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Abstract 

This study examined the lived experiences of Individuals Formerly in Foster Care and how they 

made sense of Child and Family (CFT) support that helped foster resiliency when they 

transitioned into adulthood. Individual interviews were conducted with five North Carolina foster 

care alumni participants. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was utilized to analyze 

the transcripts and identify themes. Three major themes were emergent: the persistent instability 

with the will to survive, the normalcy of school, and resiliency in the presence of adversity. 

These findings were guided by two theories: the stage-environment fit theory and the resiliency 

theory which provided the framework that helped determine how individuals formerly in foster 

care, fostered resiliency.  

Keywords: foster children, resiliency, transition into adulthood, life outcomes  
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Chapter One: Introduction to the Study  

The purpose of this Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) study is to explore the 

lived experiences of foster care alumni in North Carolina and how they made sense of their 

academic experiences that fostered resiliency. In this study, life outcomes are measured by 

academic achievement, employment, and the overall well-being of individuals who were 

formerly in foster care. Knowledge generated from this study is expected to inform stakeholders 

in providing academic support to children in the North Carolina foster care system. The study 

will also address the overarching role of Child and Family Teams (CFTs) support in the lives of 

foster children.  

Individuals in foster care are amongst the most vulnerable group of students in our 

population, make up only 0.5%, and face a poorer chance, than their peers, of successful 

transition into adulthood with academic success, steady employment, and mental stability 

(Morton, 2016; Stott, 2013). Foster children represent a high-risk demographic for adverse 

educational outcomes (Neal, 2017; Randolph & Thompson, 2017). According to research, foster 

children in stable home environments adjust better, both socially and emotionally, to school 

demands and will be more likely to have smooth transitions into adulthood (Bruce et al., 2013; 

Pears et al., 2013). 

This chapter begins with a description of the problem of practice, that is, the high 

prevalence of foster children who experience poor transitions into adulthood in the United States 

and the shortage of collaborative support that is critical to the successful navigation of this 

transition. Next, the section describes the significance of the study and research questions. 

Finally, the study will be evaluated through the lens of resiliency theory nested in the stage-

environment fit theory framework.  
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Statement of the Problem 

On any given day in the United States, there are at least 400,000 children in foster care, 

and they have been considered a separate at-risk subgroup from other high-risk children (Morton, 

2015). Foster children represent a high-risk demographic for negative educational outcomes that 

can impact youth for a lifetime (Morton, 2015a). Foster care is the temporary provision of care 

for a minor by individuals that are not their biological parents (Merriam-Webster, 1999). This 

care is typically provided through a system where a minor is placed in a foster home, group 

home, or institution (DHHS, 2018.).  

Foster care is equivalent to the individual experiencing 24-hour care away from their 

biological family (DHHS), 2018). The foster care system is meant to be temporary; however, 

many children stay in the system for extended periods (iFoster, 2020). Foster children frequently 

experience adversity in their biological homes (Morton, 2015a; Stott, 2013). The primary reasons 

children are placed in foster care in the United States include parental abuse, neglect, and drug 

abuse (Affonso et al., 1999). The DHHS recorded a 32% increase in the foster placement of 

children from 2013 to 2016. This increase has been attributed to the nationwide opioid crisis, 

poor retention of foster homes, and a lack of adequate funding during that period (U.S. 

Children’s Bureau, 2021).  

Each year, approximately 23,000 individuals transition out of the foster care system into 

adulthood (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2021). Transition into adulthood is fraught with 

challenges. These challenges include the absence of mentorships, homelessness, lack of housing, 

low wages, early parent-hood, health issues, substance abuse, and incarceration (Morton, 

2015a). Soronen (2014) reported that one in five (20%) individuals aging out of the foster care 

system end up homeless, 50% will be employed, and less than 3% will earn a college degree. In 
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addition, one in four will suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder, and 71% of young women 

will become pregnant before the age of 21 (Soronen, 2014). The lived experiences of foster 

children with abuse, neglect, and drugs are unique to the individual; however, there are common 

challenges that contribute to the difficult transition into adulthood (Morton, 2016; Patterson, 

2001).  Facilitating the transition from foster care into adulthood is one of the major roles of 

Child and Family Teams (CFTs) in the foster care system.  

Historically, CFTs were first created in New Zealand to support the government and 

stakeholders of Maori children, who were the most likely to experience neglect and abuse in the 

foster care system (Florida Partnership Development Action Team, 1999; Pennell, 1999). The 

CFTs allowed family members and stakeholders of foster children to contribute to the planning 

and decisions concerning the child being served (Pennell, 1999). Many countries, including the 

US, have adopted New Zealand’s CFT approach to solving social concerns that affect individuals 

in the foster care system (Florida Partnership Development Action Team 1999). 

 In North Carolina, CFTs are designed to involve educators in schools with the goal of 

supporting stabilization and academic performance of foster students (Pennell, 2008). School-

based CFTs not only allow members to address school-related challenges but also the foster 

child’s home and community environment (Pennell, 2008). North Carolina has adopted a unique 

CFT model (North Carolina Community Child Protection Team, 2019). Typically, CFTs are 

structured to be held at least every 30 days with members that include foster parents, caretakers, 

fictive kinships, school personnel, and assigned professionals that develop person-centered plans 

(PCP). These PCPs focus on the individual’s strengths, interests, and goals developed with the 

individual to address their needs and including resources to assist with their pathway to 

successful life outcomes (Pennell, 2008). Ultimately, CFTs’ collaborative effort is intended to 
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engage the home, school, and community environments of the foster child, while supporting the 

child’s ability to overcome everyday adversities as well as foster resiliency (Florida Partnership 

Development Action Team, 1999).  

There are several definitions of resiliency that can be adopted when applied to individuals 

in foster care. Resiliency is defined as the presence of protective factors (personal, social, 

familial, and institutional safety nets) which enable individuals to resist stress (Kaplan et al., 

1996, p. 158). One essential component of resiliency is hazardous, adverse, and threatening life 

circumstances that result in individual vulnerability (Kaplan et al., 1996).  The resiliency of an 

individual can be calculated by the ratio of the presence of protective factors to the presence of 

hazardous circumstances (Kaplan et al., 1996). Resiliency is the capacity to maintain competent 

functioning while facing major life stressors (Kaplan et al., 1996); for foster children, being 

removed from their biological homes and placement in foster care would be a stressor.  

Resiliency among foster care alumni encompasses the capacity for successful adaptation, 

positive functioning or competence, despite high-risk status, chronic stress, or following 

prolonged or severe trauma (Egeland et al., 1993). The transition period, when individuals age 

out of the foster care system, leaves the individual susceptible to losing the economic, social, and 

emotional support that was obtained from CFTs (Lee et al., 2013; Williams, 2011). The CFTs are 

designed to support the individuals’ resiliency in the foster care system and help them overcome 

success barriers (Florida Partnership Development Action Team, 1999). Primarily, the purpose 

of the CFT is to help achieve safety, stability, and well-being for the individual being served 

(Florida Partnership Development Action Team, 1999; Pennell,1999).  

The collaborative efforts of members on the CFT often involve a wraparound approach. 

Measurable systemic efforts by CFTs to support the individual in foster care are essential in 
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fostering resiliency and a positive overall life outcome of the individual being served (Pennell, 

1999). Research shows that some foster children have been able to overcome adversity and 

improve life outcomes with successful CFT support (Morton, 2015b).  

The North Carolina Community Child Protection Team (2019) reported that the number 

of children in foster care in North Carolina is also growing at an alarming rate, with over 11,500 

foster children aging out of the foster care system at a 10% higher rate than in previous years. 

Many leading officials in North Carolina consider the foster care system to be in a state of crisis 

because, increasingly, individuals transitioning out of foster care experience negative life 

outcomes (Geiger et al., 2017). There is a constant need for stable home placements to maintain 

safety and stability, but unfortunately, high mobility rates directly impact the educational 

stability and academic success of foster children (Geiger et al., 2017). Therefore, this study seeks 

to understand how CFTs can help foster resiliency and positively impact the life outcomes of 

individuals aging out of the foster care system and transitioning into adulthood.   

Significance of the Research Question 

Literature has suggested that foster youth transitioning into adulthood without effective 

wraparound environmental support, comprising the school, home, and community resources, 

may experience stressors that contribute to undesirable outcomes, including drug abuse, 

unemployment, homelessness, and mental health issues (Maclean et al., 2017; Morton, 2015b). 

Wolanin (2005) noted that professionals outside of the child welfare system know very little 

about the foster care system, and this lack of information serves as the rationale for this study. 

This researcher aimed to elucidate viable support strategies that may improve the life outcomes 

of individuals who were formerly in foster care when they transition into adulthood. The study 
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explores the efforts of CFTs through the lived experiences of individuals who were formerly in 

foster care.  

This research is also significant to the adult support members who participate in CFTs for 

foster children. The CFT members are afforded the opportunity to understand foster care alumni 

lived experiences from their perspective. Members of CFTs may learn from these individuals 

what wraparound support processes helped them develop resiliency as they transitioned into 

adulthood. It is equally important for all stakeholders to hear the transition experiences of 

individuals formerly in foster care and the role of wraparound support in fostering their 

resiliency.  

The results of this study may be impactful to all stakeholders of foster care children. By 

understanding the lived experiences of individuals formerly in the foster care system, 

stakeholders will be informed of the effectiveness of implementing wraparound processes that 

center on improving the foster child's life outcomes. The study adopts a holistic approach when 

focusing on CFTs and the learned wraparound support processes that may also help them to 

positively impact foster children (Geiger et al., 2017). Wraparound support processes should be 

designed to implement programs with an emphasis on a collaborative approach (Geiger et al., 

2017).  

Research Problem and Research Question 

Research Problem 

Foster youth transitioning into adulthood experience poorer life-outcomes than their peers 

due to the lack of resiliency-fostering support systems from CFT members. 
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Research Question                                                                                                       

This IPA study seeks to understand how individuals who were formerly in foster care 

make sense of the support by CFT members that contributed to resiliency, including those at 

home, school, and in the community. The study is centered on the question:  How do foster care 

alumni make sense of CFT support received at home, at school, and in the community that has 

contributed to their resiliency? The sub-questions are crafted to answer how home, school, and 

community (external attributes) support systems foster resiliency and impact the foster youth's 

life outcomes.  

Definitions of Key Terminology 

Child and Family Teams (CFTs) 

Meetings during which protective supports that represent home, school, and community 

environments of the individual in the foster care system come together to create a person-

centered plan (PCP) that builds on the strengths, desires, and dreams of the child and also 

address the needs identified during the initial assessment of being placed in the foster care 

system. 

Individualized Education Plan (IEP) 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of (IDEA, 2004) requires 

public schools to develop an IEP for every student with a disability found to meet the federal and 

state requirement for special education. It is a map that lays out the special education instruction 

to meet the exact needs of children with special needs to make progress and succeed in school. 

Person-Centered Plan (PCP) 

This is a set of approaches designed to assist individuals in planning their lives. 
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Wraparound Support 

A philosophy of care used to build support networks for young adults and their families. 

Wraparound is a strength-based planning process that occurs in a team setting to engage with 

children, youth, and their families. 

Foster Care Alumni 

Individuals who graduate from a foster care system and are transitioning into adulthood. 

Theoretical Framework 

In this study, the researcher utilized the resiliency theory that is embedded in the stage-

environment fit theoretical framework. The study is designed to examine the resiliency of foster 

care alumni transitioning into adulthood by exploring what environmental support influenced 

their life outcomes. The stage-environment fit theory was applied to the study because of the 

many applicable elements of the theoretical framework. 

Stage-environment fit theory can be defined as the fit between the individual's needs 

during developmental years and the characteristics of their environment that influence behavior, 

motivation, and mental health (Eccles et al., 1993.) The various definitions of stage-environment 

fit uncover the central theme of adolescents' environmental support at home, school, and the 

community. The theory places value in the unique nature of adolescent transitions, which, in 

part, is derived from the relation between changes in the developmental needs of adolescents and 

changes in the environmental context in which they live (Eccles et. al., 1993). The definition also 

includes behavioral and mental health needs that are influenced by the match between the 

characteristics of the environment and the individual's characteristics (Gutman et al., 2007, p. 

522).   
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The stage-environment fit theory has three basic tenets that are commonly linked to fit 

theories: (a) an individual plus their environment predict human behavior better than each of 

them separately. Fit theories claim that fit is a more powerful predictor of individual outcomes 

than its components; (b) life outcomes are most optimal when an individual’s personal and 

environmental attributes are compatible, regardless of the level of attributes; and (c) the 

inconsistencies between the personal and environmental attributes (misfits) decrease the chance 

for positive outcomes, regardless of the direction of the discrepancies (van Vianen, 2018). 

The basic tenets of the stage-environment fit theory shape the problem of practice that 

examines why foster care alumni have poorer life outcomes than their peers when they transition 

into adulthood. The tenets provide guidance on how to apply the concept of fit and misfits of 

environments that influence life outcomes. By explicitly applying the first tenet (a person and the 

environment predict human behavior), the framework of the study can be placed around the 

relationship of the foster youth plus those environmental influences that predict positive or 

negative life outcomes. The second and third tenets which focus on outcomes (most optimal with 

internal and external attributes) encourage the researcher to emphasize those attributes that foster 

resiliency (Eccles et al., 1993).  

Roeser (2005) interpreted the stage-environment fit as developmentally appropriate or 

developmentally regressive shifts in the nature of social and learning opportunities at home, 

school, and in social environments that young people experience as they develop. The stage-

environment fit theory is rooted in fit theories that are integral in laying the underpinnings of the 

fit focus. The stage-environment fit theory is deeply rooted in the person-fit theory, which 

describes how well the support needs of adolescents are being met by supports in their 

environment (Gutman  et al., 2007; -Kennedy-Lewis, 2013). For example, increased academic 
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support by CFT members collaborating with foster parents may increase the foster child's 

academic success and resiliency. This example illustrates the fit between the characteristics of 

the environment (CFT and foster parents) and the characteristics of the individual (Gutman et al., 

2007; Hunt, 1975; Kennedy-Lewis, 2013).   

Three notable theories are linked to the stage-environment fit and considered 

foundational to understanding the historical trajectory. The person-environment fit theory, 

Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, and Erickson’s eight development theory stages are intricately 

interconnected to stage-environment fit. The three theories examine environmental 

characteristics and development of adolescents during pivotal developmental stages along with 

the impact on life outcomes. (Eccles et al., 1993, p. 92).  

First, the stage-environment fit theory is historically linked to the person-environment fit 

theory which was described by Caplan (2004), and posits that adolescents find success at school 

and work when the environment is suited for them (Eccles et al., 1993). The person-environment 

fit theory describes how individual challenges are influenced and explained by their environment 

to the degree to which individual and environmental characteristics match (Eccles et al., 1993). 

Although there are foundational similarities between the stage-environment fit and person-

environment fit theories, the individual life outcomes in person-environment fit are based on 

individual characteristics with the environment rather than the needs of the individual being 

based on developmental changes in life, as found in the stage-environment fit (Eccles et al., 

1993).  

Second, the sociocultural theory has roots in the stage-environment fit as well. The 

sociocultural theory describes how an individual’s surroundings affect their behavior. It covers 

the scope of health, mental health, history, or any other areas of the lived experience that 
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emphasize society's environmental factors, culture, and social interaction (Vygotsky & Cole, 

1978). The sociocultural theory position is that learning is social and largely dependent upon the 

individuals’ surroundings while behavior and cognitive skills are learned by the youth interacting 

with experienced external supports (Vygotsky & Cole, 1978). The individual’s surroundings and 

interaction with supports are most important when linking sociocultural theory with the stage-

environment fit. 

Finally, Erikson's eight stages describe how the developments of a person’s personality 

and changes throughout their lifespan are connected by the development stages of individuals 

beginning with infancy and ending with maturity (Domino & Affonso, 1990). The eight stages of 

development start with infancy; trust versus mistrust (0-1 year); autonomy versus shame (1-3 

years); initiative versus guilt (3-6 years); industry versus inferiority (6 years-adolescence); 

identity versus role confusion (adolescence); intimacy versus isolation (20-40 years); 

generativity versus stagnation (40-65 years); and maturity ego integrity versus despair (65 years-

Death) (Domino & Affonso, 1990). 
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Table 1  Developmental Stages 

Stage Major Question Virtue 

Trust vs. Mistrust Can I trust the world? Hope 

Autonomy vs. Shame  Can I do things myself or rely 

on others? 

Will 

Initiative vs. Guilt Is it okay for me to do things? Purpose 

Industry vs. Inferiority How can I be good? Competence 

Identity vs. Role Confusion  How do I fit in? Fidelity 

Intimacy vs. Isolation Can I love and be loved? Love 

Generativity vs. Stagnation  What can I contribute to the 

world?  

Care 

Integrity vs. Despair Was my life a good one? Wisdom 

  

In addition to the historical trajectory of the person-environment fit, the sociocultural 

theory, and Erickson’s eight stages of development, several seminal and contemporary authors 

have influenced the theory through the application of their work. Hunt (1975) was the first to 

expand on the paradigm of fit theories by presenting literature on individual differences and 

environmental effects. His initial contributions to stage-environment fit, particularly his work in 

education, predicts the behavior of a person based on environment interactions and the match 

between environmental characteristics and individual characteristics (Hunt, 1975).  Next, 

Domino and Affonso (1990) expanded on the work of Hunt by providing an inventory of a 

psychosocial balance that provided access to all eight of Erikson’s psychosocial stages of 

development mentioned above. The inventory was designed to measure the developmental stages 

described by Erikson; particularly ego vs. despair for the 65 years and older population.  

Eccles et al. (1993) contributed to the understanding of the knowledge of psychological 

development by focusing on the mismatch and unmet needs of adolescents in their social 
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environments. Later, Furstenberg (2003) contributions included efforts that relate to adolescents 

transitioning to adulthood and described the role of school, work, and family formation. 

Furstenberg examined these transitions through a cohort of five pathways, with three including 

school to work and two that included parenthood. Finally, Gutman et al. (2007) provided insight 

through their research, into understanding family relations, adolescents, and their life outcomes. 

Although it is essential to mention the above-notable authors that collectively presented 

prominent research, it is equally important to mention those authors that are critics of the theory. 

Critics of Stage Environment-Fit 

Jeffrey Edwards (2008) posed a counter-argument of the stage-environment fit as well as 

other fit theories and research. Edwards challenges the idea of fit-related research that treats an 

individual's perceptions as an independent variable and determinant of the individual’s outcome. 

Edwards’s (2008) argument is not applicable when studying the resiliency of foster children. For 

example, a foster child that perceives increased support from adult support persons in their home 

environment may result in the foster child maintaining stability in not only their home 

environment but their school environment as well. The stability could result in the foster child 

graduating from high school and achieving their goals while transitioning into adulthood. This 

example provides an illustration of the match between adult support received by the foster 

child’s environment and a positive life outcome.   

Recent literature surrounding fit theories sometimes ignores the reality of constructs that 

are more relevant to fit judgments than others (van Vianen, 2018; Edwards, 2008).  Edwards 

(2008) argued that forming studies embedded in frameworks such as stage-environment fit 

provide comparisons of fits between the individual’s home, school, and community attributes 

that may not be accurate and are not always necessary to predict positive or negative life 
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outcomes. In addition to Edwards’s (2008) opposing views of fit theories, Deci and Ryan (2000) 

also suggested theories such as the self-determination theory, which implies that individuals who 

thrive in environments that fulfill the basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness will feel a sense of fit when the environment fulfills those needs and that may be a 

better determinant of life outcomes. On the other hand, Eccles et al. (1993a) explained that 

children who experience social environments that respond to their developing needs, including 

home, school, and community, are more likely to have positive life outcomes.  

Rationale  

The stage-environment fit theory is guided by “the relation between changes in the 

developmental needs of adolescents and changes in the social contexts in which they live” 

(Gutman et al., 2007, p. 522). Therefore, the current study utilizes the theoretical framework of 

stage-environment fit theory to better understand how foster children’s environments at home, 

school, and in the community, comprising CFT support, align with the individual's ability to 

foster resiliency while transitioning into adulthood. The stage environment-fit theory is most 

appropriate in framing the study of foster care alumni and their experiences with those supports 

that represent their environment and helped foster resiliency. The rationale of the study posits 

that the coordinated and collaborative efforts of CFTs members to embrace resiliency by 

addressing home stability and the academic challenges of the foster child at home, at school, and 

in the community will impact the individual’s ability to overcome adversity and positively 

impact their life outcome. 

Applying Theory  

This researcher explored the implications presented by Edwards (2008) by presenting 

lived experiences and perception data collected from participants describing how those fits of 
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home, school, and community environmental support influenced the individual’s life 

outcomes. Applying the stage-environment fit theory serves as the most appropriate framework 

to investigate how support received in the individual’s environment aligns with how they were 

able to foster resiliency. The stage-environment fit theory coupled with the research question is 

applicable to the study. Previous studies have suggested that foster youth experience negative life 

outcomes when the environmental support at home, school, and in the community is 

inadequately suited to address their developmental needs (Eccles et al., 1993a, 1993b). The 

researcher explored how environmental support by CFT members in the home, school, and 

community aligns with the complex needs of foster youth to foster resiliency 

The study explored the lived experiences of participants through the methodology design 

of an IPA approach. The qualitative study relies on the stories and perceptions of foster care 

alumni and how they make sense of those experiences with environmental support of the school, 

home, and community that has fostered resiliency. The stage-environment fit theoretical 

framework guided this research to discover the specific school and community experiences and 

challenges of former foster youth during the ages of 16–21 years. 

Conclusion 

Resiliency is an internal attribute that can be fostered externally through environmental 

support. Through the lens of the stage-environment fit, resiliency is the process that disrupts the 

negative trajectory from risk to psychopathology and thereby results in adaptive outcomes even 

in the presence of adversity. The study will help to inform the development of wraparound 

support processes by CFT members tasked with collaborating and providing academic support to 

help improve life outcomes of the foster child being served (Weed et al., 2000). The basic tenets 

of the stage environment fit theory guide the description of the problem of practice as well as the 
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research questions in the study. In the next chapter, a review of the literature covers the scope of 

home and school instability of foster children, their academic challenges in high school, and CFT 

members that are employed to support academic success and foster resiliency. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

In this chapter, the review of literature addresses the academic environment and the 

academic challenges experienced by foster students in high school. In addition, this chapter 

includes a discussion of the foster system along with family, school, and community support of 

foster children as it relates to their academic success, the effectiveness of the system, and its 

challenges. Last, this chapter addresses resiliency and the impact of wraparound support of CFT 

on the lives of children in foster care.  

Multiple databases were searched for peer-reviewed articles, including PubMed, to 

identify the most relevant studies for this research. Search terms used include “foster care 

children,” “wraparound support,” and “resiliency.” Initially, 4,500 articles were retrieved but 

these were narrowed down by restricting the search to articles published during the last 5 years. 

The Academic Environment of Foster Children in High School 

A synthesis of the research available concluded that the current academic environment 

experienced by foster children makes it difficult for them to transition out of the foster care 

system into adulthood (Lips, 2007). The research concludes that education is one key factor in 

determining if foster care alumni successfully transition into adulthood. Nationally, the trend 

shows that higher rates of grade retention, poor standardized test scores, high absenteeism, 

truancy, and dropout rates attribute to some significant warning signs for adverse educational 

outcomes (U. S. Children’s Bureau, 2021). According to Lips (2007), most students in foster 

care have a lower educational attainment than their peers. The challenges that students in foster 

care experience include instability, lower expectations than their peers, poor adult advocacy, lack 

of life-skills training, and special education needs (Conger & Rebek, 2001). A survey by 

Festinger (1984) concluded that having multiple moves while in foster care negatively affects 
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foster children’s academic performance. Researchers advocate reducing the instability in this 

population as one solution to improving the foster child's overall success. Besides instability, a 

lack of adult advocacy and support has been found to contribute to some of the problems foster 

care students experience (Lips, 2007). 

The data show that, on average, foster students enter into the foster care system at least 

one grade below their expected grade level and experience lower academic achievement than 

their peers who are not in foster care (Lips, 2007). Students in foster care change schools twice 

as many times as their peers and move three or more times before fifth grade in some cases 

(Blome, 1997). As a result of unstable home placements and multiple school changes, a high 

school student in foster care may experience a loss of credits, incomplete transcripts, lost 

records, poor assessments, and irregular attendance (Weinberg et al., 2009). Many foster students 

report that they feel disengaged in high school because of frequent moves, starting over, 

experiencing a disruption in classes, and making new friends (Morton, 2016).  

As a result of multiple moves at home and school, research shows that foster students 

tend to fall behind their peers socially and academically; a phenomenon that, in many cases, may 

present as behavioral issues (Eckenrode et al., 1995). Studies further revealed that social and 

emotional turmoil experienced by students in foster care stem from disruptions that occur due to 

multiple placements and adjustments to new schools (Bruce et al., 2013; Pears et al., 2013).  

While education serves as an essential component in most high school students’ lives, many 

foster students feel academically and socially disconnected due to their academic challenges 

(Morton, 2016; Zetlin et al., 2012). The following section will describe the academic challenges 

that foster students experience in high school. 
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Academic Challenges Experienced by Foster Students in High School 

The US Department of Education (2016) documented that at age 17 years, foster students 

are less likely to graduate from high school, with only 65% graduating by age 21, compared with 

86% of the general student population. Although high school is an important place for foster 

children to experience normality, foster students experience considerable difficulties in achieving 

a high school degree with lower success and graduation rates than their peers who have not 

experienced foster care (Dvorsky & Courney, 2009; Harris et al., 2010; Neal, 2017; Zetlin, 

2006). Compared with their peers who are not in foster care, lower test scores, truancy, tardiness, 

absenteeism, and dropout rates occur at considerably higher rates among foster students (Lips, 

2007; Morton, 2015; Williams, 2017).  

Research indicates that some foster care alumni described negative high school 

experiences as a lack of academic rigor and a curriculum that did not allow them to gain 

appropriate knowledge, credits, and an academic foundation to help support their goal of college 

entry (Rios & Rocco, 2014). Two major obstacles that foster students experience in high school 

as barriers to academic success are (a) non-empathetic teachers and administrators and (b) a lack 

of academic rigor (Rios & Rocco, 2014). Some participants in the study by Rios and Rocco 

(2014) expressed negative experiences with teachers and administrators who showed no interest 

in understanding their status and its impact on their academic progress as contributing factors to 

their life outcomes. Other participants reported that the absence of academic rigor resulted in a 

lack of college preparedness, with classes that were too easy and a curriculum that did not result 

in consistent knowledge gain (Rios & Rocco, 2014).  

Foster students who believe they can be high achievers in high school are likely to do so, 

while their aspirations and expectations critically influence their life trajectory (Neal, 2017; 
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Randolph & Thompson, 2017; Zetlin, 2006). Foster students that are prepared for the academic 

and social-emotional demands of high school have been shown to increase their educational and 

psychosocial adjustment into adulthood (Bruce et al., 2013; Pears et al., 2013). On the contrary, 

in a study conducted in 2014, participants credited teachers, school counselors, and a rigorous 

academic climate for their success in high school (Rios & Rocco, 2014). Besides, participants 

also expressed that they remembered influential teachers by name and recalled how they 

advocated on their behalf (Rios & Rocco, 2014).  

Research has shown that academic support in high school primarily originates through 

modes or systems that are challenging and educators that are caring while paying attention to the 

needs of their students (Bruce et al., 2013; Christian, 2003; Pears et al., 2013; Rios & Rocco, 

2014). Foster care alumni recalled that most of their academic success occurred when teachers 

were concerned and attentive to their specific special education needs while collaborating with 

other members on their CFT (Rios & Rocco, 2014). 

Appropriateness of Special Education Designation and Programs 

Special education can be defined as a set of services provided to students who experience 

exceptional learning needs and is specially designed to accommodate the unique needs of foster 

children who have disabilities (Zetlin, 2006).  Special education refers to the practice of 

educating students in a way that addresses their special needs and circumstances and ideally a 

process that involves a systemic process of teaching that includes materials and accessible 

settings and interventions that are assigned to help.  

Prior research identifies under-representation and over-representation of special 

education services as a challenge for foster students having high academic achievement in high 

school (Weinberg & Luderer, 2004; Zetlin, 2006). On the one hand, previous research has 
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demonstrated a need for high school educators in the US to provide special education 

opportunities for foster care children that best support their academic needs (Zetlin, 2006). On 

the other hand, the failure to complete assessments and create a plan to implement the special 

education services that foster students require creates a major barrier to achieving academic 

progress (Weinberg & Luderer, 2004; Zetlin, 2006). Consequently, prematurely placing foster 

students in special education programs may result in the lack of the academic rigor needed to 

transition into higher education.  

The lack of special education service implementation by educators results in foster 

students experiencing an under-representation of services and a lack of support (Weinberg & 

Luderer, 2004; Zetlin, 2006). Many foster children have a need for special education services 

that go unidentified because of the frequent moves, delays in transfer of records, and a lack of 

knowledge about the child’s academic abilities (Zetlin, 2006; Zetlin et al., 2012). One of the 

most common special education services is the Individualized Education Program (IEP) (Scherr, 

2007; Zetlin, 2006). 

The IEP is a legal document that falls under the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Act (IDEA), a law passed in 1973. This act requires all public schools to develop an IEP for any 

student that requires special education and is binding in all 50 states of the US (IDEA, 2004). 

The IDEA Act of 1973 guarantees four fundamental rights for all students with disabilities, 

including foster students: (a) the student receives special education services at no cost to the 

family, (b) the student has the right to attend the school closest to their home, in the least 

restrictive environment, (c) the student has the right to be educated with students without 

disabilities with supports and services in place that assist them, and (d) the student has the right 
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to a complete assessment that helps determine the type of special needs services and support that 

is needed (2004).  

Research conducted by the Disabilities, Opportunities, Internetworking, and Technology 

Center (DO-IT) found that a failure of high schools to adhere to foster students' rights with 

regard to special education needs is rare. However, when it occurs, it includes the failure to (a) 

mention the student's individual needs without being specific to the student's direct needs, (b) 

provide details on the student's current performance, and 3) provide quantifiable measures and 

data to meet the student’s needs (2014). Educational testing is the most effective way to identify 

a foster child's academic needs, including children who may need an IEP (Scherr, 2007). The 

failure to identify and address the IEP needs of foster students in high school affects the student’s 

ability to experience a smooth transition into adulthood (Scherr, 2007; Zetlin, 2006). Foster 

students not only experience emotional and behavioral concerns, but they also experience special 

needs that may fall under categories such as autism, developmental delays, emotional and 

behavioral disorders, and intellectual disabilities (Weinberg & Luderer, 2004; Zetlin, 2006).  

The IEP provides a road map of special education support services created to meet the 

student’s exact needs while examining details that explain how the student’s disability affects 

learning (Scherr, 2007; Zetlin, 2006). The IEP describes how the student learns and best 

demonstrates learning while identifying needs to help the student learn more effectively (Zetlin 

et al., 2012). In many cases, foster students are under-represented because of due processes, 

which ensures that no changes can be made to the student’s program without the consent and 

prior notice made to the parent (IDEA, 2004).  

Many foster students experience frequent moves which make it difficult for parental 

consent, and either they fail to remain in a school district long enough for a complete IEP to be 
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developed, or they have to wait long periods for records to be transferred (IDEA, 2004; Ward & 

Herrick, 2010; Zetlin, 2006).  Consequently, the failure to adequately identify those foster 

students that require special education services results in an under-representation of special 

education services and has a negative impact on the academic progress and performance of the 

foster student (Zetlin, 2006).  

On the other hand, foster students experience poor literacy skills, overall academic 

failure, and higher rates of special education placements and services such as IEPs (Pearls & 

Fisher, 2013). For many decades, special education classes have had a disproportionately high 

representation of culturally, linguistically, and ethnically diverse and low-income students, 

compared to the representation of these students in gifted and talented programs (Zetlin, 2006). 

In contrast to the under-represented foster students that lack adequate special education services 

due to environmental factors, research also describes an over-representation of foster students 

receiving special education services for a number of contributing factors in high school (Harry & 

Klinger, 2007).  

Foster students, in some cases, are automatically placed in special education programs 

because (a) they have received inadequate classroom room instruction prior to receiving special 

education services, (b) they are subject to inconsistent or arbitrary placement policies and 

processes, and (c) they are placed in special education services simply because they are labeled 

low income or a lack of alternative school options (Harry & Klinger, 2007).  Zetlin (2006) added 

that an over-representation of foster students in special education programs is simply because of 

their foster placement. As a result of misrepresentation of special education services, the foster 

student is sometimes stigmatized and labeled as a student with special needs, even though they 
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may be best served in a more challenging educational setting that will better prepare them for 

higher education (Harry & Klinger, 2007; Zetlin et al., 2012).   

Previous research has suggested that education initiatives are launched to ensure adequate 

wraparound support of the foster student, educational needs are met, grade placement and 

coursework are appropriate, school records are received, and educational accommodations are 

addressed (Weinberg & Luderer, 2004). An individual’s education is a key factor in their overall 

success, and according to Lips (2007), education is a crucial factor in determining whether the 

student makes a smooth transition into adulthood after high school.  

Barriers to Acquiring Higher Education and Transitioning into Adulthood 

Historically, little emphasis has been placed on foster children transitioning into higher 

education even though there has been an increased effort on state and local levels to improve the 

populations' educational outcomes (Courtney et al., 2010; Jacobson, 1998). Dworsky and 

Courtney (2009) found that 70% of foster care alumni desire to attend college, while only 20% 

actually enroll in college, with 1%-11% graduating from college.  

The small percentage of foster students that are successful aimed to obtain a higher 

education despite many pre-determined barriers. CFTs engaging with home supports, community 

supports, and educators that are influential in the life of the foster child is an essential component 

to fostering resiliency. The support entities of family, teachers, and community coupled with 

self-reliance are beneficial and positively influence the individual’s experience in high school 

and beyond (Morton, 2016). Foster youth are frequently referred to as an invisible high-risk 

population; in some cases, teachers do not even realize these students are in foster care (Zetlin et 

al., 2006.) Morton (2016) explained that due to the complex layers of abuse and neglect that 
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many foster children have experienced, teachers may be ill-equipped to deal with the emotional 

or academic challenges they face.  

In many cases, school provides a place of refuge for the foster youth when other 

components may be unstable. Foster youth represent a high-risk group for a range of negative 

educational outcomes such as behavioral, social, mental health, drug, and dependency problems 

that can impact the student for a lifetime (Morton, 2015a). As a result of the challenges they face, 

foster students have lower enrollment in higher education, retention, and completion rates 

(Zetlin, 2006). Finally, foster youth face numerous challenges including shortage of financial 

resources, substance abuse issues and mental health challenges, gender, racial and ethnic 

barriers, college disengagement, and inadequate support in higher education. Research indicates 

that increased support and supplemental programs, such as the LINKS program provided for 

North Carolina foster care children, may be utilized to help mitigate the challenges (Salazar et 

al., 2016).  

Conclusion 

There is a wide range of at-risk school indicators that present academic challenges 

amongst this group of students that include an under representation and over representation of 

special education. A lack of academic rigor and curriculums that are too challenging for the 

foster student to succeed are equally problematic and may prevent students that require special 

education services from accessing them (Weinberg & Luderer, 2009; Zetlin et al., 2006).  Foster 

students are often required to enroll in remedial courses and special education classes that don’t 

count toward graduation because of their lack of preparedness in high school.  The next section 

of this review presents research that suggests that wraparound processes that engage formal and 
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informal supports of foster students cater to the educational needs and academic 

accommodations of foster students (Weinberg & Luderer, 2004).  

Foster System Support: Roles and Effectiveness 

Despite clear challenges that impact their academic achievement, many foster children 

aim for postsecondary education (Morton, 2016). McMillen, Auslander, Elze, White, and 

Thompson (2003) discovered that 95% of foster children desired to continue their education. The 

purpose of CFT collaborative efforts is to provide formal and informal support that meets the 

academic needs of foster children (Morton, 2016). Research studies indicate that CFTs are 

members who convene regularly with the child to identify the strengths and needs of the child 

that will help achieve positive outcomes as it relates to safety, permanency, and the transition 

into adulthood (DHHA,2021). The CFT model places the child in the center surrounded by both 

informal and formal support. Informal supports are individuals that will continue with the child 

when the child exits care. These supports are often referred to as natural supports, and they were 

connected to the child (in most cases) before the child was brought into care.  

One commonality shared by most children in foster care are frequent moves that result in 

the youth exhibiting high levels of stress and developmental challenges as they cope with 

emotional turbulence (Greiger et al., 2017; Morton, 2015b; Neal, 2017). The situation of being 

removed from their biological home can be traumatic and the instability related to the 

psychological, physical, and social changes typically continue into adulthood (Lemon et al., 

2005). The foster care system is a part of the complex child welfare system that places a child’s 

care at the center of wraparound formal and natural supports (U.S Department of Health and 

Human Services [HHS], 2008). In this section, it is essential to first describe the CFT in the 

context of family support, school support, and community support. This discussion will be 
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followed by the most common wraparound supports represented in CFTs of foster youth 

followed by a detailed description of their role on the team (HHS, 2008). Wraparound support 

members are employed by agencies that represent child welfare, courts, and the education 

system. Members include case workers, juvenile court counselors, guardian ad litem (GAL) 

mentors, and educators (HHS, 2008).  

Family, School, and Community Support 

The primary sources of family support are a network of interpersonal relationships to the 

foster child that include the foster family, kinship placement and group home staff, along with 

other residential care providers that represent the foster child’s home placement. Those 

individuals are considered to represent family support on the CFT. A study completed by Hass 

and Graydon (2009) concluded that foster children were considered successful based on 

completing a vocational or postsecondary program, or in their third year of a four-year program. 

The majority of the participants, 38 of 45, attributed their success to an individual or individuals 

that they considered to be family (Hass & Graydon, 2009). Rios and Rocco (2014) found that 11 

out of 24 participants praised their foster parents for their academic success while 14 participants 

credited their biological parents (Rios and Rocco, 2014).  

Research has revealed that successful foster parents engage in active communication with 

the foster child’s supports and feel valued by members on the foster child’s CFT (Geiger et al., 

2017). Literature reveals that when foster parents are successful and the placement is stable, 

effective CFT support is essential to provide permanency and stability for the child (Geiger et al., 

2017; Neal, 2017; Pecora et al., 2006).  

Foster parents desire the chance to be heard in their observations, interactions, and 

experiences with the foster youth (Geiger et al., 2017). In one study, it was reported by former 



  35 

  5/2022 

foster care participants that authoritative foster parents and biological relatives’ support 

contributed to their academic success, and many of the participants referred to their foster 

parents as family when assessing their impact in their lives (Rios & Rocco, 2014). The external 

variable labeled as parental support and family involvement has been coined according to Neal 

(2017) as one of the best predictors of academic success. The absence of expected guidance and 

support of a parent or foster parent may cause depression, low self-esteem, poor academic 

performance, and an overall inability to transition successfully into independence (Massinga & 

Pecora, 2004). Foster parents that do a good job nurturing and supporting foster children placed 

in their homes exemplify the importance of home placement when participating in CFTs.  

Foster parents provide the largest number of homes for foster youth placed in the foster 

care system (Massinga & Pecora, 2004; Neal, 2017). However, on the other hand, previous 

studies have also reported the failures of foster parents, and cases of re-abuse in foster care 

placements, with lasting impacts such as maltreatment and poor academic achievement (Krovetz, 

1999; Morton, 2015). The failures of child welfare agencies to adequately plan for incidents of 

re-abuse or neglect in foster homes has raised significant concern in recent literature surrounding 

foster children (Morton, 2015a). Re-abuse of foster children in foster homes coupled with the 

abuse experienced in their biological home can result in long-lasting consequences (Krovetz, 

1999; Morton, 2015a). Maltreatment or re-abuse is significant because it exposes the vulnerable 

child to instability in the current home placement with consequences that affect the child’s well-

being and academic success (Krovetz, 1999; Morton, 2015a).  Studies have indicated that re-

abuse of foster children at the hand of foster parents is at least equally damaging, and may be 

more damaging than the abuse or neglect experienced in their biological homes, resulting in 

long-lasting trauma through adulthood (Krovetz, 1999; Morton, 201a5). In cases of re-abuse, 
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foster children experience feelings of disempowerment, anger, and hopelessness with even more 

difficulty transitioning when re-abuse occurs within the foster home placement (Krovetz, 1999; 

Morton, 2015a).  

Foster parents’ active participation in CFTs of the foster youth is an important part of 

planning for goals and academic success of foster students (Krovetz, 1999; Morton, 2015a). 

Academic success will prove to be much more difficult if the foster home is not free from harm 

and abuse (Krovetz, 1999; Morton, 2015a). Comprehensive research on re-abuse has revealed 

that caring and active foster parents make a positive difference in the academic success of a 

youth; so, it is evident that the opposite is true of negative or abusive foster parents (Krovetz, 

1999; Morton, 2015a). When abuse is present in any home, it can be counterproductive in 

fostering resiliency, detrimental to academic success, and limits the CFT’s ability to provide 

wraparound support to the foster child.  

In a study conducted by Krovetz in 1999, the author concluded that teachers make a 

difference in the everyday life of a foster child. Foster children that were considered driven and 

goal oriented shared positive views of school when teachers and administrators at school worked 

to make a difference in their lives. In addition, Merdinger et al. (2005) concluded that 55.1% of 

their participants recalled receiving college advising, 63% were enrolled in college preparatory 

courses, and 65 % participated in extracurricular activities. Hass and Graydon (2009) and Rios 

and Rocco (2014) found that mentors in the community were important sources of support for 

foster children aspiring to achieve academic success. About 63% of the participants in the Hass 

and Graydon study and 42% in the Rios study identified the support of a mentor in the 

community as one of the main reasons they were able to achieve their academic goals.   
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As explained by Kaplan et al. (1996), it appears that youths in the foster system share 

similar challenges such as poor economic conditions, academic challenges, social, emotional and 

behavioral problems, and low social competence, and theoretically could benefit from mentoring 

programs with a wraparound focus. Mentoring programs have been proven by research to 

support foster youth transitioning into adulthood through an additional layer of community 

support (Kaplan et al., 1006; Williams, 2011). A mentor is defined as a trusted, non-parent adult 

figure in a child’s life, with a recognized presence as a protective support in the community for 

foster children (Williams, 2011).  

Mentor programs have become more relevant in foster care literature since federal 

legislation passed the Foster Care Independence Act in 1999, which allowed for mentorship 

programs to receive federal funding (Rhodes et al., 2003). Research has shown that mentorship 

programs have positive impacts on children in foster care (Rhodes et al., 2003; Weinberger, 

2014) and the presence of mentor or adult role models increases the chances of positive life 

outcomes while fostering resiliency attributes in the child (Williams, 2011). The role of the 

mentor serves as an informal (however the mentor can be a professional in any field) support 

member on the CFTs for the foster child.  

A mentor’s guidance endures well into adulthood by providing an unconditional layer of 

support for the child in foster care in their home, school, and community environments (Rhodes 

et al., 2000; Williams, 2011; Weinberger, 2014). The mentors support helps the child to foster 

resiliency and allows positive adult influences in the community to fill a need or void that a 

foster youth may have (Rhodes et al., 2000; Weinberger, 2014). Research that surrounds 

fostering resiliency through mentorship has described several challenges acquired by the child 

before entering a program and they include (a) forming lasting relationships with adults and 
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peers and (b) participating in risky behaviors, substance abuse and juvenile delinquency (Rhodes 

et al., 2000; Williams, 2001; Weinberger, 2014).  

As a result of some negative consequences that foster children experience, their academic 

and educational goals often suffer and fall into patterns of depression, self-doubt, and isolation 

when faced with the daunting world of foster care (Kaplan et.al., 2009; Williams, 2011). Some of 

the common goals of mentoring programs with a wraparound focus to solving myriad challenges 

faced by the foster child include: (a) Ensuring the foster children establishes healthy 

relationships and able to express feelings and emotions that help develop their self-esteem; (b) 

Developing the requisite social skills, confidence, and self-esteem to make healthy choices, and 

(c) Nurturing goal aspirations which can lead to high academic achievement and college 

attainment (Kaplan et al., 2009; Williams, 2011).  

Formal Wraparound Supports  

In addition to family, school and community supports, professional, licensed and 

qualified support members are essential in the lives of children in the foster care system, they are 

trained to make critical decisions concerning the child’s academic progress and overall well- 

being (Weinberg et al., 2009). Research has described professional supports as trained licensed 

professionals who are responsible for securing stable home and educational placements, and 

supporting the legal and community involvement of the foster child (HHS, 2008).  

The Department of Social Services (DSS) serves under the U.S Department of Human 

Services, as a public agency that is appointed by the courts to assume parental or custodial rights 

for children in the foster care system (North Carolina Community Child Protection Team, 2019). 

It is the public responsibility of child welfare workers who are employed by DSS to manage the 

delivery of health- and human-related services to children that are most vulnerable, in order to 
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ensure their safety, stability, and well-being and help foster resiliency once they transition into 

adulthood (North Carolina Community Child Protection Team, 2019; Weinberg et al., 2009).  

One role of the DSS is to assign a caseworker to the foster child, in order to supervise 

home placements, by recruiting, screening, and supervising potential candidates that could 

provide a suitable, stable home (North Carolina Community Child Protection Team, 2019). The 

caseworker is also responsible for providing counsel and support from the beginning of foster 

care and throughout their duration in foster care (Geiger et al., 2017). The case worker’s 

influence is tremendously important within the CFTs, because they secure appropriate 

placements while taking on the responsibility of supervising the home placement to which the 

child is assigned (Geiger et al., 2017; Shea, 2009).  

Studies have shown that when trust is established between caseworker and foster child, 

the dynamics between the other CFT members improve (Geiger, Piel, & Chinn, 2017; Shea, 

2009). The relationship between caseworker and foster child directly impacts the child’s well-

being and the level of interaction and engagement with other members on the CFT (Geiger, Piel, 

& Chinn, 2017). Research studies have shown that when DSS assigns a consistent caseworker to 

oversee a foster child, the consistency provides stability when the child remains in foster care for 

an extended period of time (Bell & Romano, 2015; Geiger et al., 2017). In addition to assigning 

a caseworker, DSS also has the responsibility to train caseworkers in the use of effective 

communication techniques between the foster child’s biological family, the foster placements, 

and other members on the CFT (Bell & Romano, 2015; Geiger et al., 2017).  

Evidence Based Practice (EBP) gained traction amongst professionals in human services, 

education and public policy in 1992 as a process that brings together the best available research 

and professional expertise, according to the Crime and Justice Institute (n.d.). EBP relies on three 
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main principles that: 1) there are definable outcomes; 2) outcomes are measurable; and 3) 

outcomes are defined according to practical realities (NIC, 2009).  Research shows that 

evidence-based practices that inform CFT members of specific implementation techniques are 

successful in helping with the decision-making processes of children in foster care (Landsverk, 

Garland, & Leslie, 2002). Child welfare agencies as well as juvenile court counselors are held 

accountable for implementing EBP as an integral part of planning and decision making for the 

future lives of children in foster care (Pecora et al., 2006; Stott, 2013).  

In addition to diminished academic achievement and poorer life outcomes, foster children 

are more likely to experience an increased risk of juvenile delinquency than their peers (Harden, 

2004; Harris et. al., 2010; Hook & Courtney, 2011; Leve et al., 2005; Okpych & Courtney, 2014; 

Pecora et al., 2006). Studies show a direct correlation between children in the foster care system, 

as being four times more likely than their peers to experience the juvenile justice system for a 

number of reasons (Harden, 2004; Leve et al., 2005). Research finds that children in foster care 

experience instability in their biological home environments and are often times exposed to drug 

use, crime, neglect, and abuse, which encourages them to be more susceptible to repeating 

delinquent behavior (Harden, 2004; Leve et al., 2005).   

Within the Department of Juvenile Justice (DJJ), a juvenile court counselor is assigned to 

a delinquent foster youth after they have been arrested for committing an offense (Pecora et al., 

2006; Stott, 2013; Williams, 2011).  The major function of the juvenile court counselor is to 

provide supervision to the delinquent foster child during the period when they are monitored by 

the courts (Stott 2013; Williams, 2011). The juvenile court counselor is also an integral member 

of the foster youth’s CFT, and ensures that the juvenile complies with all court orders, which in 

most cases, includes attending school regularly (Pecora et al., 2006; Stott, 2013; Williams, 
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2011). Research shows that the juvenile court counselor’s role on the CFTs is to help identify 

adequate support for delinquent children who are supervised by the courts (Harden, 2004; Leve, 

Chamberlain, & Reid, 2005; Synder, 2003). The court system is designed to monitor post 

placement transitional outcomes with a major focus on safe housing. 

The guardian ad litem (GAL) is appointed by the court to ensure the best interest of the 

foster child is represented in all legal proceedings related to the child (Jenkins, 2008). GALs are 

trained to advocate on behalf of the foster child with power to influence the courts on decisions 

concerning the foster child (Jenkins, 2008). The GAL’s role on the CFT is to advocate on the 

child’s behalf and help guide the team in making decisions that adhere to specific court orders 

pertaining to long-term goals specified by the courts (Jenkins, 2008). Studies describe the main 

function of CFTs as the provision of positive wraparound support by planning for long-term 

stable housing, job placement, and post-secondary education and training resources when 

applicable (Stott, 2013; Weinberg et al., 2009).  

The policy makers’ role is equally important, even though they do not physically 

participate in CFTs as contributing members (Williams, 2011). In most recent years, federal 

legislation has allocated approximately USD 25 billion to child and welfare policies, while 

enacting over 300 bills that benefit children in the foster care system (Stott, 2013; Williams, 

2011).  In addition to the wraparound support of caseworkers, juvenile court counselors, and 

GALs, there are signature laws designed by policymakers to protect and support children in the 

foster care system. The Children in Foster Care Act, was enacted to ensure that all foster 

children, caregivers, and birth parents receive notice to participate in court hearings, with the 

right to contact their attorney and a GAL (Stott, 2013). The policy makers’ role is vital in 
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ensuring EBPs are implemented by mandates and funding that may improve life outcomes of the 

foster youth (Stott, 2013; Williams, 2011).   

The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) was signed into law in 2015 to include 

provisions that promote educational stability for children in foster care to ensure education is 

continued without disruption when the child moves (US Department of Education, 2017). ESSA 

gives the foster student the opportunity to achieve higher education or career readiness with an 

emphasis on child welfare agencies and education agencies collaborating to achieve transitioning 

goals for the youth (US Department of Education, 2017). Studies have shown that the number of 

foster youths transitioning into adulthood far exceed the funding available for services (Stott, 

2012). Child welfare policies put in place are designed to address adequate housing, educational, 

and healthcare needs of foster youth transitioning into adulthood (Stott, 2013; Williams, 2011). It 

is however, suggested that the policies and mandates should focus more attention on the 

relational and social development of youth along with providing more safety nets and resources 

to protect the foster youth (Stott, 2013). 

CFT Effectiveness  

Research has examined the internal and external influences that challenge the 

effectiveness of CFTs to meet the complex needs of the foster child (Morris & Connolly, 2012; 

Varges et. al, 2009). Mixed results have been shown through research about the effectiveness of 

CFTs on various outcomes of foster children once they transition out of the child welfare system 

(Crampton, 2007). Internal challenges affect the team’s direct ability to engage families and 

stakeholders in planning the foster child’s goals (Morris & Connolly, 2012; Varges et. Al., 

2009). The challenge is largely determined by the team’s ability to overcome logistical barriers 

that allow members to be present at each meeting (Morris & Connolly, 2012).  
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CFTs are structured around consistency and collaboration that include attendance, 

biological family participation when applicable coupled with consistent collaborative support 

from all other formal and informal adults associated with the child (Altshuler, 2003). The 

participation rating techniques that are distributed between CFTs members help gather team data 

to gain a better understanding of variables that help foster effective support implementation 

among the team (Cook et al., 2007). The inconsistency in team member participation, attendance, 

and lack of participation creates barriers needed to build team cohesion and deliver effective 

support to foster children and their families (Cook et al., 2007).  

At the center of a CFT, lies the foster youth ideally surrounded by adult support members 

comprising of formal and informal support. CFTs were created as a result of child welfare 

agencies struggling to respond adequately to increasing reports of child maltreatment, and the 

complex needs of families involved with limited resources (Shusterman, 2005; US Children’s 

Bureau, 2021). CFTs are employed to accomplish both normative and instrumental goals 

designed to be useful tools that empower children and families in the child welfare system to 

make decisions with the most favorable outcome (Crampton & Jackson, 2007; Morris & 

Connolly, 2012). CFTs are effective when they improve life outcomes through a collaborative 

person-centered process and are intended to initiate a core group of team members that develop a 

case plan that is centered on the foster child through collaboration; however, studies prove very 

mixed results on how effective collaboration impacts the foster child being served (Crampton & 

Jackson, 2007; Daro et al., 2005; Pennell et al., 2010).  

CFTs are generally measured by the team’s ability to collaborate effectively to support 

the child environments that includes a wraparound network engaging the child’s home, school 

and community (Crampton, 2007; Morris & Connolly, 2012). Although there are common 
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barriers that attribute to poor life outcomes of foster youth transitioning into adulthood, research 

identifies that wraparound support can make a significant difference in the life of foster children 

(Rios & Rocco, 2014). Research surrounding CFTs have identified home, school and community 

as either a barrier or a support that impacts the academic success (Morton, 2016; Martin, 1999; 

Morton, 2015). 

Conclusion 

Recent literature suggests that foster care alumni transitioning into adulthood experience 

poorer life outcomes than their peers due to multiple factors. The broad range of literature cover 

themes associated with challenges experienced by individuals in the foster care system and 

implications associated with implementing a wraparound support process through a holistic 

approach to nurture home, school and community environments of the foster child through 

collaborative efforts by CFTs members that represent those environments.  

Preliminary findings reveal that foster care alumni transitioning into adulthood are 

identified as high-risk for poor academic achievement, poor post-secondary success, unsteady 

employment and overall social adjustment (Neal, 2017; Morton, 2013; Randolph, Thompson, 

2017; Zetlin, 2006). The results also imply that the CFTs strategies such as maintaining 

consistent team members tied with a collaborative wraparound support process to support the 

stability and academic challenges in high school help foster resiliency in the individual being 

served (Neal, 2017; Randolph & Thompson, 2017; Zetlin, 2006). It can be concluded that an 

intentional effort exerted by CFTs to implement effective wraparound support strategies that 

include maintaining home stability and academic stability will positively impact the individual’s 

life outcome (Neal, 2017; Randolph & Thompson, 2017; Zetlin, 2006). In this section a deep 

dive into the particular roles and challenges of CFT members was presented, the next section 
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digs even deeper into the scope of CFT wraparound support and how they provide support to 

the foster child, that helps foster resiliency.  

Assessing Wraparound Support and Resiliency 

CFTs are designed to enhance the integrated delivery of services to meet the complex 

needs of foster children. The wraparound process was first introduced in 1980 to support both 

children and adults with serious behavioral and emotional complex needs and refers to any 

program or resource that sets out to deliver flexible comprehensive services (Walker & Schutte, 

2004). Studies show that the wraparound process comprises ten principles that place the foster 

student in the center of a collaborative team that strives to produce a more desired outcome for 

the foster student being served (Burchard, Burns, Burchard, 2002; Burns, Schoenwald, Burchard, 

Faw & Santos, 2000). In 1999, a wraparound monograph was published that presented ten core 

principles from the perspective of wraparound innovators that assist with resiliency (Goldman, 

1999). 

Ten Core Principles of Wraparound Support 

1. Family Voice and Choice—This principle entails an intentional prioritizing of the child 

and family’s perspectives and preferences by recognizing that long-term connections to 

the foster child usually have a strong commitment to the child’s life-outcome (Walker & 

Schutte, 2004). As addressed in the previous section the family includes biological 

family members, adoptive parents, foster parents and non-family care givers.  Family 

voice and choice acknowledges the family members display a unique commitment to the 

wraparound process (Walker & Schutte, 2004). Under the voice and choice principle the 

CFT must pay particular attention to family values and preferences of those family 
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members who have long-term relationships with the foster child and in a position to 

influence the planning of goals created in the wraparound process and outcomes.  

The planning process is grounded in the foster child’s perspective, where the team 

strives to provide alternatives that recognize supporting resiliency is based on the 

priorities and goals set by the youth. According to Walker & Schutte (2004), the family 

voice and choice explicitly calls for the provision of opportunities for the child and 

family to express their perspective during the wraparound process and an opportunity to 

choose the most consistent option with their desired outcomes. As described previously, 

many foster children are removed from their biological home; which makes it difficult for 

the child and their family members under some circumstances to have a sufficient impact 

during the wraparound process between professionals and educators when making 

decisions.  

Research shows that wraparound experts in the field describe balancing the 

priorities of the family when legal implications restrict the biological family from making 

choices or decisions for the child. The principle of voice and choice according to Walker, 

& Schutte (2004), must be explicitly recognized by professionals on the CFT that these 

factors may decrease the probability that the child and family perspective will have an 

impact on decisions. Adhering to the first principle of the wraparound process by 

providing the family voice and choice may present as a challenge for the CFT; however, 

the principle serves as a constant reminder that the wraparound process must emphasize 

the perspectives of the family members that will be still connected once the ages out of 

the foster care system and continue to support the foster child’s resiliency.  
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2. Team based—consists of wraparound support that includes formal, informal and natural 

supports. The team-based principle focuses on a collaborative process that consists of 

CFT members that have a strong commitment to support resiliency and impact the 

child’s life outcomes. The team-based approach is most effective when team 

membership includes all support members. Research shows that not inviting or a lack of 

participation by all team members may result in the team not having access to resources 

and or interpersonal support that would otherwise be available (Goldman, 1999). While 

utilizing the team-based approach in the wraparound process, the CFT members should 

ensure that they are adhering to family voice and choice to ensure that support members 

are included on the team that will remain connected with the foster child after formal 

agency relationships have ended (Walker & Schutte, 2004). 

3. Natural supports—in this wraparound process the CFT constantly seeks out and 

encourages the full participation of members that are biologically related, as well as 

networks of interpersonal and community relationships such as family friends, 

neighbors, church and community members (Burns & Goldman, 1988).  

4. Collaboration—The wraparound process is essentially a collaborative activity that blends 

resources perspectives and mandates from the foster child’s home, school and 

community environments to help foster resiliency and create a transition plan into 

adulthood (Goldman, 1999). CFT members work closely together to share in the 

responsibility of developing, implementing, monitoring and evaluating the transition 

plan that incorporates input from all members involved in the wraparound process. 

Within the collaboration principle, lies a legitimate concern that CFT strive to strike a 
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balance between being child and family driven as well as team driven (Burns & 

Goldman, 1988).  

5. Community based—The wraparound process aims to include a plan that engages the 

foster child in the most least restrictive environment that promotes a smooth, safe 

transition into productive community life (Burns & Goldman, 1988). Community based 

principle recognizes that the foster child deserves a plan that integrates the foster home 

placement, school and community life. This principle recognizes the importance of foster 

children receiving wraparound services, afforded the opportunity to have a CFT that 

strives to integrate the foster child into the community that they belong (Burns, 1988).  

6. Culturally competent—The wraparound process crafted by CFT members creates an 

environment that builds on values, preferences, beliefs, culture and identity of the child 

being served. The collaboration efforts of members of the CFT exhibit a mutual respect 

for diversity in expression, opinions and preferences of the foster child and his/her 

family. Within this principle of the wraparound process CFT members communicate and 

collaborate in a way that respects the foster child’s heritage, traditions and values 

(Goldman, 1999).  

7. Individualized—The CFT as part of the wraparound process customizes a person-

centered plan (PCP) by developing and implementing a customized set of strategies, 

supports and services focused on the foster child specific goals and plans for transition 

(Burns, 1988). The individualized principle challenges the CFT to create strategies 

during the wraparound process that provides support that is individualized and 

capitalizes on the strengths, creativity and knowledge of all CFT members to identify 

available resources and guide support.  



  49 

  5/2022 

8. Strength-based—In efforts to foster resiliency, the CFT recognizes that the PCP is 

crafted and builds upon the enhanced capabilities, knowledge and skills of the entire 

CFT wraparound team, and the community in which they live (Burns & Goldman, 

1988). The strength- based capitalizes on the skills, knowledge, and insights based on the 

perspectives and collaboration of experiences of each CFT team that collectively helps 

support the foster child overcome challenges and adversities (Goldman, 1999).  

9.  Persistence—This principle stems from the concept of “unconditional care” which is the 

idea that no one gets dismissed from the wraparound process no matter how difficult the 

behaviors, circumstances presented by the foster child (Burns & Goldman, 1988). 

Although studies indicate, unconditional care is somewhat unrealistic in most cases the 

wraparound support process requires the CFT to be persistent in supporting the foster 

child in overcoming challenges and accomplishing the goals created in the PCP. The 

persistent principle emphasizes the teams’ commitment to service and support of the 

foster child goals regardless of how challenging the process until it is determined that the 

foster child no longer is in need of CFT support. 

10. Outcome based—The last principle of the wraparound process support process simply 

measures outcomes. The CFT relies on the goals created by the team with input from the 

foster student to tie in strategies of the wraparound process, observe the measurable 

goals and indicators that are measurable. This principle reminds the CFT that they are 

accountable to not only the foster child but the public and community in which they 

serve (Burns & Goldman, 1988). Outcomes and tracking process toward outcomes 

should be a routine part of the wraparound process to ensure the CFT stays accountable 

working for the benefit of the foster student. Research has suggested that the purpose of 
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the ten principles in the wraparound process is to achieve positive outcomes for the 

individual by utilizing effective team collaboration and accountability on behalf of the 

individual (Morris & Connolly, 2012; Walter & Petr, 2011).  

 Wraparound academic support services can be described as the balance of school and 

CFT support that consists of home and community professional support resources (Walter & 

Petr, 2011).  Research consistently shows that the wraparound support process encourages an 

active investment by a team, comprised of both formal professional and informal supports, who 

are willing to be accountable for the results (Fixen et al., 2005; Joyce & Showers, 2002; Kealey 

et al., 2000). Individuals who were formerly in foster care are more likely to experience poorer 

life outcomes than their peers when transitioning into adulthood without adequate support 

(Pecora et al., 2006; Salazar et al., 2016).  

As a result of engaging a wraparound process, CFT members provide comprehensive, 

holistic approaches to responding to the complex needs of the individual (Harris et al., 2010; 

Pecora et al., 2006; Hook & Courtney, 2011).  Wraparound literature reveals that foster care 

alumni who experienced successful wraparound support overcome adversities and beat odds of 

having poor life outcomes (Harris et al., 2009; Hook & Courtney, 2011; Pecora et al., 2006). 

Success requires the wraparound process of the CFTs to execute measurable systemic efforts, 

engage in effective teamwork strategies, and collaborate in ways that support resiliency and 

improve the overall life outcome of the individual (Weigensberg et al., 2009).  

Wraparound support of the individual’s natural environments that include school, home 

and community is vital due to address poor educational achievements of foster children 

(Weinberg et al., 2009; Morton, 2015a). By meticulously focusing on developing and 

implementing interventions for foster children through a collaborative process wraparound 
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process the CFTs influence could prove to have a positive impact on the over-all life outcome of 

the child (Salazar et al., 2016). 

 Although research suggests collaborative efforts between CFTs members of the foster 

child’s wraparound supports are at the core of the process, there is very little research providing 

evidence to support that wraparound support is effective (Walter & Petr, 2011). The empirical 

studies conducted in the past are limited in frequency and sample size that lack participants that 

could help measure the effectiveness; however, some research indicates wraparound notable 

behavioral, emotional and academic changes in the foster youths functioning (Eber & Nelson, 

1977, Walter & Petr, 2011). National wraparound program initiatives propose that treatment 

planning for foster youth through a process of wraparound support may lead to more positive 

outcomes as well as an increased optimism about the foster youth’s future (Harris et. al, 2010; 

Hook & Courtney, 2011; Naccarto et al., 2010; Pecora et al., 2006).  

Wraparound support is a broad term that can be narrowly defined as it relates to the foster 

youth as the members of the CFT. Professional supports such as case workers, juvenile court 

counselors, policy makers, GALs and educators are equally integral in the wraparound support 

process as mentors, foster parent and caretakers of the foster child. CFT members are selected to 

provide a protective layer of support to the foster child from the time the child enters into the 

foster care system until they transition into adulthood. This literature review outlined how the 

resiliency of the foster child is heavily influenced by the wraparound support process of the 

child’s home, school and community environmental influences that are grounded in the 

framework of the stage-environment fit theory.  

The resilient foster child can overcome adversity and increase chances of more positive 

life-outcomes by adopting the idea of engaging wraparound support. Four attributes that equips a 



  52 

  5/2022 

resilient youth with the tools to overcome adversities are 1) social competence, which enables 

the youth the ability to foster positive relationships and receive positive feedback with both 

adults and peers; 2) problem solving skills which enables the youth to be resourceful with the 

ability to plan and execute on their own behalf 3) autonomy which enables the youth the ability 

to know ones identity, behave independent and have control over their environment and 4) sense 

of purpose and future allows the youth to apply persistence with the ability to set and achieve 

goals, desire a brighter future and have aspirations to gain more knowledge (Krovetz, 1999). 

Conclusion  

A thorough investigative review of literature was performed on wraparound support 

processes and revealed that a collaborative approach, grounded in 10 fundamental principles, 

will best guide the CFT efforts to support the complex needs of foster care children (Geiger, Piel, 

& Chinn, 2017). Nationwide, approximately 50% of children raised in foster care complete high 

school, and less than 3% graduate from a 4-year college (Courtney et al., 2011; Zetlin, 2006). 

Research suggests that significant personalized interest exhibited by CFT members that include 

caregivers, teachers, administrators, and other stakeholders significantly influences foster 

students' ability to remain stable and experience positive academic experiences (Pears et al., 

2013).  

Summary 

This study specifically tackles common academic challenges of foster students and 

wraparound support processes that are guided by 10 principles and can be implemented by CFTs. 

These principles are proven to provide academic support that helps foster resiliency as the 

individual transitions into adulthood. The research presented in this chapter addressed the 

academic environment of high school foster students between the ages of 16 and 21 years, who 
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are transitioning into adulthood. Roles and effectiveness of the foster system support were 

examined as well. Further, literature evaluating wraparound support and resiliency was 

discussed.  

The literature posits that CFTs that encompass a holistic, collaborative approach to 

wraparound support to include home, school community environments of the child, are essential 

to the success of foster children (Pecora et al., 2006). In this study, CFT wraparound support 

references the home environment as the immediate caretaker such as a biological kinship, foster 

parents, or a staff member in a group home or partial hospitalization placement (Pears et al., 

2013). The school environment includes educators, school counselors, and administrators or any 

other academic support person in the child’s school environment; and the community as case 

workers, juvenile court counselors, guardian ad litems (GAL), mentors and policy makers 

represent professional supports (Pears et al., 2013).  

Resiliency theory helps frame the research and guide the study to address stability and 

support in key environments that wraparound the foster child while transitioning into adulthood. 

The literature surrounding the scope of foster children’s transition into adulthood provides 

evidence to support the importance of evaluating the types of formal and informal support 

accessible to high school children in the foster care system, along with studying individuals that 

are foster care alumni. Collaborative CFTs that prioritize 10 principles of a wraparound approach 

increase the likelihood of positively impacting the foster child’s ability to overcome adversity 

while supporting resiliency. Understanding strategies in providing CFT support is essential when 

synthesizing the research. It is also necessary to study foster care alumni to help stakeholders 

determine best practices for CFTs in order to support and promote efforts that foster resiliency in 

individuals transitioning into adulthood.  
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Elucidating information on these essential resources may help stakeholders identify 

effective wraparound support strategies and techniques that support resiliency through the 

individual’s perspective. Also, the research is valuable to stakeholders when examining the 

problem of practice that seeks to explore why foster care alumni experience poorer life-outcomes 

than their peers when transitioning into adulthood. The study may provide insight on whether 

such disparities are due to the lack of adequate support by CFTs.   
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Chapter Three: Research Design 

Foster students experience many obstacles in foster care which include the child’s ability 

to foster resiliency when transitioning into adulthood. Through the lens of the Stage Environment 

Fit Theory, the objective of this study is to understand the lived experiences of individuals 

formerly in foster care that have fostered resiliency and how they make sense of support they 

received from the members of their CFT. The IPA paradigm is the best strategy for this research 

study and by utilizing the IPA approach, this study aims to make sense of how the participants 

who were formerly in the foster care make sense of their experiences through the following 

research question: How do individuals formerly in foster care make sense of the support they 

received from the members on their CFT that have fostered resiliency? This chapter first 

explained in detail the qualitative research approach of this study then presents detailed elements 

of the participants, procedures, data analysis, ethical consideration, ethical credibility, 

transferability, self-reflexivity, transparency, and limitations of the study. 

Qualitative Research Approach 

The research question is guided by a qualitative approach since the study focuses on the 

unique experiences and perspectives of individuals formerly in foster care and how they make 

sense of how CFT members helped fostered resiliency. The research aimed to examine the type 

of support the participants received while in high school. This study sought to explore how 

participants make sense of their experiences through an IPA approach. The IPA approach is best 

suited for this study and can be defined by Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2009) as a “qualitative 

research approach committed to the examination of how people make sense of how the 

participants make sense of their major life experiences” (p. 1).  Qualitative research is positioned 
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in a constructive frame that allows participants to construct and interpret their reality based on 

past experiences that evolve over time (Merriam, 2002).  

According to Merriam (2002), the qualitative researcher acts as the main instrument that 

collects and analyzes data, then measures and interprets the context within a particular point in 

time. The researcher’s ability to become a human instrument provides tremendous value to the 

research study because of the advantage of being instantaneously responsive in real-time, 

adaptive and ensuring clarity about information presented by participants (Merriam, 2002). A 

qualitative designed research study affords the researcher the opportunity to interpret the 

participants’ experiences and then analyze data collected from the content of those experiences, 

through an IPA approach (Merriam, 2002).  According to Merriam (2002), the IPA approach 

allows the researcher the opportunity to be responsive to the participants along with adapting to 

the study in real time by having the ability to check the responses for clarification of unclear 

responses.  

The IPA helps guide the researcher in making sense of how the participants make sense 

of their experiences through the use of in-depth interviews that utilized open-ended questions to 

encourage the storytelling process coupled with a small sample size. The participants are 

afforded the opportunity to tell their story and share how they make sense of their experiences 

while the researcher collects data to identify themes and patterns between all of the participants 

in the study (Smith et al, 2009).  

Recently, qualitative approaches have been widely accepted to study social phenomena in 

psychology and human service fields (Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008; Smith, 2004).  In contrast 

to quantitative approaches, qualitative approaches: (a) allow in-depth studies of participants’ 

experiences that are difficult to quantify; (b) explore and understands the meaning within groups 
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or individual experiences and social problems and (c) honors complex life experiences of its 

participants (Creswell, 2014).  Although IPA studies find roots in psychology, human, social, 

and health science fields, its theoretical foundation is grounded in phenomenology, 

hermeneutics, and ideography (Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008).   

IPA was first introduced by Jonathan Smith in the 1990s as a method to analyze data of a 

social phenomenon (Creswell, 2014). Jonathan Smith was inspired by philosopher Edmund 

Husserl who combined consciousness, hermeneutics, and meaning of events described by 

individuals, known as social interactionism (Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008). Social 

interactionism posits that the meaning individuals place on events are accessible through the 

interpretive process of the researcher (Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008).  

The IPA’s goal seeks to understand the individual’s lived experiences of participants, it 

draws from the first theoretical underpinnings of phenomenology, which is the study of the 

human experience and the way things are perceived to appear in consciousness (Biggerstaff and 

Thompson, 2008). Phenomenology seeks to focus on streams of consciousness of the 

participants’ thoughts, feelings and memories, which complements IPA’s focus on participants 

lived experiences and how they make sense of their social world (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 

2009). IPA is consistent with the underpinnings of phenomenology because they both encourage 

participants to tell their story, and uncover meaning by focusing on the participants’ inner world 

by studying their experiences, stories, thoughts, feelings and memories.  

Biggerstaff and Thompson (2008) described the theoretical underpinning of ideography 

to IPA through the foundational concern for individuality and commitment to how individuals 

make sense of a given phenomenon. The researcher’s objective in IPA seeks to remain faithful to 

the participant, by learning from stories, and analyzing the thoughts, beliefs, and behaviors by 
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emphasizing on details of the participants’ recounts. Tuffour (2017) described the contributing 

perspectives of Husserl, Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty on IPA. Husserl contributed to the idea 

of capturing participants’ experiences by the researcher bracketing their foreknowledge, to 

understand the core structure of the participants’ human experience. Heidegger contributed by 

his focus on the idea of interpretation and the researcher’s ability to investigate and interpret 

human life experiences and existentialism. Merleau-Pont described the idea of the researcher 

exploring the lived experiences of participants and the embodiment, subjectivity, and our 

relationship to the world (Tuffour, 2017).  

One key aim of IPA as a methodological approach is to garner an insider’s perspective of 

the participants’ experiences. This application draws from the theoretical underpinnings of 

hermeneutics (Noon, 2018). Hermeneutics is the practice or art of interpretation which involves 

reestablishing meaning from both the participant and the researcher (Noon, 2018). Double 

hermeneutics means the participant is trying to make sense of their social world and the 

researcher is trying to make sense of the participant making sense of their social world (Smith, 

2004). The process of the double hermeneutics is bonded to IPA studies by participant’s ability 

to articulate their experiences and the researcher’s ability to separate and make meaning of them 

(Smith et al., 2009).  

Noon (2018) explained that in IPA studies it is impossible to gain direct access into the 

social world of another; however, the goal is to get as close as possible through hermeneutics; 

the interpretation of the participants stories. Hermeneutics is derived from two Greek words: (a) 

hermeneutics, meaning to interpret and; (b) Herminia which simply put meaning textual 

interpretation or finding meaning in the written word (Byrne, 2001). Hermeneutics, according to 

Hatch and Cuncliffe, (2008) began in ancient times, as a method of extracting meaning from 
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scripture. Byrne (2001) explained that religious leaders once sought to identify authentic 

meaning in religious texts to better live by Christian principles.  

Hermeneutics is the theory of interpretation that originally began with interpreting 

biblical, philosophical texts, and wisdom in literature, and is often times used interchangeably 

with the term exegesis (Merriam-Webster’s collegiate dictionary, 1999). Exegesis originates 

from the Greek and means to “lead out” and provides a critical explanation of text. Monks also 

analyzed literature through a process called reconstruction, which was intended to find the 

original meaning of literary works (Bryne, 2001). Mantzavinos (2001) explained that modern 

hermeneutics as a methodology of interpretation today is concerned with issues that may arise 

not only in text but in dealing with meaningful human actions and outcomes of such actions.  

Hermeneutics is a “toolbox” for efficiently dealing with issues interpreting human 

behavior, texts and any other material that is meaningful (Mantzavinos, 2001). Modern 

hermeneutics includes both verbal, non-verbal communication, semiotics, presuppositions and 

pre-understanding that has extended into anything that can conceivably be read including legal 

and literary interpretations, oral statements, cultural artifacts, human behavior, buildings, 

institutions, and the symptoms of diseases or neurosis and psychosis to advertisements, brands 

and organizations (Hatch and Cuncliffe, 2008). The main assumption of modern hermeneutics is 

that humans experience the world through language which provides both understanding and 

knowledge (Byrne, 2001). The theory of hermeneutics is relevant because it is closely aligned 

with IPA studies. The textual language in hermeneutics theory can be examined through stories, 

interviews, participant observations, diaries or any other literature which is the approach that is 

intended for her research.  
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There are a variety of ways hermeneutics is linked to other disciplines, approaches to 

understandings and theories by beginning in the 19th century with Friedrich Schleiermacher and 

tracing the linkage through the 21st century with later scholars such as: Dilthey, Heidegger,                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

Gadamer, Habermas, Ricoeur, Messer, Sass and Wolfolk, Packer, Cushman, Ponterotto, Hans, 

Browning, Cooper and Mantzavinos (Noon, 2018). Friedrich & Schleiermacher argued that texts 

need to be interpreted in relation to their historical and attention to the circularity of 

interpretation as a dialectical relation between the parts and the whole, texts and literary contexts. 

This involves interpretation from two angles: (a) Grammatical—in relation to language that is 

written, and (b) Psychological—in relation to the mentality and development of the author and 

the interpretation of texts (Byrne, 2001).  

Schleiermacher emphasized the need for text to be interpreted in relation to their 

historical context, while introducing the idea of a hermeneutic circle (Noon, 2018). Dilthey was 

an interpretivist & Schleiermacher’s biographer (Byrne, 2001). He extended hermeneutics 

beyond Schleiermacher’s text into understanding all human behavior and culture. By contrasting 

natural and human sciences, Dilthey argued that like literary text, human actions need to be 

understood as embedded within historical context (Noon, 2018). He also posited that self is 

constructed through experience and forms a historical and cultural worldview, which is an 

interpretive lens (Byrne, 2001). Dithey expanded hermeneutics and credited for conceiving 

hermeneutics as a human science with a focus on epistemology that contributed to opposition 

between explanation and understanding (Noon, 2018).  

Heidegger extended hermeneutics beyond Dilthey’s method of interpretation to the 

phenomenological interpretation of the human being who interprets texts (Byrne, 2001). 

Heidegger argued that life is a fundamentally hermeneutic process while emphasizing knowing 
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through creative action in the world. He argued against understanding essences and suggested 

uncovering hidden meaning and expanding horizons (Mantzavinos, 2009). In his later works he 

shifted toward linguists. Gadamer was a student of Heidegger that emphasized dialogue and 

conversation, he was a dialectical thinker and argued as an intersubjective emphasis on meaning 

emerging through dialogue and conversation (Mantzavinos, 2009). He believed all interpretation 

is value-laden embedded in effective history. He expanded on critical hermeneutics circle: (a) 

Arc of projection and (b) Arc of reflection while also emphasizing on life as fundamentally 

interpretive and dialogical. Gadamer developed a dialectical philosophy of the hermeneutic 

process (Noon, 2018).   

Jurgen Habermas has been described as an optimistic postmodernist who focuses on the 

potential for discourse ethics to transform societies toward an egalitarian justice while engaging 

as a dialectical thinker (Habermas, 1971). Habermas main argument is one of specifying 

communicative action which leads to mutual understanding (Habermas, 1971). He argued that 

speech has purpose and promotes mutual understanding through social discourse. He expanded 

on language in hermeneutics by developing hermeneutical dialectics, as developed critical social 

theory (Habermas, 1971).  

 Heidegger’s hermeneutic circle also links to the current view of interpretation of 

phenomenological interpretation, Mantzavinos (2007) explained that the hermeneutic circle deals 

with meaning, as an ontological issue. Messer, Sass and Woolfolk’s (1988) linked methodology, 

ontology and applications to the field of psychology in their book Hermeneutics and 

psychological theory: Interpretive perspectives on personality, psychology and psychopathy, in 

which they advocated for the methodological, ontological and critical applications of psychology 

in the application of hermeneutics.  
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Packer and Addison’s 1989 work Entering the Circle: Hermeneutic Investigation in 

Psychology also links interpretive and hermeneutical approaches in psychology to hermeneutics. 

Within a hermeneutical phenomenological research paradigm self-reflection is important and 

data can be interpreted using hermeneutic circle consisting of reading, writing and interpretation. 

Hermeneutics as a theoretical framework, can be utilized as a phenomenological research 

paradigm for just about any qualitative study that seeks to understand the meaning of language or 

text. Hermeneutics can be used in studies that are designed to find meaning in the written word 

focusing on texts as a research source (Bryne, 2001).  

Grant and Osonloo (2014) explained that the use of a hermeneutical theoretical 

framework serves as a blueprint for a research project. The formal hermeneutical 

phenomenological approach is an appropriate framework to guide the researcher in approaching 

the study philosophically, epistemologically, methodologically and analytically (Grant & 

Osonloo, 2014). The overarching theory of hermeneutics philosophically as a methodology of 

interpretation relates to problems that arise when people are engaging in meaningful human 

actions and the product of such actions, especially in text (Mantzavinos, 2001). Ontology is 

embedded within the philosophy of hermeneutics and is concerned with the reality, being the 

study of being (Kafle, 2011). Greenbank (2003) argued that a researcher decides the research 

methods based on their underlying ontological and epistemological position. When applied to the 

hermeneutical theoretical framework, reality is perceived as an individual construct, and a belief 

of multiple realities (Kafle, 2011).  

Epistemology is the process through which a claim is made by the researcher and in the 

hermeneutic theoretical framework the researcher is grounded in subjective knowledge (Kafle, 

2011). Epistemology is concerned with how we know what we know and when applying 
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hermeneutic theoretical framework knowledge is grounded on the belief: that knowledge making 

is possible through subjective experiences and insight by the participant (Kafle, 2011). The 

purpose of a hermeneutic research study is to generate data from the research participants that 

are rich in knowledge collected from their interviews, stories, journals, texts. Depending on the 

data collection method an appropriate research tool can be applied to studies within the 

hermeneutic theoretical framework (Kafle, 2011). Bryne (2011) suggests that stories, narration, 

and critical incident reports are three data collection tools that can generate themes used to 

present findings of a phenomenon. As suggested by the works of many seminal scholars, a 

hermeneutical cycle of processing data can be applied that include interpreting, reflective 

writing, and reading (Mantzanious, 2001). Rhetoric is essential in studies that are embedded 

within the hermeneutic theoretical framework. Rhetoric can be defined as the art of speaking or 

writing effectively so therefore employing a language mode with an informal tone and 

idiographic expressions. (Kafle, 2011). 

 The outcome of this qualitative study relied on the stories, perceptions, and experiences 

of research participants in which the hermeneutic approach to interpretation was utilized. The 

research approach was an IPA study designed to understand the lived experiences of individuals 

formerly in foster care examining how they make sense of support that fostered resiliency at 

home, school and community, which closely aligns with the hermeneutic theoretical approach. 

The study involved research participants that are individuals formerly in foster care that have 

transitioned into adulthood. The study included individual interviews, stories, and journals 

designed to collect data based on the participants’ recollection of their lived experiences with 

hermeneutics being a universal phenomenon applied to this study.  
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Hermeneutic theory of understanding is loosely associated to IPA construct which my 

thesis topic applied. This research utilized many guiding principles of the hermeneutic 

methodological approach to theses. Hermeneutics is closely linked to phenomenology which is 

concerned with the lived experiences and commonalities of its research participants. Although 

hermeneutics refers to interpretation of textual language, it was appropriate to this study as well 

and helped with interpretation of narratives, stories, written journals, and diaries of the 

participants in this study. The IPA approach helped shape the questions asked by the researcher, 

the form of data collection, and the steps of data analysis.  

Participants 

The research included five participants who were formerly in foster care in North 

Carolina during their formative years of age 8-18.  The researcher included one male African 

American participant, one female African American participant and three female Caucasian 

participants. The sample size was chosen to represent a diversity of foster children in North 

Carolina. 

Participants were recruited through a snowballing sample technique utilized by the 

researcher working directly with foster children and agencies that serve foster children in North 

and South Carolina for the past 20 years. Emails, letters and phone calls were made to 

individuals formally associated with the agency and other agencies within the foster care system. 

Once the participant expresses interests, a recruitment letter along with consent forms were sent 

for completion and signature prior to participation.  

As suggested in Smith, Flowers, & Larkin (2009), the researcher conducted extensive 

interviews and collected data based on in-depth analysis of the stories, perspectives, and 

experiences of the participants. The participants in this study were adults 18 years or older that 
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were formerly in foster care. Legal guardian consent was not needed because the participants 

were of age to participate in the study with only informed consent. The researcher decided to 

select adult participants who had graduated from the foster care system in order to gather the 

insight and perspectives from participants with a mature perspective on their experiences.  

The participants were interviewed over the phone, in order to provide a comfortable 

space for them to feel safe in sharing their experiences. Communication was not a barrier since 

each participant was fluent in English, so no translation was needed. The phone interviews were 

recorded on the voice recorder application to ensure that the researcher is able to capture the 

entire shared experience of the participant. The participant was reminded before and after the 

interview that the entire interview will be recorded and of its intended purpose. The voice 

recorder application was activated when the phone interview began and was disabled by the 

interviewer at the conclusion of the interview.  

Procedures 

The procedure for the interviews consisted of three steps. In the first step, the interviewer 

obtained informed consent from the participant to engage in a 6o-minute interview, to receive 

follow up questions by phone lasting no longer than 30 minutes if needed, and to receive a copy 

of the transcript upon their request. The interview protocol included a variety of open-ended 

questions to allow the participant to express their foster care experience. The questions related to 

the type of support received in foster care by the individuals who participated in their treatment 

team. The interviewer utilized many prompts, probes, and follow-up questions that helped guide 

the research. The participants had an opportunity to add additional information when responding 

to the direct question, and also the opportunity to skip a question if the subject matter was too 

sensitive for the participant to discuss. The interviewer’s questions were crafted with the 
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intention of collecting experiences, and feelings, of the participants so some traditional methods 

of standard interview questions would not be appropriate.  

Data Analysis 

The data were collected within a three-week time frame. This time frame allowed the 

researcher Hawa Hunt plenty of time to transcribe immediately following each interview. The 

voice-recorder recording was deleted following transcription to preserve the confidentiality of 

the participant. The interviews and call backs were conducted every other day during the 

interview period. The data from each interview was analyzed and coded immediately after the 

three-week interview process. The interviewer provided each participant with a copy of the 

transcript before it was coded to ensure that the information was captured accurately. All names 

and identifying places were changed to pseudonyms to preserve the participants’ unique 

experiences and their confidentiality.  

After the transcripts were checked by participants and received by either email, mail, or 

hand delivery, the interviewer began the coding process. The process was slow and methodical 

as described by Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2009), in order to establish the model of the 

interview structure that enabled details and themes to emerge. In the first step, the interviewer 

documented information such as language, semantics, and contradictions. Next, the interviewer 

analyzed the information on a more in-depth level which included taking notes by hand on each 

transcript to analyze the emergence of data. The researcher made a conscious effort to be aware 

of her biases and past experiences with foster children when interpreting data.  

The researcher sought to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon by utilizing 

interpretive note taking of events and experiences described by participants as they emerged 

from data extracted from the transcripts. In the exploratory process of analyzing data, the 
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researcher took into account the linguistic and conceptual data that emerged (Smith, Flowers, & 

Larkin, 2009). The research read and re-read each participant’s transcript repeatedly until the 

data was evident and substantial in volume. Next, the researcher categorized the data into 

emergent themes by highlighting the themes and notes recorded at the time of the interview. The 

researcher organized each transcript in a binder separated by color-coded dividers that indicated 

each participant’s name and interview transcript.  

Ethical Considerations 

The researcher considered ethical concerns which included the possibility of harm when 

participants in the study recall past trauma. The concern for the participants when recalling past 

experiences is based on the researcher collecting the data through a qualitative study. Qualitative 

studies have been viewed by some researchers as subjective and based on interpretations and 

overgeneralizations or under-generalizations and not so much on scientific data like quantitative 

data (Neale et al., 2006). The researcher made a conscious effort to ensure that the data collected 

through the stories and experiences of the participants was detailed, valid, and reliable. The 

researcher also took into consideration the bias concerning qualitative research being viewed as 

unscientific and unsystematic in the approach to collecting data, to ensure that the qualitative 

data was substantive (Neale et al., 2006).   

Credibility 

The researcher adopted the three-series interviewing technique as a model to conduct in-

depth interviews. This process required three separate interviews which afforded the researcher 

and participants the opportunity to take deep dives into the participant’s experiences and place 

them in context (Siedman, 2006). Patton (1989) explained that without context it is difficult to 

address the meaning of an experience. The three-step interviewing process crafted by Schuman 
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(1982) described first, the interview as focusing on the life history of the participant, second, the 

details of their experiences, and third, a reflection. According to Siedman (2006), in the first 

interview, the researcher’s task is to put the participants’ experiences into context. In this study, 

step one not only serves as an ice breaker, but it also gives the participant 60-90 minutes to talk 

about their life experiences before they were placed in the foster care system, details that led to 

their placement and their life as a graduate of the foster care system. In step two, the researcher 

was able to take those experiences in step one and extract the details to concentrate on for the 

study. The researcher used the described lived experiences from the participants that fall within 

the context of the study to highlight patterns and themes.  

The researcher reviewed each transcript in full-detail three times at a minimum and the 

transcript was checked by the participant privately at least once. Member-checking is “an 

opportunity for participants to approve particular aspects of the interpretation of the data they 

provided that was collected by the researcher” (Carlson, 2010, p. 1105). According to Maxwell 

(2005), it is imperative that qualitative researchers address member-checking, to ensure specific 

threats to the findings are noted. Member-checking is a process that may allow the participant to 

add to the accuracy of the study by sharing their foster care experience, and providing insight to 

individuals currently in foster care and the stakeholders responsible for supporting them.  

Trustworthiness is “how much trust can be given that the researcher did everything 

possible to ensure that data was appropriately and ethically collected, analyzed and documented” 

(Carlson, 2010, p.1103). Carlson (2010) also acknowledged that credible reputable qualitative 

research stems from the researcher’s ability present accurately a through description of the 

participants experiences, including direct quotes. Because it is crucial that researcher establish 

trust with the participants and credibility with the audience the researcher will ensure that each 
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participant has ample time to check their own transcript for accuracy, and is given the 

opportunity to change or remove information.  

 Transferability 

The researcher utilized the thick description technique, commonly used by ethnographic 

researchers in which a thick robust detailed account of each participants’ experiences is noted 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The researcher aimed to collect and present data that aligned with the 

cultural and social context of the participants’ foster care experiences and presenting evidence 

that could be applicable.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) explained that “it is, in summary, not the 

naturalist’s task to provide an index of transferability, it is his or her responsibility to provide 

data base that makes transferability judgements possible on the part of potential appliers” (p. 

316). The researcher adhered to transferability by remaining transparent with all information 

collected. This process was done by describing specific detailed information that relates to 

location, methods, and the roles in the study. By adhering to this process, the reader can then 

determine whether the information presented can transfer into their own situations. 

The researcher’s task was to present to the audience evidence through data collection 

from individuals formerly in foster care, such that the findings can be transferred to other 

applicable contexts or situations surrounding support and resiliency of marginalized populations. 

The data extracted from participants in the study is best described as transferable, which can be 

defined as the “approximate validity with which we infer that the presumed causal relationship 

can be generalized to and across alternate measures of the cause and effect and across different 

types of persons, settings, and times” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 291). The audience will be able 

to make their own judgement on the transferability of the findings presented based on the robust 
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detailed account of the stories and experiences of the participants along with the connections to 

the cultural and social context of the data collection (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Internal Audit  

In efforts to remain transparent the researcher maintained an internal audit that will be 

accessible to the reader. The internal audit included a detailed paper trail of all research 

questions, research notes, transcripts, audio recordings, annotated themes, table of themes, draft 

reports, other devices, and the final report. The researcher maintained an internal audit so an 

independent auditor can review the process.  

Self-Reflexivity and Transparency 

As a mental health licensed residential treatment provider for the state of North Carolina 

my positionality is based on my work experience with foster youth in North Carolina and my 

support role on CFT’s. Examining best practices in supporting foster children requires me to 

engage my positionality, privilege, power, and biases for transparency in my research findings 

and results. By stating my positionality, my audience is able to interpret the findings through the 

lens of a mental health licensed provider that works directly with the foster care population. My 

positionality is established to the audience in order to help frame understanding and 

interpretation. Milner (2007) confirmed that researchers should engage in evolving emergent 

critical race and cultural self-reflection, to be able to change the living conditions of human 

beings. My positionality according to Milner’s (2007) critical race theory is based on dangers 

seen, unseen, and unforeseen, and it is critical for me to differentiate the dangers of the seen, 

unseen, and unforeseen.  It is essential that the researcher connects the concept of positionality 

with the audience. Gallagher (1996) states that a more “immediate aim is to reassert the essential 

connections between interpretation educations” (p. 319). My positionality constructs an 
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understanding of the world, by acknowledging the complex and relational roles of race, class, 

gender, and other identifiers (Parsons, 2008). My positionality is an important component in how 

knowledge from this research study is interpreted and applied by the audience. 

The knowledge presented in my research findings affords the opportunity to display my 

connection with the research through my positionality. My mental health background as a 

provider of residential services combines 25 years of service delivery to both children and adults 

and 8 years of service to disabled adults. Additionally, I have 20 years of experience serving as 

the Director of Operations of a mental health agency that I own and operate for foster children in 

North Carolina. My agency provides residential treatment to foster children while serving as 

their primary caretaker and clinical home responsible for their transition.  

My past experiences allow best support practices to foster children to be viewed through 

the lens of a mental health residential treatment provider. Serving as the Director of an agency 

that provides residential treatment to foster children has its fair share of challenges but can be 

rewarding when evidenced based practices prove to positively shape the life outcome of the 

foster youth we serve. When I first started the agency, my intentions were to provide exemplary 

residential treatment to foster children in North Carolina, with the aim of successfully assisting 

all of the foster youth with their transition plans into adulthood. My goal was to lead CFTs to 

adhere to best practices that would prove to be effective for the foster youth. When reality 

merged with my intentions, I adopted a more realistic view of residential treatment best 

practices. In the process, I learned that the effort of the CFT was crucial. I focused on providing 

the foster child with as many possible resources and tools as possible to help the foster youth 

achieve success in transition.  
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A successful transition meant additional vocational training and development 

opportunities, community resources, time and effort in supporting the goal of the foster youth to 

experience a successful transition; the other moving parts (CFT members) had to be on the same 

page in order for the efforts to be successful. One challenge that I have experienced in my role as 

Director of Operations of a residential treatment program is that ineffective interagency 

collaboration between the CFT members in making decisions results in a lack of stability at 

home, school, and in the community for the foster child being served. 

Privilege, Biases, Assumptions and Power 

As the Director of Operations, I must note that the incredible task of service delivery 

coupled with the enormous responsibility of being the clinical home of the foster youth is equally 

challenging and rewarding, loaded with privileges, bias, assumptions, and power that must be 

noted and addressed. There is a privilege that comes with “being of service” to foster youth 

coupled with being a viable community resource for the CFTs. My agency provides residential 

treatment support, which is the role on the CFT is identified as the home, and we generally have 

the most contact. The input that I give during most CFT is in many cases essential when 

determining the foster child’s next appropriate placement.  

I also recognize that I have strong biases and assumptions about the motive for some 

placement decisions made for foster youth being served. One strong bias I have regarding 

approvals and authorizations for services designated for foster children is: placement decisions 

are more likely to be made based on available funds rather than what’s best for the foster youth.  

For example, in my experience, for foster youth in need of an alternative, higher-level 

placement or a more intense wraparound service in relation to their current placement, the move 

often can be abrupt lacking a smooth transition plan or strategy when the foster child moves with 



  73 

  5/2022 

little or no wraparound services in place. However, when a foster youth is targeted for a lower 

level of care (many times cheaper in cost) relative to their current placement, a smoother 

transition and wraparound services are identified before a planned final discharge. My 

assumption is that the level of placement that a foster child is transitioning to determines the 

quality of the process of transition. The reality is that lower-level placements cost less than 

higher-level placements and as a result, when a foster child needs to be moved, the cost of the 

service determines if best practices are implemented for the foster child.   

I realize that my power lies in my position as a Director of residential treatment. I am a 

direct provider for essential services for the state of North Carolina. Unlike state employees on 

the CFT, I have no budgeting constraints that may hinder my recommendations for transition 

planning. I am in a unique, empowering position as to where I can advocate for the foster youth 

when I see that their stability is being threatened by a move made by a decision based on factors 

other than what’s most appropriate and not what’s most affordable. My power lies within my 

professional role as a Director of a residential agency instrumentally positioned in a foster child’s 

life to serve as clinical home tasked with providing stability and leading the effort in providing 

recommendations to an appropriate transition plan for the foster child. Power also lies in the 

responsibility of creating and updating transition plans, targets, and goals, along with strategies 

geared to assist the CFT with supporting the foster child. The power lies in the reality that the 

goals and decisions made in the present follow the foster child into adulthood and beyond. 

Ethically, I acknowledge the privilege, biases, assumptions, and power that come with 

my role as a Director and owner of a residential treatment facility and my power to influence my 

research results. In my efforts to be transparent, it is necessary for me to accept, disclose, and 

acknowledge my clear biases and assumptions as it relates to my experiences being an integral 
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part of many CFT in my professional career. My positionality provides a lens through which I 

see the foster children, the lens of a provider of services who provides direct care support. In this 

study, I acknowledge my positionality to be transparent ethically and to accurately represent my 

work. 

Limitations 

One clear limitation to this study is the small sample size of participants. The study has 

five participants which limits the amount of data collected. Even though small sample sizes are 

common in IPA studies, detailed, thorough, and rich descriptions of experiences from a larger 

sample size of participants will provide more knowledge and understanding of the lived 

experiences of individuals formerly in foster care. Secondly, CFT members were not represented 

as participants, which only allows for the perspectives of individuals formerly in foster care and 

not those of the CFT members that provided support to those individuals.  

This limitation could possibly result in stories and perspectives given by the participant 

but not verified by the CFT members for accuracy or collaboration. Another limitation is the use 

of the snowballing technique in which participant samples stem from participants recruiting 

others who share their unique characteristic of being a graduate of the foster care system. This 

technique may have limited the variety of participants in the study with unique experiences.   
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Chapter Four: Findings and Analysis 

This investigative study examined the type of support the participants received while in 

high school. The study explored how participants made sense of their experiences through an 

IPA approach. Findings from this study indicate that lived experiences of individuals formerly in 

foster care are uniquely exclusive with regard to how they fostered resiliency. Fostering 

resiliency was important for positive life outcomes as they transitioned into adulthood. Further, 

these individuals, who were formerly in foster care, and are transitioning into adulthood, are 

unique in relation to their peers who were not involved in foster care. Individuals in foster care 

appear to have poorer life outcomes than their peers; however, their life outcomes are strongly 

influenced by the will to survive despite the ordeal of living in multiple placements. Each 

participant made sense of their experiences in foster care by describing how they were able to 

foster resiliency based on the individual adversities they overcame while in care and the people 

they encountered.  The analysis of this investigation yielded three main themes and three 

subthemes.  

The first theme addressed how the participant made sense of the instability they 

encountered, while living in multiple home placements and how those experiences helped foster 

resiliency and their will to survive. The second theme was related to how the individual made 

sense of attending many different schools as a foster child and how those experiences helped 

shape resiliency. The last theme was related to how each individual was able to foster resiliency 

in the presence of adversity, through the critical relationships formed by the individual during 

their time in foster care. In the sections that follow, each theme is described in detail and quotes 

from participants are included to provide context. Themes and subthemes are listed and 

described in Table 2..  
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Table 2  

Themes and subthemes 

Themes Subthemes 

Persistent Instability with the Will to Survive 1. Multiple Placements 

2. Good vs. Bad Placements 

Normality of School 1. Transferable Skills 

2. Loss of Teacher and Peer Interactions 

Resiliency in the Presence ofAdversity               1. Mentors and Friends for a Lifetime 
 

Persistent Instability with the Will to Survive 

The first theme describes how participants made sense of their resilience in the midst of 

instability in their home environments and their perception of a good or bad placement. The 

theme addresses how they were able to foster resilience despite frequent moves, living with 

numerous foster parents, and in some cases the experience of re-traumatization.  The majority of 

the participants reported that instability was a hinderance to functioning normally like their peers 

in a family unit. They reported that the lack of control of the apparent inevitability of frequent 

movements was deemed as one of the most difficult aspects of their foster care experience. 

Besides having to make frequent moves, the placements also varied with regard to the impact 

they had on the participants. This theme is therefore divided into two subthemes: (a) Multiple 

Placements and (b) Good vs. Bad Placements. 

Multiple Placements 

Most participants in this study described having experienced traditional foster care, in 

which most foster parents met all the state requirements and training to be licensed for an 

undetermined length of time. Some described being placed in group homes in which they lived 
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with other unrelated children that are in need of behavioral health support and supervision. The 

participants in this study described feelings of abandonment, loneliness, re-traumatization and 

anxiety when they were removed from their biological homes while having to move again and 

again while in foster care. They also described feelings of stress resulting from the uncertainties 

of instability from being placed in multiple living environments.   

Each participant in this study described experiencing at least three or more placements, in 

most cases initiated by their disruptive behavior. Many of the participants described feelings of 

disengagement and unattachment to their primary caregivers while in foster care.  

Although the other participants had similar feelings about their experiences with multiple 

placements, Tim had very little memory of his experiences as a young child with multiple 

placements. According to his account, he was “one of the lucky ones” who had gotten into a 

long-term placement and eventually became adopted. Nonetheless, he spoke candidly about the 

instability that is created when a child in foster care has to move a lot, stating,  

No kid should have to live like that, a kid can’t be normal, they have to be perfect if they 

want to get adopted. That just isn’t right. No kid should have to grow up like that. I was 

lucky, that’s all I can say, I was lucky. I don’t like foster care. It messes children up and 

mess up their lives. They take away what a kid should feel like, a kid. Kids can’t be 

normal they have to be perfect to be adopted.  

The other participants weren’t as fortunate as Tim. Kellie for example was passionate 

about her experiences in multiple placements. From her recollection, she experienced as many as 

17-18 placements, with the majority being unpleasant experiences. When asked to describe some 

of her most unpleasant memories she replied, 
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Some of my unpleasant memories, let’s see I had a lot. They don’t ask you or tell you why 

you just have to move. This would happen to me all the time. I would move all the time, 

and nobody cared where I wanted to go or who I wanted to live with. You can’t be with 

your family, celebrate holidays like other kids or even be with your friends. I really wanted 

to just go back and live with my mother before she died. My mom had problems but man 

it was better than living with a bunch of strangers. I know I could have done better but I 

lost my mom. I hated being around people I didn’t know. You feel like you're on the 

sidelines and nobody understands you. You must depend a lot on the kindness of strangers. 

I hated foster care and everything about it even the good placements. They don’t listen to 

you or tell you anything. Moving causes a lot of stress on kids, separation anxiety, moving 

messes you up nobody wants a teenager around, and then when you age out you have no 

support, no nothing, nowhere to go.  

Helen shared some of her most unpleasant memories in foster care. She emphasized that 

the worst of them occurred because of her having to move often. In one such experience, she 

described being kicked out of many homes. 

Each time I was placed somewhere, I would be kicked out for my behavior. In one such 

experience, she described, I would run away from this one foster home all the time, to 

hang out with my friends, and I would get in lots of trouble for all kinds of things when I 

ran away. My foster parents would get tired of me running away all the time and coming 

back whenever I wanted so I was kicked out. I was kicked out of homes for all kinds of 

stuff, like that I realize now that it was me. The foster home did not always do something, 

it was me a lot too. I was angry, and it showed my behavior and attitude. I just didn’t 

care, like I had nothing to lose.   
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A reoccurring feeling of despair and anxiety attributed to frequent moves and a loss of 

control was expressed by most participants. Like Helen, Susan described similar unpleasant 

experiences that resulted from frequent moves. She described many hardships that not only 

include her being placed in multiple homes but her being bullied in homes or feeling like what 

she wanted and where she wanted to live went unheard by her CFT. Susan was very emotional 

when describing how it made her feel to be taken from her mother and being unstable after the 

loss of her father. For example, she stated,  

It hurts in the moment, but in the long run you’re always running it doesn’t matter an 

adult child whatever you got going it’s never going away. The human heart stores every 

bit of pain that you ever had and if you try to get rid of that pain by harming yourself, 

you’re just giving yourself more pain if you think about it. I had to learn that the hard 

way because I tried to mimic three times in the system because I wanted to go home and 

nobody would let me go home. Umm. I did not care anymore, umm after I got taken from 

my momma. I pretty much became a cold person and I didn’t talk to anybody and I didn’t 

like people. When I talked to people, I cussed them out I didn’t really swing or like shove 

them with my arm, I was just really angry all the time because I was taken from my mom 

and dad had died a few months before that so I had a rough time. And dealing with it all 

and my sister and with the stuff that happened to her and my aunt calling me a devil’s 

child because I was so angry all the time. Uum yeah. The moving around affected me 

negatively it made me become angrier and more depressed than I should have been.  

Susan and Abigail also experienced the trauma of being required to move a lot and 

expressed with great passion like Helen and Kellie how they felt about the experience. Like the 

others, they described the bad placements and identified what made them bad, from their unique 
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experiences, as well as what made the good placements good. Although the participants were 

able to make the distinction of a good versus a bad placement, the trauma of having to move and 

re-adjust to a new home and school had the same effect on them and their need to be resilient in 

adapting to new environments. 

Good Placements vs. Bad Placements 

This subtheme describes how each participant made sense of multiple moves as opposed 

to whether the moves were good or bad. The theme also includes considerations of how the 

participants made sense of their own personal experiences and how living in many home 

environments streamlined their ability to foster resiliency. Most participants were reflective 

about how moving affected their childhood. Many were able to come to terms with the 

realization that relocating was the norm. They described feelings of not belonging, feeling 

inferior to those they lived with, or feeling like they were there only because the placement 

wanted the money associated with caring for a foster child.  

 Even though Tim expressed many positive experiences that made him feel unique and 

special because he didn’t have to make frequent moves, when asked to describe a stable 

placement, he expressed frustration about having very little control of where he lived, who he 

would live with, or what school he would attend.  

According to Tim, “Being in foster really sucks. Kids have to be perfect. They have to be 

perfect if they want to be adopted. It’s not fair but they have to be good for them to get a family.” 

Kellie did remember some pleasant memories while living in one particular foster home and she 

shared how she disrupted what she felt was a good placement, 

Man, I really messed that placement up. She was a good lady and I messed it up. There 

was one group home that I was placed and there were some really good people there, that 
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really cared. I mean man I remember when my mother died one of that staff took me all 

the way home and didn’t get paid for it or nothing, man that was really nice of him, I will 

always remember that. Moving causes a lot of stress and anxiety. It’s a lot of stress on a 

kid, man it messes you up. Nobody wants a teen around. I’ve had some good placements 

but man I’ve had some really bad ones too.  

In recounting her experiences, Kellie emphasized the lack of communication with foster 

teenagers. Her perception was that things would have been much less stressful if someone had 

listened to her and tried to understand what she was experiencing and why she was always acting 

out. She stated, 

Most places don’t listen to kids they pretty much ruin lives. You can’t spend holidays 

with family or friends. I mean you’re in there and you feel bad when they leave and go 

home to be with their families. I always felt like no body listened to what I needed or 

what I had to say. I had no support, no nothing, nowhere to go. I think when a child is a 

certain age, they should take time to talk to them. They should take time to give them 

information not just throw them out when things go wrong or change.  

She went on to describe her most unpleasant memory about the residential placement 

facility she was placed in that caused her a lot of traumas: 

It was the worst place I ever lived, that place was really bad. It ruined people’s lives. The 

staff there were mean and horrible, they don’t listen to the kids. I think that a child should 

be able to try out the placement first, to see if it’s a good fit, not all placements are a good 

fit.  

Kellie’s experiences were so vivid that she was able to clearly recall those placements that 

she felt influenced her transition into adulthood. Kellie adds to the conversation by stating,  
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It’s hard to cope if you're in a good place and you like the school and maybe the people 

then, all of a sudden you have to move. It’s not fair it’s wrong. They just move you; you 

come home from school, have to pack and move somewhere else”.  

Abigail had slightly more positive experiences in her home placements. For example, she 

stated that she enjoyed many of her foster care placements, but one particularly home was her 

favorite placement,  

Some people gave hugs; you get to go out places and watch television together. I could 

sleep-in and go out with my foster mom and do fun things. The food was also really 

good, and I would be very good company to my foster mom whenever she wanted 

company; I gave her company. My foster mom would calm me down, when I was mad or 

sad, she would let me watch TV in her room or talk to her when I wanted to talk and 

upset about something. I really enjoyed playing with my foster brothers, I would take 

them swimming. Yeah, I really like that! 

Although Abigail shared a pleasant memory in a good placement, she expressed, when 

she had to move from that placement to another placement, she didn’t like it as much which left 

her feeling anxious. She stated, 

I was upset because I don’t like to move a lot when I move a lot it feels like you’re on a 

roller coaster; it feels like you’re on a bus for like a long time. It feels like you’re moving 

a lot of places but really you’re not going nowhere.  

Susan’s first impression of foster care was when she was placed in a good placement, that 

she recalled pleasant memories with her foster family. Susan described some of her fondest 

memories taking place with this family, including going to the adventure park, celebrating 

holidays, and even traveling to Tennessee to see a Dolly Parton show in Dollywood. She 
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described in vivid detail when recalling how much fun she had there digging for gems when with 

this family. Susan’s voice seemed to be cheerful and lively when she spoke about the cookouts 

this foster family would have in their back yard while playing lots of outdoor games and 

activities.  

According to Susan, “I remember when my foster dad got a slow cooker for Christmas 

and made us chicken and ribs, umm it was so good, he loved that thing.” She went on to explain 

that the more she moved, the more her experiences changed, and so did her impression of being 

in foster care. Although Susan clearly had some pleasurable memories in her first placement, she 

expressed how regretful it was to have been moved from this placement. She admits to being 

angry and depressed about her father passing away, which in her opinion made her extra cautious 

of others, easily agitated, and physically aggressive.  

Susan expressed that being moved from her first placement made her become untrusting 

of the people that she encountered. So, when she was moved to her second foster placement, 

which was a group home, some of her most unpleasant memories took place in what would be 

described as a bad placement. Susan reported that she subsequently became untrusting of new 

people in her life that she didn’t know, because she lived with peers who physically and 

emotionally abused her and the adult support didn’t protect her to keep her safe, she shared, 

I suffered through a lot and I didn’t trust nobody, no friends I didn’t want to talk to no 

one. I recall one group home that was the worst. I can say that place was racist. I was the 

only white girl in that place and I felt like I was the only one the other girls would target 

and threaten to beat up all the time. You see I had this food stealing problem, and I took 

some sour patch candy in a bowl. I thought it was for the whole group home but 

apparently not. That’s how the fight started when this other girl there beat me up. 
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In vivid detail, Susan recounted memories of physical abuse in the group home and how 

the adults who were supposed to intervene and ensure her safety either did nothing or even 

encouraged the violence against her. She stated, 

I was beat up there and thrown against the wall. I can still remember the staff’s name Ms. 

Grime. She didn’t care she was sitting on the couch while I was yelling and getting beat 

up over candy.  My head went through a wall and there was no report done many times. I 

feel like a kid shouldn’t be a kid shouldn’t get their head ripped off over candy. I can 

remember her saying good job, beat her again. It was really bad. I didn’t have many of 

my problems until after I moved from there. I had a bed wetting problem and that was 

about it. When I first got there, I thought they liked me, I would help the owner with 

paperwork you know like I would do stuff in her office. We got along because I was a 

really good helper, besides my bed wetting I was perfectly fine, no arguments.  

Eventually, Susan’s experience deteriorated and she began to experience bullying over 

her physical appearance and was punished with food deprivation. According to her,  

When the girls started to beat me up all the time about food and they bullied me about my 

weight, they started giving me different food than that other girl’s and with much smaller 

portions. I would just stay in my room at that place. I would get on restriction every time 

I was accused of stealing something. The only candy I liked back then was Reece’s cups, 

because that’s all my grandma would buy. I just hated that place it was the worst. They 

let the girls throw me over park benches over sour patch kids.  I felt like the staff let the 

other girls throw me across the bench over some candy.  

The experiences Susan had in the group home led to mental health challenges and she 

had to be moved. In her words,  
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My grandmother had enough and I moved from there to my grandmother’s house, and 

she couldn’t take care of me and so I went to the mental hospital from there. All that 

stress caused me to cut myself. That placement was my worst experience, that includes 

me being beat up multiple times in a group home and feeling like the staff didn’t do 

enough to keep me safe.  

Susan seemed to have very vivid recollections of her bad experiences while in foster care. 

She spoke candidly about her behavior and why some placements may have not worked out. 

However, it was the placement back with her grandmother that seemed to bother her the most 

when describing her foster care placements, 

I almost stabbed my grandmother. She tried and tried to be patient with me when I moved 

back with her when I left that awful group home. I did nothing to those people and they 

would treat me so bad and hit me for no reason, so when I went to live with my 

grandmother, I did the same. I am so ashamed to admit that I hit my grandmother. She 

loved me so much, but I was so angry. You know the saying you hurt the closest people 

to you, that’s what I did to my grandmother and I feel so ashamed about it. She loves me 

so much she just couldn’t take care of me I was very angry at that time of my life.  

Conclusions 

This section explored how participants made sense of their experience with instability due 

to living in multiple homes and the idea of accepting the harsh reality of frequent moves while 

being a part of the foster care system in North Carolina. This section allowed the researcher to 

capture the participants perspectives on how living in many home environments, regardless of 

whether the placement was good or bad, shaped their ability to foster resiliency, as they 

transitioned into adulthood. The participants described how they made sense of living in multiple 
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placements, and their experience with having numerous caretakers. The interview afforded the 

participants the opportunity to talk through how they made sense of the support they received from 

past home placements, and how those placements helped foster their resiliency.  

The participants reminisced about former placements and individuals, and situations that 

influenced their resiliency. Hence, the first theme emerged as the researcher made sense of the 

reality that resiliency was fostered more so by the idea of having instability at home rather than by 

a specific individual that offered support in the child’s home environment. The phenomenon of 

fostering resiliency according to the findings was based on the idea that individuals survived under 

more extreme adversities in their home environments than their peers. The participants felt they 

learned to cope, accept, and adjust to adverse living situations outside of their control. The idea of 

a good placement vs. a bad placement seemingly wasn’t as important to the individual as the idea 

that moving frequently wasn’t the norm of their peers, but they survived. Participants having to 

make multiple moves during pivotal high school years negatively affected how they perceive their 

home placement.   

The Normality of School 

Many of the participants expressed feeling frustrated with the foster care system because 

of their negative experiences with instability, and moving frequently. It was described from 

many participants as feeling abnormal when compared to their peers not in foster care. Thus, 

when asked, many of the participants suggested that CFT members need to prioritize maximizing 

efforts to find permanency for foster children assigned to their case to eliminate the experience 

of multiple moves, missed opportunities, and lack of experiences that are essential to normal 

development and transition into adulthood. Kellie explained that, 
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The principals had their favorite kids, that they knew. I would always be the new kid at a 

school. I’m very outspoken and I will tell you how it is. Those kids in high school went to 

middle school together and they already knew each other. I was always the new kid. 

That’s why my graduation meant so much. It wasn’t the best, but at least I finished, I got 

to meet new people and I didn’t really enjoy high school but I was like the other kids 

when I graduated.  

Participants articulated that they were able to foster resiliency by attending school, which 

in many cases brought a sense of normalcy to their foster care experience. Although most of the 

participants had similar experiences with being bullied or feeling out of place, many indicated 

that they were positively impacted by teachers that cared about them and the organic 

relationships they had with their peers. Abigail mentioned that: 

I really liked my teachers at my last high school before transitioning out. Most of my 

peers were pretty cool. One of my teachers we would go outside and walk around the 

track I thought that was pretty cool and I liked most of the kids at school. 

Attending school brought a familiarity to their foster care experience even though they 

had to move frequently and attend several schools. While the majority of the participants 

mentioned graduating from high-school as one of their most pleasant memories, most of the 

participants didn’t feel like the information they learned in high school represented useful or 

transferable skills that were useful for them when transitioning into adulthood. This theme is 

discussed under two subthemes, including (a) Transferable Skills and (b) Loss of Teacher and 

Peer Interactions. 
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Transferable Skills 

Most participants expressed their disappointment in not being fully prepared to transition 

into adulthood. Some described the hardships they were experiencing due to not being equipped 

with knowledge and skills needed for independence. When asked, the participants shared that 

they felt they had a lack of transferable skills received from their education in high school. Many 

of the participants found it difficult to elaborate when asked about how knowledge and skills 

learned in high school transferred while transitioning into adulthood.  

Susan felt like she was pushed along in high school. She expressed that on many 

occasions she didn’t understand information that was being taught and she skipped core classes 

because of her age and not so much of the knowledge she learned. She expressed, regarding the 

support in school,  

They didn’t give me time to sit there and learn stuff I didn’t understand, let alone they 

skipped me put me in Math 1 then Math 2 then back to Math 1 when I didn’t understand 

any of it! I gave up. When I was younger my mother felt like I was so smart that I could 

skip kindergarten. Well, because of that I had a hard time with basic things, I couldn’t 

pronounce a lot of words, I always had a hard time understanding in school.  

Susan further indicated that she really enjoys working with animals and wishes she would 

have focused more on those interests while in foster care. She felt like her skills were limited 

because of the lack of support she received in the many schools she attended while in foster care. 

Susan, expressed that she simply didn’t have anywhere to go when she aged out. She felt like she 

would be like her mother and homeless and living on the street. She said,  
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They just moved me to the next grade because of my age, I didn’t know nothing. They 

just move you to another grade because of your age not what you know. There’s a lot of 

things in high school I just didn’t know or understand.  

Although Susan struggled with the academic learning in high school, she did feel like she 

acquired social skills that she felt were transferable, and she was able to connect with people. 

Because I wasn’t very good before I went into high school, I would leave school and run 

away when I got mad or not go at all. I would sometimes leave my mom’s house for days 

at a time. When I attended high school while in foster care, I stayed put longer than I did 

when I lived with my mom and I was able to connect with people at school on a more 

personal level. I was able to connect with people who had shared interests and classes. 

So, I guess one of the main skills I learned in high school was how to connect with 

people.  

Many of the other participants expressed similar experiences of learning more life lessons 

while in foster care and attending school while struggling with keeping up academically. Tim 

said, 

I learned stuff that I’m using today. Life has nothing to do with school, don’t take life for 

granted. The stuff that I’m doing has absolutely nothing to do with what I learned in high 

school other than the idea that in life everything is temporary, nothing is final don’t take 

life for granted because nothing is final, everything is temporary in life. 

Helen was vague and seemed a bit confused, when she was asked, “What about your high 

school education has helped you in any way now”. Helen’s response when asked about the 

transferable skills she learned in high school and how those skills helped her transition into 

adulthood was simply “nothing,” and she was unable to respond with detail even when asked 



  90 

  5/2022 

follow up questions about her education specifically. Helen described her struggle as she 

transitioned into adulthood with life as a single mother. She expressed feelings of being 

overwhelmed, taking care of her young child, working and paying rent in her apartment. She 

explained, “I work in customer service, the type of work that I do only has a little bit to do with 

skills that I learned in high school.” 

Most of the participants felt they lacked a detailed education plan that clearly identified 

skills, training, and education that the individual needs during and after high school to achieve 

their career goals. Kellie expressed a list of information and skills that she felt were essential to 

her survival, that she didn’t have upon graduating high school.   

I feel like I was set up to fail, yes I honestly do. I didn’t know how to do anything. I 

didn’t know how to cook, I didn’t know how to make appointments for myself, I just 

learned how to schedule a doctor’s appointment. I didn’t know how to drive, get an 

apartment and as a result I was homeless in another state for a year. I didn’t know how to 

file for Medicare, get food stamps, what I learned nobody taught me and I certainly didn’t 

learn it in school.  

Kellie further explained that her lack of skills resulted in her having to work at the local 

gas station as a cashier. She expressed mixed feelings of gratitude for having the job as well as 

frustration because of her lack of skills. As she stated, “The job is so easy; anyone can do it. I 

just wish I could do something else. I’ve had so many jobs.” Abigail had a very pragmatic 

approach to how she made sense of her experience in high school and the transferable education 

she received. Contrary to how the others responded, Abigail says, when asked, 

Yes, the support and skills I received helped me once I aged out of foster care. It 

definitely helped with my lifestyle in independent living, school helped me develop my 
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skills to do things on my own, my GED program I do on my own, high school helped me 

with that. I learned math in high school and I learned social skills. I learned how to be a 

friend and be there for my friends as someone they can talk to if they need to talk. 

The participants in this study identified going to college, living in their own apartment, 

obtaining a driver’s license, managing their own health care needs, maintaining a job and their 

finances as important skills they lacked when transitioning out of foster care and into adulthood.  

Loss of Teacher Interaction and Peer Interaction 

Most participants expressed their experience with feeling unstable in their home 

placements, which also affected their stability at school. Although a majority of the participants 

disliked their home placements; they seemed to speak favorably about their teachers and peers 

that they encountered at school.  

Susan for example explained how traumatized she was at one of her group home 

placements. She described in detail how from her perspective she was mistreated and racially 

targeted by her caretakers and house mates. Although the group home experience continues to 

negatively affect her as she characterized it as being one of her worst life experiences, while in 

foster care, she was able to share one of her most pleasant memories in school as being the 

relationship she had with a caring teacher named Mr. Z. When recalling Mr. Z. she says, 

I had three wonderful teachers that I can remember but Mr. Z was my favorite. He was 

my favorite teacher ever. I just love Mr. Z. because even when he was no longer my 

teacher he would want to hear about my life. I could talk to him about anything school 

related or in my personal life. My first year was crappy, I had no friends, I was that kid 

that didn’t want to talk to anybody, no friends I just didn’t want to talk to no one. I would 
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either get bullied or get ignored, I had one friend that I had his number and Instagram, 

and of course I always had Mr. Z to talk to. School was never my strong suit.  

Similarly, Tim shared pleasant memories about his teachers in school, his most 

unpleasant memory of school he expressed was, “getting up in the mornings” and overall, he 

enjoyed shared experience of attending the same high school that his foster dad attended, as he 

stated, 

High school was fun, I had a lot of friends, we would hang out. I loved everything about 

all my teachers other than my French teacher, she gave me attitude, and never helped me. 

I remember one teacher in high school, she allowed me to eat my lunch in her classroom, 

she was nice, she was really nice. I would sometimes go in her classroom instead of ISS. 

She would reach out and tell my foster dad about things before it happened. They were 

really nice and made me feel special.  

Some of Abigail’s most pleasurable memories in foster care were with her teachers in 

school. She explained how much she looked forward to going to school and interacting with 

some of her favorite teachers. Abigail recalled favorable experiences with her teachers and felt 

that,  

The teachers were nice a there to talk when I wanted to talk, they supported me in that 

way. Man, I loved school. The teachers were really nice and made it fun. The participants 

described feelings of not belonging both at their foster home placement and at their new 

school in most cases; however, their capacity to cope helped foster resiliency.  

Helen described her overall experience in high school as unpleasant; however, she did 

express that “a lot of teachers had my back” and she went on to say that her teachers were “down 
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to earth and I received a lot of support from them, they helped me graduate.” On the other hand, 

Helen mentioned, “the kids were snotty.”  

Kellie adds to the conversation, “All in all I learned a lot from teachers and students 

around me, my peers and my friends in general taught me more than teachers ever could”. 

Kellie’s perception of administration was quite different, stating that “the principals had their 

favorite kids, I was very outspoken and I would tell you how it is, I wasn’t their favorite.” Kellie 

mentioned also that “I was bullied a lot all through school and I hated high school.”  

Conclusion  

This section explored how the normalcy of the school environment, and the complexities 

of attending school as a foster child helped the participant foster resiliency. The participants 

made sense of attending school in foster care, as more challenging than their peers, which 

increased their ability to function in adversity. Experiencing uncertainties in attending multiple 

schools increased their ability to adjust to everyday adversities that they experienced once they 

aged out of the foster care system, which helped strengthen their resiliency. Although the 

participants felt that they were lacking in knowledge and skills needed for transition, this 

fostered resiliency and supported their efforts to survive. In addition, unlike their peer’s, 

attending school was closely tied to the stability of their home environment. Many described 

disruptions that resulted in moving from their home and school environment. In many cases, the 

trauma of frequent moves left a constant feeling of being out of place, being left out, and not 

being able to relate with their peers, who had more conventional high school experiences.  

Resiliency in the Presence ofAdversity 

Many of the participants characterized their resiliency by their abilities to solve their 

personal life challenges either on teir own, with the help of their mentors and or with the help of 
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friendships they fostered while in foster care. Consequently, the last emergent theme surrounds 

the critical relationships not only fostered at home, but at school and their home environments, 

and with those individuals the participants characterized as a mentor or friend. This section 

explored how participants made sense of the critical relationships they made while in foster care. 

They were challenged to describe their experiences with critical people who represented their 

environment at home, school, or in the community.  

Kellie described how she navigated major crises in her life, by using her problem-solving 

abilities to be resilient through stressful situations. She explained that she faced a number of 

hardships and unfavorable conditions while in foster care, all the while taking pride in her ability 

to survive once she transitioned into adulthood. For example, Kellie shared that her mother died 

while she was in care, and after her death she came to the realization that she would have to 

figure out life’s challenges on her own. Initially her resentment and mistrust of the foster care 

system left her in a position where she found herself homeless and carrying too much pride to 

ask her mentor or friends for help. She described how difficult it was to live homeless for a year 

outside of your home state,  

I became homeless. I followed the wrong people, who weren’t good for me. I ended up in 

a small town in Iowa. I spent a year in Iowa, it was scary I didn’t know anybody. I was 

homeless during the summer. I got there on a greyhound bus with a friend and a wrong 

crowd of people. When we got there, we all went different ways, I was stuck there 

because I didn’t have any money to get back home. It was really cold in Iowa it was not 

North Carolina, man that’s for sure. I eventually found a job and worked and save enough 

money to get back home. I felt like I was stuck there I didn’t know nobody I was a long 

way from home.    
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After Kellie was eventually able to solve the major crisis in her life of being homeless by 

finding shelter and jobs that would sustain her until she could earn enough money to return 

home. Kellie realized early on in her transition that she needed to regain access to more positive 

support, which in her case was in North Carolina. Kellie explained that when she returned back 

to North Carolina she began to reach out to her mentors that she had while in foster care. She 

described two former case workers, her GAL and a few former staff as being consistent supports 

for her. Kellie explained,   

There were some workers I wish I never had met them, ever, they screwed me over. 

There are a few that I keep in touch with, I have one case worker that is like my best 

friend, if I need help, I know she has my back, she lives in Tennessee. There is another 

worker that I had at a previous group home, I don’t talk to her as much but I know if I 

call her up, she would listen.  I remember her to this day, LaDonna Macomb if I called 

her up right now, I know she would listen.  

Abigail came to the realization early on in her transition that being able to accomplish 

any of her life goals would require her to finish school. She dealt with the struggle of a lack of an 

adequate education that would support her efforts to survive. She aged out of foster care without 

a high school diploma which made it difficult for her to seek employment. She detailed her 

problem-solving skills by describing her efforts in contacting her previous schools and some 

placements to obtain records that she needed to apply to an online program.  

I had to call around to so many schools to my grades, it was a lot of work that I did on my 

own, with no help to get my grades so I could apply to the online school. I called the online 

school and asked them what I needed to go there, and they told me. Then I called my old 

school and some of my old foster parents and told them what I needed so I could get back 
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in-school. I got myself back in school. I can’t do anything without my degree, I can’t do 

nothing. I have to get my degree. Even I know you can’t do nothing in life without a high 

school diploma. Everywhere you go they want to know you got it. 

Abigail’s problem resolution skills were instrumental in her feeling of accomplishment, 

independence and success. She was proud of her ability to handle some of her life’s challenges 

on her own. Her ability to foster resiliency was characterized by her success in identifying her 

major problems and being equipped with the skills to solve them. Abigail recognized that she has 

mentor support. She spoke often and highly of both her foster mom and social worker, and felt 

they were both influential in helping her foster resiliency. She wasn’t prepared to transition into 

adulthood without the education required for her to support herself. In addition to some teachers 

while in school, Abigail seemed excited to describe her social worker as the most influential 

person on her CFT. She said, 

I’m with her a bunch, she comes and picks me up at least once a month, she still gives me 

stuff. She is still a huge support, she’s my favorite person and when I’m upset, I call her. 

She still visits me; she sends me cards and gives me presents on my Birthday and 

Christmas. I really like her.  

Abigail goes on to mention a previous foster mom as being a support and in her opinion a 

mentor for a lifetime.  

“One of my previous foster parents I call my foster mom. I talked to her just yesterday. 

We talk about all kinds of stuff. She was talking about what she is going to do on the 

weekend. I would say she is one person that can calm me down when I’m mad or need 

someone to talk to. My friends that I had in high school were also nice to me and able to 

calm me down. When I was upset at school, I would have one friend, I can’t remember 
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her name, she would talk to me about something else when I was mad to help calm me 

down. I would calm her down by telling her that everything will be okay.  I don’t have 

much contact with my old friends but I really liked them and they were nice to me when I 

was in school. Some other friends of mine in high school were in some of my same 

classes.  

Helen seemed complacent in her approach to her abilities to solve her problems by 

identifying how some of her past behavior and choices directly affected her struggles during her 

transition by explaining, 

I learned early to accept my placements and make the best of it, and I realize now that I 

was in many foster care placements because of my own negative behavior, I learned to 

accept it; while at the same time looking forward to becoming an adult and aging out, as 

opposed to acting out based on the decisions that my CFT made on my behalf. I don’t 

feel successful not quite yet. I will feel successful when I have my own apartment 

without a roommate and I’m established.  

Helen like Kellie identified her GAL as being very influential in her life. In Helen’s case, 

it was clearly her GAL that she expressed,  

Always had my back, yeah, she is someone who gave me lots of time and support almost 

every day when I was in foster care or when she could. I still keep in touch with her now. 

She still supports me. She has my back. My GAL is the most influential person in my 

life. I still keep in touch with her regularly and yes she still supports me when I need her. 

Tim, similar to the other participants could identify members at school that were 

influential in their lives. Tim mentioned that he enjoyed school and felt supported by those 
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teachers who chose to take the extra time to give him one on one attention outside of the 

classroom. His positive attitude about school was reflected in his positive experiences in school.  

The participants described at least one individual who fell in this category of a trusted 

adult and for Tim, it was vividly his foster dad. Tim expressed his admiration and appreciation 

for the support he received from his father throughout his recollection of how he made sense of 

his foster care experience. Tim expressed several times in his interview that he felt lucky to have 

had the support of his foster dad in his life. He explained,  

My foster father is the reason why I am the person I am today. He was there for me, he 

bought me things, cell phones, computers, things like that. His interaction with me was 

daily, he talked to me every day. He is the most important person in my life, he helps me 

a whole lot I am lucky.  

Tim, described his experience as being lucky by saying,  

Even when I had to move, I stayed with my foster dad. I didn’t have to live with multiple 

people and move all the time like other kids in foster care. I moved before but with my 

foster family.  I know I am very lucky to have my foster dad. He means everything to me, 

he really helped me out in life a lot a whole lot. 

Because Tim was living in a stable situation for long periods of time where he was able 

to control his environment as exhibited by his experience attending school. Tim, for example, 

described how encouraging his relationship was with his foster dad. He made sense of his 

relationship as the key to his survival. He explained that his foster dad was a constant support by 

making personal investments in his life. When describing some of his fondest memories in foster 

care he recalled how his foster dad would reward his good behavior with praise and gifts. He 

recollected instances when he would receive gifts such as gaming systems, clothes and a 
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telephone when he received good grades. He was grateful and felt lucky to have an adult in his 

corner recognizing and rewarding his accomplishments. Tim equally expressed appreciation for 

his punishments for his negative behavior. He appreciated his relationship. Tim recalled those 

moments when,   

He never gave up on me, even when I wasn’t perfect. I would have to do extra chores, 

lose my phone, or not be able to hang out with my friends. Even when I was punished it 

was okay because I knew he cared about me and wanted me to do good in life. He took 

me to try out for basketball, he would take me to my friend's house and take me to 

school. My foster dad helped me with my homework and helped me to get good grades, 

he got me a tutor and lots of rewards when I was good. He would buy me new clothes he 

was there for me like a father figure. There were other adults in the home but I knew he 

really cared.   

Susan did not share many positive experiences while in foster care; however, she was 

able to make the best of her situation at the time and she created lifelong connections along the 

way. When she spoke about relationships in general, she said, 

To me all relationships are important and if I didn’t have the because if I didn’t have the 

relationships I did now I wouldn’t be the person I am today, because I would probably be 

in that whole distant place and not talking to anybody so pretty much.  

Susan, like a few of the others identified her GAL as most influential. She spoke highly 

of her GAL while she recalled her being in her life since she was placed in foster care. She had a 

unique experience citing, 

Her son lived across the street from my grandma, so every time I would have a visit with 

my grandma she would come by and make sure I had everything I needed. She would 
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check on me every day, and she would make sure that I was okay and had everything that 

I needed. Lisa was my main support, as a child she would always be kind, take me on 

walks, laugh and joke all the time. She was the main person that’s been there for me. I 

don’t really talk to her as much; she doesn’t text or call me as much.  

Susan described her grandmother as a positive resource for her resiliency. Although her 

grandmother was unable to be her permanent caretaker, she was a visiting resource for her 

throughout foster care and an individual who remained a constant positive support for her.   

Umm, grandma played a big part in that. I normally whenever I told my grandmother I 

was done and didn’t want to live she always told me that she couldn’t lose anyone else. 

That if I ended my life then her life wouldn’t be worth living. Because she lost my daddy, 

and I’m the only part of my dad she has left so yeah, my grandmother was my will to 

survive. 

In addition to her GAL and grandmother, Susan identified a childhood friend as a source 

of support.  

I have one friend since foster care. I met him in the beginning, like three days after I got 

into school, in-person school, not online. I was kind of nervous because I generally don’t 

like people. I was nervous when it came to in-person contact. I started talking to him and 

at first, he was kind of a jerk. He wasn’t really a jerk, that’s just how he came off. We 

were in art class and we would talk about Anna Mae. Everybody who knows me, knows I 

love Anna Mae. We would do art projects together, he would show me videos that he 

made, like clips, we had lots of fun. We would sit there and I would sit there and talk, I 

would have him and Damon. I had a couple other friends at lunch. They were also weird 

like me, I still have their video of the first day we met, my other friends. It makes me 
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happy that I have friends. I have friends that can be idiots but not one of them judge me. 

They treat me the same and that’s what I love about having friends. I hope we stay 

friends; all I can do is hope. 

Susan’s social competence remained high based on the positive relationships she 

maintained with her peers on social media platforms. She explained that she keeps in touch with 

her friends, high school classmates, as well as other foster children that she lived with in 

previous placements. 

Summary 

 Each participant was able to identify a mentor or a friend that impacted them during their 

foster care experience. Though in some cases, it may not have been a formal relationship but 

instrumental in fostering resiliency in the participant.  In this study, participants defined their 

resiliency more so by their situation and inner desire to survive rather than individuals who cared 

for them. Even though each participant identified a mentor, who maintained a lifelong 

connection, the findings support first the individuals’ trials and tribulations as a baseline for 

resiliency. 

The stories and experiences shared by the participants that surround their relationship 

with non-parental support describe how the individuals made sense of their resiliency. The 

mentors were able to assist the individuals in fostering resiliency in several ways.  The 

participants described situations where they felt supported and nurtured in positive ways. The 

role of a lifetime mentor/ friend was described by one participant as “having her back”, and to 

the others a lifeline in building resiliency.  
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Conclusion 

In the next chapter, we take a deeper look into how the realities of foster care helped 

individuals formerly in foster care foster resiliency. The participants understood these 

relationships as critical to their survival. Kim, for example, considered one of her past case 

workers as a friend. She described this person to be a resource for her to contact when she was in 

a jam, needed someone to talk to or had a question. Abigail explained how appreciative she was 

of the affection that she received from her social worker at least every month. Tim referred to his 

foster dad as the reason he is the person he is today.  

Individuals formerly in foster care transitioning into adulthood experience poorer life 

outcomes than their peers due to a lack of resiliency fostered by CFT members. The themes in 

this study emerged through the lived experiences shared by five individuals formerly in foster 

care. Their experiences provide a greater understanding of how they made sense of their 

resiliency while transitioning into adulthood. Each participant had a unique experience when in 

foster care but shared many similarities in their sentiments on their overall perception of being in 

foster care. For most, their foster care experience itself was at the foundation of their resiliency.  

Many shared the struggles of being unstable, and addressed how they made sense of 

having to move frequently by living in multiple home environments and attending various 

schools. They described how existing in constant uncertainty in their home and school 

environments helped foster their resiliency to thrive when transitioning into adulthood. The 

participants shared their unique stories and experiences while being placed in foster care and 

how they understood their experiences. Ironically, the emergent themes extracted from the lived 

experiences of the participants revealed that resiliency was fostered from the adversities they 
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experienced as well as critical relationships they maintained with adult non-parental supports on 

their CFT, mentor’s and friends.   

The next chapter will discuss how the findings were most appropriately extracted from 

the framework of both the stage environment fit and resiliency theories. The findings were a 

result of extracting information that not only challenged the individual to make sense of how 

they fostered resiliency from their experiences in their home and school environments; it also 

afforded them the opportunity to describe how they make sense of critical relationships to help 

foster their resiliency.    
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Chapter Five: Discussion and Implications for Practice 

The purpose of this Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) study was to gain an 

understanding of the lived experiences of individuals who were formerly in foster care in North 

Carolina, and how they made sense of those experiences with CFT members that fostered 

resiliency. The overarching research question for this study was: Do foster children transitioning 

into adulthood experience poorer life-outcomes than their peers due to a lack of resiliency 

fostered by CFT members? This study was guided by the stage environment fit theory, and 

nestled in the framework of the resiliency theory. The objective of this study was to gain a better 

understanding, through these two theoretical lenses, of how individuals formerly in foster care 

made sense of their ability to foster resiliency within their environments of home, school, and 

community relationships.  

The IPA paradigm proved to be the most appropriate strategy for this research study. The 

use of the IPA approach in this study was successful as it aimed to elucidate how the participants 

made sense of their experiences. Within the guidelines of an IPA, this qualitative study design 

allowed the researcher an opportunity to interpret the five participants’ experiences and analyze 

those experiences (Merriam, 2002).  According to Merriam (2002), the IPA approach allows the 

researcher the opportunity to be responsive to the participants, while also adapting to the study in 

real time by checking the responses and seeking clarification of unclear responses.  

Additionally, the use of the IPA approach allowed the researcher to gain better clarity of 

how the participants make sense of their experiences through the use of in-depth interviews that 

utilized open-ended questions to encourage the storytelling process. The participants in this study 

were afforded the opportunity to tell their stories and share how they make sense of their 

experiences while the researcher collected data to identify themes and patterns emerging from 
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the participants in the study (Smith et al., 2009). The knowledge learned from the interviews was 

invaluable for identifying the common themes and in analyzing the transcripts to determine how 

the five participants made sense of their resiliency as they transition into adulthood. The research 

questions were crafted to be open-ended to allow the individual to share their experiences with 

their previous caretakers, reminisce about experiences in high school, and share as much 

information as they felt comfortable with about their specific relationships with their CFT 

members, teachers, and friends. The participants were encouraged to share their experiences in 

their home, school, and community environments. One underlying assumption of stakeholders of 

this population is that children in foster care develop resiliency through the support of influential 

individuals on their CFT. This study gave the participants of this study a platform to describe 

their unique experiences as they recalled how they made sense of their resiliency when 

transitioning into adulthood.   

Resiliency is described by Weed, Keogh, and Barkowski (2000) as a disruptive process, 

that interferes with a negative trajectory due to challenges that one faces, resulting in an 

adaptation and subsequent positive outcome, despite any adversities. In this study, resiliency is 

characterized by the individual’s personal will to overcome any negative trajectories outside of 

their control. Positive life outcomes in this study were defined by the lived experiences of the 

five participants, and included high school graduations, living independently, and being 

employed. One overarching theme in current literature that relates to fostering resilience in foster 

children is the concept of collaborative wraparound support by the CFT. Most literature sources 

such as Weinberg, Zetlin & Shea, 2009 address wraparound support efforts as a viable approach 

to fostering resiliency. By investigating the lived experiences of individuals formerly in foster 

care, this study was able to elucidate how the individual was able to foster resiliency through 
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their unique experience in foster care. Similar to findings from previous studies, participants in 

this study struggled to balance their past trauma that led to foster care placement with the many 

stressors that come with being in foster care. The participants told their captivating stories from a 

survivor’s perspective, including personal experiences of hardships and adversities that helped 

them to develop resiliency and achieve positive life outcomes.   

As the researcher, I participated in what Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2009) described as 

the double hermeneutic process to analyze the data and discover emergent themes. The study 

yielded three major findings. The first finding addresses the participants’ persistent instability 

with the will to survive. This finding developed as the participants made sense of their home 

environments in the context of individuals formerly in foster care and living in multiple 

placements. Most participants defined their resiliency while living in multiple placements, 

characterizing some as good and some as bad. Within this finding, the participants fostered 

resiliency by their adaptability to frequent moves and numerous caretakers.  

The second finding surrounds school. This finding uncovers the critical role of the 

normality of school in the lives of foster children. The participants in this study made sense of 

their experiences in school as abnormal in comparison to their peers for a number of reasons. 

The study revealed that the participants were unable to align the information learned in high 

school to significant transferable skills that were helpful in transitioning into adulthood and 

unable to establish, at least from their perspective, normal interactions with their teachers and 

peers in most cases, because of their instability. Therefore, the last emerging finding 

subsequently describes the resiliency of foster children in the presence of adversity. This finding 

addresses the critical relationships that are fostered and maintained after the foster child 

transitions out of foster care and into adulthood with mentors and peer relationships.  
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This last chapter serves as a discussion of the three major findings of this study, while 

explaining how the knowledge learned support or contradicts current literature that surrounds the 

lived experiences of individuals formerly in foster care and the environmental factors that 

impacted resiliency as they transitioned into adulthood. Next, this chapter will discuss how 

examination of theoretical framework and current literature presented in Chapters One and Two 

inform the recommendation for implications that can be utilized in practice.  Last, this chapter 

will present some opportunities for further research.  

First Finding: Persistent Instability with the Will to Survive 

The scope of resiliency and instability surrounds the first finding. The participants will to 

survive defines the harsh reality of foster care in North Carolina, which includes frequent chronic 

relocation until the foster child ages out of the system and transitions into adulthood. This study 

revealed that individuals formerly in foster care realized their resiliency cultivated from their 

own experiences with instability; and unlike their peers, they understood that as a result of their 

instability many of their developmental needs necessary for a smooth transition into adulthood 

were not met. They made sense of their instability and ability to manipulate their reality to foster 

resiliency for their survival. It was is not surprising that experiences of instability are at the heart 

of most adversities described by these individuals who are alumni of the foster care system in 

North Carolina.  

Resiliency 

Krovetz (1999) described multiple attributes that define resiliency in individuals in foster 

care. Those attributes are consistent with those identified in the lived experiences of participants 

in this study. The first attribute of resiliency addresses the ability of the individual to foster 

relationships in the midst of instability. This attribute was demonstrated in the survival of two of 
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the participants with their ability to build positive relationships in a way that helped them foster 

resiliency. The second attribute of resiliency describes the individual’s capacity to equip 

themselves with problem-solving skills that allow them to be resourceful, with the ability to plan 

and execute for themselves. The findings in this study exemplify what Krovetz (1999) describes 

as an attribute of resiliency, which describes an individual who is, or becomes equipped with, 

tools of survival. The third attribute of resiliency was the individual’s ability to control their 

environment (Krovetz, 1999). This attribute was revealed in the findings, as exhibited by 

individuals who were able to operate independently and understand their own identity, by 

describing in several stories confidence for their ability to survive the foster care system that 

many times more than not require foster children to move frequently.  

Individuals formerly in foster care present resiliency in unique ways by demonstrating 

how they established control in the midst of living in multiple environments. A sense of purpose 

and future is the last attribute of resilience described by Krovetz (1999).  This attribute describes 

the individual’s persistence and ability to set and achieve goals, desire for a brighter future, and 

their aspirations to gain more knowledge. This final attribute of resiliency can best be modeled in 

this study by an individual’s desire to be the best parent he/ she can be, and/or be the best version 

of oneself. The attribute is also exemplified in the individual’s strong motivation to take 

advantage of the support received from their CFT that may for example assist with securing full-

time employment, planning for the future, secure one owns apartment, own a car and further 

their education. The four attributes of resiliency described by Krovetz (1999) were applicable, 

and aligned with the attributes of resiliency revealed in the findings of this study. The findings of 

this study suggest that resiliency is difficult to define or apply equally to individuals in foster 

care, because of the unique differences in their experiences that fostered resiliency of the 
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individual. Therefore, the findings in this study reveal those attributes of resiliency as applicable 

to individuals in foster care.  

Multiple Placements 

The first findings within the discussion of instability and survival relates to the 

emergence of resiliency when individuals formerly in foster care realized that instability in their 

home placements would not support their developmental needs. Their lack of stability helped 

strengthen their inherent ability to survive in multiple environments. Instability describes a foster 

child experiencing three or more placements while in care (Neal, 2017). The realization of 

resiliency was in most cases in spite of persistent instability experienced by the individual.   

 The findings in this study support evidence from Morton (2016) suggesting that multiple 

placements may affect foster children in different ways. The individuals formerly in foster care 

in this study expressed their challenges and hardships they faced in light of multiple moves, with 

the realization that they would have to learn to cope and adapt to new environments which 

strengthen resiliency. Individuals formerly in foster care foster resiliency by their will to survive, 

despite experiencing multiple placements. Past studies have concluded that multiple placements 

are a result of mental health, behavioral, and emotional dysregulation of the child (Morton, 

2016a). A foster child experiencing multiple placements is common amongst this population due 

to the growing number of children that are entering the foster care system each year. The 

findings in this study are similar in alignment to other research studies like Festinger (1984) and 

Morton (2016).   

 Individuals who were formerly in foster care also develop resiliency by their ability to 

adapt to multiple environments, caretakers, and cultures which are a result of surviving 

unplanned moves. Based on the findings these individuals made sense of their experience with 
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instability in foster care as an adversity that defined their existence and afforded them the ability 

to survive in uncertainty. The fact that they experienced the trauma of being removed from their 

biological home, and placed in an unfamiliar environment, helped them develop an inner 

strength and the will to cope and survive. This was captured through the stories that were shared 

by each individual. They developed resiliency by appreciating those positive experiences which 

they would classify as good placements and surviving negative experiences that they would 

define as bad placements.  

Good Placements vs. Bad Placements 

As a result of multiple moves, similar to what the Lips (2007) study revealed, foster 

students tend to fall behind their peers socially and academically; a phenomenon that, in many 

cases, may present as behavioral issues. In this study, many individuals realized that their 

negative behavior cause them to move. Many described regrets in disrupting home placements 

due to their behaviors, and admittedly suggested that many placements were sabotaged due to 

their own negative behaviors. The findings in this study revealed that individuals formerly in 

foster care made sense of their instability as a result of their own behavioral issues of non-

compliance and disobedience. Most importantly, within the discussion of good placements vs. 

bad placements, participants demonstrated how experiencing many disruptions and multiple 

moves resulted in their ability to foster resiliency and adapt to adversities unique to their peers 

that had not experienced living in foster care. The findings reveal that although an individual 

could describe his foster placement as somewhat long-term and stable, or characterized it as not 

only a good placement but a great placement, they had the realization that that would be an 

exception to the rule, or as lucky that if they were not moved frequently like their peers in foster 

care. Some participants in this study who recalled very few good placements, and many bad 
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ones; revealed that they felt it were worse than her biological home from which they were 

removed.  In this study the individuals formerly in foster care were able to make sense of 

fostering resiliency by adapting to the persistency of instability regardless of how they 

characterized the placement; it was the occurrence of the unplanned move coupled with being 

removed from their biological home that contributed to their resilience.  

Conclusion 

In this study the individuals expressed how they made sense of the support they received 

from CFT members who represented their home environment. Participants came to the 

realization that their home environment would be unstable while in foster care and that it could 

not meet their developmental needs as compared to their peers not in foster care. Foster children 

gain resiliency in wake of their experience living in multiple home placements and having to 

adapt to multiple caretakers in addition to the individual’s perception of how they characterize 

that placement. Thus, the first finding suggests, multiple placements result in the foster child 

having to overcome more adversities than their peers. It can be determined that each move a 

foster child makes, regardless of whether it was to a good or bad placement, defined the 

individual’s ability to foster resiliency. With each move, the uncertainty and instability of the 

home environment were defining factors for these individuals who were formerly in foster care, 

and impacted their ability to transition into adulthood. Experiences with instability were shared 

by each participant in this study coupled with the realization that resiliency was defined by the 

participants’ desire to survive the negative trajectory of instability and uncertainty.  

In the first finding that describes the participants persistent will to survive, how, the 

participants in this study who were formerly in foster care, made sense of their existence while in 

foster care aligns with current studies like that of Morton (2016b) and Krovetz (1999) that 
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described foster children having a minimum amount of control of their lives which included; 

where they would live, who they would live with, or what school they would attend. However, 

when sharing experiences in school most participants recalled feeling most comfortable. School 

seemed to be the one place were most participants felt normal and in control.    

Second Finding: Normality of School 

The second finding emerges from how participants were able to make sense of their 

experiences at school while in foster care, how they made sense of the knowledge and skills they 

learned in high school and their interaction with teachers and peers. Normalcy in this context can 

be loosely defined as the capability for foster children to participate in age appropriate social, 

scholastic and enrichment activities while in foster care. This study supports the concept of 

normalcy as allowing foster children the opportunity to experience their childhood similar to 

their peers who are not in foster care. Such experiences include being a part of extracurricular 

activities in and out of school; being referred to by name and not a label and last, being an active 

participant in their life decisions (Rios & Rocco, 2014). 

Attending school seemed to be an important source of support for some of the 

participants in this study, and for most of them, school helped normalize their existence. This 

study supports, previous studies such as Rios and Rocco (2014) that found school is a place of 

normalcy for most foster children, especially when their home and community environments are 

unstable or disrupted. The normality of school captures how individuals were able to make sense 

of their experiences at school while in foster care, and how they made sense of the support and 

interaction they received from teachers and their peers in their school environment. Resiliency 

emerged when the participants experienced instability at home and also emerged with multiple 

school placements. The ability or inability to adapt academically defined how the participants 
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made sense of their resiliency, and each realized based on their transition into adulthood how 

important school was in relation to their future. Findings indicate that experiences in school were 

related to the adaptability of foster children to new school environments as they had to move 

frequently; their ability to gain and transfer knowledge and their interactions with teachers and 

peers was important. The participants came to the realization that they would have to learn to 

cope in a continual learning environment, a challenge that sometimes proved to be more difficult 

than a new home environment because of the various other external factors that are associated 

with school environments as opposed to home environments. The participants’ ability to survive 

in numerous learning environments helped develop their resiliency, and this process was 

different for each one of them. 

This study finds that some individuals formerly in foster care described school as a means 

to an end. School indicated how they dealt with anxiety regarding aging out of foster care, by 

their ability to accept home and school placements outside of their control. Resiliency was 

defined as doing what they had to do each time they had to move to a new school. Most 

participants were very proud of the fact that they were able to graduate under these 

circumstances. The findings in this study revealed that most individuals had very few positive 

experiences to share about high school experiences other than her being extremely proud of 

themselves for being able to graduate under the pressures of being in foster care in school 

environments which fostered resiliency in their ability to survive as an outsider.  

However, two participants were alike in that they shared many positive stories and 

sentiments about high school, the knowledge learned, and the relationships they were able to 

cultivate as a result. The participants that enjoyed their high school experiences, included 

participating in activities such as participating in extracurricular activities, going to school 
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dances or volunteering for clubs. Another participant explained that she enjoyed the normality of 

her relationships the most. She mentioned that she was someone her peers would talk to when 

they had problems or were in need of advice. Being a support for one of the participant’s her 

peers in school helped to normalize her reality and she showed an appreciation for that. She was 

divided in that she seemed to share some clearly positive experiences and relationships she 

formed while in high school that resonated with her along with some negative experiences that 

she considered responsible for her lack of independence. Regardless of one participant 

describing herself as somewhat of an imposter, often referring to being placed in classes because 

of her age and not her skills, she was able to normalize her teenage years by attending school like 

her peers who were not in foster care. Even though school met the academic and social needs of 

the participants in unique ways, it was clear that attending school was an activity that normalized 

their existence.  

In 2014, President Obama signed into law prudent parent standards that require states to 

implement reasonable provisions to improve safety, permanency, and well-being initiatives that 

improve the life outcomes of children in the foster care system. This section of the law helps to 

support normalcy for children in foster care and allows certain members on the CFT to make 

critical decisions that maintain the child’s health, safety, and what’s in their best interest while 

they participate in school-related activities and social programs that are developmentally age 

appropriate. Acquiring independent living skills are crucial in helping a young adult transition 

into adulthood. Each of the participants in the study described areas challenges in their current 

life were acquiring some independent living skills while in care would have been more helpful in 

their transition. North Carolina, DHHS (NC DHHS) has established programs that support the 

participants needs in their journey to transition. The NC DHHS suggest impendence should 
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begin as early as age 14, with a transition plan that encompasses employment, living and 

learning goals along with supports and skills that are transferable.  

Transferable Skills 

In addition to Rios and Rocco (2014) and Zetlin (2006), this study found that in many 

cases, school provides a place of refuge for the foster youth when their home environment may 

be unstable. Unfortunately, the realities of foster care have prohibited participants in this study 

from experiencing normal childhood experiences, which under most circumstances help a child 

develop talents, build transferable skills, form lasting relationships or participate in childhood 

activities that are crucial in supporting a successful transition into adulthood. Employment 

planning should be detailed and one that includes careers that interests the individual and the 

knowledge, skills and experience needed to work in that particular field. Independent living 

planning should include details such as where does the individual want to live after high school, 

and how will they manage college, or a home while being able to budget their finances. Although 

transferable skills were important to the participants in order to secure employment and housing, 

it clearly seemed most important to their education.  

The lack of information collected is precisely why the lack of transferable skills is so 

significant. An inability to communicate how knowledge learned in high school transferred into 

real-life situations indicates that the lack of learning helped foster resiliency for the individual 

when they aged out of the foster care system. The participants realized that a lack of knowledge 

and skills as well as their interaction with teachers and peer were at the foundation of how they 

fostered resiliency when transitioning into adulthood. Emerging in findings two, the normalcy of 

school: transferable skills that aligned with current literature, which reveals that foster youth 

represent a high-risk group for a range of negative educational outcomes such as behavioral, 
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social, mental health, drug, and dependency problems that can impact the student as they 

transition into adulthood because of a lack education, knowledge and skills. The participants 

found it difficult to explain or either denied gaining any useful knowledge in high school that 

transferred into their transition; but they were able to identify their negative educational 

outcomes because of their lack of knowledge and skills.  

One participant was very vocal in describing her ability to finish high school as one of 

her fondest memories because her ability to complete high school was challenging in the midst 

of her multiple placements. She described feeling that she wasn’t adequately prepared for 

adulthood after graduating high school. Another participant explained that there were many skills 

that she felt she was lacking despite the fact that she had a high school diploma. In her 

experience, teachers and administrators had “their favorites” and she definitely didn’t feel like 

one of them. She described feelings of often times feeling out of place, in school and bullied by 

her peers so much so she was unable to obtain the social, emotional or educational skills that are 

associated with high school. She, found it difficult to navigate through many tasks necessary for 

survival after she graduated such as scheduling a doctor’s appointment or even learning to drive.  

Two participants shared how their academic challenges in high school resulted in their 

continual effort to obtain a high school diploma while transitioning into adulthood. Each of the 

participants recalled areas in school where they struggled, or felt academically adequate or 

inadequate. Another pair of participants both felt that the system failed them in many ways. They 

were unable to earn a high school diploma before transitioning into adulthood with the 

expectation of survival with minimal skills, little to no training, and lack of a high school 

diploma. One denied the very notion that high school was even relevant in his survival. Although 

he enjoyed the social aspect of attending high school and the relationships he formed, 
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academically he felt he gained very little knowledge. His perception was that he learned more of 

life lessons in high school as opposed to educational or practical knowledge and skills.  

Within the second finding, transferable skills are addresses and describes education as a 

key indicator of a successful transition into adulthood. Lips (2007) found that most students in 

foster care have a lower educational attainment than their peers that are not in foster care. The 

challenges of instability, lower expectations than their peers, poor adult advocacy, lack of life-

skills training, and special education needs impact their transition into adulthood and may 

negatively impact life outcomes. Although instability, a lack of adult advocacy, and support have 

been found to contribute to some of the problems experienced by participants in this study, their 

resiliency was fostered by support and lack of support by their teachers, administrators, and peers 

in school. Participants experienced adversities by attending multiple schools unlike their peers. 

The support of teachers and peers coupled with self-reliance is beneficial and positively 

influences the individual’s experience in high school and beyond.  

Teacher and Peer Interaction 

Subsequently, the next important area as it relates to school centers on the critical 

relationships foster children form in their school environments with teachers and their peers. 

These interactions proved to be important, participants in this study expressed the unexpected 

disruptions that occurred due to their frequent moves with some expressing their sense of 

hopelessness and skepticism of their situation improving due to their status. Several of the 

participants described how their relationships at school impacted the fostering of resiliency. 

Their teacher and peer interactions captured how they were able to make sense of their 

experiences at school while in foster care, and how participants made sense of the support they 

received from teachers, administrators, and their peers that represented their school environment. 
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Ironically, during the school year, foster children will spend just as much time in the 

classroom as they will in their foster homes. Because of this, interactions with teachers and peers 

play an integral part in enhancing the child’s foster care experience in spite of the circumstances. 

Literature that surrounds this topic explains that teachers should practice a lot of patience, 

because most children enter a new school with feelings of uncertainty (Kaplan et al.,2009). In 

most cases, the participants felt supported by their teachers, and not so much peers. In other 

findings, indicate that teachers can support the student by giving the student time to become 

comfortable in their new environment, so that they experience consistency and normalcy in the 

classroom (Kaplan et al., 2009).   

Several of the participants suggested, in sharing their experiences, that it is helpful for 

teachers to balance their desire to ensure the child receives the education they need with the 

support and patience needed for them to become comfortable in their new environment. The 

participants shared examples that exemplified excellent teacher support. One participant recalled 

a teacher that would give him one-on-one support by allowing him to eat lunch in her classroom 

during lunch. Another participant described going on walks at lunch time around the track with 

some of her favorite teachers and another described how a teacher took interest in her life even 

when she was no longer a student in his class.  

Current literature, presented by Krovez and Morton (1999) and Morton (2016) on the 

topic of normalizing school experiences for foster children identifies areas in which educators 

can help foster children feel normal specifically in the classroom. One approach is for teachers to 

support the child by participating in their CFT; teacher participation helps the teacher become 

familiar with the child and, the child with the teacher, while helping ease the transition for the 

student. The findings in other studies suggest that another approach to normalizing school is 
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done by talking about the foster care and adoption openly in the classroom so when a new foster 

student is in the classroom, the child is welcomed as a normal part of the learning process 

(Krovetz, 1999; Morton, 2016). Although, none of the participants in this study shared 

experiences of foster care being openly discussed in the classroom, many participants did 

however suggest from their experiences the importance for teachers to make an effort to build 

rapport in their classroom. Relationships are important to the healthy development of all 

children, and in most cases particularly challenging for foster students (Krovetz, 1999; Morton, 

2016).  

One participant in the study expressed gratitude for her teacher taking an interest in her 

life even when she was no longer in his classroom made him, according to her account, 

unforgettable. She describes a feeling of joy because her life was important to someone else.  

According, to recent studies, children develop the necessary skills for survival when they feel 

most secure and stable (Krovetz, 1999). The one participant who exemplified stability described 

feelings that supported his confidence in his future and survival. The findings in this study 

suggest that the majority of the participants experienced feelings of insecurity and abandonment; 

which current literature supports the premise that feeling secure and stable is difficult when the 

child is not given the opportunity to advance in their learning and development in the same 

school with their peers (Bruce et al., 2013). One participant in this study described how she felt 

unable to connect to any of her teachers and in many ways because she felt left out. She 

expressed a longing for a teacher or administrator to take interest in her life as a way to help 

support her.   
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Conclusion 

The findings in this study aligned with other studies that are situated in foster children’s 

experiences in school by researching their lived experiences. Within this discussion, school 

seemed to be most important to participants. When describing their most memorable 

experiences, most participants expressed graduating from high school or continuing their 

education as most valuable. Each participant had a unique experience with their peers but that 

relationship was considered very important to how they made sense of their experiences in 

school. While some recalled graduating from high school as one of their greatest memories of 

being in foster care, others recalled not graduating from high school as the greatest way foster 

care failed them. School and the normalcy of attending school proved to be a support in itself by 

helping these individuals to foster resiliency. 

Third Finding: Resiliency in the Presence of Adversity 

 The emergence of critical relationships beyond those in high school emerged as 

increasingly important when the participants shared their stories and experiences in foster care. 

The participants made sense of at least one person on their CFT that they felt was critical to their 

survival and helped support their resiliency. The participants described the importance of these 

relationships becoming most valuable after they transitioned out of foster care and into 

adulthood. This finding specifies how critical relationships on their CFT established throughout 

care helped support resiliency as they transitioned into adulthood.  

According to previous studies, the adults on the CFT play an important role in supporting 

the resiliency of foster children. This study doesn’t quite support the findings a recent study that 

literature describe three attributes of CFT support. One study emphasizes that an individual’s 

survival being must first begin with the adults who help foster resiliency, and they must be 
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equipped with the ability to build collegiality (Geiger, Piel, & Chinn, 2017). This includes taking 

time to meet, collaborate, and share ideas and experiences about foster children. Within the 

findings of this study, it may have been more helpful for foster parents and social worker to build 

collegiality in support of her needs outside of the regular standard meetings. Second, according 

to the Geiger, Piel, and Chinn (2017) study, the CFT members help support resiliency by 

learning as much as possible about the foster child’s goals and aspirations in order to encourage 

independence.  Clearly, the findings in this study indicate that foster children would have 

benefitted from additional educational support from her CFT members, especially those she 

identifies with the most.  

In most cases, the CFT may have been successful in utilizing the characteristic of support 

that encourages CFTs to support the goals and aspirations of the foster child, help create a plan, 

and assist with the execution of the plan.  The Geiger, Piel & Chinn, 2017 study identifies that 

understanding the desires of the foster child is extremely important along with understanding that 

those desires, like those of most young adults, change, and the last characteristic of CFT 

members that support resiliency of foster children is the adult team members’ willingness to take 

part in the child’s life. It is evident the stories in this study support the view, that CFT members 

should be from the foster child’s perspective more active in understanding the wants, needs and 

desires.   

CFT members are instrumental in maintaining consistent contact and support while 

advocating for what’s best for the foster child. The foster child may foster these mentor 

relationships with any person in their home, school or community environments, and those 

relationships provide a stable layer of support. Guided by research, it is not surprising that 

participants in this study made sense of how they fostered resiliency from the unconditional love 
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and support they received from individuals on their CFT that they felt most connected to while in 

foster care. Resiliency emerged when the participants described at least one individual on their 

CFT who fell in this category. The fact that each participant described at least one individual (as 

one of the participants described) that “had their back, no matter what” proved how critical the 

relationship was in fostering their resiliency.  

Mentor/Friend for a Lifetime 

 A mentor is a trusted, non-parent, adult figure, who is available to the foster child for a 

lifetime (Williams, 2011). It was reported by the National Mentoring Partnership in 2009 that at 

least 17 million children benefit from mentoring relationships. Children that are in the foster care 

system often need more mentoring than their peers due to their history of maltreatment and 

instability. It is more challenging to provide mentoring services to children in foster care because 

of their instability at home and school. Many mentoring programs are school based, and require 

the child to be in a somewhat stable placement and in need of a permanent parent or guardian to 

be available to sign consent forms for ongoing mentoring services. This can be challenging when 

the child moves frequently; however, when it can be implemented in the child’s home and 

community environments, according to recent studies it has many benefits and reports numerous 

potential educational and behavioral benefits (Cohen & Canan, 2006; Rhodes et al., 2000). Even 

though many of the participants reported that they had a mentor, their experiences with their 

mentors did not support results of school-based mentoring programs; which reported that 

children involved turned in higher quality work and completed assignments on time. Although 

these current studies don’t necessarily reveal that mentors significantly increase academic 

outcomes, they do however show that they help create more positive attitudes in the student and 

help foster resiliency. 



  123 

  5/2022 

Whether it was a participant’s GAL, social workers, or most notably a foster parent the 

fact that they had a support member who had their back and assisted them in fostering resiliency. 

The findings in this study stories support the notion that the foster child remains in the center 

surrounded by supports. Supports such as GALs, foster parents, or case workers described by the 

participants are critical in supporting the individual when they transition into adulthood. Through 

the lived experiences described by the participants, we learned that when members on the CFT 

members are active in the foster child’s life, it fosters feelings of being stable and having support 

that allows resiliency to be fostered. The findings revealed a foster parent who exemplifies a 

strong example of how a little extra care and participation in the child’s life can support the 

child’s resiliency and confidence to successfully transition into adulthood. 

Conclusion 

The US Department of Labor reported in 2013 that the CFT member who serves as a 

mentor benefit as well as the child. The mentor gains an increased self-esteem, a sense of 

accomplishment, creation of networks of volunteers, insight into childhood, adolescence, and 

adulthood, as well as increased patience and improved supervision, which are skills that help 

assist them support their fostered resiliency. The participants in this study characterize their 

mentors as critical components of their fostering resiliency. Similar to reports and studies cited 

previously, individuals transitioning out of foster care experience similar adversities and 

challenges; it also appears that similar experiences help support their resiliency. 

The formal role of the mentor on the foster child’s CFT seemed to be insignificant as 

compared to the role of the nonparental adult in the individual’s life once they transitioned out of 

foster care and into adulthood. This is illustrated by a description of a former social worker being 

a good friend, or an explanation of a foster dad as being the one person credited for his success. 
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The realization that each participant was able to immediately recall an individual or individuals 

demonstrates the critical need for the foster child to have a mentor that helps support and develop 

resiliency.  

Conclusion 

The experiences and stories that were shared by the participants reflected the intended 

purpose of this study, which was designed to gain a better understanding of the lived experiences 

of individuals who were formerly in foster care in North Carolina, and how they made sense of 

those experiences to foster resiliency. The investigative question seeks to answer: Do foster 

children transitioning into adulthood experience poorer life-outcomes than their peers due to a 

lack of resiliency fostered by CFT members? The findings show that foster children transitioning 

into adulthood from foster care do in-fact experience poorer life-outcomes than their peers. 

According to the stories and experiences of participants in this study, one could argue that the 

ability of individuals formerly in foster care develop resiliency while under the stress of constant 

instability at home and school better prepares them than their peers to take on many life 

challenges and overcome adversities outside of their control.  

The goal of this research study was to address the foster child’s experience of poorer life-

outcomes as compared to their peers. The data collected, and themes that emerged from this 

study suggest that foster children transitioning into adulthood experience poorer life outcomes 

due to inadequate support when they experience multiple home and school placements. Poor life 

outcomes in this study are directly related to poor education, lack of employment or enrollment 

in a secondary education program or a failure to have reached benchmarked goals. On the 

contrary, positive life outcomes are directly related to the participants ability to function outside 

of the foster care system and build on the experiences of living in several places, with strangers 
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that they would have to adapt to. So therefore, individuals who were formerly in foster care 

define positive life outcomes based on the adversities that they overcame, which were not 

experienced by their peers, rather than how society describes positive life outcomes of 

individuals transitioning into adulthood.  The findings also address the critical need for a mentor 

that serves as an anchor of support of the foster child throughout their lifetime.   

Based on the findings, the participants made sense of their experience with instability in 

foster care as an adversity that defined their existence and afforded them the ability to survive 

under pressure. They developed resiliency by surviving the horrible experiences of foster care. 

The fact that they experienced the trauma of being removed from their biological home, and 

placed in an unfamiliar environment, helped them develop an inner strength and the will to cope 

and survive. This was captured through the stories that were shared by the participants. They are 

able to function outside of the foster care system and build on the experiences of living in several 

places, with strangers that they would have to adapt to. So therefore, individuals who were 

formerly in foster care define positive life outcomes based on the adversities that they overcame, 

which were not experienced by their peers, rather than how society describes positive life 

outcomes of individuals transitioning into adulthood.   

The emergent themes exposed opportunities for stakeholders of foster children to 

positively impact the life outcomes of individuals in foster care. The opportunities surround the 

concept of providing support that follows the foster child throughout their experience in foster 

care and into adulthood. The findings in this study are trustworthy since they are extracted from 

the lived experiences of individuals who were formerly in foster care and have transitioned into 

adulthood. These unique individuals are not far removed from the vivid experiences of being in 

foster care. 
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The next section will present the two major recommendations for practice in North 

Carolina, to increase the chances of individuals transitioning into foster care experiencing 

positive life outcomes.  

Recommendations for Practice in North Carolina 

Through the lived experiences of the five participants in this study, I was able to gain a 

better understanding of the challenges foster children have in developing resilience. As a 

practitioner, I came to the realization that once a child is removed from the home, the CFT 

members have an enormous responsibility to ensure the child is placed in an environment that 

supports the best possible chance for permanence, which will subsequently create home and 

academic stability. Permanence can be best defined, as the child having a sense of security, 

continuity and commitment, in addition to a secure, stable placement with a caring family that 

provides lifetime support (Morton, 2015a). Chapter two, explained in detail how the wraparound 

approach has gained traction since it was first introduced in the 1980s. In North Carolina, the 

CFT aims to support the foster child at home and school by nurturing relationships that help 

foster resiliency. So therefore, my recommendation for practice is to expand on two wraparound 

support strategies that CFT’s can utilize to improve placement stability and academic growth to 

increase the likelihood for positive life outcomes. These recommendations for practice are 

guided by the lived experiences of the five participants in this study, and the implications are 

based on their hardships and triumphs that helped foster resiliency while transitioning into 

adulthood.  

Recommendation 1. Minimize Multiple Moves 

The majority of the participants expressed their least favorable memory in foster care 

centered on them having to relocate frequently. However, most participants could identify at 
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least one placement where they felt a temporary since of permanence. Most participants agreed 

that a majority of their placement disruptions were due to their own negative behaviors. Some of 

the participants shared that they felt out of place or unwanted in some placements which created 

a since of uncertainty and discomfort in their home environment. 

 My first, recommendation focuses the CFT placing priority on minimizing moves by 

increasing the amount of positive CFT contact. This can be done by first placing a child in an 

atmosphere where they feel wanted, safe and protected. One strategy in achieving this 

recommendation is to provide extra support to the home placement that has been identified as 

most appropriate for permanence. The CFT could wraparound support of the home placement by 

increasing the number of visits to the foster child at the placement. The visits could include 

positive activities such as sharing a meal, assisting with homework, attending extracurricular 

activities/performances or simply frequent phone or zoom calls.  

One participant shared how special she felt when her GAL would stop by her group home 

to check on her, with her favorite comic books. This, example illustrates how significant small 

gestures of care and concern can make a foster child feel. On the other hand, another participant 

shared, that on several occasions she would return home from school, to find her social worker at 

her home placement to move her to another placement without notice. She shared that being 

relocated, without her input made her feel anxious while adding an additional layer of trauma to 

her past experiences of separation. The strategy to implement a collaborative effort by the CFT 

to increase contact not only increases the foster child’s opportunity to experience permanence 

and stability; it decreases the re-traumatization of feelings of abandonment, uncertainty and a 

loss of control, many foster children feel each and every time they are moved. So therefore, 
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minimizing multiple moves is rooted in the collaborative effort of the CFT to increase the 

amount of positive contact with the foster child.  

Recommendation 2. Implement Academic Support Program that Increases Transferable Skills 

Most participants in this study expressed that they felt normal at school, however at the 

same time they felt that they were behind academically as compared to their peers. As a result, 

the participants identified two major barriers that they experienced unlike their peers. One, not 

being adequately prepared academically or socially for a smooth transition into adulthood and 

two: not being equipped with enough transferable skills to further their education or become 

gainfully employed. 

This recommendation for practice encompasses supporting the academic success of the 

foster child and up to one year during their transition into adulthood. This recommendation is 

rooted in the participants lack of transferable skills. As the researcher, I was shocked that many 

of the participants were unable to explain the knowledge and skills obtained in high school that 

they felt were notable in preparing them to transition into adulthood. One participant shared, that 

she was so disconnected when in high school, that she felt like an imposter. She explained being 

placed in many higher-level classes because of her age more so than what she was capable of 

doing. Her inability to understand what was being taught in class left her feeling not only 

disconnected but uninterested in school. Another participant expressed that high school provided 

for him a resource to where he learned for life lessons more so than a transferable knowledge and 

skills.  

As a practitioner in North Carolina, I felt it necessary to outline my recommendation in 

the form of a program that may serve the needs of foster students in a similar situation as to the 

participants in this study. The program below was designed to provide academic stability, 
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recover credit and receive consistent support in an extended day program. The program 

addresses the specific academic needs of foster children while gaining transferable skills that can 

be utilized when transitioning into adulthood. This programs success will depend on the 

collaborative effort of the CFT’s investment and commitment to supporting the academic goals 

set forth in the child’s plan. 

Program Overview. The program will essentially serve as an academic support 

program designed to provide student centered academic support to individuals in foster care and 

or transitioning into adulthood. The program complements the current academic efforts of 

individuals in foster care that attend school during traditional school hours. The program will 

consist of a complete assessment by a qualified academic specialist that will also be an 

educator. The assessment will then inform the CFT of the results of progress made toward goals 

identified in a student-centered academic action plan, with targeted goals to assist them in 

achieving positive educational outcomes. This plan is designed to support, not replace other 

educational services the foster student may receive. The program staff works in partnership with 

CFT members to ensure the students receive individualized attention, small group or individual 

learning sessions with one-on-one guidance from education specialists. The students schedule 

and frequency will be student-centered and specific based on the academic needs of the student. 

The student-centered education plan will be modified every 30 days at the CFT meetings in 

which an education specialist will attend to serve as additional academic support. Modifications 

to the plan will be adjusted based on input from CFT members, in order to maximize the 

student’s academic success.  

The student has the most to gain! The Extended Day: Academic Support Program will 

give the individual in foster care an additional layer of specific student-centered academic 
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support. Below is an example of a student-centered education plan. This example provides a 

brief outline of how and student-guided academic action plan would be created by an education 

specialist, to assist the student in reaching academic goals.  

Figure 1   

(Sample) Student-Centered Academic Plan 

WHAT are my ultimate academic goals? 
 
The foster students give the education specialist as much academic information as 

possible to set reasonable goals to obtain transferable knowledge and skills. 
 
WHAT are the barriers to achieving my ultimate goals? 
The foster student gives the education specialist as much barriers to their success as 

possible in order to create an action plan that best helps the foster student overcome barriers 
to success. 

HOW BEST TO SUPPORT…. 
 
The foster student gives the support specialist as much information as possible to 

help set reasonable expectations of support that will help the foster child reach goals. 
ADD WHAT’S WORKING / WHAT’S NOT WORKING 
 
The foster student gives the support specialist as much information as possible to 

help create a plan to overcome what’s not working toward their success. 
  
 
The extended day: academic support program overview serves as my second 

recommendation for practice. The plan may serve as one tool the CFT utilizes to strategize on 

how to best support the foster child academically. An academic support plan can be beneficial 

to the individual, CFT members and stakeholders of children in foster care in North Carolina. 

The program will be able to target the students’ academic needs and then collaborate with the 

CFT as progress is made. In chapter of the literature review, current literature suggest that foster 

children are considered to be a marginalized group of children in our society; and this study 

reveals that their academic success is in many cases overshadowed by their frequent moves. As 

a result of this instability, many of their academic needs go unmet by those individuals tasked 
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with the enormous job of making decisions in their best interest. A program such as extended 

day: academic support program can support academic needs that may positively impact the 

foster child’s transition into adulthood with transferable knowledge and skills, while increasing 

their chance for more positive life outcomes. 

Recommendations for Future research 

A considerable amount of research focuses on the foster care system and the implications 

of the systems effective and ineffectiveness. The five participants in this study viewed their 

unique experiences in foster care and their personal ability to overcome adversity as their main 

source of resiliency rather than the members on their CFT.  

There are more opportunities for research in areas that address CFT’s, their effectiveness, 

cohesiveness and ability to improve placement stability. By exploring permanence, fostering 

resiliency in foster children can be explored more deeply from the perspective of the CFT 

members who are responsible for placement stability. Further research on CFT’s may seek to 

understand how each member view their role in fostering resilience.  

Four of five participants in this study described home and school placements that created 

feelings of re-traumatization. There are seemly new research opportunities that explore the 

effects of re-traumatization and resilience in individuals that were formerly in foster care.   
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Appendix: Interview Questions 

1) What are some of your most memorable experiences growing up in foster care during 

high school?  

a. What are some unpleasant memories that you had during this period? 

2) Describe the support (emotional, financial etc.) you received from your foster family, 

school resources, or any other adult supports on that were a part of your child and family 

team.  

a. What did you like the most about being in foster care during your high school years? 

b. What did you like least about being in foster during your high school years? 

c. How was the support you received at home helpful in fostering who you are today? 

d. How could the support at home you described been better? 

3) Describe the support you received from your school teachers or administrators? 

a. What did you like the most about your school/ day treatment program where you 

received your secondary education? 

b. What did you like the least about your secondary education (high experience? 

c. How was the support at school helpful in fostering your education or vocational skills 

you have today? 

d. What did you like least about school/ teachers or administrators? 

e. How could the support at school been to help support your educational goals? 

4) Describe the level of support you received from community agencies that were a part of 

your foster care experience. For example, stakeholders such as: social workers, court 

counselors, case managers, mentors or guardian ad litem.  

5) Who was the most influential person on your child and family team?  
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a. How much time and support did that individual give you? 

b. Do you still keep in touch with the person you described? 

c. Is that person still of support and assistance to you now? 

6) Do you consider yourself successful? Why or why not? 

a. Do you feel like the support you received from adults in foster care contributed to you 

being successful? 

b. Do you feel like the lack of support you received from adults in foster care 

contributed to you being unsuccessful? 

7) Is there anything else you would like to share about your foster care experience? 
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