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Each year, roughly 4.2 million young people experience homelessness, and more than 600,000
children interact with the foster care system nationwide. 1 Although youth homelessness and
foster care are distinct experiences, many youth will crossover between these two groups. Both
groups also face similar challenges, including highly unstable living environments, food
insecurity, and often gaps in educational achievement and attainment.
While the legal definition of youth homelessness varies across states and targeted policies, the
Department of Education defines homeless youth as “individuals who lack a fixed, regular, and
adequate nighttime residence.” 2 This can include, but is not limited to, youth living in shelters,
cars, public spaces, or doubled up with other families. Youth who meet this definition and are
also not living with a parent or guardian are considered “unaccompanied youth.” 3 Foster care
offers a temporary placement for children who cannot live with their families. While in foster
care, youth may live with related or unrelated foster parents or in group homes, shelters,
residential care facilities, or supervised independent living arrangements. 4 Although homeless
and foster youth are distinct groups, they share many attributes and experiences.
Both foster and homeless youth are disproportionately Black. While only 14 percent of youth
nationwide identify as Black or African American, 38 percent of homeless youth and 23 percent
of children in foster care are Black. 5 Not only are Black children more likely to enter foster care,
they tend to remain in foster care longer, are more likely to experience frequent placement
changes, and are less likely to be reunified with their birth parents. 6
Considering the economic benefits of a college degree, higher education can be particularly
beneficial for homeless and foster youth. However, homeless youth are less likely to enroll in
college, and nearly three quarters of foster youth who begin college do not complete a degree or
certificate within six years. 7 This policy brief seeks to better understand the challenges that
homeless and foster youth face in earning a postsecondary degree, particularly youth from
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racial/ethnic minority groups. In addition, we will recommend a policy framework for states to
improve the postsecondary outcomes of homeless and foster youth.

What political, economic, and social factors increase
the likelihood of homelessness and foster care?

Before we discuss the educational experiences of homeless and foster youth, it is important to
understand the underlying causes of homelessness and foster system involvement and how
racial/ethnic minority youth disproportionately encounter these experiences. The racial
disparities inherent in youth homelessness and foster care involvement are the result of—and
exacerbated by—layers of political, economic, and social inequality. Segregation, mass
incarceration, and job and housing discrimination all contribute, either directly or through their
impact on economic insecurity, to the disproportionate number of Black and Hispanic youth in
foster care or experiencing homelessness. In this section we present the links between
homelessness and foster care, and then discuss the policies that contribute to the
disproportionate representation of Black and Hispanic youth in these populations.

The bi-directional pipeline between homelessness and foster care
Although foster and homeless youth populations differ in important ways, there are important
connections between these two statuses. Black youth are much more likely than non-Black youth
to enter the foster care system, in large part due to individual and structural racism in the child
welfare system. One contributing structural factor is “visibility bias.” Black families and children
participate in government assistance programs at higher rates than other racial/ethnic groups,
making them more “visible” to mandated reporters and thus reported at higher rates. 8 However,
at the individual level, studies also suggest the presence of racial bias in caseworkers’ perception
of child neglect and in their decisions to substantiate reports of child maltreatment. 9 As a result,
Black families are both more likely to be reported and investigated for child maltreatment, and
caseworkers are more likely to substantiate reports of maltreatment within Black households. 10
The social services intended to help needy families, including those experiencing homelessness,
can increase the likelihood of youth entering the foster care system.
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Foster youth are also more likely to experience homelessness than other youth. Roughly onethird of homeless youth have experience with the foster system, and when foster youth age out
of the system, between one third and one half of them experience homelessness soon after. 11
Foster youth often run away from their placement homes to avoid abuse, authoritative or strict
environments, and general negative interaction with foster peers, families, or staff. 12 Black and
Hispanic youth are more likely than their white foster peers to run away, potentially resulting
from additional stresses related to their racial or ethnic identities. 13 The patterns suggest a
pipeline from foster care to homelessness, especially among individuals aging out of the foster
system. Moreover, homeless youth with a history of foster care experience longer periods of
homelessness and report higher levels of abuse. 14 The compounded effects of the foster to
homeless pipeline can further limit opportunities for these youth.

Policies contributing to homelessness and foster
care involvement

Racial segregation exacerbates youth homelessness and poverty, which are inextricably related,
as it contributes to persistent income inequality and poverty disproportionately affecting Black
populations. 15 Broadly speaking, segregation in both housing and education have limited
educational and economic opportunities for Black individuals and families. It is important to
acknowledge the central role that state and federal policy have played in both creating and
maintaining racial segregation. 16 Jim Crow laws, the exclusion of Black males from the GI Bill,
the use of redlining by the Federal Housing Administration, and the more recent participation of
government regulators in “reverse redlining” are a few examples of federal policy decisions that
have restrained Black families’ intergenerational wealth relative to white families. A lack of
inherited wealth means Black individuals and families today are less likely to have a financial
cushion to fall back on in the case of a job loss or other financial crisis. 17 This financial precarity
puts them at greater risk of experiencing homelessness.
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The increase in the number of homeless youth is a direct consequence of policy decisions.
Increasing housing costs and a shrinking supply of affordable housing also contribute to
increased homelessness. A recent study found that in Michigan a $100 increase in rent was
associated with a 12 percent increase in the number of homeless students in the K-12 context. 18
Rental assistance programs such as housing vouchers can successfully reduce homelessness and
housing instability. 19 However, the majority of eligible families do not receive federal housing
assistance due to funding limitations, and public spending on housing disproportionately favors
higher-income households in the form of homeowner tax credits rather than housing vouchers
to lower-income renters. 20
In addition to policies that create and maintain economic inequality, policies that
disproportionately separate racial/ethnic minority families, including deportation and
incarceration, also increase the likelihood of homelessness and foster care for Black and
Hispanic youth in particular. “Tough on crime” policies that have contributed to mass
incarceration are one such example. A study on the consequences of mass incarceration suggests
that paternal incarceration leads to higher risk of youth homelessness and that this effect is
concentrated in African American youth. 21 Immigration policy and enforcement of deportation
can also serve to separate families and increase the need for foster care services. Between 2001
and 2015, an increase in immigration enforcement was associated with a 15 to 21 percent
increase in the share of Hispanic youth entering foster care. 22
Social factors such as housing discrimination and inequitable access to healthcare can also be
contributors to homelessness, especially for Black families. Although racial discrimination in
housing is illegal under the Fair Housing Act, Black families continue to face layers of
discrimination that make both renting and owning a home more difficult and often more
expensive. Lenders deny mortgages to Black borrowers at higher rates and charge them higher
fees and interest rates. 23 A 2012 HUD survey also revealed that realtors show Black and other
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minority renters fewer units than similarly qualified white renters. 24 Black adults are also less
likely to have access to mental health services. 25 Untreated mental illnesses can lead to higher
rates of unemployment, which is a leading cause of homelessness. 26
These broader systems of inequality perpetuate the disproportionate rates of homelessness and
foster care among Black and Hispanic youth. Segregation, mass incarceration, and job and
housing discrimination all negatively affect Black and Hispanic communities, and have
throughout American history. The economic inequality that results from these systematic forces
has left more Black and Hispanic youth in financially precarious situations either directly
through homelessness or via the foster system. This also highlights the potential that racial and
ethnic minority youth experiencing homelessness or who are involved in the foster system are
doubly disadvantaged by general social inequality. Understanding these broad forces
underscores the importance of policy solutions that target the most disadvantaged members of
society.

What are the experiences of homeless and foster
youth that influence their educational outcomes?

The challenges and instability that come with homelessness and foster care can hinder
educational progress. These challenges follow students throughout the PK-20 pipeline, but
manifest differently across contexts. Moreover, there is a compounding effect throughout the
pipeline that results in homeless and foster youth having lower postsecondary attainment than
their peers. Students who may face higher rates of disciplinary action and truancy during PK-12
are less likely to graduate and attend college. In this section, we examine the unique experiences
of homeless and foster youth in the PK-12 system as well as in higher education. We also
consider how racial/ethnic identity can doubly disadvantage students due to systemic biases in
the education system.

PK-12 student experiences
Homeless and foster youth experience more disruptions in their education, which negatively
affects their achievement and likelihood of completing high school. Foster youth in particular
are disproportionately likely to be suspended or expelled, potentially up to three times as
frequently as non-foster youth. 27 Among homeless youth, high rates of chronic absenteeism and
Margery Austin Turner, Rob Santos, Diane K. Levy, Doug Wissoker, Claudia Aranda, and Rob Pitingolo, "Housing Discrimination
against Racial and Ethnic Minorities 2012: Executive Summary," Urban Development, Policy Development, and Research, June
2013, https://www.huduser.gov/portal/Publications/pdf/HUD-514_HDS2012.pdf.
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high rates of disciplinary action are especially concerning. 28 Students experiencing
homelessness are more than twice as likely as their peers to be chronically absent and more than
three times as likely to be suspended. 29 Chronic absenteeism and suspensions, in turn, are
associated with lower test scores and grades as well as higher rates of grade retention and
dropout. 30
Non-educational experiences like juvenile incarceration, mental health disorders, and early
pregnancy or parenting, are all associated with lower educational attainment. 31 Both homeless
and foster youth are disproportionately likely to become involved with the criminal justice
system. Homeless youth in particular are more likely to be stopped and arrested by police, in
part because the act of being unhomed is often criminalized through loitering laws. 32
Racial/ethnic minority youth are stopped more frequently than their white peers. 33 Additionally,
one study found that 15 percent of incarcerated young adults ages 18-21 were former foster
youth. 34 The risk of justice involvement is particularly high for foster youth in group homes or
those with frequent placement changes. 35 The foster-care-to-prison pipeline can easily set
students on a path away from college, especially given the limited postsecondary options in
prisons. 36 Foster youth are also more likely to have a mental health disorder at ages 17 or 18,
when they could be applying to or entering college. 37 Additionally, 44 percent of young women
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Mechanisms," Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health 72, no. 6 (2018): 465-47,
https://jech.bmj.com/content/72/6/465.abstract; Christina J. Diaz, and Jeremy E. Fiel, "The Effect(s) of Teen Pregnancy: Reconciling
Theory, Methods, and Findings," Demography 53, no. 1 (2016): 85-116, https://doi.org/10.1007/s13524-015-0446-6.
31
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who are homeless are pregnant or parenting, and youth in foster care are also more likely to
become pregnant before 18 than their non-foster peers. 38
Black homeless and foster youth are likely to be doubly disadvantaged, facing challenges within
the education system related to their racial identity as well as their status as a homeless or foster
youth. Due to persistent school segregation, Black students are likely to be concentrated in
schools with inadequate resources and, like homeless and foster youth, routinely face more
frequent disciplinary action. 39 UCLA’s Black Male Institute examined this double disadvantage
and revealed that Black foster youth in Los Angeles public schools were more likely to be
suspended than to graduate and be eligible to attend a California state college. 40 Similar
patterns appear among Black homeless students in Seattle. 41
For foster or homeless youth with multiple minority identities—such as being Black and
identifying as LGBTQ—accessing necessary resources can be more difficult because of identitybased discrimination. 42 Black and LGBTQ youth are at heightened risk of experiencing racial
bias, sex- or gender-based discrimination, and family rejection. Therefore, these youth
experience compounding layers of discrimination on top of the financial and socio-emotional
challenges that can come with being homeless or in foster care. 43 The over-policing of both Black
and LGBTQ individuals, and Black transgender women in particular, puts them especially at risk
for dropping out as they face more school discipline and more frequent police contact. 44 As a
result, Black LGBTQ homeless and foster youth face a greater risk of entering the school-toDeborah V. Svoboda, Terry V. Shaw, Richard P. Barth, and Charlotte Lyn Bright, "Pregnancy and Parenting among Youth in
Foster Care: A Review," Children and Youth Services Review 34, no. 5 (2012): 867-875,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2012.01.023.
38
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of Racial Bias," Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 116, no. 17 (2019): 8255-8260,
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1808307116.
Brianna M. Harvey, Kenyon Lee Whitman, Tyrone Howard, and The Black Male Institute Lab, “The Disenfranchisement of Black
Foster Youth: An Analysis of Los Angeles County Public School Data,” (2020), https://blackmaleinstitute.org/thedisenfranchisement-of-black-foster-youth/.
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41
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https://doi.org/10.1080/10796126.2020.1776688.
42
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the Foster Care System," The Review of Black Political Economy 47, no. 2 (2020): 177-193,
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0034644620911381.
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prison pipeline. Importantly, foster and homeless youth with multiple layers of identity-based
discrimination will need greater levels of resilience to persevere through their educational
trajectories. 45

Postsecondary experiences
Regardless of race and ethnicity, students experiencing homelessness are about half as likely as
students who have never experienced homelessness to complete at least some college credits. 46
When foster and homeless youth do enter college, they are likely to continue facing challenges
that make enrolling in and completing a degree or certificate extremely difficult. In particular,
meeting basic needs such as food and housing remains a barrier for a substantial share of college
students. Six in 10 college students surveyed at two-year colleges and nearly half of students
surveyed at four-year colleges reported experiencing housing insecurity. 47 Similarly, more than
half of respondents at two-year colleges and 44 percent of respondents at four-year institutions
reported being worried about running out of food. 48 There are apparent racial and ethnic
disparities amongst students experiencing food insecurity as well. The share of Black students
identifying as food insecure was 19 percentage points higher than the share of white students. 49
Beyond undermining students’ overall wellbeing, a lack of access to basic needs substantially
threatens students’ educational progress.
While in college, homeless and foster youth often have limited access to the academic and nonacademic supports they need. In some cases, these individuals do not know how to access such
supports or avoid accessing them in order to hide their homeless or foster status. 50 Many
institutions' inability to accurately assess the size of their homeless and foster youth populations
exacerbates this problem. In K-12, the federal government requires states and districts to track
and report on foster and homeless youth outcomes, but neither colleges nor states are required
to track postsecondary students who are homeless or prior foster youth.
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Many college students rely on social and familial supports to succeed. Homeless and foster
youth, however, have fewer family ties, and their social connections on campus tend to be
weaker than their peers. 51 Developing social supports, especially peer networks, is important for
homeless and foster youth to persist and graduate. These social supports, as well as involvement
in campus activities and setting clear goals, are critical for developing the resiliency homeless
and foster youth need to succeed in higher education. 52

In order to help homeless and foster youth increase attainment,
government agencies and educational institutions must provide
adequate support and recognize the financial, social, and
educational needs of these students.
Although homeless and foster youth face a number of challenges throughout the education
pipeline, attending college facilitates their transition into adulthood and helps students plan for
a future. 53 As such, it is important that these youth have the opportunity to pursue a
postsecondary credential. In order to help homeless and foster youth increase attainment,
government agencies and educational institutions must provide adequate support and recognize
the financial, social, and educational needs of these students. These supports must consider the
unique situation of doubly disadvantaged youth who face challenges related to their
racial/ethnic identity and foster or homeless status.

What is the current policy landscape, including
actors and policies?

Federal, state, and local policies and associated programs impact homeless and foster youth in a
variety of ways. The distribution of which level of government administers services creates a
complicated web for homeless and foster youth to navigate. The decentralization can also create
scenarios where needs are unmet and inefficiencies arise. We provide an overview of noneducation policies designed to aid homeless and foster youth. We then explain how homeless
and foster youth interaction with federal, state, and local education policies and programs.
Finally, we identify policy gaps and specific shortcomings of education and social welfare
programs that may hinder homeless and foster youth’s educational success.
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Non-educational policies
Federal, state, and local governments each play important and distinct roles in homeless and
foster youth. Child welfare and housing programs are two important non-educational spending
categories that benefit homeless and foster youth. Because funding for these services comes
from a mix of federal, state, and local dollars, and programs are administered at varying levels of
government, eligibility criteria varies across programs and jurisdictions. This variation creates a
complicated system for youth to navigate. Here we provide an overview of how child welfare and
housing services are administered to homeless and foster youth.

Child welfare services
As the primary entity responsible for ensuring children’s welfare, states play a particularly
important role in supporting foster youth. 54 However, a combination of state and local agencies
administer child welfare services. Although the federal government provides guidance on how to
administer services to homeless and foster youth, state and local authorities have autonomy in
the process. This means youth not only experience different systems across states, but the child
welfare system can vary within a state and thus youth have different experiences if they move
around. This means that highly-mobile youth may transition between locally assigned case
workers, which can disrupt the continuity of care.
Because federal, state, and local governments fund services, the eligibility in any given
jurisdiction will depend on the mix of those funding sources. For example, the federal
government requires that services be provided to foster youth up to age 18, but the majority of
states have extended coverage beyond that point. 55 Research suggests that extended foster care
can increase college going among foster youth. 56

Housing services
As discussed above, secure and reliable housing is important for youth to succeed at schooling
and to establish long-term stability into adulthood. As youth age out of foster care, federal and
state programs assist in transition housing. After the age of 18, youth may remain in foster care,
if that is an option in their state, or may start the transition out of foster care. While some youth
may fully leave the system others enter state supported “supervised independent living settings,”
which may include dormitories, semi-supervision apartments, or other shared housing. 57 Under
Title IV-E of the Social Security Act (SSA), states may seek reimbursement from the federal
government for providing foster youth up to age 23 with additional care or transition housing.
States can also obtain federal funding under the SSA’s John H. Chafee Foster Care
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Independence Program (the Chaffee program) to provide housing for foster youth and former
foster youth attending college. 58
The Runaway and Homeless Youth Act (RHYA) is federal legislation that supports
unaccompanied homeless youth specifically. RHYA houses the Transitional Living Program,
which seeks to “provide a temporary safety net and strong emotional support system for young
people to transition into self-sufficiency.” 59 For youth ages 16-22 who are unable to live with
their families, the Transitional Living Program provides funding for a range of services,
including safe housing and postsecondary education and training opportunities. 60 The federal
government provides funding for these housing programs, but distributes the money to a range
of providers through a competitive application process. These housing providers include state
and local agencies as well as private organizations. The myriad ways in which foster and
homeless youth can secure government funded housing underscores the complicated web of
services these youths must navigate.

Education policies
The McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act is the primary piece of federal legislation
supporting the education of youth experiencing homelessness and requires that “homeless
students must have access to the same public education provided to other students, including
access to any programs and services for which they meet eligibility requirements.” 61 McKinneyVento requires all PK-12 school districts to have a homeless education liaison, whose role it is to
support the educational success of homeless youth. McKinney-Vento primarily addresses the
educational rights of K-12 students, but also directly and indirectly impacts homeless students’
postsecondary options. Supporting homeless youth in PK-12 is necessary to increase their
postsecondary opportunities. The liaison more explicitly helps homeless youth by helping them
complete admissions materials and their Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). 62
The College Cost and Reduction Act of 2007 (CCRAA) is another piece of federal legislation that
supports access to higher education for unaccompanied homeless youth. CCRAA amends the
Higher Education Act and allows unaccompanied homeless youth—who may not have access to
their parents’ financial information—to apply for federal financial aid as an independent
student, rather than a dependent student. This is important because without federal aid, these
youths are unlikely to be able to afford college. Homeless and foster youth often have
complicated, strained, or no relationships with their families and thus may not be able to
complete FAFSA forms without the CCRAA caveat. Of course, the success of this policy hinges
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on whether or not homeless youth are aware of this, and if their McKinney-Vento liaisons and
other social service case managers both inform them of the policy and help them navigate the
system.
The aforementioned federal Chafee program, which helps provide housing for foster youth
transitioning to adulthood, also provides these youth with education grants. The Education and
Training Voucher (ETV) program, which provides up to $5,000 per year in funding for foster
youth to attend higher education for up to five years. 63 The federal government allocates ETV
funding to states based on their proportion of the national foster youth population. Additionally,
states must match 20 percent of the federal allocation. States then administer the ETV grants
themselves, or in some cases contract with private organizations to administer the funds. As
such, there is variation across states in the process for foster youth to secure this funding. This
variation includes whether the awards go directly to the student or are applied to the institution,
similar to a Pell grant; or if the award is last-dollar, awarded to cover any need remaining after
all other financial aid is administered, or first-dollar, which is awarded before other forms of
aid. 64 These design differences impact whether a student can only use the grant to cover tuition
and fees, or if they can use it to pay for other education-related needs such as transportation,
books, and food. Research suggests that foster youth in California who receive a grant through
the ETV program persist in college at higher rates than foster youth who do not receive the
grant. 65 Additional research is necessary to evaluate the effectiveness of these federal allocations
and the state-specific approaches to administering Chafee dollars. 66
In addition to legislation geared directly towards homeless and foster youth, both populations
are also eligible for federal higher education programs such as TRIO, which serve low-income
students more broadly. During the 2008 reauthorization of the Higher Education Act, foster and
homeless youth became automatically eligible for TRIO programs including Talent Search,
Upward Bound, Student Support Services, Educational Opportunity Centers, and Gaining Early
Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs (GEAR-UP). 67 These cost-effective
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programs have an established track record of improving postsecondary access for qualified
students. 68
The majority of state higher education policies relating to foster and homeless youth aim to
provide tuition assistance and financial support. Currently, 38 states offer tuition waivers, grant
programs, or scholarships to current or former foster youth. 69 These policies vary significantly in
terms of program design, eligibility criteria for foster youth, and the amount of aid awarded.
Although we know financial aid improves lower-income students’ access and postsecondary
success, there is limited research into the effects of programs specifically targeting foster youth.
One study examining the Texas tuition waiver found that foster youth who receive the award are
3.5 times more likely to complete a bachelor’s degree than those without the tuition waiver. The
same study found that that fewer than half of the eligible youth use the waiver. 70
To maximize the benefits of state programs, we need more and better evidence about the specific
policy characteristics associated with strong student outcomes and high levels of utilization.
Moreover, the mix of state programs with Chafee-funded grants creates a complicated system
for youth to navigate, and may create inefficiencies in government spending.
While states have passed legislation to support homeless youth in the K-12 system they have
provided little to no funding explicitly for homeless youth in college or seeking to enroll in
college. Because of the foster-to-homeless pipeline, some homeless youth are eligible for the
aforementioned foster youth state financial aid programs. Developing programs to support
homeless youth who have not been in the foster system is an important next step to ensuring all
homeless youth receive the assistance they need to be successful in college.

Policy effectiveness and gaps
One of the biggest challenges for schools and colleges seeking to support homeless students is
their lack of information about homeless students. In the PK-12 system, the McKinney-Vento
Act requires school districts to identify and support students experiencing homelessness.
However, districts struggle to obtain accurate counts because some students and families are not
comfortable disclosing their status. A recent study found that some students are hesitant to
disclose their homeless status to school staff due to hostile racial climates. 71 Given the
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disproportionate impact homelessness has on Black students, a school’s ability to foster a
positive racial climate and empower students to disclose their status to adults is critical to
obtaining an accurate count. At the postsecondary level, counting homeless students is even
more difficult. The federal government does not explicitly require colleges and universities to
identify or support homeless students. 72 Roughly 58,000 college students indicate they are
homeless on their FAFSA, and colleges can use this disclosure to identify and serve homeless
youth on their campuses. 73 However, homeless college students face social stigmas related to
their status and thus may be hesitant to identify themselves on campus. Improving the accurate
identification of homeless students in both the PK-12 and higher education contexts is an
important first step towards providing these youth with beneficial services.
For both foster and homeless youth, restrictive eligibility criteria for education and noneducational services and programs may limit students’ access to the services and support they
need to be successful in college. For instance, foster youth are able to use their federal Education
and Training Vouchers (ETV) to attend college until the age of 23, but only if they apply for
these funds prior to turning 21. Therefore, foster youth who begin college after turning 21 are
ineligible for the voucher. 74 For homeless or foster youth experiencing food insecurity,
restrictive eligibility criteria also make it difficult to access food stamps through SNAP. As a
result, the majority of college students are ineligible for SNAP unless they work at least 20 hours
per week, which may not be feasible for students enrolled full-time. 75 Given Black students are
disproportionately likely to experience food insecurity, there are clear racial equity implications
for ensuring that anti-poverty programs such as SNAP are accessible to college students in need.
Even foster and homeless youth who are eligible for services can have difficulty accessing them.
While some students may be exempt from the SNAP work requirements, students may not
access their benefits due to confusing guidelines around eligibility and perceived stigma around
food stamps. A 2018 study found that nearly two million students eligible for SNAP benefits in
2016 did not receive them. 76 For homeless students, financial aid is particularly necessary to go
to college. Although the CCRAA allows unaccompanied homeless youth to qualify as
“independent,” these students still have to provide documentation verifying their status as
unaccompanied and homeless. Homeless youth who do not live in a shelter (e.g., those on the
street or living in a car), face difficulties providing verification of their homeless status. 77
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Implicit bias of service providers may also hamper attempts to access resources by students
from marginalized communities.

Recommendations to policymakers
Homeless and foster youth face unique challenges in accessing, affording, and completing
higher education. These challenges are primarily the culmination of barriers they faced
throughout their PK-12 education, but the postsecondary sector has its own unique challenges.
Black and Hispanic students are disproportionately affected by the barriers to postsecondary
access and success, both because they are disproportionately represented in the homeless and
foster youth populations and because they face discrimination and bias off campus, too.
Creating policies to address the needs of foster and homeless youth not only meet our moral
obligation of serving these students but can also contribute to closing racial and ethnic equity
gaps in postsecondary access and attainment.
To meet the unique needs of homeless and foster youth, we provide the following
recommendations to policymakers:
1.

State financial aid programs should include academic and career counseling. When
financial aid recipients receive this added guidance, they persist and complete their college
degree at higher rates. These academic and career counselors should also help homeless
and foster youth who are in college access other services, such as housing and food
benefits. Because many states already have established foster youth financial aid
programs, we recommend advising services build on these existing policies. We believe
states are best positioned to manage these programs in order to meet the needs of their
unique contexts. For states that do not have foster youth postsecondary programs, we
recommend creating one in alignment with above guidance.
a. Although variation across states is expected in order to meet the unique needs of
certain states, we recommend states universally lift requirements to enter a
postsecondary institution by a certain age in order to be eligible for financial aid
programs. Given that foster and homeless youth face unique K-12 challenges and
some are likely to complete high school or their GED later than age 18, states that
require students to enroll in college by age 21 in order to be eligible for targeted
financial aid programs may be hampering the opportunities for some youth.

2.

We recommend that state governments expand foster youth postsecondary supports to
include homeless youth. Some homeless youth who were previously in the foster system
can already access these benefits, but there are limitations based on when the student was
in the foster system and for how long. Expanding programs to include all homeless youth
provides these students with benefits regardless of the nature of their relationship with the
foster system.
a. States should also loosen the eligibility rules for foster students. To be eligible for
foster financial aid programs, many states consider the length of time the student
spent in the foster system, their care status at age 18, or the age at which they left
the foster system. Instead, states should include any student who was ever foster-
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involved. The effects of homelessness and foster care are not limited only to a
youth’s time spent in such a situation, and thus states should widen program
eligibility to include more impacted students.
3.

Faculty, administrators, and state employees may have implicit biases against homeless
and foster youth as well as racial/ethnic minority youth. Multiple layers of bias can
disproportionately harm homeless and foster youth from marginalized communities.
States should provide comprehensive training to individuals working with homeless and
foster youth to combat personal biases and ensure all eligible youth receive appropriate
services. It is prudent to include homeless and foster youth from a range of backgrounds
into the development of such trainings to ensure the training reflects these students’
unique needs. Because homeless and foster youth are vulnerable populations, it is
important that an independent group, such as an inspector general, actively monitors
service providers to ensure appropriate treatment.

4.

State policymakers should prioritize the evaluation of the current and planned financial
aid policies targeted towards foster and homeless youth. Evaluations should examine the
effectiveness of such programs to improve access and attainment for homeless and foster
you. Evaluators should assess whether policy effects vary across student demographics in
order to recommend changes that promote equity.

5.

Finally, it is important for state and federal governments to collect better data on foster
and homeless youth. We recommend the federal government mandate postsecondary
institutions collect data that includes enrollments and outcomes for homeless and foster
youth. We also suggest states work to better identify homeless and foster youth throughout
the PK-20 education sector, and include this information in state longitudinal data
systems. Researchers and evaluators need these data to evaluate programs and policies.
Additionally, individual-level data can help identify youth who move in and out of
homelessness and the foster system and thus facilitate the active outreach from higher
education departments to provide financial aid services and make youth aware of their
eligibility for such programs.
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