharing agreements not only between the university and 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 around confidentiality and compliance with the Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act (CAPTA) and the Family Education Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) for universities.  

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 have made the attainment of a higher education credential more important than ever.  However, these results suggest that students who had been in foster care continue to lag behind their peers with respect to college retention and graduation, even when those peers are 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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� “College qualified” is defined by the minimum standard of college qualification— students who have earned at least a 2.5 grade point average (GPA), taken a college preparatory curriculum, and completed Algebra I or II, Pre-calculus, Calculus and/or Trigonometry (Hahn & Price, 2008).


� A low-income student is an individual whose family's taxable income for the preceding year did not exceed 150 percent of the poverty level amount.  First Generation students are those who reported on the FAFSA that their parents had not completed any degree beyond a high school diploma.


� The researchers were unable to distinguish between students who dropped out and students who withdrew from the university to transfer to another school.


� One way to address this issue is to use a hazard model.  A subsequent paper has been written that uses this approach.


� Michigan State was established in 1855 as the first land grant university in the Country.  It has a current enrollment of 44,937 students, of which 11,073 are graduate and professional students.  Michigan State University also has one of the largest international student programs in the United States with more than 4,000 international students enrolled representing more than 125 countries. 





