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Development of a Model Guiding Research for Promoting
Work and Well-Being for Transitioning Foster Care Youth
with Disabilities: An Exploration and Discovery Study

The RRTC on Employment of Transition-Age Youth with Disabilities is conducting six
studies aimed at developing effective practices to improve employment outcomes
of transition-aged youth. This plain language research brief provides an overview of
Research Study #6.

The goal of this Exploration and Discovery study is to understand the current state

of research regarding the transition of foster care youth with disabilities to work and
adulthood. Our team includes expertise in the secondary transition of youth with
disabilities, work and well-being, and the child welfare system. Ultimately, we hope to
describe factors that impact transition-related outcomes for foster youth with disabilities
and design a model that can guide future research, practice, and policy for addressing
these factors.

Study Overview

Our study will examine the transition to work and well-being for foster care youth with
disabilities, including factors related to the individual, family, and service systems. More
specifically, we will investigate the access of this population to career development and
transition services that prepare them for success in employment and other areas of
adulthood.

In this study, we will:

« Use data from the Rehabilitation Services Administration to understand the current
employment outcomes of foster youth with disabilities.

« Combine findings from previous research on key practices targeting the transition to
work, noting how disabilities and other identities are addressed in this work.



« Conduct interviews and focus groups with foster care youth, service providers, and
caregivers to capture their perspectives and experiences in relation to our findings
around the transition to work.

« Develop a model to use for sharing employment guidance to foster care youth with
disabilities and those who support them.

+ Identify potential ideas for employment interventions based on the needs and
experiences of foster care youth with disabilities.

Research Questions

1. What contextual factors (i.e., practice, service, agency, systems, state) shape the
preparation for work and adulthood for foster care youth with disabilities?

2. What factors pose threats to work? What factors operate as facilitators?

3. What types of vocational services are offered to foster youth with disabilities to
facilitate employment?

4. What contextual factors facilitate long-term career development and transition
services for youth with disabilities in foster care that predict their employment?

Importance of the Study

Though the transition to employment is incredibly important for foster care youth to gain
independence and financial well-being, it has received little attention in research, policy,
and practice (Edelstein & Lowenstein, 2014; Lansing et al., 2021). Foster youth report
receiving job supports at dismal rates and working at extremely low rates (Courtney et al.,
2014). Even when connected to formal employment services, their earnings remain low
(Courtney et al., 2018). Studies have identified numerous barriers to work and education
for this population, such as unaddressed learning needs, untreated trauma, and limited
work opportunities (Courtney et al., 2021; Okpych & Courtney, 2021).

In particular, research highlights disparate employment outcomes between foster youth
with and without disabilities (Harwick et al., 2017). From a recent analysis of national
data about youth with disabilities who received vocational rehabilitation services,

Taylor and colleagues (2024) found that foster care itself is negatively associated with
work. Nonetheless, in a recent study that synthesized related literature collectively,

only two studies were identified to target foster youth with disabilities (Schutz & Carter,
2022). Minimal research has explored the transition to adulthood for foster youth with
disabilities.



Given the intersectional needs of this population related to foster care status, disability,
and other factors, a review of research from different disciplines (e.g., education,
rehabilitation, social work) is needed to better understand why these gaps in outcomes
exist. Further, it is important to validate the findings of these reviewed studies with the
lived experiences and perspectives of youth with disabilities who are currently in or have
recently exited foster care, as well as those who support them.

Learn More

To learn more about this study or the other studies conducted under VCU’s RRTC on
Employment of Transition-Age Youth with Disabilities, visit transition.vcurrtc.org.

References

Courtney, M., Charles, P., Okpych., N., Napolitano, L., & Halsted, K. (2014). Findings from the
California Youth Transitions to Adulthood Study (CalYOUTH): Conditions of foster youth
at age 17. Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago. https://www.chapinhall.org/wp-
content/uploads/CY_YT_RE1214.pdf

Courtney, M. E., Okpych, N. J., & Park, S. (2021). Report from CalYOUTH: Findings on the
relationship between extended foster care and youth’s outcomes at age 23. Chapin Hall at
the University of Chicago. https://www.chapinhall.org/wp-content/uploads/Impacts-
of-EFC-on-Outcomes-at-age-23.pdf

Courtney, M. E., Okpych, N. J., Park, K., Harty, J., Feng, H., Torres-Garcia, A., & Sayed, S.
(2018). Findings from the California Youth Transitions to Adulthood Study (CalYOUTH):
Conditions of youth at age 21. Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago. https://www.
chapinhall.org/wp-content/uploads/CY_YT_RE0518_1.pdf

Edelstein, S., & Lowenstein, C. (2014). Supporting youth transitioning out of foster care:
Employment. https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/43271/2000128-
Supporting-Youth-Transitioning-out-of-Foster-Care-2000128-Supporting-Youth-
Transitioning-out-of-Foster-Care-Employment-Programs.pdf

Harwick, R. M., Lindstrom, L., & Unruh, D. (2017). In their own words: Overcoming barriers
during the transition to adulthood for youth with disabilities who experienced foster
care. Children and Youth Services Review, 73(1), 338-346. https://doi.org/10.1016/].
childyouth.2017.01.011



https://transition.vcurrtc.org/
https://www.chapinhall.org/wp-content/uploads/CY_YT_RE1214.pdf
https://www.chapinhall.org/wp-content/uploads/CY_YT_RE1214.pdf
https://www.chapinhall.org/wp-content/uploads/Impacts-of-EFC-on-Outcomes-at-age-23.pdf
https://www.chapinhall.org/wp-content/uploads/Impacts-of-EFC-on-Outcomes-at-age-23.pdf
https://www.chapinhall.org/wp-content/uploads/CY_YT_RE0518_1.pdf
https://www.chapinhall.org/wp-content/uploads/CY_YT_RE0518_1.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/43271/2000128-Supporting-Youth-Transitioning-out-of-Foster-Care-2000128-Supporting-Youth-Transitioning-out-of-Foster-Care-Employment-Programs.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/43271/2000128-Supporting-Youth-Transitioning-out-of-Foster-Care-2000128-Supporting-Youth-Transitioning-out-of-Foster-Care-Employment-Programs.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/43271/2000128-Supporting-Youth-Transitioning-out-of-Foster-Care-2000128-Supporting-Youth-Transitioning-out-of-Foster-Care-Employment-Programs.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.01.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.01.011

Lansing, J., Daly, H. & Pergamit, M. (2021). How employment programs can help support
young people transitioning out of foster care: Formative evaluations of two employment
programs. https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/104804/how-
employment-programs-can-support-young-people-transitioning-out-of-foster-care.
pdf

Okpych, N. J. & Courtney, M. E. (2021). Barriers to degree completion for college students
with foster care histories: Results from a 10-year longitudinal study. Journal of College
Student Retention, 23(1), 28-54. https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025118791776

Schutz, M. A., & Carter, E. W. (2022). Employment interventions for youth with disabilities:
A review of transition practices and partners. Career Development and Transition for
Exceptional Individuals, 45(3), 154-169. https://doi.org/10.1177/21651434221075810

Taylor, J. P., Whittenburg, H. N., Avellone, L., Castruita Rios, Y., Park, S., Poppen, M., &
Tansey, T. (2024). The impact of pre-employment transition and individualized
vocational rehabilitation services on employment outcomes for youth with
disabilities. Career Development and Transition for Exceptional Individuals, Advanced
online publication. https://doi.org/10.1177/21651434241239967

transition.vcurrtc.org

The contents of this document were developed under a grant from the National Institute
on Disability, Independent Living, and Rehabilitation Research (NIDILRR grant number
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Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). The contents of this document do not
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by the Federal Government.
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