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Almost 28,000 youth “aged out” of 
foster care in 2010 and more than 
200,000 “aged out” over the past 
ten years, leaving the child welfare 
system without a permanent family 
connection. 
  
Youth who “age out” of foster care 
are more likely to face poor 
outcomes than their peers.  They 
are more likely to be homeless, 
unemployed, and incarcerated 
compared to the general 
population. 
 
Remaining in foster care past age 
18 has been shown to improve 
outcomes for youth.   
Adolescent brain science shows 
that significant brain growth occurs 
during adolescence and emerging 
adulthood and the brain can be 
successfully “rewired” during these 
years.  Young people in foster care 
have the potential to succeed in 
life, work and relationships when 
given the right supports, 
opportunities and challenges. 
  
Since the Fostering Connections 
Act passed, 15 states and D.C. 
have opted to extend foster care 
past age 18 with federal support, 
however, much work remains to 
address the unique needs of teens 
in foster care and prevent foster 
youth from exiting at 18 without 
the skills and relationships they 
need to succeed. 
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Overview 

One of the great challenges of the child welfare system remains how to serve 
the unique needs of older youth in foster care.  This includes supporting 
youth transitioning from foster care when they become ineligible for foster 
care services because of their age (typically around age 18).  It also includes 
better preparing youth earlier in adolescence to ensure that they develop the 
skills and relationships they need by age 18 to ensure a successful transition 
to adulthood. 

 Studies show that when youth exit foster care at age 18, also known as 
“aging out”, they typically face a number of significant challenges that all 
young adults eventually face, from supporting themselves financially, to 
finding safe and stable housing, to acquiring health insurance, to pursuing 
work or higher education. Exacerbating these challenges, youth who “age 
out” of foster care typically face these challenges without the assistance, 
advice, and support of a permanent family.   In addition, too often foster 
youth have not had had the necessary supports and services prior to reaching 
age 18 to build a strong foundation for their transition to adulthood.   For 
example, teens in foster care often live in group homes that restrict their 
access to healthy relationships and to the normative developmental 
opportunities provided by sports, part-time jobs, after-school programs and 
other similar activities. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, youth who “age out” of foster care often have 
negative health, employment and education outcomes.   They are less likely 
to be employed or to have health insurance (Roth, 2010). A national study 
found that only 54 percent of foster youth who had “aged out” of the system 
had graduated from high school two to four years after discharge (Courtney, 
1998).  Additional research has shown youth who “age out “are more likely 
to experience negative outcomes including poverty, homelessness, 
incarceration, and mental or physical illness; and to lack the life and 
educational skills necessary to live successful, independent lives” (Kushel, 
2007).  Although there has been a slight decrease in the numbers of youth 
who exited foster care by “aging out,” the proportion of children who age out 
is still rising: in 2001, 7.1 percent of foster care exits were due to “aging out,” 
in 2010 they were over 11 percent (Roth, et al., 2011). 

The Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act (The Act) 
made a number of changes to federal policy aimed at better supporting 
permanency outcomes for older youth as well as their overall health and  
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well-being.  These changes encompass new supports and services to help youth navigate  the 
difficult transition from foster care to independence, including the option for states to extend 
support for foster care to youth up to age 21 with matching federal resources and requiring 
youth complete a transition plan before “aging out” of foster care.  This important legislation 
was inspired by the powerful advocacy of former foster youth who shared their first-hand 
knowledge of the difficulties and obstacles facing youth “aging out” of foster care. The 
personal stories of these young leaders were supported by major research studies 
documenting the wide array of negative outcomes experienced by former foster youth.    

Fostering Connections provisions on extending foster care to older youth 

The Fostering Connections Act includes requirements and options for state child welfare 
agencies in serving older youth:   

Extension of federal assistance beyond age 18.  The Act provides a state option to continue 
Title IV-E reimbursable foster care, adoption, or guardianship assistance payments to youth up 
to age 21 in accordance with specific criteria enumerated within the Act.  This allows state 
child welfare agencies to receive federal financial support while offering the financial supports 
and protections to older youth.  

Extension of services to older youth who achieve permanency.  The Act extends eligibility for 
Chafee Foster Care Independent Living Program services to children who are adopted or enter 
into a guardianship at age 16 or older.  Eligibility for education and training vouchers is also 
extended to youth who enter into a guardianship at age 16 or older, matching previous 
eligibility guidelines for youth who were adopted at age 16.   

Transition plan requirement. The Act requires that all youth, with the assistance of their 
caseworker, develop a personalized transition plan during the 90 days prior to “aging out” of 
foster care at age 18 (or up to 21 as the state may elect). The transition plan should be youth-
led and personalized to the special needs of each individual young person.  The plan must 
address housing, health insurance, education, local opportunities for mentors and continuing 
support services, and workforce supports and employment services. 

Additional benefits.  In addition to the sections specifically tailored towards older youth, older 
youth in foster care benefit from other sections of the Act including kinship guardianship, 
adoption, sibling placements, educational stability, notification of relatives, and expanded 
training requirements.  (Geen, 2009) 

Background on implementation of older youth provisions under the Fostering 
Connections Act  

Since 2009, at least seventeen states have enacted legislation aimed at implementing the 
older youth provisions.  These include bills requiring the state agency to extend care beyond 
age 18 as well as bills codifying federal regulations, such as the transition planning 
requirements.    
 
Thus far, fifteen states and the District of Columbia have received federal approval of Title IV-E 
state plan amendments extending fostering care beyond age eighteen. These include:  
Alabama, Arkansas, California, the District of Columbia, Illinois, Maine, Maryland, Michigan, 
Minnesota, Nebraska, New York, North Dakota, Oregon, Tennessee, Texas, and Washington. 
Four additional states have submitted plans which pending approval.  A vast majority of the 
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plans extend care through age 21.  Many of the state plans also embrace other optional 
provisions of the Act such as allowing options for supervised independent living 
arrangements; trial independence and re-entry; voluntary placement agreements, and 
providing direct foster care maintenance payments to young adults. 
 
California’s Assembly Bill (AB) 12 is an example of a state’s comprehensive approach to 
enacting the older youth provisions of the Fostering Connections Act.   AB 12 resulted from a 
collaborative effort to improve outcomes for thousands of youth in California’s foster care 
systems.  Legislators, agency officials, private foundations, service providers, youth leaders 
and many others worked together in developing the legislation and continue to collaborate on 
implementation efforts.   Implementation of AB 12 is being supported by a robust information 
campaign, the After 18 campaign.  It is an engaging and broad campaign designed to reach 
older youth in foster care.   After 18 provides a series of videos, conversation guides, and 
social networking messages geared towards disseminating information about California’s new 
services for older youth.   

At this point, we do not know the full impact that the Fostering Connections Act has had on 
states’ policies to extend independent living services, educational and training vouchers or 
youth-led transition planning.   Based on available information, it appears that these 
requirements are being implemented in an uneven way across the county.  Further research is 
needed to evaluate how the Fostering Connections Act has impacted the outcomes of youth 
“aging out” of foster care.  

With regard to transition planning, a helpful resource for states was produced by the National 
Child Welfare Resource Center for Youth Development (NRCYD), "Transition Planning with 
Adolescents: A Review of Principles and Practices Across Systems," available at 
http://www.jimcaseyyouth.org/transition-planning-adolescents-review-principles-and-
practices-across-systems.  This resource provides a rich overview of transition planning across 
various public service sectors and highlights promising practices of transition planning for 
older foster youth, including examples from Hawaii, Iowa, Oregon, Louisiana, Minnesota and 
New Mexico. 

Policy considerations: what’s next for older youth in foster care? 
The Fostering Connections Act set forth significant new policy and practice goals to assist 
foster youth during their time in foster care as well as their outcomes upon leaving foster 
care.   The Federal legislation signaled to state child welfare agencies a priority around 
multiple areas of well-being among youth:  education, health, permanent family relationships 
and transition to adulthood. The Fostering Connections Act has brought national attention to 
the important needs of older youth in foster care and has prompted thoughtful action among 
many state policy and programmatic leaders.  However, more needs to be done.  There are 
several big challenges that merit attention of federal policy makers:   

 

Extending care beyond 18.   Even with the federal funding option, less than half of all states 
have extended care beyond age 18.   

 All states would benefit from more information about the importance of extending 
care.  Research about the adolescent brain and positive youth development coupled 
with the fiscal impact of protecting this population from poor outcomes can help 

http://www.jimcaseyyouth.org/transition-planning-adolescents-review-principles-and-practices-across-systems
http://www.jimcaseyyouth.org/transition-planning-adolescents-review-principles-and-practices-across-systems
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states understand the various ways in which young people benefit from supports and 
services beyond age 18.   Fiscal analysis can also highlight the important savings to 
states in designing age-appropriate services and supports to foster youth past age 18. 

 The National Resource Center for Youth Development held a meeting in September 
2012 for those state agencies that have received federal approval (or are awaiting 
approval) to extend foster care beyond age 18.  Federal-state leadership efforts that 
facilitate the exchange of information and innovative ideas are valuable and should 
continue.  States would especially benefit from learning how to better design 
extended care to meet the unique developmental needs of young adults, attract 
foster youth to the program, and facilitate enrollment in available services and 
supports.   In addition, state child welfare agencies would benefit from opportunities 
to learn how to coordinate across public agencies including those that provide 
services to adults, such as housing and workforce development.     

 Congress can also play a role by holding hearings to highlight state approaches or by 
urging the Administration for Children and Families to take additional leadership in 
supporting states.    

 
Permanency and well-being.  State child welfare agencies need specific guidance for engaging 
older youth and potential permanent caregivers so that older youth can achieve permanency 
other than “aging out”.  The state option to extend care provided by the Fostering 
Connections Act gives agencies an additional three years to help youth create or develop a 
permanent family connection.  The needs and concerns of caretakers of older youth and youth 
themselves are unique.  Chronic illness, psychotropic use, high school dropout rates, and teen 
pregnancy are disproportionately high among the foster youth populations. There is much 
need for more professional training and resource development in this area.  Permanency 
materials and conversation guides for prospective caregivers should be tailored to address the 
needs and concerns of this population.   Evidence from studies such as the Wendy’s 
Wonderful Kids program evaluation shows that permanency through adoption is achievable 
for older youth with special needs. As referenced in the health and education sections of this 
paper, more work remains to be done to ensure that foster youth have the educational 
stability and access to health care services that are critical to their overall well-being.    
 
Oversight.  States that have extended care beyond age 18 are addressing oversight issues in 
different ways.   Quality oversight for youth in extended care presents certain challenges and 
opportunities.  Oversight of foster care beyond age 18 must recognize that these young 
people are legal adults.   Oversight must ensure a proper balance in holding both the young 
person and the child welfare agency accountable for providing age-appropriate services and 
support.   Congress can hold hearings, ask for briefings from ACF, and request government 
studies to better understand the way states are approaching oversight in extended care plans.   
 
High-quality oversight will allow states to answer questions such as:  What is the training of 
court professionals?  What are policies and practices regarding the use of sanctions and 
expulsions from foster care?   What type of case planning is being done for young adults?  Are 
young adults supported in achieving their goals for permanency, education, health, work?   
 
Youth engagement.  The Fostering Connections Act was clear in its charge to state child 
welfare agencies to engage youth in a meaningful way in their transition planning.   The 



  
 
 

FosteringConnections.org Page 34 

Older Youth 

February 2013 

 
 

PERSPECTIVES ON FOSTER CARE   

transition planning process as required by the Act provides youth with the opportunity to 
discuss essential components to healthy adulthood with their caseworkers and other trusted 
adults before leaving care.   To ensure the intended goal and maximum benefit of the Act is 
being achieved, Congress could require a study, such as by the Government Accountability 
Office, to examine how states are implementing this provision and to assess what, if any, 
further federal action might be needed to achieve high-quality, youth-led transition planning.   
For example, is 90 days ample time for the transition planning?  Is the young person prepared 
to be leading his or her transition planning?  If not, what can be done to ensure the young 
person has the skills and tools to adequately lead this process?  Are the appropriate 
professionals and trusted adults involved in the transition planning process?     

 

Conclusion 
The Fostering Connections Act offers tremendous support for older youth as they transition 
from foster care to healthy, productive and independent adults.  Through offering states the 
option of extending foster care, adoption, and guardianship assistance to age 21 and allowing 
transition services to youth, the Act makes strides to improve outcomes for this at-risk 
population.  However, more states need to opt to extend assistance past age 18 to truly reap 
the benefits.   
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