
 
 

 
TRANSITION NEEDS OF FOSTER YOUTH 

 
By Nicole L. Helmer 

 
In Wisconsin, foster youth exit out of the system at age 18 or at high school 

graduation, whichever comes last.  On an average day in Wisconsin, almost 8,000 
children are living in foster care (Wisconsin Department of Children and Families Foster 
Care Fact Sheet, 2010).  Upon exiting the foster care system, these children are expected 
to be independent while the average age of financial independence for adults in America 
is 26 (Krinsky, 2010).  The expectation that foster youth be independent at the age of 18 
or 19 in Wisconsin places a tremendous responsibility on the educational system.   

 
This study gathered qualitative information about the experiences of youth 

transitioning out of foster care into adulthood from the perspective of former foster care 
youth, foster caregivers, and professional service people in the foster care system.  The 
purpose of this study is to establish if the basic needs of foster youth in Wisconsin based 
upon the Theory of Human Motivation by Abraham Maslow are being met and to 
determine areas that need to be improved upon before they transition into an adult. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 
 

 

 In Wisconsin, youth in the foster care system are required to exit the system at the 

age of 18 or after high school graduation, whichever comes later.  For many youth, 

exiting out of the system means that they must be completely independent for all of their 

needs, including housing, food, and transportation.  Lighthouse Youth Services in 

Cincinnati, Ohio, states the average age of financial independence in America is 26, eight 

years later than when youth in foster care are expected to be independent (Krinsky, 

2010). 

 As of December 31, 2011, there were a total of 6,435 children placed in out-of-

home care in Wisconsin.  Children 11 and over represent 42% of the youth placed in out-

of-home care (Wisconsin Department of Children and Families (WI DCF), 2013).  The 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004) requires that students age 14 

and over receive postsecondary transition services.  These services are defined as a  

coordinated set of activities for a child with a disability that: (a) is designed to be 

within a results-oriented process that is focused on improving the academic and 

functional achievement of the child with a disability to facilitate the child’s 

movement from school to post-school activities, including postsecondary 

education, vocational education, integrated employment (including supported 

employment), continuing and adult education, adult services, independent living, 

and community participation; (b) is based on the individual child’s needs, taking 
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into account the child’s strengths, preferences, and interests; and (c) includes 

instruction, related services, community experiences, the development of 

employment and other post-school adult living objectives, and, if appropriate, 

acquisition of daily living skills and functional vocational evaluation (Building the 

Legacy, 2011).  

 According to the WIDCF, approximately 26% of foster youth in 2010 had a 

documented disability, with another 27% either not yet determined or not specified 

(Wisconsin DCF, 2013).  This means that in 2011, 1,668 youth in the foster system had 

documented disabilities and another 1,716 youth were possibly disabled but not yet 

identified.  Each of these children would be going through the Wisconsin education 

system and may possibly receive services through an Individualized Education Plan 

(IEP). 

 Youth who have exited the foster system earn an average of $6,000 per year, only 

one-third have a driver’s license, less than half have over $250 in cash, and less than 25% 

have needed household goods to live independently (Krinsky, 2010).  While the 

education system cannot be responsible for providing foster youth with a job, driver’s 

license, and money; it is responsible for adequately preparing these students for living 

independently after graduation from high school.  In a Midwestern study conducted using 

information from youth located in Iowa, Illinois, and Wisconsin, “fourteen percent 

reported being homeless at some point after exiting care and 54% of those who had ever 

been homeless had been homeless more than once” (Dworsky & Courtney, 2009, pp. 31-

32). 
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 All individuals have specific needs in order to become successful in life.  

Abraham Maslow (1943) developed his Theory of Human Motivation which is discussed 

below.  This Theory offers five basic needs that all humans have.  There has been no 

study that finds foster youth are less likely to have these needs than other youth.  

Therefore, these needs are just as prevalent, if not more prevalent, in foster youth than 

other youth. 

Studies have shown that the transition needs of foster youth are complex and must 

be individualized to meet the needs of that particular youth.  Foster children are more 

likely than others to become homeless after leaving the system, more likely to earn less 

money after graduation from high school and less likely to have an adequate support 

system after they leave the foster care system.  If the foster youth are receiving special 

education services, they are required to have a post-secondary transition plan by IDEA.  

This post-secondary transition plan should meet the transition needs of foster youth 

including the mental health intricacies and independent living skills needed to be 

independent upon graduation and exiting from the system. 

 

 

Theoretical Framework 
  

Maslow (1943) developed his Theory of Human Motivation which outlines five 

basic needs of all humans.  These are often portrayed in the shape of a pyramid, with the 

most basic of needs at the base and the highest point of the pyramid identifying the point 
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in which the human-being is doing what he is meant to be.  Maslow records it as “What a 

man can be, he must be” (emphasis in original).    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Depiction of Hierarchy of Needs  

 

Maslow hypothesized that as each need is met, the human is then able to focus on 

needs at the next level.  For example, the most basic of needs, the physiological need of 

hunger must be met because, as Maslow states, “all capacities are put into the service of 

hunger-satisfaction, and the organization of these capacities is almost entirely determined 

by the one purpose of satisfying hunger” (1943, p. 374).  Maslow believed that capacities 

that are not used to satisfy hunger would then be pushed into the background.  He put 

forth the idea that once hunger is satisfied, it no longer is at the forefront of that person’s 

motivations and other needs emerge. 

 Braxton and Krajewski-Jaime (2011) utilized Maslow’s hierarchical theory of 

needs in relation to the American foster care system in their paper and analyzed the 

system’s “ability to address the developmental and mental health issues of children 
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entering foster care” (p. 47).  Their findings indicated that the American foster system is, 

in many cases, able to meet the first two levels of needs in Maslow’s theory.   

 The American education system must work in conjunction with the American 

foster system to provide for the higher level needs as dictated by Maslow’s theory.  The 

foster system alone is not able to adequately address the needs of love, esteem, and self-

actualization (Braxton, 2011).  Leone and Weinberg (2010) found that foster children 

frequently have complex educational needs and that they are less likely to receive the 

appropriate education than their peers.  

This paper will focus on the needs of foster youth as they transition out of high 

school and exit the system.  A review of the literature along with qualitative data gained 

through interviews will provide a focus to determine areas that need to be improved upon 

before they transition into an adult.  It is the intent that once focus areas are determined, 

the educational system and the foster care system will work in unison to provide the best 

services possible to foster youth. 

It is reasonable to assume that the subject of this study will inevitably evoke many 

outlying questions and possible answers with regard to the study of transitional needs of 

foster youth in Wisconsin.  While these outlying questions may prove to be interesting 

topics of study, the primary focus of this study is to identify the areas of need that foster 

youth in Wisconsin ages 12 and over have and to provide insight into possible solutions.  

Other prospective research areas that may develop are rejected as the primary purpose of 

this research may include the social needs of foster youth, family planning and 

prevention, and potential criminal experiences faced by foster youth.  It is also 
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acknowledged that this research may have specific limitations in its ability for 

generalization to other populations because of the unique qualifications for independence 

that foster youth have upon exiting of the system.   

 For the purposes of this study, the following will be the operational definitions: 

1. Foster youth is defined as a child above the age of 12 who are placed with a 

non-relative through the juvenile court system to be in the best interest of the 

child’s protection and welfare. 

2. Transition age is defined as the age at or above 14 years of age. 

3. Transition needs are defined as those needs which are identified as being vital 

to a student’s independence upon graduation from high school and exiting out 

of the foster system. 

When looking at and identifying the transitional needs of foster youth in 

Wisconsin, it is taken for granted the idea that the youth will remain in foster care until 

they either age out at the age of 18 or exit after graduation from high school, whichever 

comes later.  While youth may decide to leave the foster system at the age of 18 and prior 

to graduation from high school, the intention of this study is to determine the needs of 

those youth who choose to remain in the system until they have graduated high school.  

What needs do foster youth have in relation to transitioning from high school into the real 

world?  What can the education system do differently to provide for these needs? 

A review of the current literature pertaining to foster youth and their success after 

high school, the themes that have become evident in previous studies in regard to their 

needs as related to Maslow’s Theory, and the idea of a community of transition service 
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providers can be found in Chapter 2.  Chapter 3 will outline the methods in this study, 

including the subgroups of participants, how they are connected to this study, and the 

types of interview questions that were put forth to the participants.  An in-depth look at 

the results of the interviews and how they relate to Maslow’s Theory is put forth in 

Chapter 4.  Chapter 4 discusses how each participant’s responses connect to one or more 

of Maslow’s basic human needs and, if applicable, what the participants feel could have 

been done to meet these needs more accurately.  A discussion regarding the results and 

how this study can impact the transitional needs of foster youth can be found in Chapter 

5; and more specifically, what the community and educational system can do by working 

together to better meet the needs of foster youth in transition.  
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 
 

 

 Foster youth have been experiencing transition to adulthood since the beginning 

of the foster system.  As the educational system continues to grow in evidence of the 

transitional needs of all youth, foster youth are often lumped in with the non-foster youth.  

In terms of special education, foster youth are also not singled out for their unique 

transition needs.  Previous studies, as discussed below, have found that foster youth are 

more likely to experience homelessness, periods of unemployment, and make less money 

than their peers.  The educational system has a responsibility to help students with special 

needs prepare for life after high school.  Studies have shown that a high amount of foster 

youth have special education needs and thus should be afforded the transitional services 

that IDEA requires.  If foster youth are serviced in the same manner as their non-foster 

peers, is the education system missing key components that are needed for foster youth to 

be independent after exiting the system? 

 

Physiological Needs 
 

 According to Maslow (1943), the most basic of needs are in the physiological 

plane.  The sharpest of needs is hunger which must be satisfied to sustain life.  If hunger 

is not satisfied, all of the body’s resources focus on meeting this basic need first.  Maslow 

goes into detail regarding the concept of homeostasis, which is the body’s effort to 

maintain a normal state in the blood stream.  This effort focuses on our desire to sustain a 
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balanced diet of salt, sugar, fat, and water content.  Our bodies tell us what is deficient.  

Braxton and Krajewski-Jaime (2011) found that this most basic of needs is met by the 

youth being in the foster system, however, some foster youth may not have this need met 

as it should be. Maslow (1943) theorized that the person who is “lacking food, safety, 

love and esteem would most probably hunger for food more strongly than for anything 

else” (p. 374). This basic need must be met before the student’s brain is able to function 

at a level which includes learning.  If the youth is not convinced that this particular need 

is going to be met on a regular basis, the youth is not ready to move to the next level of 

needs.  How can the educational system work with the youth to ensure that this need is 

met? 

 

Safety Needs 
 

 The second tier of needs identified by Maslow center around personal safety.  In 

fact, Maslow believes that “practically everything looks less important than safety, (even 

sometimes the physiological needs which being satisfied, are now underestimated).  A 

man, in this state, if it is extreme enough and chronic enough, may be characterized as 

living almost for safety alone” (p. 377).  Survivors of abuse often live under the status of 

flight-or-fight.  Youth are not exempt from this status.  According to WI DFS (2013), in 

2011, 68% of the children in out-of-home care were because abuse and/or neglect were 

alleged (p. 12).   
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 Day, Riebschleger, Dworsky, Damashek, and Fogarty (2012) found the common 

theme of concerns regarding personal safety which would fall under Maslow’s second 

tier in the hierarchy of needs.  Their report states that a foster youth’s concern regarding 

personal safety at school as well as out of school may have a negative impact on the 

youth’s performance in school.  While Braxton and Krajewski-Jaime (2011) believe this 

second tier is met once the youth enters the foster system, Maslow’s theory indicates that 

this may not be the case.  Maslow identifies that a child’s need for safety centers on an 

undisrupted routine or rhythm. Inconsistency in the child’s home life, parent caregivers 

and their need for an organized world can cause anxiety and make the child feel unsafe.  

Studies surrounding foster youth have consistently shown that many youth who are in the 

system are often transferred between foster homes. Van Ryzin, Mills, Kelban, Vars, and 

Chamberlain (2011) noted that Minty in 1999 stated that between 20% and 50% of youth 

in long-term foster care has a stay that ends prematurely.  One study cited by Van Ryzin, 

et al. found that approximately one-third (32.3%) of placements studied in three child 

welfare agencies experienced 8 or more placements while in the system and another 

study cited that almost 50% of youth in care reported that they had changed schools a 

minimum of 4 times since being placed in the system.  Youth having numerous 

placements, especially those who have been identified as having emotional or behavioral 

challenges, means the basic need of safety may not be met simply by being placed in the 

foster system. 
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Love Needs 
 

 Maslow theorized that once the basic physiological need and the safety needs are 

met, human beings will begin to experience longings for love, affection, and 

belongingness.  This is the level at which most of Day et al.’s (2012) themes find 

common ground with Maslow.  A number of Day et al.’s (2012) themes fit into this level 

in Maslow’s hierarchy including the need for permanent relationships with adults outside 

of school; need for connections with teachers and adults who understand the unique 

challenges of foster youth; and the need for teachers to be sensitive to unique learning 

needs.  Each of these needs center around a youth’s need for understanding and 

acceptance.  Maslow theorizes that lack of these needs being met is the most commonly 

found core in cases of maladjustment and more severe psychopathology.  Braxton and 

Krajewski-Jaime (2011) also found that the “absence of a nurturing environment during 

early development negatively affects a child’s self-regulation abilities, a factor that may 

result in later behavioral, emotional, and attention difficulties” (p. 49).   Another factor to 

think about is if the youth is in the foster system, there is nothing saying they will stay in 

the system until they graduate from high school or age-out of the system.  Youth are able 

to remove themselves from the system at age 18, whether they have graduated from high 

school or not.  Other youth, as discussed in Chapter 4, choose to leave the system and 

school well before their 18th birthday. 

 Studies such as McCoy, McMillen, and Spitznagel (2007), show that many youth 

who are allowed by state law to remain in the system until the age of 21, as the youth in 

this Missouri study, left the system before aging out.  The results of the McCoy et al. 
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study show that youth began leaving the system after their 17th birthday and 51.7% had 

exited the system by their 19th birthday.  There were indicators of who left the system 

earlier and those indicators included foster youth who had a history of multiple 

placements, youth who had externalizing behavior problems, and those youth who had a 

support system of family.  Of those youth who exited the system the earliest, those who 

had family tended to live with family.   

 According to Maslow, all humans need love.  This does not exclude foster youth 

and the nature of their status may place them at a higher need for love than their peers.  

Foster youth have often faced rejection by parents, foster parents, or extended family.  

Whether this rejection is real or imaginary, it must be addressed before the youth can 

move onto the next need. 

 

The Esteem Needs 
  

Maslow’s fourth tier centers on the need or desire for a “stable, firmly based, 

(usually) high evaluation of themselves, for self-respect, or self-esteem, and for the 

esteem of others.  By firmly based self-esteem, we mean that which is soundly based 

upon real capacity, achievement, and respect from others” (p. 382).   Maslow went on 

further to say that satisfaction of self-esteem needs leads to feelings of confidence, 

strength, and capability.  Day et al. (2012) also has themes centered on this tier, 

specifically the need for more support and independent living skills to help in the 

transition to adulthood and independence.  All youth need confidence when they enter 
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into the adult world in order to face the challenges.  Foster youth, with this high incidence 

of homelessness, joblessness, and not having a long-reaching support system, may have 

higher needs of self-esteem and confidence than their peers. 

 This tier is the most affected by interactions with school personnel.  Foster youth 

who are age 14 or older enrolled in the public school system and identified as having 

special education needs are required to have a transition plan in place to assist the student 

in becoming independent at the age of 18 or upon graduation from high school.    The 

majority of the youth’s day is spent interacting with peers and school staff and if the 

student is involved in after school or extracurricular activities (another theme brought 

about by Day’s, 2012, research), even more time is spent in these surroundings.   

 The transition plan is a fundamental part of helping foster youth become 

independent before leaving the system.  Casey Family Programs developed a Road Map 

for Learning in 2007 aimed at improving the educational outcomes of children in foster 

care.  Sheehy et al. found that “up to 80 percent of youth in foster care aspired to go to 

college, but few had actually taken the coursework to enroll” (as cited in Casey Family 

Programs, 2007, p. 72). 

Employment plans are a required area of the transition plan for youth in special 

education.  If foster youth are to be independent after exiting the system, whether they are 

going on to post-secondary education or not, employment needs must be addressed.  The 

National Collaborative on Workforce & Disability for Youth Institute for Educational 

Leadership developed a guide which noted that of the 500,000 children in foster care, 30 

to 40% are also in special education (Negotiating the Curves Toward Employment: A 
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Guide About Youth Involved in the Foster Care System, nd).  There are many reasons for 

this large percentage, which are not in the scope of this paper.  The term “transition cliff” 

is introduced in this guide and referenced as the “time period when young people age out 

of youth systems and attempt to access adult services” (p. 7).  The guide defines 

successful transition as one where upon exiting out of the system, the youth is “pre-

disposed to a life of meaning and purpose” (p. 7).  Transition cliff seems to be an 

appropriate word to use when exiting the foster system. 

Children who enter foster care are often faced with additional issues based on 

their circumstances.  These issues often involve emotional and behavioral challenges 

because of past abuse and neglect.  As stated earlier, the absence of a nurturing 

environment in the youth’s early years can affect the child’s self-regulation skills and 

lead to behavior and emotional challenges during their teenage years.  These challenges 

are often apparent in the school setting but are also apparent in employment situations.  

Studies cited by Henig (2009) in her study, Employment aid for youth aging out of foster 

care: Extending one-stop career centers to include a division for foster care youth, 

indicated that 25 to 50% of foster youth are typically unemployed after aging out and 

those who are employed are earning below the poverty rate. 

 Both the special education system and the social services system require youth to 

have a transition plan for becoming independent after exiting the system or graduating 

from school.  These service providers often do not come together and work in tandem to 

ensure the best needs of the students are being met.  In their study, Amodeo, Collins, and 

Clay (2009) identified best practice methods for those in the social services realm for 
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working with older youth who are transitioning out of foster care.  Unfortunately, in order 

for the foster youth to truly succeed, training and workshops need to be combined for all 

professionals involved in the transition plan of the youth.  In Wisconsin, this has not 

happened on a continuous basis as evidenced in Chapter 4. 

The Bridges Transition Framework, as identified by Van Ryzin et al. (2011), was 

developed by William Bridges in 1970 to help individuals manage change. Although this 

framework can assist in understanding the changes that occur during transition, it does 

not identify nor describe the actual needs of foster youth in transition to adulthood.  In 

their study, Del Quest, Fullerton, Geenen, and Powers (2012), citing research done by 

Geenen and Powers (2006)  documented “the lack of coordinated transition planning 

between special education and child welfare and the level of utilization of special 

education transition services by eligible youth in foster care” (p. 1605). 

One of the most interesting concepts comes from psychologist and philosopher of 

education John Dewey.  Dewey (1916) noted that democratic values were the most 

powerful force in building responsibility in children.  Perhaps the best way to fulfill the 

self-esteem needs of foster youth is to look at other disciplines.  Brendtro and Mitchell 

(2011) discuss Harvard socio-biologist Edward Wilson’s solution of consilience – finding 

powerful simple truths that transcend narrow disciplines. Wilson found that key areas 

include the following: 

 Values:  respect for all 

 Practical experiences:  using the experience of professionals 

 Social sciences:  studies of social interaction of humans 
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 Natural sciences:  research on brain and behaviors 

The concept of consilience towards working with youth leans toward the idea of 

positive interactions in all phases of contact including in the school environment and the 

foster home environment.  Different persons developed positive environments for youth 

in crisis, including Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi as far back as 1798 who opened a school 

for children in war-torn Switzerland.  Each of the environments discussed in Brendtro 

and Mitchell’s (2011) paper were successful until the death of the individual who started 

them leading to the idea that finding successors with the same drive and compassion for 

working with youth in crisis is a formidable feat.  

 

Self-Actualization Needs 
 

 After all the previous tiers of needs have been met, Maslow theorized that one 

final tier remains.  This tier is often called self-actualization which refers “to the desire 

for self-fulfillment, namely, to the tendency for him to become actualized in what he is 

potentially” (Maslow, 1943, p. 383).  Maslow’s more precise statement is “what a man 

can be, he must be” (p. 383).   

 For foster youth in transition, this need is first met by having a sufficient income 

to meet their basic needs including food, shelter, warmth, and enjoyment.  In another 

study, it was determined that education “is a powerful determinant of quality of life and 

confers economic, social, civic, and personal benefits” (as cited in Day et al., 2012, p. 

202).  The Chafee Foster Care Independence Act and the Social Security Act require the 
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child welfare agency to include a transition plan for youth age 16 and over which 

comprises a written plan, the Independent Living Plan (ILP), outlining the services and 

programs that will help the youth experience a successful transition from the system to 

adulthood (Kelly, 2009).  Unfortunately, because of funding and resources, ILPs are often 

not as thorough and individualized as they should be (Kelly, 2009).  The Fostering 

Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008 amended the Social 

Security Act to extend the age of eligibility for foster care youth services from the age of 

18 to 21, but left it up to the states to determine what age they would age out youth 

(Courtney et al., 2011).  There are specific restrictions in place by states that make it 

difficult for youth to be eligible to remain in care after the age of 18 or graduation from 

high school, whichever is later.  Courtney and Dworsky’s study (2011) involved current 

and former foster youth in college discussing the issues they believe were barriers to 

success.  The questions that were asked of the youth were taken from the draft data 

collection form produced by a U.S. Children’s Bureau workgroup and included items 

involved in general education, college prep classes, job search services, financial literacy, 

and others.  This study reinforced the Midwest study conducted earlier and noted that 

most foster youth in transition did not receive the different forms of help that are called 

for in federal legislation. Courtney and Dworsky also found that those who did receive 

the help were more likely the youth who would naturally ask for help, which brings up 

the question of what is being done to identify those youth who are in most need of help 

and are most likely not going to ask for help.   
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 Henig (2009) in her study on employment aid for youth aging out of foster care 

found that the one-stop career centers that are under the Workforce Investment Act 

(WIA) need to expand their options and include a section for foster youth.  The WIA, 

passed in 1998, is an “employment system that allows the needs of businesses and 

jobseekers to come together” (Henig, p. 574). 

 How can the education system better meet the needs of foster youth in meeting 

each of Maslow’s needs?  In order to meet these needs, does the education system and 

other professionals who provide services to these youth need to work together?  This 

study looks to answers these and other similar questions. The methods used to address 

these questions will be explained in detail in Chapter 3. 
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Chapter 3 -- Methods 
 

 This study is intended to recognize the educational needs of foster youth in 

transition by giving voice to former foster youth, their caregivers, and the professionals 

who serve them on the effectiveness of the transition plans for exiting out of the foster 

system, and what they feel is needed to be able to have a successful transition to 

adulthood.   It is the focus of this study that once needs are identified, the education 

system and the foster care system work together to provide services to students that are 

needed to have a successful transition into adulthood and be self-reliant. 

 

Participants 
 

 Three subgroups were solicited for participation, with each sub-group having a 

minimum of two participants.  The first subgroup was former foster youth.  The majority 

of participants were between the ages of 16 and 21 who have exited out of care for 

various reasons.  This subgroup received transition services through their local education 

agency.  In this subgroup, there were three participants who have exited out of the 

system, Vicky, Missy, and Cade.  These participants were identified through personal 

knowledge of the researcher as having been former foster youth and were asked to be 

participants in the study. 

 The second subgroup was made up of professionals who have worked with youth 

transitioning into adulthood, whether they were working with foster youth or youth not in 

foster care.  One participant of this subgroup was contacted by the researcher because of 
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her prior research surrounding foster youth or their prior involvement with foster youth.  

Once identified, she was asked if she would be a participant of the research.  A second 

individual was identified through prior knowledge of the work she had done with foster 

students and was asked if she would be a participant of the research. 

 The third subgroup was made up of professionals in the social services area who 

work with youth placed in out-of-home care.  These professionals are familiar with the 

transitional needs of foster youth who are expected to be independent when they exit out 

of the system.  Participants in this group were identified by contacting the social services 

department in a specific county and requesting to speak with workers were interested in 

being a part of the study.  Two workers, Jane and Ellen, identified themselves as being 

interested in the study and chose to become participants of this study. 

 

Setting 
 
 Each interview was initiated via telephone call identifying the research plan and 

requesting the willingness of the individual to be a participant.  Once consent was 

reached, a discussion was held identifying the physical location the participant would feel 

most comfortable for an interview.  In the event the participant was located out of state, a 

phone interview date and time was then identified.  Prior to any interviews being 

conducted, a signed consent form was received from the participant stating their 

willingness to be interviewed and whether they would like to receive a copy of the study 

upon its finalization.  For out-of-state participants, this document was faxed between 

parties.  In-state participants had their interviews conducted in-person while each out-of-
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state participant had their interview conducted via telephone.   Each participant was given 

a pseudonym for identification throughout the study that cannot be traced back to the 

individual.  

 
 
 

Methods 
 
 A phenomenological study was conducted with three former foster youth, two 

individuals who have previously conducted research on foster youth and two individuals 

who are currently working with foster youth in transition.  According to Leedy and 

Ormrod (2010) a phenomenological study is “a qualitative method that attempts to 

understand participants’ perspectives and views of social realities” (p. 108). The study 

attempted to understand the participant’s perceptions, perspectives, and understandings of 

the foster care system and how educational environments service the transitional needs of 

foster youth.  A semi-unstructured interview was conducted with each participant to gain 

a better understanding of their experiences in the transition of foster youth into adulthood. 

The interview started with structured questions (see pp. 22-23) that led into more in-depth 

questions related to the participant’s unique experiences. Each interview was recorded 

digitally and then transcribed for accuracy.  Where applicable, the interviewer also took 

notes to relate back to specific areas of the transcribed interviews. 

 The data were analyzed using the data analysis spiral as described by Leedy and 

Ormond referencing Creswell (1998), to identify the common themes in the participants’ 
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descriptions.  Specifically, each of the needs described by Maslow was coded and then 

each statement made by a participant was also coded to those specific needs.   

Gholafshani (2003) found that in quantitative research, “reliability and validity 

are conceptualized as trustworthiness, rigor, and quality in qualitative paradigm” (p. 604).  

Data was gathered through interviews and conversations.  The checks were done to 

ensure the validity of the research through interview, conversations and transcription. 

 

Interviews and Conversations 
 

 I had conversations and interviews with the participants identified in the sub-

groups above.  The interview questions were first reviewed, revised, and critiqued by 

experts in the field of foster youth in transition including Day and Dworsky.  The 

questions were based on specific information known to the researcher from personal 

experience, information gleaned through the literature review, and the reviewers’ 

comments.  The semi-structured interviews included the following questions: 

1. Did any of the classes you took while in high school help to prepare you for life 

after high school/foster care? 

2. What classes did you take while in high school that you feel best prepared you for 

life after graduation/foster care?  Why? 

3. What type of preparation do you think youth who will be exiting foster care need 

for life after high school? 
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4. Once you graduated, did you feel you were prepared to be independent?  Why or 

why not?  What could have made you feel differently? 

5. Did you participate in any activities while you were in high school that benefitted 

you after you left foster care?  Which ones and how did they benefit you? 

6. What information have you learned that you feel was the most important for life 

after foster care/graduation? 

7. Do you think foster youth transition needs are different from non-foster youth? 

8. How do you think foster youth transition needs are different from non-foster 

youth?  Can you explain in detail? 

9. Did you find any community resources that were helpful in your transition into 

adulthood? 

10. What community resources have you found to be most helpful in your transition 

into adulthood and why? 

 
These interviews were often in the form of brief conversations, in depth 

conversations, interviews by appointment, and phone conversations.  I taped and 

transcribed the in-depth interviews and I embedded observer comments in the transcribed 

text as I reviewed it.  I wrote down informal conversations as soon as possible, and when 

possible, wrote during the conversations according to the comfort level of the participants 

while conversing.   

 

Validity and Reliability 
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 Validity and reliability have long been used in the form of quantitative research.  

Using these terms in the area of qualitative research studies, such as this one, has caused 

different studies in and of themselves.  Golafshani (2003), noted that to ensure reliability 

in a qualitative study, an “examination of trustworthiness is crucial” (p. 601).  

Researchers using a qualitative method, such as the method in this study, must ensure that 

their data is trustworthy.  In this study, the data was digitally recorded, transcribed and 

coded by the researcher and a disinterested third party.  Golafshani quotes Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) who state that “Since there can be no validity without reliability, a 

demonstration of the former [validity] is sufficient to establish the later [reliability]” (p. 

601-602). Many have theorized that the use of triangulation, “a validity procedure where 

researchers search for convergence among multiple and different sources of information 

to form themes or categories in a study” (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 126) may be one of 

the best ways to show validity and reliability in a qualitative study.  Golafshani states that 

“[t]riangulation is typically a strategy (test) for improving the validity and reliability of 

research or evaluation of findings” (p. 603). 

 For this study, triangulation was used in the form of involving several data 

sources and their interpretations which gives multiple perceptions on the reality of 

transitional needs of foster youth.  Multiple methods of data collection were used, 

including the taking of notes during interviews where the interviewee was comfortable 

with that option; observations by the researcher in the lives of foster youth in transition, 

the digital recording of the interviews which were then transcribed and coded by two 

different individuals using a color coding system.  Each person had a copy of the 
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transcribed interviews and a color-code theme document.  They were then asked to code 

each statement made by the participants into the theme they believed the statement 

belonged.  The interview questions were reviewed, critiqued, and edited by experts in the 

field of qualitative research studies to ensure the validity. 

 

Coding and Analysis 
 

  Data was collected and organized by breaking larger units into smaller ones, 

classified the data into groups or themes and then synthesized the data.  Specifically, each 

of the higher needs as theorized by Maslow was broken down by incorporating the 

themes found by Day in her research studies.  After each subsection of need (themes) was 

coded the transcribed, interviews were then taken apart by statement to determine what 

theme or need the statement addressed.  The five themes that were color-coded were:   

1. Physiological needs such as sleep, air, food, shelter, and warmth – green. 

2.  Safety needs such as protection, order, and law – blue. 

3. Love needs such as family and affection – black. 

4. Self-esteem needs such as achievement, status, knowledge or training, and 

aesthetic (beauty and balance) – yellow. 

5. Self-actualization needs such as reaching your personal potential and 

transcendence (helping others) – orange. 

This coding was done by the researcher and one disinterested third party.  Each 

individual had a copy of the transcribed interviews and a color-coded copy of the themes.  
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Each statement by the participants was then coded into a specific theme.  In the event the 

statement could be applied to two separate themes, the person was asked to prioritize the 

code.  The inter-rater reliability, specifically the application of codes to the applicable 

theme, in this study was 96%.  The four percent that were differently coded were 

discussed, debated, and a mutual agreement was made on the final coding.   

 

Exposing Researcher Values 
 

 During this research I have continuously reflected upon my own expectations and 

values as a special education teacher and parent.  I did this as a continuing reminder of 

the role my own beliefs and training may have in my interviews and data analysis.  Due 

to the nature of my being a legal guardian of a special education student from 2001-2011, 

and knowing the challenges that particular youth had in transitioning to adulthood and 

independence, I needed to continuously review my own thought process while 

conducting interviews to make sure the follow-up questions where independently based. 

Ongoing self-reflection in memos and discussions with my university advisors 

throughout the research study has helped to identify any potential bias on the research 

and put it into perspective so that it would not have an impact on the outcome of the 

study. 

 After the interviews were transcribed, coded, and put into the correct theme, it 

came time to look at the results of the research.  The transcribed interviews took on a life 

of their own in the voices that came through from the participants.  In Chapter 4 you will 
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hear those voices tell their stories and what they believe could be if systems work 

together. 
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Chapter 4 -- Results 
 

 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Human Needs and the work of Day et al. (2012) relate to 

the needs of foster youth as they exit out of the system.  Braxton et al. (2011) noted that 

the foster system is not able to provide for each of the levels of need and I hypothesized 

that the educational system must work in conjunction with service providers in the foster 

system to ensure that the transitional needs of foster youth were being met.   

 Interviews were conducted with 3 former foster youth, 2 professionals and 2 

social service professionals who directly service youth in foster care.  Each interview was 

digitally recorded, transcribed, and coded.  Multiple conversations were recorded and in 

some cases, more informal follow-up conversations were held and notes were written 

following those conversations.  By transcribing the recorded interviews and following up 

in some cases with more informal conversations, the voices of the participants were 

allowed to directly impact the research study.   

 

Need #1 -- Physiological Needs 
 

 Physiological needs are needs that human beings require in order to survive.  

These needs include warmth, shelter, food, sleep, and air to breathe.  Our participants 

were living human beings who have succeeded in having these basic human needs met 

for some part, if not all, of their life. 

With regard to the need for food, Jane, a social service worker, noticed that foster 

youth would often be hungry at school.  It may not only be foster youth who were hungry 
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in school, but for this discussion, we will focus on those youth.  Jane stated that “Having 

a child placed in foster care is supposed to take care of their need for food, shelter, and 

warmth; but it doesn’t always work that way.”  In a discussion surrounding teacher 

education on trauma and how to talk with foster youth, she spoke of the schools being 

under pressure to provide education services as a priority over managing a student’s 

emotional needs.  Jane talked about how the two can be intertwined.  “If you have a 

teacher who is really compassionate about their work, cares about the student and forms a 

connection to the student, they are more likely to worry about the emotional needs as well 

as the educational needs.”  Jane mentioned that those are the teachers who worry about 

providing food to her students as well as teaching them. 

 Ellen, another social service provider stated that she had seen foster care in the 

other light.  She had seen teachers or administrators call her “when a student is sleeping 

in the special education room and the teacher or administrator expects her to do 

something about it.”  As she stated, she worked on a “regular basis with a special 

education instructor and their administration on the needs of foster youth” and stressed 

that “just because a student is sleeping in class it does not meet the criteria of what is 

needed to lock the student up in juvenile detention.”  Granted, these students were usually 

in the emotional behavioral disability classification of the special education system in that 

school district and placed in a separate room for most of the school day. 

 Vicky remembered being homeless with her birth mother and sleeping in a station 

wagon.  “I remember being really young, hungry, cold, and wishing there was someplace 
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we could go.”   Vicky was placed in the foster system while her mom continued to sleep 

in her car.   

Missy recalled being returned to her birth mother after being in foster care a 

number of times and wondered why it was allowed.  “I remember the fights, the physical 

abuse was awful.  We were hungry and afraid.  My brother and I, we didn’t know what to 

do. Why would they send us back to this place?  I was always blamed for getting us taken 

away, because of my ‘big mouth’, my mom would say.”  Missy and her brother were 

bounced back and forth between foster care and their birth mother. 

 

Need #2 – Safety Needs 
 

 The second level of need, safety, is mostly met by the placement of the youth in 

the foster system, as Braxton and Krajewski-Jaime (2011) stated.  There are times, 

however, when the youth’s safety needs were not completely met simply by being placed 

in the foster system.  As Dworsky and Courtney (2009) concluded in their paper, one of 

the predictors of homelessness was whether the youth had run from foster care along with 

the number of times the youth ran away.  Further research has shown running continues 

to be a predictor.  Additional predictors that have sustained the test of time are if the 

youth was physically abused along with the number of moves the youth had made while 

in the foster system. 

 Vicky is a former foster youth who was put into foster care when she was five.  “I 

figure I moved around about 20 times.  Sometimes it was because I ran away, other times 
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because they didn’t want me there anymore.”  She was removed from her mother’s 

custody when she was five because “we were living in a station wagon and my mom was 

crazy.”  At the time of the interview, Vicky was one year out of the system, was 19 and 

was taking care of her five week old baby boy.  She was also homeless.  Vicky was living 

with a boyfriend and his parents, although the boyfriend was not the biological father of 

her child.  The basic need of permanent shelter has not been met for Vicky.  Further 

evidence leans towards the accuracy of Dworsky and Courtney’s (2009) findings includes 

that Vicky ran away from multiple foster homes and was even placed in an institution for 

a short period of time.  While she stayed in foster care until she turned 18, she left before 

finishing high school.  Vicky did eventually finish high school, but because she felt it was 

important and because she was pregnant and knew that she would need a diploma to get a 

job. 

At the time of participation, Cade was 19 years old, graduated high school before 

leaving the system and was employed in the fast food industry.  Cade was unable to 

obtain his driver’s license prior to leaving the system and continued to live without it.  He 

lived in a small rural community and therefore did not have the luxury of public 

transportation.  While living out of the city limits after leaving the system, he was unable 

to get a job because his need for transportation to and from work could not be met.  “I 

lived about 8 miles out of town and couldn’t always get a ride so I couldn’t get a job.  I 

wasn’t going to ride my bike in the winter … you know how bad winters in Wisconsin 

can get.”  Since he did not have a job, he had to wait for an adult to offer to put him up in 

their apartment and let him pay back rent once he got a job before he could move.  He 
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was paying off that back rent, but says “life could have been so much better if I had a 

driver’s license and car when I was done with foster care. I wouldn’t have had to rely on 

other people so much.”  When he was in the foster system, he was unable to get a job 

because the foster home he lived in was “out in the middle of nowhere” and it was 

difficult for them to “haul us boys around” so he had not had enough money saved up to 

purchase a vehicle when he did exit the system.  He acknowledged that it would have 

been difficult, but if he had the opportunity to drive to a job while still in the system, he 

could have saved enough money to buy a car before exiting the system and then could 

have lived on his own, instead of off the grace of others. 

 Further research by Dworsky and Courtney (n.d.) shows that the results of their 

Midwest study continue to hold true for those youth until the age of 26.  In the 2009 

Midwest study, youth living in Illinois could stay in foster care until they reached the age 

of 21.  The thought behind extending foster care until 21 is that the youth would have a 

better chance of being ready for independence.  What Dworsky and Courtney found with 

further research after their 2009 paper is that for youth who stay in foster care until the 

age 21, their rates of homeless until the age of 21 is less likely because they are able to 

stay in care.  Further research has shown that once these youth leave foster care, they are 

just as likely to become homeless as the youth who were not able to stay in foster care 

until the age21 (personal communication, April 2, 2013).   

 Missy was also a former foster student who became pregnant at age 15 and left 

the system.  Missy was young when she was first removed from her mother’s custody.  

She kept getting placed back with her mother, even after Missy told of repeated abuse by 
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her mother’s boyfriends.  Her mother blamed Missy for being taken away and told her 

she had a “big mouth”. Confused and often separated from her brothers, who were also 

placed in care, Missy equated sex with affection.  “All I knew was sex, drugs and booze,” 

she said.  Before she left the system, “I didn’t have any classes on parenting or anything 

like that.  Even after I got pregnant, I didn’t get any help with that part of it.  I had to go 

by what I knew and what I’ve seen.  They let me quit school when I was 15.”  She was 

allowed to quit school and exit the system when she was 15 without any aid or services.   

As Missy remembers it, when she told the school she wanted to quit, the school said 

“ok.”  Even though foster care had given her a glimpse of what life could be like, she had 

no idea how to achieve it.  Her life with her biological mother was so dysfunctional she 

had no idea that life could be different.   

 After leaving the system, Missy had a baby daughter who was born with a brain 

injury.  She had not had any parenting classes so she did not know how to parent.  Missy 

said, “I had learned a little from my grandma, a little from my aunt, and, of course, a lot 

from my mother and I would try not to go there,” along with what she had learned while 

being in the different foster homes.  She had pieces of how to parent, but struggled to put 

it all together.  Her daughter consistently cried and challenged the few good parenting 

skills Missy had.  When Missy had called social services asking for help with her young 

daughter, she was told that unless she admitted that she was in danger of harming her 

daughter, services would not be offered.  During this phone call, Missy stated, she was 

“cued” by the social service worker that she needed to admit that she was going to injure 

her daughter in order to get some help.  Missy told the worker that “yes, that’s a 
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possibility” in order to get services but now that statement is on her record.  She stated, “I 

would have never, ever hurt her, but that was the only way I could get help.  They cued 

me to say it so I could get some education on my daughter, how to handle her, so I could 

work with a psychiatrist.”  Missy believes that the lack of preventative care leads towards 

more expense with dealing with the aftermath.   

 

Need #3 – Love Needs 
 

 The need for love, affection, family-ties, and acceptance is strong in most human 

beings, according to Maslow.  A person who has this need will feel “keenly, as never 

before, the absence of friends, or a sweetheart, or a wife, or children” (1943, p. 381).  

 Jane stated “One of the goals of foster placement is to have the youth feel as 

though they are a part of something, a part of the family, and of the community but the 

rules of the foster system, the overwhelming liability-worried system, is that the youth 

cannot act as other youth can act.  They are not allowed to go to a friend’s house without 

permission from the social service worker and the foster parent, they are not allowed to 

ride all-terrain vehicles such as four-wheelers or snowmobiles, and getting a driver’s 

license is just about impossible while in the system.  While there may be very valid 

reasons behind each of the system-imposed rules, the results are the same – the youth is 

not like his or her peers.  By the time they reach their senior year of high school, this is 

evident to not only the youth, but their peers and the adults around them.”  According to 
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Cade, “The feeling of belongingness and acceptance in the face of so many rules is 

almost non-existent”.   

 Missy also acknowledged how before leaving the system, she had no one she 

could depend on.  “I could not lean on my biological family and after leaving the system, 

I had no one I could turn to.”  This was reverberated among the other participants who all 

discussed the lack of support for foster youth once they leave the system.  Most 

recognized that foster youth often do not have someone they could go and borrow money 

from in an emergency, and as Missy stated, even if they did, “you can only do that for so 

long.”  It is more than that.  It is the feeling that the foster youth have no one they can go 

back to, during breaks from college (if they are lucky enough to go to college), no one to 

visit on holidays.  As Ellen stated, “Even if the foster parent is open to having former 

foster youth visit, if any of them have been involved in something on a criminal basis, 

they are not allowed back into the former foster parent’s home because it could 

jeopardize the current foster license.”  Vicky essentially carried the same message, she 

had no one to turn to besides loosely-held friendships to rely on and those were strained 

when she had to continuously find a place to stay. 

 Many of the participants also discussed how the education system did not help 

them feel accepted or as if they belonged.  Missy, Vicky, and Cade all discussed how 

because they were labeled from the beginning as having behavioral issues or emotional 

outbursts, they often felt the sting of a teacher’s words that reverberated through their 

classroom.  Missy describes being placed in the lower functioning classes because she 

had so many unmet needs regarding her emotional health, she could not function in a 
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higher level classroom.  Cade was often labeled as a trouble-maker when he was in 

elementary school, both by other students and by teachers.  He described one episode in 

which because he was present, he was thought to have caused an incident in the boys’ 

bathroom with urine, which he denies ever doing.  “Just because I was always the one 

getting in trouble, they called my mom and told her I had peed all over one of the other 

boys.  It was one of the boys that was always picking on me and I never did it, but it was 

assumed that I did for whatever reason.”   

Foster youth tend to move often and as it happened in each of their stories, they 

had to start over at new schools.  Being the new kid was hard enough, but being a foster 

youth who had experienced trauma in one way or another, made it all the more difficult.  

Each of them described how they would act tough, get into the wrong crowd and in 

Missy’s case, the booze, the drugs, and the sex was all she knew.  Adults in the education 

system would single them out because of their behaviors, which would only ostracize 

them from their peers.  Eventually, Vicky stopped acting up in school, but only after 

being institutionalized for her emotional and behavioral challenges.  The same story goes 

for Cade, who was also institutionalized and eventually behaved in ways that would not 

call attention to him.   

 Both Cade and Vicky were sent to alternative school settings by their teachers and 

administration.  Ellen and Jane were also familiar with alternative school settings.  Jane 

described one particular school and teacher who had a tendency to remove the worst 

middle school students in his classroom and have them placed in an alternative setting 

with high school students, as old as 17 or 18 years.  As Jane described, “What happens in 
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these alternative settings is shocking” and sometimes, by simply exposing the younger 

foster youth to the older, sometimes criminally involved youth, would be enough to push 

the foster youth into criminal behavior.   

 Ellen also described how she hears from foster youth who are sent to alternative 

site school settings and how they feel about it.  She says she feels like the message is 

“You’re not valued enough and we don’t care about your education.”  Ellen knew these 

kids were smart, but after having been sent to an alternative setting, their grades and 

effort would spiral downward.  The students have heard for many years, often since they 

were young, that they were just trouble, not worth it, not accepted, you name it.  Ellen 

said that sometimes the education system only reinforced these statements and had 

sometimes witnessed teachers or aides who “prod” the student until the student reacted, 

just to be able to get them out of their classroom.   

Ellen was specific in another area that affected foster youth’s need for acceptance.  

“There is one particular school I go to and whenever I stop in, the teacher is sitting at a 

desk reading a newspaper” and the students were in cubbies without teacher instruction 

and were, in many cases, being overseen by an aide without the proper training and 

expertise in working with students with emotional and/or behavioral challenges.  These 

students often talked of not being able to express their thoughts and feelings while in this 

classroom and were often left to their own devices with relation to learning new 

information.  When they were interacting with an un-trained aide, emotions and behavior 

would often escalate due to the lack of training in working with youth with emotional and 

behavioral disorders. 
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Need #4 – Self-Esteem 
 

 The need for love and acceptance is often tied to the feelings of self-esteem, 

status, and achievement.  For foster youth, the need to be accepted is often closely related 

to the need to feel a positive self-esteem and achievement.  Day et al. (2012) found the 

theme of foster youth needing teachers to be sensitive to their unique learning needs.  

Participants in the study found that the way teachers interact with youth, specifically the 

unique emotional needs of foster youth, had a direct impact on the self-esteem of foster 

youth.  As discussed under need #3, teachers who provoked students to misbehave or 

would have them removed for behaviors and placed in alternative settings sent a message 

to the youth that they were not accepted for who they were.   

Self-esteem can often be viewed through the lens of education past high school.  

Missy says that “After I earned my GED, I went to a local college.  I started at 19 but it 

took me a couple of years just to learn how to read.”  At age 19, she couldn’t read above 

a 4th grade level.  Missy wanted to become a Registered Nurse and so she needed to be 

reading at a much higher level.  She took remedial reading classes to improve her skills 

and by age 21, she was beginning to take college level courses for her degree.  She talked 

about during the time she was in school, she was under so much pressure from what was 

going on in her personal life and at home that she had difficulty separating herself from 

that and learning how to do things in school.  Missy was placed in, what she says, were 

“very slow, never progressive” classes for those students with learning disabilities.  She 

said “My teachers always claimed I had a learning disability, but I didn’t.”  She ended up 
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going through college, graduating, and passing her state board exams without any 

additional assistance.  She said, “No K-12 teacher ever picked up that I was working 

through trauma-related issues and was not learning disabled. They just kept me there”. 

 Many times foster youth in middle and high school do not have the self-esteem 

others do because of their own life experiences.  When it comes to educators and how 

they can help the self-esteem of foster youth, Ellen and Jane both spoke of a need for 

educators and professionals who work with foster youth to be trained in trauma-related 

care.  They believe that by having a better understanding of what happens to these 

children outside of the school, professionals can better connect with them inside the 

education system and encourage them to reach farther standards than before.   

Ellen described sending schools information on trauma informed care but stated 

that she did not receive a response.  She described instances of having described the 

trauma students have faced or certain mental health diagnosis and the educators had no 

idea what that meant or what that diagnosis meant for that student on an educational 

basis.  She described foster youth who suffered lead poisoning and after describing this to 

the education staff, they were perplexed that lead poisoning could lead to so many 

learning challenges.  Ellen felt like the education staff “knew the learning disabilities, the 

language and the lingo to use but that is it.”  The growing belief that when you help a 

foster youth to believe in them selves, that they are not the labels that are put upon them, 

it can raise their self-esteem and their belief of what they can achieve. 

 That brings up another issue with a foster youth’s self-esteem – their Individual 

Education Plan (IEP) if they are in the special education system.  The IEP is put in place 
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to even out the playing field when it comes to doing their school work alongside their 

non-disabled peers.  Students with IEPs have a history of being singled-out when it 

comes to their educational needs, sent to different rooms, sometimes for the entire school 

day, away from their non-disabled peers.  This can have an effect on their self-esteem.  

When asked how often they, as social service providers, have been invited to a foster 

youth’s IEP meeting as a part of the IEP team, both Ellen and Jane said that the only time 

they feel like they are invited is when the youth is a chronic behavior problem and it is 

expected that they will solve the problem.  Jane stated “I feel like the only time it happens 

frequently is if it is a kid that is really a problem for the school who is always coming to 

us instead of the parent, then I feel like I am always invited.”  Ellen concurs, stating that 

“I feel like if the school isn’t getting a lot from parental involvement then they definitely 

want us there.”  Sometimes, they describe that if the student is “on paper” and involved 

with social services, even if they are not foster youth, they are asked for their calendar 

before the parent so that it can be ensured that they are able to be present at the meeting.   

 Describing the interaction of the youth in the IEP meeting, Ellen and Jane said 

that most of the time the youth is not present.  Both wonder if it is because the youth does 

not want to be talked about as if they are not present or hear about the bad stuff.  These 

IEP meetings are supposed to be about the positive things the student is doing, how their 

education is going, what assistance they need in order to meet their goals, and how the 

IEP team can help the student become everything they can.  Cade and Vicky also said 

that they avoided meetings at school unless they knew an adult who was on their side 

would be there and they were assured that it would be a positive experience.  When asked 
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whether the IEP meetings Jane or Ellen has attended have been more negative or positive, 

they both described having both experiences.  Jane specifically stated that “I would say 

the majority has been probably positive and again, it depends on the school.  The one 

school that I can think of in my head tends to be negative.”  Ellen concurs and said “when 

they were negative, they were really negative.”   

 On the positive side of self-esteem, it appears that which foster home the youth is 

placed in may have a large impact on the youth.  Jane described a particular foster home 

who worked with teenagers and their independent living skills.  This foster home is 

described as one of the best for preparing the youth for independent living including the 

possibility of going to college.  The youth are taken on college experience days and work 

on setting them up in an apartment, with a job and a savings account.  The youth almost 

always have worked a minimum of two jobs before exiting out of care, have been 

instructed in financial management, and have been required to put away a certain portion 

of their earnings.  Most of the youth have obtained a driver’s license, have saved enough 

for a car, have opened up both a checking and a savings account and have learned skills 

to be living independently.  Ellen and Jane both said that this is not a reality for most 

foster youth in other homes.  This particular foster home placed an emphasis on preparing 

the youth for living independently and would treat them as though they were a part of 

their family.  The love and acceptance shown to these youth pushed them farther and 

made them work harder than youth who were not as openly regarded. 
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Need #5 – Self-Actualization 
 

 Maslow’s highest tier describes the human beings’ need for reaching their own 

personal potential.  As he stated, “we shall call people who are satisfied in [the lower 

tiers] of needs, basically satisfied people, and it is from these that we may expect the 

fullest (and healthiest) creativeness.  Since, in our society, basically satisfied people are 

the exception, we do not know much about self-actualization, either experimentally or 

clinically” (Maslow, 1943, p. 383).  The former foster youth who participated in this 

study are continuously striving to fulfill the first four of the basic needs.  A question 

arises regarding the rate at which these individuals would become satisfied people if they 

had been transitioned into independent living on a different scale. 

 Ellen and Jane described a 20-year-old collaboration system that has been brought 

back into their service plan that included an interagency monthly meeting with possible 

scenarios and each agency described how they would work within that scenario.  This 

interagency collaboration brings to the forefront gaps in the system and has opened up 

dialogue between agencies, which sometimes leads to discussions that bring out into the 

open the frustrations between agencies and how each deals with specific issues.  Each 

explained that the only real way to work together is to talk openly and honestly with each 

other and to “call each other out” when needed.  This often leads to frank discussions 

about handling of issues and desired outcomes.  

Another addition to the service agency’s policies was the “permanency round 

table” which placed the people who are at the heart of the transition service plan for the 

foster youth at the same table, working up a plan that is overseen by the State of 
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Wisconsin and which would hold the service worker responsible for the implementation 

in a short timeframe.  While this permanency round table was relatively new to the 

region, the service personnel involved in this study believe that if done correctly and in 

collaboration with the education system, the permanency round table could provide a 

better service to the youth and give them a greater chance of becoming satisfied people. 

In terms of self-actualization, Missy was the participant who has been out of the 

system for the longest period of time.  She was able to put herself through college and 

pass a State Board exam to become a Registered Nurse.  Missy said, “I have gone farther 

than anyone believed I could,” even after she exited the system and started college she 

was told to go for something easier than a Registered Nurse.  She is currently being what 

she can be and is raising another child to be the best that he can be.  Missy believes the 

education system and the foster system failed to help her achieve this highest level 

because she had to teach herself to read college-level courses, be a parent to a child with 

special needs without assistance, and ended up being in a violent marriage because of her 

need for shelter and love. 

Vicky and Cade were working their way through the level of needs, both 

dependent upon others for shelter, food, and self-esteem.  Of the two, Cade is further 

along as he was employed and paying rent.  He was still dependent on others to help him 

with transportation.  Vicky was technically homeless and was raising a young son on her 

own.  She was able to meet her basic need for food because of state aid but said if this 

was gone, she wouldn’t know what to do.  With a young child, she didn’t believe that she 

could work, find suitable child care and be able to afford it.  Vicky had no driver’s 
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license, no transportation other than a bicycle, and was completely dependent on her 

boyfriend and his parents for shelter and warmth. 

     The results of the research study have given us specific information as to the 

participants’ experiences either being in the foster system or working with foster youth.  

In Chapter 5 we discuss the impact of the results and how changes can be made to 

integrate the systems that work with foster youth to best prepare them for life after high 

school.   
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Chapter 5 -- Discussion 
 

This study gathered qualitative information about the experiences of former foster 

youth in their transition into independent living, educators who have worked with foster 

students through their transition, and social service persons’ experiences of working with 

the education system and foster youth’s transition services.  Their knowledge, opinions, 

and experiences have given us greater insight into the specific needs of foster youth who  

transition into independent living status and what we, as professionals, must do to 

facilitate their independence.  Their feedback regarding what works, what does not work, 

and suggestions to make foster youth transition into adult life more successful tells us that 

more communication and collaboration between agencies could greatly maximize the 

effect the services have on youth.  The service personnel involved in the study gave a 

couple of examples of new collaborations that may provide better service to foster youth 

in transition. 

The most basic of needs, according to Maslow, is the physiological needs such as 

air, sleep, and food.  Our bodies and the earth we live on provide us with air and require 

us to sleep.  We, as human beings, are required to provide food for our bodies to survive.  

Braxton et al. (2011) stated that the foster system provides this most basic of needs to 

foster youth.  It has been my experience as an educator that although the majority of 

foster youth are provided with food, sometimes supplemental food is required while in 

the educational environment at times other than the scheduled lunch period.  There have 

been times when a student has been unable to concentrate on their studies because they 

have been hungry.  Maslow (1943) stated that all “capacities are put into the service of 
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hunger-satisfaction, and the organization of these capacities is almost entirely determined 

by the one purpose of satisfying hunger” (p. 374).  In order to allow the student’s brain to 

concentrate on something other than hunger, supplemental food must be made available 

at times other than the lunch period, in certain instances. 

 Another issue that developed out of the research is the need for educators to be 

vigilant in their teaching, active in their professional development and dedicated to the 

education and care of the students in their classroom.  Having removed the educators who 

have become lax in their teaching along with having the district provide adequate training 

on trauma centered care in the school system, foster youth become better prepared to be 

independent upon their exit out of the system.  Collaboration between agencies and 

personnel involved in foster youth’s education and care must be amplified. 

 Specifically, the foster system cannot adequately meet the needs of tiers two, 

three, and four without assistance from the education system.  Foster youth spend about 

half of their day inside the education system and the other half with their foster 

caregivers.  It cannot be expected that only one of these systems meet all the needs of the 

foster youth.  All Foster youth are required to have an Independent Living Plan.  In 

addition, Foster youth who are also in special education are required to have Individual 

Education Plans with transition services after the age of 16. By combining these two 

documents into the Independent Living and Education Plan at a state-wide level, the 

service is more complete. 

The people in the education system who work with foster youth need to have 

basic instruction in trauma centered care and mental health issues so that they can 
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adequately interact with foster youth.  Foster youth’s basic needs such as food and safety 

must be met before learning can take place.  Foster youth who experience emotional and 

behavioral challenges are specifically vulnerable to self-esteem issues. In order for their 

need for status, achievement, and positive self-esteem to be met, they need to be placed in 

an education system that can properly work with them.  Ostracizing them to alternative 

sites is not the answer and may cause more problems.   

Based on the data collected, it appears that neither our educational system nor our 

foster care system is meeting the transitional needs of foster youth.  As Dworsky and 

Courtney (2009) found, foster youth are exiting our system without the necessary tools to 

be self-sufficient.  A large number of former foster youth are homeless, jobless and 

pregnant.  If these foster youth are in special education, and a large percentage of them 

are, the educators and social service workers are required to transition them into 

adulthood the best way possible.  Perhaps by working in a collaborative effort, from the 

start of a foster care student’s fourteenth birthday, professionals can meet the transition 

needs of the youth.   

Specific transition needs of foster youth appear to be based in direct relation to 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs but also appear to be intertwined with mental health needs.  

Mental health needs are also prevalent in foster youth.  As discussed by Ellen, trauma-

centered care training is available to public school teachers and administrators.  The 

majority of foster youth have experienced some trauma in their lives, as evidenced by 

their entry into the foster system.  Trauma-centered training must be incorporated at the 

public school level for all staff who will work with these youth.   
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Based on the above information, it appears that both the educational system and 

the foster system need to work with each other.  For foster youth who have Individual 

Education Plans that include transition services, and also have Independent Living Plans 

in the foster system, these documents need to be shared between agencies.  If possible, a 

shared document that combines both of these documents for foster youth could be entered 

into a statewide database where the individuals who are charged with implementing the 

transition plan have access to the document, similar to the Post-Secondary Transition 

Plan that is currently housed on the server of the Wisconsin Department of Public 

Instruction for every student over the age of 14 who has met the criteria to receive special 

education services.  If the foster system and the education system worked together to 

ensure that foster youth are as prepared as possible to be independent upon exiting the 

system after high school graduation, maybe the percentage of homeless former foster 

youth would decrease. 
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