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INTRODUCTION 

Educating the mind without educating the heart is no education at all –Aristotle- 

Former youth in care (FYIC) experience a myriad of challenges that prevent their ability to succeed 

in post-secondary education. While there are many angles that can be examined in relation to post-

secondary educational outcomes for FYIC, the purpose of this report is to examine the current 

modes of support at various post-secondary institutions to learn the ways child welfare systems 

can tactically leverage these supports to promote their successful completion of higher education. 

The central research question for this project is: what current modes of support exist at various 

post-secondary institutions for former youth in care?  

This report will unfold in three parts.  First, a background of the current post-secondary educational 

outcomes of FYIC as well as barriers to post-secondary educational attainment will be outlined. 

While supports are necessary, it is difficult to effectively support FYIC without an understanding 

of the factors that underpin successful post-secondary completion. For this reason, a literature 

review of the salient themes that promote the successful completion of post-secondary education 

for FYIC will be examined. The second part of this report will outline the methodology, sampling 

techniques, and data analyses that were employed to answer the research question.  Finally, the 

results will be presented with recommendations for next steps. It is hoped that this study will 

contribute to the body of knowledge that informs child welfare policies developed by the Ministry 

of Children and Family Development (MCFD) and create an inroad through which potential 

partnerships can be formed with higher education institutions and other relevant stakeholders.  
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60%

Graduate Highschool Drop Out

 PART 1  

BACKGROUND 

Education is the number one protective factor against social disadvantage (Jackson & Cameron, 

2012). It is an established fact that FYIC have lower educational attainment than the general 

population. While most FYIC hold aspirations for higher education, generally, about 25-40% 

graduate from high-school, compared with 70% of the general population. Of the students who 

graduate, 20% apply and are accepted to a post-secondary institution, and approximately 1-8% 

complete their post-secondary education (See Figure 1) (Dworsky & Perez, 2010; Harris, Jackson, 

O’Brien & Pecora, 2009; Vancouver Foundation, 2013). Other studies have cited that between 8-

11% graduate post-secondary, indicating that while statistics range from jurisdiction to 

jurisdiction, they are still alarmingly low (Courtney, Dworosky, Brown, Cary, Love & Vorhies, 

2011; Salazar, 2012).  

Figure 1: Educational Attainments of FYIC 
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In British Columbia (BC) about 700 young adults transition out of government care each year 

(Vancouver Foundation, 2013). To put it in perspective, using the educational attainment for FYIC 

percentages from Figure 1, roughly about 280 students graduate high school, out of which 56 apply 

and are accepted to a post-secondary institution. Out of the 56, roughly about 5 graduate with their 

intended credential. This is not to mention that the higher proportion (8% rather than 1%) was used 

to estimate the total number of students who graduated post-secondary. These numbers indicate 

that there is a large disconnect between entry into and completion of post-secondary.  

Some of the barriers that prevent FYIC from succeeding in higher education include: limited 

financial resources, mental health challenges, poor academic readiness, absence of steady 

family/social/peer support, and lack of preparation for the responsibilities of adulthood upon 

transition out of care. Furthermore, a high proportion of FYIC are of Aboriginal heritage, which 

has associated challenges (Vancouver Foundation, 2013). Their lack of preparation for 

independence, coupled with their low educational attainment, often translates to a variety of social 

problems such as homelessness, unemployment, over-reliance on the welfare system, mental 

health issues, substance abuse, early parenthood, and lack of healthcare (Jones, 2011; Tweedle, 

2005; Vancouver Foundation, 2013).  

Improving the post-secondary educational attainments for FYIC has been a priority for MCFD as 

well as universities. To address some of the barriers that prevent the attainment of post-secondary 

education, several initiatives have been implemented by government, including: Independent 

Living Programs (ILP), Agreements with Young Adults (AYA), and the Youth Education 

Assistance Fund (YEAF). These initiatives attempt to create a smoother transition out of care by 

providing the financial support needed for youth to access post-secondary education (MCFD, 

2014).  

Universities, often in partnership with their local child welfare ministries, have also implemented 

supports to promote the educational attainment of FYIC. Some of the supports include: tuition 

waiver programs, scholarships and bursaries, priority access to housing and course registration, 

tailored academic services, mentoring, mental health services, and referrals to off campus services 

(Ahrens, DuBois, Richardson, Fan, & Lozano, 2008; Dworsky & Perez, 2010). While these 

supports are important, there are other factors that determine the post-secondary educational 

attainment of FYIC. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

There are many factors that contribute to the successful educational attainment of FYIC. The 

youth’s personal resiliency, the social worker’s knowledge of resources and information, and the 

role of high-school preparation for post-secondary education have been discussed (Daining & 

DePanfili, 2007; Mitic & Rimer, 2002). In addition, five salient themes consistently emerged in 

the literature: (1) academic readiness; (2) college/university fit; (3) mental health services; (4) 

independent living factors, and (5) social support (Salazar, 2012, 2013). Before proceeding, it is 

important to note that these themes are interconnected and often overlap, as depicted in Figure 2. 

Figure 2: Five Necessary Themes for Successful Post-Secondary Educational Attainment  

 

  

Academic Readiness 

One of the major barriers to successful post-secondary completion is difficulty with academic 

requirements (Johansson & Hojer, 2012; Unrau, Font, Rawls, 2012). Successful academic 

readiness requires both macro and micro skills. On a macro level, FYIC often have lower GPAs 

and lower scores on standardized tests, which are a result of poor reading, comprehension, and 

reasoning skills. These challenges are usually a reflection of challenges at the micro level. 

Specifically, many struggle with time and task management and lack the resilience required to 

meet demanding academic expectations (Salazar, 2013). Approximately one quarter of students 

who withdraw from post-secondary education cite academic difficulty as a reason (Salazar, 2013). 
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However, the lack of academic preparedness begins before the youth enters university (Mitic & 

Rimer, 2002). 

When addressing a social problem as large as educational attainment, many aspects of a FYIC’s 

overall education history need attention— beginning with their elementary years. A major catalyst 

for school failures are the life circumstances FYIC are exposed to which impede educational 

attainment, such as moving from home to home. The average placement changes for FYIC vary, 

but four to seven is not an uncommon number (Salazar, 2013). This instability often leads to 

anxiety, withdrawal, depression, inability to concentrate, and lack of social skills—all of which 

affect school performance (Mitic & Reimer, 2002). These mental health determinants will be 

explored in the mental health section. 

Lack of stability profoundly impacts learning levels (Jackson & Cameron, 2012). For example, 

changing schools usually results in a student losing up to 4-6 months of learning progress. If the 

above statistic of 4-7 home changes is accurate, a conservative estimate would imply that, on 

average, FYIC lose 16 months of academic learning. For this reason “every attempt should be 

made to enhance the stability of children and youth’s lives by lessening the number of moves to 

different schools” (Mitic & Reimer, 2002, p. 409). Among other consequences related to the 

challenges associated with educational instability, many foster children experience the stigma from 

having to repeat grades.  

Studies cite that between 36-45% of foster care children repeat at least one grade, compared to 

22% of the general population (Pecora, 2012). In BC, Mitic & Reimer (2002) reported that a survey 

of 1,600 FYIC students revealed that 41% repeated a grade (versus 9% in the general population) 

and 43% received special education (versus 7%). Having to repeat grades also plays a role in 

contributing to the over-representation of foster children in alternative schools. Unrau et al. (2012) 

noted that FYIC are involved in special education (alternative schools) at higher rates, and they 

are also more likely to be suspended or expelled, which again interferes with their ability to finish 

high school and impedes the learning process (Harris et al., 2009; Pecora, 2012). These are just 

some of the variables that affect whether students even graduate high school, much less attain post-

secondary education. 

College and University Fit 

The extent to which the student “fits” within the university or college they attend promotes their 

success. Within this theme, satisfaction, campus involvement, and institutional commitment are 

predictors of retention (Robbins et al., 2004 as cited by Salazar, 2012). This commitment is 

contingent on the level of integration and compatibility a student feels with their college or 

university campus. When a student does not feel a sense of community or belonging, they are more 

likely to drop out. A source of campus support may translate to a feeling of connectedness. 

Dworosky & Perez (2010) cite a lack of support from the post-secondary institution as the number 
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one reason FYIC drop out. Other studies have documented the role of campus support programs 

in increasing post-secondary retention for vulnerable students.  

A recent study examined the retention differences between FYIC (n=444) and low income or first 

generation students (n=378) to determine if there was a difference in retention between the two, 

generally similar, populations (Day, Dworsky, Fogarty & Damashek, 2011). Using administrative 

data, researchers found that FYIC were significantly more likely to drop out before the end of their 

first year (21% versus 13%) and prior to degree completion (34% versus 18%) than their non-

foster care peers. While it is difficult to attribute the lack of retention solely to college or university 

fit, this data illustrates that even when compared to a population with similar characteristics, FYIC 

still have unique challenges that require specialized attention.  Understanding the support services 

available is an important element in increasing the retention and success of FYIC in their post-

secondary endeavors.  

There has been an increasing trend in government and post-secondary funding being allocated to 

support the infrastructure of campus support services and programs to increase student retention 

(Dworsky & Perez, 2010). Pontecorvo, El-Askari & Putnam (2006) examined five college campus 

support programs and found that FYIC who participated in campus support programs were more 

likely to complete their education. However, given the diversity in programs, it is difficult to 

determine the exact factors that produce these outcomes. Typically, campus support programs 

operate as independent entities and the types of services that encompass campus support vary from 

institution to institution (Dworsky & Perez, 2010). Not surprisingly, programs differ from campus 

to campus to meet the varying needs of their specific geographic student population. In Hernandez 

& Naccarato’s (2011) examination of 12 campus support programs, they noted that major services 

were: academic supports, assistance in finding housing, scholarships, emergency financial 

assistance, and services such as access to health and mental health providers to address youth's 

personal challenges.  

Most programs operate under a student services umbrella; some services are available to all 

students; and some may be individually tailored for specific student populations, such as FYIC, 

Aboriginal students, and first generation students. Sometimes, programs provide financial 

assistance contingent on participation in campus support programs (Klefeker, 2009). Jackson & 

Cameron (2012) note: “there is clear evidence that without targeted additional support [FYIC] are 

likely to fall behind their peers” (p. 1110). To respond to this reality, some universities have 

adopted specialized programs for FYIC and other disadvantaged populations.  Some programs are 

formal and require students to live together in residential theme communities or attend mandatory 

summer university preparation camps. These programs are specialized and have initiatives geared 

toward recruiting, retaining, and supporting FYIC (Klefeker, 2009). Others range from semi-

formal to informal and include: campus orientations, mentorship programs, and opportunities for 

leadership development (Dworsky & Perez, 2010).  
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It is also becoming increasingly popular for universities to have a resource person or liaison that 

serves as the link between FYIC and other relevant resources. These individuals are usually 

responsible for making referrals to relevant supports (Dworsky & Perez, 2010). Having someone 

available who FYIC can check-in with provides them with social support, which contributes to 

college or university fit. A study indicated that 90% of students who accessed campus liaisons 

found it beneficial (Dworsky & Perez, 2010). Moreover, designated liaisons serve to “fill service 

gaps and overcome obstacles that may keep these students from fully utilizing available, campus 

based support services” (Emerson et al., 2012, p. 10). Other promising practices include having 

“open door policies, accessibility, advocacy and connection to other departments on campus,” all 

of which typically encompass the role of the resource person or liaison at the given institution 

(Hernandez & Naccarato, 2011, 764).  

Awareness of campus supports remains a challenge at many universities. One of the consequences 

of this is that many FYIC fall through the cracks because they do not know that support programs 

exist (Emerson, Duffeild, Salazar & Unrau, 2012). This lack of awareness can be addressed 

through strong communication between campus support programs and child welfare workers. For 

example, in Dworosky & Perez’s (2010) study, 40% of campus support participants heard about 

the program from their former social worker or a contact person in the child welfare system. This 

means that over half of participants had to learn about supports from other sources. Another 

challenge that prevents FYIC from participating in campus support programs is their need to self-

identify if they want support. Due to confidentiality policies, financial aid or admissions offices 

(who have the information of the FYIC) cannot share their identities with campus support 

programs. As a result, participation in campus supports relies heavily on recruitment and outreach 

(Dworsky & Perez, 2010).  As students’ awareness of the benefits of campus supports increases, 

their likelihood of reaching out for support may also increase. 
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Mental Health Services 

Another significant barrier to FYIC’s successful completion of post-secondary is mental health 

challenges (Duncan, 2000). A study of 373 foster care students indicated that 37% met a DSM-IV 

psychiatric diagnosis in the past year, and 61% met a lifetime disorder such as a conduct disorder, 

major depression, and attention deficit/hyperactive disorder (ADHD) (Pecora, 2012). Another 

study examining 188 foster children showed that 35% reported symptoms indicative of mental 

health disorders in the past year and 7% had three mental health problems. The most common 

conditions in this study were major depressive disorder, major depressive episode, post-traumatic 

stress disorder (PTSD), intermittent explosive disorder, and conduct disorders. These mental 

conditions undoubtedly play a role in the interference of learning (Keller, Salazar, & Courtney, 

2010).  

Post-secondary adjustment is often accompanied by stress, which, for some FYIC, may trigger 

pre-existing childhood traumas and mental health problems such as PTSD, anxiety, and 

depression; all of which interfere with academic work. While most campuses offer mental health 

supports for students, many are not tailored to the challenges faced by FYIC (Harris et al., 2009; 

Pecora, 2012). In addition, those who suffer from mental illness are not likely to seek out help by 

themselves. Depression and anxiety often cause people to isolate themselves from the outside 

world, or cause them to lack the motivation or energy to actively seek help. For this reason, trauma 

informed and outreach based mental health services must be implemented to promote the 

educational attainment of FYIC. 

Ensuring that post-secondary institutions are equipped to address mental health challenges faced 

by students is paramount for academic success and post-secondary retention. Having mental health 

support enables all students to “participate fully and meaningfully throughout all aspects of their 

lives and throughout their lifespan” (Canadian Mental Health Association (CMHA), 2013, p. 7). 

A comprehensive review identified seven themes that are necessary for mental health support at 

the post-secondary level (CMHA, 2013). These themes can be organized from general, meaning 

that they apply to all students, to specific, which employ target interventions for special 

populations, such as FYIC. In the CMHA report, each section also includes a checklist that 

campuses can use to determine to what extent they are meaningfully meeting the benchmarks for 

that theme. Figure 3 provides a depiction of these themes.  
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Figure 3: The Seven Themes that Underpin Successful Student Mental Health Strategies at      

Post- Secondary Institution 
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The first three themes apply to all students. The first theme relates to institutional structure: this 

includes organization, planning, and policy, which serve to reinforce or encourage values and 

beliefs that impact mental health services. The CMHA (2013) believes that “addressing this area 

requires assessment of the degree to which these organizational elements support student mental 

health and engage the whole student in the learning process” (p. 10). The second theme relates to 

creating a supportive and inclusive campus climate. This fits hand in hand with the aforementioned 

college and university fit theme because it aims to create an environment of inclusion and 

connectedness. The last element is creating mental health awareness on campus. This requires 

campuses to generate activities and events that promote the knowledge and understanding of the 

determinants, impact, prevention, and management of mental health services (Sawatsky, 2010). 

Information can propel students to action; be it to access services for themselves, or to empower 

and support someone they care about to reach out for help.  

The next two themes apply to students concerned with coping with mental health issues. As such, 

the fourth theme is community capacity to respond early. This speaks to “increasing student, staff, 

and faculty ability to recognize early indications that a student may be experiencing difficulty as 

well as indicators of more serious student distress” (CMHA, 2013, p. 17). Moreover, it also has an 

action element involved— namely, increasing capacity to connect struggling students with 

appropriate resources. The fifth theme identifies the need for teaching students self-management 

competencies and coping skills. This not only includes managing the demands of academic life, 

but also building resiliency that cuts across other developmental domains including: interpersonal 

skills, intrapersonal skills, civic engagement, and practical competence; for example: setting goals, 

communication, and maintaining health and wellness (CMHA, 2013).  

The last two themes pertain to vulnerable students, such as FYIC, who may experience mental 

illnesses while attending post-secondary institutions. Having the capacity to address presenting 

mental health challenges is directly related to student retention, and this finding has been 

demonstrated since the mid-1970s (Frank & Kirk, 1975; Illovsky, 1997; Porter, 2011; Turner & 

Berry, 2000; Wilson, et al 1997). The CMHA (2013) calls for a range of services that can support 

students with presenting manifestations of mental health, from recovery support to specialized 

programs that meet the need of specific vulnerable populations—such as indigenous students, 

FYIC, or disadvantaged students. One important question campuses are urged to ask is: “are staff 

in counseling and medical centers trained in practices that are consistent with strength based 

approaches, recovery and wellbeing?” (CMHA, 2013, p. 20).  This element feeds into the last 

theme of crisis management. Crisis management speaks to a campus’s aptitude to immediately and 

safely respond to acute distress that poses a risk for not only self-harm, but also harm to other 

students.  
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Independent Living Factors 

Child welfare agencies employ various strategies, such as independent living programs, to increase 

positive youth outcomes. Education is more important than it has ever been in helping a young 

person achieve self-sufficiency, and self-sufficiency is a core goal of independent living programs 

(Jones, 2011).  Montgomery, Donkoh & Underhill (2006) describe independent living programs 

(ILP) as “initiatives designed to provide young people leaving care with skills that will limit their 

disadvantage and aid in their progress to adulthood” (p. 1436). The two streams of focus in ILPs 

are personal development and independent living factors. Personal development skills focus on 

helping the young person develop competencies such as communication and decision making, 

whereas independent living factors focus more on building skills such as budgeting, household 

tasks, vocational training, educational attainment (often graduating high school), parenting skills, 

utilizing community resources, and obtaining housing (Daining & DePanfilis, 2007; Montgomery 

et al., 2006).  

Transition out of care can have negative consequences for youth who are not prepared. One of the 

reasons this transition is difficult for youth is that they are not emotionally ready for self-

sufficiency (McCoy, McMillen, Spintznagel, 2008; Tweedle, 2005). Various studies have 

surveyed youth to determine what they need when leaving care, the most notable requests being: 

increased financial support, ongoing supportive relationships, mentoring/peer support, support in 

gaining access to education, employment or training programs, parenting support, access to mental 

health services, independent living skills, and opportunities to develop decision making and 

problem solving (Casey Family Programs, 2008; Tweedle, 2005).  

This lack of the aforementioned skills translates into negative determinants; for example, after 

aging out of care only about 17% of youth are completely self-supporting. The lack of preparation 

for self-sufficiency, coupled with practical (ie. lack of student skill) and systemic barriers (ie. 

institutional challenges) makes it difficult for FYIC to complete university (Casey Family 

Programs, 2008).  For example, in Unrau et al.’s (2012) study only one third of youth transitioning 

out of care had basic resources such as a driver’s license, money, or basic necessities. Most did 

not have anyone to co-sign a loan or lease, which made it difficult to secure safe housing (p. 77). 

It is not uncommon for many FYIC to experience homelessness or income insecurity (Jones, 

2011). These are the beginning of negative determinants that prevent access to success in 

university. Other independent living factors that may act as barriers to education include: the need 

to be employed full time, parenting responsibilities, transportation, and housing needs (Krinsky, 

2010; Vancouver Foundation, 2013). To address the challenges youth face in transition to 

adulthood, many child welfare agencies provide youth with ILPs.  

Montgomery et al. (2006) conducted a study that examined all controlled comparisons used to 

evaluate the effectiveness of ILPs. While the youth in the studies displayed increased benefits to 

comparison groups on multiple factors, the finding of particular importance was the statistically 

significant relationship between successful participation in an ILP and educational attainment. On 



 

12 
 

the flip side, lack of independent living skills often results in homelessness, poverty (most often 

due to minimum wage jobs), and other negative determinants (Montgomery et al., 2006). Given 

that social support is a key ingredient of successful completion of post-secondary education, 

Daining & Panfillis (2007) suggest that “programming start early during pre-adolescence and 

continue for an extended period of time in order to support youth throughout their adolescence into 

early adulthood. Long term involvement also allows youth to develop connection with program 

staff who become important role models and sources of support” (p. 1171). Geenen & Powers 

(2007) further echo this, but suggest that foster parents should have a greater role—and be better 

trained—to provide independent living training and support for their youth. This can be done 

through partnerships with ILPs and the child welfare system (Lemon et al., 2005). Benefits of such 

partnerships include enhanced self-esteem and resilience, development of coping skills, and a more 

positive outlook on the future (Barrera & Prelow, 2000). However, this cannot be fostered without 

the added element of social support.  

Social Supports 

The last theme is social supports. While the mental health supports speak to the clinical element 

of support, this theme has more to do with the relational, or non-clinical element of social support. 

Many scholars have called for the prioritization of  helping youth make lasting connections to 

supportive networks, be it with stable family members or relatives, mentors, peers, or foster 

families (Collins, 2004; Jaklitsch, 2003; Massinga & Pecora, 2004; Perry, 2006). This is mainly 

because social support has been shown to act as a buffer against life stresses (Jones, 2014). The 

social stress buffer hypothesis states that individuals with social supports are better able to cope 

for two reasons: first, their social networks may be able to provide feedback in a way that helps 

the individual re-appraise and perceive the situation as less stressful. Second, the mere presence of 

a social support may act as a shield that essentially decreases the impact of the stress (Cohen & 

Willis, 1985).  

One major challenge to forming strong social supports for FYIC is attributed to their complex 

trauma histories. For example, frequent placement changes, and turnover in social workers and 

other adults in their lives makes them more likely to avoid close relationships (Vranceanu, Hobfoll, 

& Johnson, 2007). Nonetheless, efforts should still be made to encourage the development of social 

supports within the lives of FYIC. The literature outlines five types of social supports that are 

necessary for FYIC: emotional, socializing, practical, financial, and advice/guidance support (See 

Figure 4)(Daining & DePanfilis, 2007). Sadly, for many young people the child welfare system 

was the sole provider of consistent emotional support (Collins, 2004). Daining & DePanfillis 

(2007) suggest that a way to help FYIC foster relationships with other youth in a similar situation 

is through encouraged connections and networks that are developed in ILPs. These social supports 

can facilitate the development of important communication skills including problem solving and 

anger management. By communicating with adolescents still in care, foster care alumni share their 

experiences and offer suggestions for how to improve or ease the transition to adulthood.  
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Types of 
Support

GuidanceFinancialPracticalSocializingEmotional

Among the wider general population, there is an increasing trend among young people to live with 

their families right into their mid-twenties, which translates into emotional and physical support 

received from family members and/or close relatives. This is a privilege that FYIC often do not 

have after their emancipation from care (Krinsky, 2010; Tweedle, 2005; Vancouver Foundation, 

2013). Providing youth with information and social support as they moved into adulthood was a 

key resiliency factor among those who aged out of care and pursued post-secondary education 

(Daining & DePanfils, 2007; McCreary Centre Society, 2013). While financial support to pursue 

post-secondary education is important, having a stable and genuine relationship for support was 

more important for FYIC than strictly relying on monetary resources (Geenen & Powers, 2007). 

Merdinger, Hines, Lemon, & Wyatt (2005) also noted that FYIC who were successful in the 

completion of their post-secondary education attributed a large part of their success to the social 

support they received during their college or university career. In a sample of 252 FYIC, 87% 

noted that they had a family member or friend to talk to when the stress of university became 

difficult to manage. Furthermore, over half of respondents also maintained relationships with 

former child welfare workers, foster parents, and other FYIC peers. These findings echo the 2001 

findings of Courtney, Pilivin, Grogan-Kaylor, & Nesmith who also found similar patterns.  

Therefore, the role of social supports cannot be understated.  

As the literature suggests, FYIC need more than financial resources to be successful in their post-

secondary endeavors. Specifically, academic readiness, college and university fit, mental health, 

independent living and social supports all serve as ingredients which promote their educational 

attainment. To be able to provide all these services in a holistic manner, partnerships and 

collaboration are paramount, as no institution or organization can meaningfully address all these 

needs simultaneously. The benefits of working together in promoting the post-secondary education 

of FYIC will ensure that these students do not fall through the cracks, but rather are empowered 

to meaningfully contribute as participating members of society. 

Figure 4: Types of Support 
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WHY ADDRESSING THIS ISSUE IS IMPORTANT 

Educational attainment has many benefits, both economic and non-economic. Some of the 

economic benefits include lower unemployment, lower reliance on welfare, and increased 

professional mobility and security. These factors inevitably benefit the overall economy and 

promote citizen engagement and participation. For example, FYIC self-report non-economic 

benefits of higher quality of life, lower smoking and drug use, lower incarceration rates, higher 

health quality, increased participation in volunteerism, voting, and leisure activities. Low 

educational attainment, on the other hand, is the strongest risk factor for future social problems 

(Johansson & Hojer, 2012). Encouraging FYIC to pursue higher education has a compensating 

effect because it may prevent the taxation of other public systems, such as the welfare, health, and 

criminal justice systems in the future (Mitic & Rimer, 2002; Salazar, 2013). 

A recent study examined the long term effects of post-secondary education on FYIC to determine 

whether the benefits of education were similar to those of the general population. The study 

concluded that foster care alumni who completed their post-secondary education benefitted 

similarly to non-foster care comparison groups. The results were examined in five groupings: (1) 

work related factors; (2) income and residence; (3) public assistance usage; (4) general health; and 

(5) mental health (Salazar, 2013). The results revealed that both foster care and non-foster care 

graduates reported high levels of job security and satisfaction. Furthermore, their individual 

incomes were generally similar; however, the overall household income of foster care graduates 

was lower than those in the non-foster care group. This phenomenon may be explained by the 

reality that foster care graduates may have dependents or other siblings that they continue to 

support. Nonetheless, 25% of foster care alumni with a college or university level education owned 

their own home compared to 9% of those without education, and only 7% continued to be on 

financial assistance, compared with 17% of FYIC without education. When reporting overall 

health, both groups reported high ratings; however, the non-foster care group was more likely to 

report excellent ratings (Salazar, 2013).  

These results are important because they serve to illustrate that FYIC who are successful in their 

post-secondary educational endeavors experience the same educational benefits as the general 

population. While the American research has general applications, understanding how supports at 

Canadian institutions can be tailored to increase the post-secondary educational attainment of 

FYIC is paramount.  
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PART 2 

RATIONALE FOR CURRENT STUDY 

There have been significant advancements in supporting the post-secondary educational 

attainment of FYIC. Several Canadian universities have adopted tuition waiver programs to 

complement provincial government supports. However, the financial needs of these students are 

only one component of their overall struggle to achieve post-secondary success. In Canada, little 

information or research exists on what university support programs are currently in place to 

address this specific population’s financial and non-financial needs. To better understand how to 

leverage the supports that promote the successful completion of post-secondary education for 

FYIC, MCFD has requested an examination of the supports currently available at various 

universities.  

RESEARCH QUESTION 

 

Central Question: What current modes of financial and non-financial support exist at various 

post-secondary institutions for FYIC in Canada?  

 

Sub Questions:  

 What is working well in the current support programs? What challenges do the programs 

face?  

 What partnerships, if any, exist to foster collaboration in supporting FYIC?  

 What is the student involvement in these programs?  

 To what extent do Canadian universities address the five themes identified in the literature 

(academic readiness, college/university fit, mental health support, independent living 

factors, and social support) through their campus support? 

 

METHODOLOGY & METHODS 

Methodology is the logic or design that is used to carry out research, whereas the methods are the 

techniques used to collect data (Crotty, 1998; Creswell, 2003). This study employed a qualitative 

methodology. Qualitative research aims to explore the detail, richness, and descriptive accounts of 

an entity through inductive reasoning in natural settings (Drew, Hardman & Hart, 1996).  

Questions used in these types of studies center on personal experiences, meanings and perspectives 

(Gelo, Braakmann & Benetka, 2008). This approach was fitting because this study aims to 

understand the personal experiences of Program Coordinators, Directors, and/or Faculty that are 

involved in campus support programs at the five participating universities.   
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The main method used to collect data was a 30-45 minute phone interview using a semi-structured 

and open-ended interviewing technique (Patton, 2002). However, one interview was conducted 

face to face.  All of the interviews were tape recorded for the purpose of analysis.  The researcher 

had a list of general questions but the participant had the autonomy to pursue any subject of interest 

during the interview. This meant that the information provided was unique to the participant’s 

institution and experience. This approach was beneficial because it allowed the researcher to 

pursue topics or issues that were not anticipated.  However, the semi-structured component of the 

method ensured that some common themes and patterns would emerge (Patton, 2002).   

Sampling 

Participants were selected through a purposive sampling technique. Purposive sampling is 

“deliberately selecting sample units according to research needs and without using random 

sampling techniques; also known as judgmental sampling” (Del Balso & Lewis, 2008, p. 272). 

The universities that participated in the interviews were: Vancouver Island University (n=1), 

University of Victoria (n=1), University of Winnipeg (n=1), University of Ottawa (n=2), and 

University of Washington (n=2).  

Vancouver Island University (VIU) was selected because they are the first institution in BC to 

provide FYIC with tuition waivers; the contact information for the participant from this institution 

was provided by MCFD. The University of Victoria (UVic) was selected because it is currently 

initiating a new campus support program that will serve Indigenous students. A high proportion of 

Indigenous students have lived in care, so understanding how this program operates will advance 

the discourse on non-financial support available for FYIC. The University of Winnipeg (UW) and 

University of Ottawa (UO) were selected because they have been operating tuition waiver 

programs for over three years and because they can provide representation for mid and eastern 

provinces. Finally, the University of Washington was selected because it operates a campus 

support program that is specific to FYIC and because US research is considerably more advanced 

in this area.  

Analysis 

The analysis of the data was conducted in three phases. The first phase of the analysis involved 

transcribing the interviews into a word document. Next, a document with five columns was 

developed to organize the 80+ pages of raw data. Figure 5 outlines the purpose of each column in 

the second stage of data analysis. Finally, once all of the transcriptions were coded and organized 

by themes, another document was created to further simplify and organize the information. During 

this stage the themes and patterns were aggregated. 
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Figure 5: Second Stage of Analysis  

 

Column  Purpose of Column 

 

1 The first column contained the verbatim transcription of the interview. 

2 As the researcher sifted through the transcriptions, the second column was used to 

document subthemes or patterns that emerged within the date. The general items that 

were coded in this column included: events, behaviors, activities, strategies, states, 

meanings (ie. norms, symbols, and feelings), participation, relationships, conditions 

or constraints, consequences, settings and context.  

3 The third column was then used to amalgamate the sub-themes into general 

categories. The major themes were: academic supports, college and university fit, 

mental health supports, social supports, independent living supports, partnerships, 

specialized initiatives, and challenges.  

4 The fourth column was dedicated to documenting Ryan & Bernard’s (2003) 

techniques to identify themes. This was done in the fourth reading of the data as a 

means of justifying the themes. These techniques used to justify themes included: 

repetitions, use of indigenous typologies or categories (ie. looking for local terms 

that are used in unfamiliar ways), metaphors or analogies, transitions, similarities, 

differences, linguistic connections (ie. “cause” “since” “as a result” which often 

indicate causal connections), missing data (inferring a theme based on what was not 

said), and theory related material (ie. the themes identified in the literature).  

5 The last column was used as a space for the researcher to document any questions or 

considerations for the analysis.  

Ethical Considerations 

Several steps were taken to ensure that this research was conducted ethically. All participants were 

informed about the purpose of the study, how the data will be collected, and what will be done 

with the information provided. Furthermore, all participants were asked for permission to tape 

record the interview. Their consent was verbal and given on the phone before the interview 

proceeded. In addition, they were made aware of their ability to abstain from answering any 

questions they did not feel comfortable with, and their right to withdraw at any point in the 

interview.  Also, all efforts were made to amalgamate the results in such a way that participants 

remained anonymous. However, given the small sample, participants understood that if their 

program had unique distinguishing factors, their institution’s anonymity would not be possible 

(names of individual participants would not be included).  Additionally, to ensure that the 

participants’ information and identity are protected, the data was safely stored by the researcher 

on an encrypted USB key.  
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Strengths and Limitations 

Qualitative research has strengths and weaknesses. Its exploratory nature is advantageous in early 

stages of research when not much is known about a given subject (Creswell, 1998). In this case, 

very little is known about the current modes of support, especially at Canadian institutions. 

Furthermore, its flexibility allows the inquiry to unfold in a fluid manner and provides more 

comprehensive information. Unlike quantitative research, a researcher is able to dig deeper into 

why phenomena occur, because their approaches and instruments are open-ended. The strengths 

of this type of research is that it allows for the generation of theories, which can later be tested 

through quantitative methods.  

However, because the researcher is actively engaged in the research process, their subjective 

interpretation and/or bias may skew the data (Drew et al., 1996). This aside, the main limitation of 

this study is that it is not representative; it only embodies information generated from five 

institutions. Furthermore, the small sample size also means that the results are merely a preliminary 

observation—they are by no means comprehensive or generalizable. Also, only academic 

institutions were used in this study, the results may have changed had trade schools or colleges 

been included. In addition, the results are accounts of one or two individuals at a given university, 

and there is recognition that there may be other individuals at the university who could have 

provided more “accurate” information to some of the questions. More holistic results would 

incorporate the voices of additional participants and also use outcome data or evaluations to 

supplement findings.  
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PART 3 

RESULTS 

Interviews with participants at Vancouver Island University, University of Victoria, University of 

Winnipeg, University of Ottawa, and Washington University indicated that there are two streams 

of support for FYIC: (1) financial and (2) non-financial.  Tuition waiver programs were the main 

financial theme. The non-financial themes reflected the findings in the literature. The universities 

in this study provided FYIC with academic support, college and university fit support, social 

support, some mental health support, but little to no independent living supports. However, there 

were notable initiatives specific to FYIC at two universities. Finally, challenges within each theme 

will be explored in addition to the overall challenges faced by all universities. The challenges will 

be used as a springboard for discussion regarding recommendations for further action.  

FINANCIAL SUPPORTS 

All of the universities have an application process and specific eligibility criteria that students have 

to meet in order to receive a tuition waiver or, as some schools called it, award. Also, some 

universities have a competitive application process and only fund a certain number of students per 

year. For example, one institution noted that the student’s acceptance for tuition waivers is 

dependent on their financial need: “…it ranges between those students who are single parents, 

depending on their income, and those who have student loans, or have exhausted any grants they 

have, etcetera. Once they go through that screening process, we look at who has the most financial 

need and pick those that are approved.” Another university funds all FYIC that apply for tuition 

waivers, provided that they can include supporting documentation from the child welfare system 

in their application. This institution is unique because they do not provide tuition waiver per se, 

but rather they match the child welfare agency with $3,000, which is applied to the student’s 

tuition. Therefore, the financial assistance given to students is a result of a partnership between the 

university and the child welfare system. This university typically funds 60 students per year. The 

number of students that receive tuition waivers at other Canadian universities range from 18 to 35, 

and the exact number was not provided by the university in the United States.  

There are certain conditions that students must maintain in order to sustain and renew their funding.  

Some universities are flexible in their conditions; they allow students to work at their own pace to 

balance the demands of education with other responsibilities, such as parenting or employment. 

The funding provided is therefore adjusted to account for the student’s course load. However, there 

is a maximum of 5 years that a student can participate in the tuition waiver program. This is done 

to encourage students to keep a steady pace in completing their education.  Also, the age eligibility 

for a tuition waiver typically ranges between 18 and 25 years of age.  A limitation of this, according 

to a participant, is that “a lot of students still don’t know what they’re doing, or a lot of our students 

are older than that age…it’s capped too soon.” In addition, two other universities have conditions 
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such as being enrolled in at least 2-3 courses and maintaining a certain grade point average. At one 

of these universities, “[FYIC] have to maintain at least a C average…If they go below the C, like 

every renewable award, they have the chance to appeal it once. But if they do fail to meet the 

academic criteria more than once, they are removed from the program.” These conditions indicate 

that universities have the expectation that students maintain academic outcomes at parity with their 

peers.  

The last general question that emerges when examining financial support is, what are the outcomes 

for the students who participate? While the financial aid office tracks the students as they advance 

in their education, some universities were more rigorous in their data collection than others. It 

should be pointed out that tuition waiver programs in Canada (of the participating universities) 

have been in operation for three to five years, so established programs are only now able to use 

the information collected for evaluation. One program director mentioned that there were several 

changes made to the program as a result of the lessons learned in the first few years. Nonetheless, 

two evaluations are underway and the results will be available in June 2014 and September 2014. 

As more universities implement tuition waiver for FYIC, it is paramount that evaluation 

components are built into the programs.  

NON-FINANCIAL SUPPORTS 

Academic Readiness  

Academic support was the most salient theme that emerged in the interviews. Universities 

recognize that the rigor of the academic life is not fitting for all individuals. For this reason, some 

universities have a screening process to ensure that all students, including FYIC, have the 

necessary pre-requisites and academic aptitude to handle the course work. This pre-screening may 

include personal statements, letters of reference, and interviews. Additionally, upon acceptance 

into certain programs, two universities require FYIC to meet with an academic counsellor for 

guidance. One school in particular requires FYIC to continue to check in with their academic 

advisor at least once a term, “just to touch base, see how things are going, and see if there are any 

alerts or alarm bells going off in terms of their achievement of marks.” This not only keeps the 

student on track academically, but also provides the student with social support.  

Other forms of academic supports available (for all students) include writing and math centers, 

tutoring, and peer support or study groups. These services not only help with the mechanics of 

academic work, but they also teach logic and reasoning skills that underpin academic success:  

“[We have centers which are] very popular for help with anything in terms of writing a paper, a 

lab report… and not just the writing part, but staff can help with brainstorming, making your ideas 

clear, forming an outline… and they do try to help students better their skills.” Two of the 

universities also spoke of specific academic support for first generation students—meaning 

students who are the first in their family to pursue post-secondary education. Typically these 
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students are from lower socio-economic backgrounds and have similar challenges as FYIC. These 

centers employ staff that are better versed at understanding the different contexts of these students.  

Most Canadian universities that participated in this study have what are commonly called “access 

centers” which are available for students with psychological or physical disabilities. With advocate 

support, students can request adapted exams or assignments that are better suited to their unique 

learning styles. Moreover, three of the Canadian universities noted that they have a high proportion 

of Aboriginal students in their institutions. To respond to their unique needs, they have Aboriginal 

Student Centers on campus where they can meet with specialized educational counsellors, 

academic advisors, and elders.  In addition, another initiative in the United States is that upon 

acceptance into university, students that receive financial assistance from the government are 

automatically entered into a program tailored for low income students or first generation students. 

Also, there is a specific program for FYIC called the “Education Opportunity Program” where 

students receive support and academic guidance from a specialized advisor.  

College and University Fit  

The level of integration and compatibility a student feels with their college or university campus 

often creates a sense of satisfaction, promotes campus involvement, and increases institutional 

commitment—all of which are predictors of retention. In order to create a sense of connectedness, 

the participating universities held campus orientations. Orientation activities are geared at 

facilitating opportunities for students to make networks with other students in their programs. It is 

also common for students to have opportunities for access to mentorship within their own 

disciplines. Two universities explained that FYIC who received a tuition waiver express gratitude 

and want to find ways to give back. One participant recalled that students often respond the 

following way: 

“I can’t believe it—wow, this is giving me such an opportunity…what can we do to help? Can we 

volunteer?” And we said, “Well, you can be mentors for the next group.” It is such a sense of 

community, it is pretty amazing. It’s been pretty cool. That’s the response we’ve been getting, is 

“how can we give back?”  

One university has even designated FYIC as mentors who follow up with other FYIC students on 

a one-on-one basis to ensure that they feel connected and supported.  

Another common strategy was the use of special events for FYIC. One university provides a 

luncheon to all FYIC. Professors, university administration, including the president, and other 

campus support personnel attend to give students an opportunity to network and feel supported. 

This luncheon is not mandatory, but many FYIC attended nonetheless.  Two schools noted that 

their universities have various professors who are keenly aware and conduct research on the 

specialized needs of FYIC. Some make it a priority to engage FYIC and Indigenous students in 

the classroom as well as connect with them outside of the classroom. One professor who teaches 

in a social work program noted: “Issues of identity, belonging, connectedness, who am I? Do I fit 
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in? All of those come to play out in the classroom. So as instructors … we get pulled to the side 

of our desk, very often, to provide that informal support….I have taken it upon myself to bring the 

students to Sweat Lodges and give them exposure, if they choose, to explore what’s going on…” 

It is encouraging to see that the discourse on supporting FYIC does not only remain “talk,” but 

that there are individuals who are making it a priority to do something about it in practice.  

The literature also identified a trend in which campuses have a resource person or liaison who can 

link FYIC with necessary supports. Two universities spoke about having such a resource available 

at their institution. The University of Victoria is currently preparing to launch a new program 

which will be focused on providing specialized support for Indigenous students, many of whom 

have been a FYIC. It will have a small staff: a resource or liaison person (otherwise known as an 

elder advisor) and an administrative coordinator who will be in charge of the day to day operations 

of the program. The program was designed with specific student input, and will also provide 

support to students who pursue education by correspondence.  Furthermore, strong links will be 

maintained with the First Peoples House, another resource available to students at the University 

of Victoria.  

The University of Washington also has a resource or liaison person who is in charge of operating 

a campus support program for FYIC called “The Champions Program.” The recruiting of program 

participants is done through outreach, and currently there are 35 FYIC who participate in the 

program. The key goal of this program is to build relationships with FYIC. The program 

coordinator described her role as “the hub and [I] basically have open office hours where students 

can come in at any time. One important thing I’ve realized while working with our students is that 

it’s very difficult for our students to ask for help. They’ve been told their whole life to do things 

on their own. When they’re finally 18, they want to do it all on their own.” Through connecting 

and building relationships with the student(s), the liaison is able to empower the student to seek 

further services if they are struggling-- be it mental health, housing, or whatever specific need the 

student has. 

Social Support 

The initiatives undertaken to promote college and university fit overlap with social support because 

they both seek to generate a sense of connectedness. For example, any events or initiatives that 

promote networking or relationships will foster an element of social support. As such, orientations, 

mentorship programs, and specialized events can all fit within this category as well.  

The level of formality of social support initiatives range from university to university. Some 

universities did not know if their institution formally provides FYIC with social support. 

Moreover, some felt that it was not the university’s responsibility to provide this type of support 

because students have their own networks in place: “it seems like a lot of [FYIC] already have 

someone they can call or connect with at different ends.” Another participant also expressed that 

students receive continued support from their social workers, and can access social support through 



 

23 
 

the existing services such as the Indigenous Centers and specialized academic advisors. However, 

another university acknowledges that different students have different preferences and perceive 

social support differently. For example, some students want a spiritual and cultural connection as 

part of social support. Others may want one-on-one peer support or counselling, and others may 

respond better to support provided within group settings. For this reason, it is important to have 

multiple avenues that promote social support.  

Due to the fact that FYIC are a vulnerable population, universities need to initiate reaching out to 

them. One participant noted that it is important “having someone to reach out to them to see how 

it’s going and evaluate their needs with them, and refer them to the right service. It’s not easy for 

FYIC to reach out and ask for help when they need it, and they don’t necessarily think that the 

services are for them.” However, doing something with someone, rather than for them, requires 

building a relationship, and efforts extended from both ends. The Champions Program at the 

University of Washington exhibits the strongest elements of proactive and university-initiated 

social support for FYIC. Social support is provided on an individual basis as well as in group 

settings. The coordinator described her approach as being relaxed and inviting:  

 
This program is based on building personal relationships with students. I have a lot of food in my 

office, and students can come in and watch YouTube videos to try and make it comfortable. It’s 

very personal and relaxed, not clinical. ….I send care packages to students once a quarter, like right 

before exams and I send homemade cookies and cards to any student that I have had at least one 

connection with, or one interaction with. … I try not to send emails, because they can be short and 

impersonal and infrequent, but I do email all of the students to keep them in on this email loop even 

if I’ve never met them.  

This relationship-building creates leverage for the coordinator to better serve, and thereby promote 

the post-secondary educational attainment of the FYIC she works with.  

These personalized features of the program also create a sense of belonging and community. As 

part of this program, special events such as bowling nights, movie nights, or sporting events are 

organized. These forums provide FYIC with opportunities to socialize with other youth who have 

similar backgrounds. One of the reasons this program works well is because support is provided 

in a relaxed and authentic environment where students can talk openly to peers without feeling 

pitied or stigmatized. The University of Victoria also spoke of the importance of having a safe 

space where students feel like they can be themselves without judgment.  As one participant put 

it, it is paramount that staff “make [FYIC] feel that someone cares that they’re there and here’s 

how they’re doing, and wants to see them through to the end.” This is a guiding principle for the 

new support center that is set to launch September 2014 as well as the Champions Program.  

 

Several themes also emerged in the interviews pertaining to elements that two participants saw as 

being pivotal in building successful social support programs for FYIC. First, there was recognition 

that while some best practices may transfer from institution to institution, a needs assessment must 

be conducted in collaboration with students to determine the needs that may be unique to the given 
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context. At the same time, it is equally important to obtain a “system buy in” from the university’s 

administration as well as other relevant stakeholders through round table discussions. Other 

relevant stakeholders include: representatives from financial aid, housing services, counseling 

services, community partners and non-profit organizations, the child welfare agency, experts in 

the field (academic and practical), and legislative advocates. By identifying relevant stakeholders, 

partnerships can be fostered which will be key when the program is up and running. For example, 

one program coordinator noted: 

 

It’s really good to identify key people in all of those places, so that when I have a student who’s 

having an issue with financial aid, I can call them to help or the student can directly call for help. 

It’s a powerful tool, because this is one of the main reasons that students drop out of school. Often 

something that can easily be fixed, asking for help and finding the right person to ask can be 

difficult. The campus is enormous, and it’s been a challenge for some students to reach out and find 

the right person that they need to speak with. 
 

Having all relevant stakeholders at the table will not only create a network of individuals that will 

be on the same page but will also counter the effects of programs working in silos. The last 

important thing to do is to train the stakeholders to better understand the background of the students 

and why it is important to support their education. When working with FYIC, some of which may 

have an Aboriginal ancestry, one participant noted that an understanding of the context of 

colonialism is just as important as having the skills to address their challenges. While other 

considerations must be taken into account when building programs, these are some of the first 

steps recommended by two participants.  

Mental Health Support 

 

All of the universities interviewed had mental health services available; however, services were 

not usually specific to FYIC. One method for encouraging students to access mental health services 

was through mass emails once or twice a semester reminding them about the services available. 

The most discussed services were counselling and coaching to help students manage depression 

and anxiety. One participant noted that both these services have grown in the last couple of years, 

but it is unknown if FYIC access them. One of the reasons for this is because confidentiality 

policies prevent the financial aid office from identifying or referring students to other campus 

support programs. As a result, the onus is on the student to self-identify and reach out for help. 

This is concerning to some program coordinators, because FYIC do not typically initiate receiving 

assistance: “It’s not easy for students to reach out and ask for help when they need it, and they 

don’t necessarily think that the services are for them. Somehow, they think that it’s for ‘everybody 

else’. That’s how I see the role of the resource person. Once the students are at the university, it 

would be [their responsibility] to follow up.” There is space to grow in creating more outreach 

based initiatives for FYIC who may be suffering from mental health challenges.  
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The element of privacy is important to prevent further stigmatization of FYIC. However, to 

increase the program’s ability to reach out to students, one university has adopted a blanket waiver 

that FYIC who receive a tuition waiver can sign, which allows the financial aid office to provide 

their information to other campus support programs. This is currently the practice of only one 

university; the others are bound by strict confidentiality policies which put the onus on the student 

to self-identify. One participant, however, believes that it is important for that onus to be on the 

student because it gives them ownership in the healing process. On the other hand, they also see 

the university as needing to do a better job of promoting access to services.  For example, “there 

are groups on campus who should be involved in sharing that information, including, the Native 

Student Union… [it could be through] outreach and posters, inviting people to contact an office 

person, various forms of social media and links on websites. We have a website, so we could have 

a link [for FYIC] with resources to explore... Those are the kinds of ways that people seem to be 

communicating information now.” So the issue is not about self-identifying, but rather the 

visibility of services. 

Another challenge that emerged pertaining to this theme is the need to have greater skill levels for 

therapists working with FYIC.  Most university campuses are limited by time and space and 

provide solution-based counselling, rather than trauma informed practice. One participant noted 

that it is not uncommon for trauma to express itself during university years for some students; 

therefore students may require more care than other populations because beyond their presenting 

mental health challenge, they also have trust issues. However, clinical settings in universities do 

not have the time to build the necessary relationships with students to get to the root of their 

challenges.  For this reason, it is not uncommon for students to be referred to community agencies 

that are more equipped to work with FYIC.  However, it is important to note that this is only 

possible if university staff have relationships with the students and can get to the point where the 

student wants to be helped. Another important thing that was brought up was the idea that western 

clinical ways to deal with mental health, including trauma informed practices, may not be 

appropriate for Indigenous students. Culturally sensitive options were explicitly named at one 

university: “Every year, we invite students to ceremonies. The teachings of our Elders, the 

ceremonies, the cultural practices that are going on here, are our ways as opposed to Western 

clinical ways, for people to face whatever challenges they’ve had.” For meaningful healing, 

Indigenous students must engage their own cultures through ceremonies and traditions. 

Independent Living 

While independent living factors did not come up in most of the interviews, two of the universities 

mentioned that this is something that is not well supported by their institution.  The only form of 

priority housing that was given to FYIC was if they were on a waitlist for housing and another 

student dropped out. One major challenge relating to housing at an institution is that on-campus 

apartments close over the winter break and leave FYIC with no other option but to live on the 

streets or to go back to their biological families, as their time in the foster care system and foster 

homes is over. While campus apartments are available, they are much more expensive and students 
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often cannot afford it.  One participant noted: “The most heart wrenching thing for me was to see 

when everyone is running home to family at Christmas time, and [FYIC] don’t have anyone to run 

to.” There are many more elements of independent living that universities can be considering to 

promote the participation of FYIC in post-secondary education.   

Initiatives Specific to FYIC 

There are various efforts being undertaken to endorse post-secondary education for foster care 

youth while they are still in high-school. In Seattle, the Tree House Organization is implementing 

strategies to increase the high-school graduation rate of foster youth to parity with the general 

population. As such, there are many resources and events, such as high-school career fairs and 

presentations, dedicated to promote the supports available at post-secondary institutions. The 

participants at the University of Washington campus noted that one of the things they do to support 

this effort is conduct outreaches to students and help them with the admissions process. 

Furthermore, there is a strong premium placed on generating awareness about campus support 

programs for FYIC in the United States. For example, there is now an international foster care day, 

and campus support programs are urged to promote their services and engage in more aggressive 

recruiting during these times.  

The University of Ottawa is also at the forefront of specialized initiatives; specifically they have 

designated campus support staff that sit on regional “Crown Ward Education Championship 

Teams” (CWECT) which are designed to increase university participation of FYIC through 

advocacy, awareness, and providing supports. The University of Ottawa has representatives that 

sit on three of the ten teams in operation. This initiative is fueled by collaborative partnerships, 

including voices from school districts, child and youth advocacy centers, the mental health sectors, 

employment centers, and universities. Each team has a yearly operating budget provided by the 

child welfare ministry, and conducts activities they see as important to their region as a means of 

increasing the participation of FYIC in post-secondary education or trades.  

The most important activities undertaken by the CWECT at the University of Ottawa are 

Experiential Learning Activities.  The goal of these activities is to reach out and encourage foster 

youth to participate in events where they can learn about the competencies necessary for careers 

they may be interested in. This includes shadowing a professional, such as a mechanical engineer 

or hairdresser for a day.  Other activities include participating in university campus tours along 

with their foster parents and/or social worker. This allows them to understand that there are not 

only resources available for them at the university campus, but also people who care to see them 

succeed when they arrive. Typically the students that participate in these programs are in grade 10 

or 11. Again, there are many other events that are initiated by the CWECT but they vary based on 

their specific region.  
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Partnerships 

Strong and collaborative partnerships were at the core of what was working well in all the 

university initiatives. The notable partnership that emerged as a theme for all Canadian universities 

was the one with the provincial child welfare ministry. One participant noted that “the ministry is 

checking in and working with our university to make sure the program is working well. So we’ve 

got support on that end.” Notably, because one university matches funding provided by the 

ministry for tuition waiver, communication is necessary. This communication is also a key feature 

of another university who noted that, while the tuition waiver application can be quite complicated 

and challenging, the liaisons at the ministry are not only efficient in meeting the deadlines and 

requirements, but actively promoting the resources available for FYIC to succeed in post-

secondary.  

Two participants also spoke about the importance of building partnerships with social workers and 

foster parents. Specifically, during the campus tours facilitated by the CWECT, one participant 

noted that university staff were very strategic about building relationships with social workers and 

students to make available resources explicit and to build rapport with future students. Building 

these partnerships can be a powerful tool because social workers are often the brokers of 

information for youth who may be interested in pursuing post-secondary education. During this 

campus tour foster parents were spoken to separately while youth were engaged in activities. With 

respect to building partnerships with foster parents, the participant noted:  

We think it’s good to talk to the foster parents on their own, about what university is, because a lot 

of them haven’t been before, and that can be a reason why children-in-care don’t get that 

encouragement or get that information. They get so much financing for it [through tuition waivers] 

that it’s almost all paid off, but they still don’t go. So, why don’t they? Why don’t they see that 

opportunity? I mean, it’s understandable that not all of them do because of interests, but that doesn’t 

explain the low numbers. So, we basically just provided information to parents as to what it means 

to go to university, and what they can do.  

Having strategic allies is a strong element of increasing the number of FYIC who attend post-

secondary education.  

Partnerships with high schools, other post-secondary institutions, and community agencies were 

also mentioned. Specifically, one university noted that they received a grant to build a network 

with other colleges and community partners in the surrounding area who can serve as resources 

for FYIC as they attend post-secondary institutions. Partnerships with colleges and trade schools 

are also important because while a FYIC may start their educational career at a university, they 

may find that college or a trade may be a better fit for them. These sorts of partnerships may serve 

as bridges to other options, rather than a student disengaging from all post-secondary options 

simply for lack of fit. Another university also spoke of their collaborative aspirations to help other 

institutions forge visible supports for FYIC: “…we see ourselves at some point way down the road, 

in providing assistance to some of the schools around cultural safety, around how to recruit 

indigenous students or youth formerly in care and how to retain students once they’re here.”  
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Other Challenges  

One challenge that arose was that some campus support programs work in silos. This was apparent 

even in the interview process; sometimes it would take phone calls with multiple individuals before 

the person who could speak to the study questions was identified. Working in silos means that 

services may be unnecessarily duplicated or the effectiveness of collective efforts are diluted when 

executed individually. With respect to the CWECT, the participant noted that greater coordination 

and communication between the teams would be helpful: “The fact that there are so many teams, 

and this is my personal opinion, leads to the effort being a bit scattered, in the sense that, at least 

in the Ottawa area, each team does its own thing and its own activities, but it could sometimes be 

beneficial to work together and have one big activity.” By bridging resources, the impact of 

activities may be more evident.  

Another challenge that may limit FYIC’s likelihood of accessing campus support programs is the 

fact that many support programs are not in a centralized location. One participant noted: “Presently 

there is talk about joining these services at the same place, but right now they are a little bit 

everywhere on campus. It’s more of a network of services and that can be a challenge, but yeah, 

they are in different buildings on campus.” University campuses are often quite large, and when 

dealing with the stress of other pressing issues, having services located in a similar location may 

increase the visibility of services as well as likelihood of access. Similarly, one participant noted 

that services must coordinate more effectively to better promote their services; students sometimes 

have the misconception that those services are not for them. This is especially the case for mental 

health services; campuses need to target awareness campaigns in a manner that deconstructs the 

stigma that is associated with reaching out for help.  

Communication was also a growth area for one university. Their challenge remains reaching 

remote “authorities” and making information accessible to FYIC. According to the participant this 

can be improved with technology and better communication: “Some of the more remote authorities 

maybe don’t have access to as many resources or technologies as [others]. So that was a little bit 

of a challenge: communicating with them. Trying to encourage their students to come down to the 

big city for university was a challenge too.” While partnerships with some networks is strong, and 

aspirations to work together are evident, efforts can be strengthened with greater collaboration.  
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DISCUSSION  

It is encouraging to see that efforts are being made to support the post-secondary educational 

outcomes of FYIC. While most support programs are generally new, their activities seem to be 

lining up with what the literature identifies as being important. However, partnerships, 

collaboration, and consultation with best practice will ensure that more students will be supported 

in not only accessing post-secondary education, but succeeding. Given that only 1-8% of FYIC 

complete post-secondary education, the discussion about how to best support them could not be 

timelier.  

The results generated by this preliminary investigation are important for three reasons. First, they 

echo the general trends that have emerged in the literature.  For example, while most universities 

have been doing an exceptional job of providing students with academic support, college and 

university fit support and generalized mental health support, this segment of the population may 

not respond effectively to general forms of support. For this reason, child welfare agencies and 

universities should continue to collaborate about the supports that can be generated which will 

ensure uptake from FYIC. Also, the results mirrored the concerns in the literature regarding the 

lack of specialized mental health supports for FYIC and limited capacity to deal with independent 

living factors. However, it is important to note that it is possible that these services do in fact exist, 

but were unaware to the participants who were interviewed.  

The second reason has to do with the intrinsic good of supporting a segment of the population 

which is at risk for multiple negative social determinants. Most students in the general population 

have the privilege of being financially and socially supported by their families. Therefore, 

extending similar supports to FYIC is a societal responsibility since the government was 

essentially their family previous to their transition out of care. One participant noted that it is the 

social responsibility of the community to support these students: “I just think it’s really important 

from a community perspective as a whole to give any student a chance… it seems really important 

to try and help those students that wouldn’t have the help, and those who most likely would have 

fallen through the cracks. [By supporting FYIC, we as a university] give back to the community…. 

I mean I think education is our biggest resource, and educating our students is only going to make 

us stronger as a country.”  

The third reason the results of study are important pertains to economic benefits. Given that a 

substantial amount of money is being invested in various initiatives to support the educational 

attainment of FYIC (ie. AYA, ILP, YEAF) it only makes sense to make a “full” investment. Since 

the literature indicates that there are non-financial supports that are necessary for success, it makes 

sense to build partnerships and invest a little bit more to ensure that a return on the investment will 

be more likely. A return on investment may mean that FYIC will not interface with other systems 

(ie. criminal justice, social assistance, health) which will ultimately cost taxpayers more in the long 

run than the price of investing in their post-secondary education.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

The results of this study indicate that there is room for growth; for this reason several 

recommendations arise. These recommendations are not in order of relevance, as all are equally 

important.  

Mental Health                      

Making mental health support more visible is a critical next step; this may mean encouraging more 

outreach based initiatives to ensure that students who may not otherwise reach out are aware that 

support is available. Moreover, ensuring that staff at campuses are trained in supporting the 

specific needs of FYIC is equally important; however, if this is not possible, alliances with off-

campus community agencies who are specialized in trauma informed practices can also be an 

option to consider. Given that the ministry has networks with agencies who can provide trauma 

informed practice, bridging universities with these networks may be part of an overall partnership 

strategy.  

Partnerships  

 

Partnerships are key components that will counter the effects of silos and ensure that students are 

not falling through the cracks. For example, there is a lack of independent living support on 

campuses. However, with respect to housing, universities may not even be aware of the pressing 

reality homelessness poses to many FYIC. Moreover, many FYIC have parenting responsibilities, 

and exploring reduced or waived day care fee options (which may be available at some campuses) 

may be another way to support the educational attainment of FYIC. These ideas can be generated 

when all relevant stakeholders are on the same page.  

 

Another creative initiative that MCFD could explore is working with pre-existing campus support 

programs to add an additional program, such as a mentorship program, specifically for FYIC. A 

mentor can provide academic advice, help transition the youth into campus life, provide social 

support and empower them to seek additional support if necessary, and aid in brainstorming ways 

to maintain self-sufficiency (independent living factors). This added element can meet all five 

themes identified as being important for success at the post-secondary level.  

                                             

Student Engagement 

 

FYIC should be involved in addressing issues that affect them, and others like them. While the 

literature is an important starting point when implementing initiatives and policies, even best 

practice may not fit the unique realities of different contexts. For this reason it is imperative that 

FYIC are engaged to the full extent possible.  They are the experts in their own realities and their 

ideas will catalyze the necessary change to increase the statistic of 1-8% post-secondary 

completion. Furthermore, MCFD may consider using the Youth Engagement Toolkit (developed 
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for MCFD) to ensure that systemic engagement of youth is built into the next stage of discussions 

pertaining to this issue. Engaging youth is a “quality assurance and continuous quality 

improvement” measure which ensures that FYIC are at the forefront of “developing, 

implementing, monitoring and evaluating services and programs” (MCFD Youth Engagement 

Toolkit, 2012, p. 3).            

Collaborative Action Research and Evaluation (CARE)                     

One way student engagement can be highlighted is through employing a Collaborative Action 

Research and Evaluation (CARE) Method and using FYIC as co-researchers in conducting future 

research on this topic. To advance the knowledge in this area, the following types of questions 

could be asked: 

 To what extent were you academically prepared for post-secondary education? How did you 

overcome academic challenges in post-secondary?  

 What were your experiences with campus supports (mental health services or activities that 

promote college/university fit)? Did you know they exist? How did you learn about them? To what 

extent did you utilize them?  

 What were your social supports like when you were in university? Who did you have in your life 

that you could turn to when life got hard?  

 How did the YEAF grant, or other financial support you received benefit you? What could be done 

better?  

 Did you have support from independent living programs? How supported did you feel? What 

activities best prepared you for post-secondary? 

 What would you say is the number one thing FYIC in post-secondary need to succeed? 

 

To date, only one study has explicitly examined the differences that distinguish FYIC who succeed 

in post-secondary as opposed to those who disengage and withdraw (Salazar, 2013). However, this 

study was predominantly quantitative, and as such, did not examine the experiences of the students. 

MCFD may want to consider using YEAF grant recipients as participants (and co-researchers) for 

a qualitative study using a CARE method. It is important to understand the resiliency factors of 

FYIC who succeed in university by uncovering “what works.” For this reason, both FYIC who 

were successful in completing post-secondary, as well as those who were not, should be included.  

 

Focus groups and key informant interviews are suitable qualitative methods to collect the data. A 

focus group is an appropriate method because it provides an opportunity for co-researchers to 

interact with their peers while simultaneously exploring their own perspectives (Doody, Slevin & 

Taggart, 2013). Also, it allows for a large amount of information to be generated fairly quickly. 

To supplement focus groups, key informant interviews, using semi-structured, open ended 

interviews (over the phone or face to face) may also be valuable when trying to determine whether 

there are differences within the experiences of the various participants. Exploring contradictions 

also allows for a broader understanding of the research questions (Fylan, 2005). Finally, 

individuals may be more willing to share personal and sensitive information in smaller settings 
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than when they are in group settings. While there are multiple qualitative avenues that can be 

utilized, these two methods are simple starting points that MCFD may want to consider.  

 

Examination of Current MCFD Supports for FYIC 

 

While this study did not focus on the current modes of support from the ministry’s standpoint      

(ie. AYA, YEAF, and ILPs), it is important to continue to assess what elements of support are 

working well, and what elements need to change. A distinguishing factor of programs and 

organizations that work well is that they engage in self-evaluation to determine if their efforts are 

still meeting their goals or whether they need to shift and adapt to meet the changing demands of 

those they serve (Patton, 2002).  One participant in the interviews noted that YEAF grants are 

capped too soon (age 19-24), making it difficult for older students returning to post-secondary to 

access funding (such as YEAF or AYA) for living expenses. Furthermore, studies have shown that 

“even with some tuition money available to youth in care, they are 50% more likely to attend post-

secondary education” (Vancouver Island University, 2014, para 3). Given the growing trend for 

students to return to post-secondary later in life, this may be an area that the ministry can create 

greater flexibility around. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Education may have long term compensatory effects because the post-secondary educational 

attainment of FYIC may prevent their interface with other systems such as the criminal justice 

system, the mental health system, and the welfare system. Because education is the number one 

protective factor against negative social determinants, governments and relevant stakeholders must 

make every effort to understand he conditions that improve the educational outcomes of FYIC. 

The most salient themes that underline successful post-secondary educational attainment for FYIC 

remain: academic readiness, college/university fit, mental health support, independent living 

factors, and social support. By understanding these elements of success, policies and legislation 

can pave the way for the necessary infrastructure through which best practices can be delivered. 

 

Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world.  

–Nelson Mandela- 
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