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ROLE OF JUVENILE INCARCERATION IN EDUCATION:

Understanding barriers and promoters of secondary and postsecondary
attainment for transition-age youth in foster care
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Significance

Earning a college degree can be life-changing,
offering benefits such as greater employment
security, higher earnings, and stronger commu-
nity engagement. For young people who spent
time in foster care, completing postsecondary
education is particularly important: those with a
college degree are less likely to rely on public
assistance, more likely to be employed, and tend

to earn higher incomes.

Transition-age youth (TAY) with child welfare
experience, especially those who have also been
involved with the juvenile justice system, are

much less likely to complete a college degree.

Study Methods

Youth with dual-system involvement (DSI) face
significant barriers to accessing and completing
postsecondary education. To better understand
the impact of juvenile incarceration on educa-
tional attainment among TAY with experience in
foster care, this study examined rates of high
school completion, college entry, and college
completion by age 23, disaggregated by DSI
status. This study also assessed factors that
influence the critical transition from adolescence
to adulthood for TAY with DSI, highlighting what
supports or hinders their ability fo enter and
complete a postsecondary degree or credential.

A sample of TAY with foster care experience in
California completed surveys at ages 17, 19, 21,
and 23 in the CalYOUTH study, a longitudinal
investigation of youth transitioning from foster
care to adulthood. State administrative data
were used to confirm foster care experiences,
including total placements by age 18 and living

arrangements at the fime of the baseline survey.

The questionnaires collected basic demographic

information, such as age, race/ethnicity, and
gender. Key study variables included educa-
tional attainment (high school diploma or GED,
some college, college degree); juvenile incarcer-
ation before age 17; behavioral health issues
(e.g., mental health disorders, substance use
disorders); educational experiences (e.g., sus-
pensions, school changes, college aspirations);
and socioeconomic and social supports (e.g.,

employment, adequacy of social support).
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TAY who completed surveys at both ages 17
and 23 were included, generating a sample of
622 participants. Analyses focused on identify-
ing factors associated with outcomes of inter-
est—high school or GED completion, college
entry, and college degree attainment—by

DSl status (no juvenile incarceration vs. any

juvenile incarceration).

THIS STUDY ADDRESSES THE
FOLLOWING RESEARCH QUESTIONS:

Do demographic and educational
characteristics vary by DSI status across
the three educational groups (high
school diploma or GED, some college,

and college degree) by age 23?

To what extent does DSI status influence
each educational outcome, controlling
for other confounding variables?




Findings

At age 17, most participants aspired to go to college (84%) and expected to complete a degree
(80%). Few were employed as they approached the transition to adulthood (14%), and nearly a
quarter had experienced incarceration as minors. By age 23, 85% of participants had complet-
ed high school, 40% had entfered college, and 11% had earned a postsecondary degree.

Results show that participants who experienced juvenile incarceration had more foster care
placement changes on average. They were also less likely to have lived with relatives or in a
foster family agency home and more likely to have spent time in a group home. Among those
who completed high school, youth with DSI were more likely to be Black and less likely to be
Hispanic relative to those without DSI.

Additional disparities by DSI status included an higher likelihood of school suspensions and
frequent school changes. Youth with DSI who completed high school were more likely o have
an alcohol or drug use disorder and less likely to report having adequate emotional support
compared to peers with no incarceration history.

Participants who experienced incarceration before age 17 had substantially lower odds of
completing high school (by 66%) and going fo college (by 45%). Other variables were also
associated with educational outcomes. Youth in foster family agency homes were more likely
to complete high school and go to college than those in nonrelative foster homes, whereas
those in other placements had higher odds of completing high school but lower odds of
completing a college degree.

Participants showing signs of drug use disorder were less likely to complete high school and enter
college than those without such symptoms. Finally, young people who aspired to complete a col-
lege degree were more likely to enter college, whereas those with a history of school suspension

had lower odds of earning a college degree.

DSI Status Had Downstream Effects on Achievement via High School Completion

As noted earlier, participants with no history of incarceration were more likely to complete high
school or earn a GED than those with a history of juvenile incarceration. However, among
youth who completed high school, incarceration history did not influence their odds of entering
college. Similarly, incarceration history did not influence the odds of completing a college
degree by age 23 among those who had enrolled in college. These findings should be inter-
preted with caution due to the smaller sample sizes af later stages of education.
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Implications

» DSl status had a clear impact on educa-
tional achievement compared to young
adults with foster care experience only.
Among those with a history of both incarcera-
tion and foster care, 76.8% completed high
school or earned a GED, compared to 87.5%
of those with foster care experience only. By
age 23, this disparity had widened, with only
28.3% and 6.7% of participants with DSI having
entered and completed college, respectively,
compared to 43.2% and 12.7% among those
without DSI. Thus, at every educational step,

TAY with a history of incarceration had worse
outcomes than those without. » Policymakers should prioritize efforts to

. . reduce placement changes, school moves,
» Transition-age youth with DSI had more . . .
. . and suspensions while improving access to
school absences, higher rates of suspension,
substance use treatment programs and
and more frequent school changes. These . . .
_ ] ) ) placements associated with positive educa-
disruptions likely reduce engagement in . .
) ; ] tional outcomes, such as therapeutic foster
education and increase the risk of not com- . L .

) . . homes. Minimizing academic disruptions and
pleting high school or advancing to postsec- i
] o promoting school engagement through
ondary education. This evidence underscores ) )
enhanced services and supports could ulti-

the importance of school staff, administrators, ) ] )
mately improve the well-being of youth with

and policymakers promoting educational
p Y P ) g ) child welfare and juvenile justice experience.
stability and addressing behavioral health

needs to support academic achievement for

these adolescents.

READ THE FULL STUDY:
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