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A B S T R A C T

Pregnant and Parenting Teens (PPTs) in foster care experience, among many setbacks, more academic difficulties, than their peers who are not in foster care. The
challenges of teen pregnancy and parenting and the expectation of maintaining school engagement and positive academic outcomes can be overwhelming, especially
for foster care youth who live away from their home of origin. The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand the extent to which the core tenets of
attachment, identity, self-efficacy, and critical race theories collectively explain or validate experiences of school engagement and academic outcomes among
pregnant and parenting teens in the child welfare system. Semi-structured interviews with eleven aged-out pregnant and parenting teens supported the utility of the
four main theories in elucidating the barriers and facilitators to PPTs school engagement and improved academic outcomes. All together, the PPTs narratives do not
single out one of these individual theories as solely playing a direct role in influencing their engagement in educational processes and academic outcomes. Rather, the
integration of the tenets and main ideas of each of these theories holistically capture their experiences. Study findings showed that school engagement and edu-
cational achievement increased among PPTs in foster and group homes when they experienced attachment connections with foster parents and staff, positive identity
development, and enhanced self-efficacy. Suggestions for promoting attachment and relational connections, positive identity formation, enhanced self-efficacies, and
racial/ethnic inclusion toward boosting school engagement are highlighted.

1. Introduction

Slowly gaining attention and concern is the increasing rate of
teenage pregnancy in the foster care system (Eastman, Palmer, & Ahn,
2019). Pregnant and parenting teens (PPTs) in foster care are two times
more than likely to be pregnant by the age of 19 years, and more dis-
concerting is that many of them will have a repeat pregnancy by age 19
(Boonstra, 2011). A study assessing the outcomes of youth that transi-
tioned from foster care in the state of Utah revealed that 31% of the
pregnant and parenting young women between the ages of 18–24 be-
came pregnant within three years of leaving the foster care system. This
rate is three times more than birth rates among same aged peers who
are not in the foster care system (Dworsky & Courtney, 2010).

PPTs in foster care are known to face many difficulties and risks and
are unprepared to grapple with the challenges of early and unplanned
motherhood (Eastman et al., 2019; Svoboda, Shaw, Barth, & Bright,
2012). Many studies have shown that teenage pregnancy is associated
with low academic performance, school dropout, and limited job op-
portunities (Basch, 2011; Brosh, Weigel, & Evans, 2007; Kruger, 2011;
Pecora, Kessler, & O’Brien, 2006; Whitman, Borkowski, Schellenbach, &
Nath, 1987). According to Okpych and Courtney (2014), lower aca-
demic achievement has been linked to employment challenges and low-
socio economic status among former foster youth. Fernandes and Gabe

(2009), found that many PPTs experience challenges transitioning into
adulthood, having been estranged from both school and the job market
due to the added burden of being young moms. Teenage pregnancy and
parenting among foster youth have been shown to have a devastating
impact on school engagement and academic outcomes (Aparicio,
Pecukonis, & O’Neale, 2015; Connolly, Heifetz, & Bohr, 2012; Haight,
Finet, & Helton, 2009). A recent study conducted by Pillow (2015)
revealed a strikingly low school attendance rate among pregnant and
parenting teens in foster care in New York City within the first quarter
of the 2013–2014 academic year. Only 30% of these expectant and
parenting teen moms had been enrolled in the first quarter. Of the
pregnant and parenting teen moms in foster care who had been enrolled
in school, fewer than 10% were attending school on a regular basis,
with the majority of them attending school half of the time or not at all
(Pillow, 2015).

While poor outcomes are well-documented, little research has been
devoted to identifying what former PPTs in foster care would re-
commend to mitigate these outcomes. A growing concern, the academic
decline among pregnant and parenting in foster care teens can be ex-
plained in terms of teens’ own negative experiences with foster car-
egiving (Burley & Halpern, 2001) and their own adverse childhood
experiences prior to foster care placement (Currie & Widom, 2010;
Martin & Jackson, 2002; Stone, 2007; Vacca, 2008). Although it has not
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been empirically validated, theories of attachment, identity, self-effi-
cacy, and critical race may help to unravel why and under what con-
ditions pregnant and parenting teens experience poor educational en-
gagement.

School engagement has been described as a multifaceted construct,
with many aspects or elements to consider, as it is influenced by stu-
dents’ cognitions, affects, and behaviors (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, &
Paris, 2004). According to Fredricks et al. (2004), school engagement is
defined by the student’s level of interest or cognitive engagement in the
learning; emotional engagement in or affective states and reactions to
the learning process; and behavioral engagement or participation and
involvement in the learning process. Other authors define school en-
gagement in terms of the student’s ability to stay attentive and con-
centrate; attend school regularly; participate in school academics and
social activities; and conform to school rules (Caraway, Tucker, Reinke,
& Hall, 2003; Finn & Rock, 1997). Many research studies have shown
an association between school engagement and academic outcomes.
School engagement as defined above has been shown by many studies
to produce positive educational outcomes among students, such as
achieving better grades in school and in standardized tests, while the
antithesis, or not engaging in school, produces negative educational
outcomes, such as having lower grades and scores in standardized tests,
dropping out, and not graduating (Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprar, &
Pastorelli, 1996; Caraway et al., 2003; Patrick, Ryan, & Kaplan, 2007;
Wang & Holcombe, 2010). The objective of the current study was to
rely upon interviews conducted with PPTs formerly placed in foster
care to determine the extent to which the aforementioned theories
explain or capture their school engagement process and educational
outcomes. Data were be used to determine if tenets of the theories
should be refined to capture their life histories and circumstances.

What follows is an overview of prior research, illustrating that while
core tenets or principles of each individual theory shed light on the
educational engagement process of PPTs formerly placed in foster care,
they do not capture a holistic picture when critiqued and applied se-
parately in practice contexts. Data were collected from women who
experienced pregnancy and/or motherhood while placed in foster care
to not only gain a better understanding of how and why each individual
theory applies to their lived experiences in school contexts, but to un-
earth if, how, and under what conditions they are interrelated and
collectively influence or shape their educational process and trajectory.
Practice and policy recommendations fall short without a clear under-
standing of the lived school experiences of PPTs formerly placed in
foster care.

1.1. Attachment theory and school engagement

Attachment theory posits that a strong, nurturing, responsive, and
consistent caregiver-child relationship contributes to healthy child de-
velopment (Ainsworth, Behlar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; Bowlby, 1969,
1988). According to Bowlby (1973, 1982), children develop an internal
working model (IWM), which is a mental representation of how they
view themselves based on their interactions or attachment connections
with their family and the society as a whole. The question one may
therefore ask is, how does attachment theory relate to the experiences
of pregnant and parenting teens in foster care, and what can it tell us
about the impact of attachment connections on their school engage-
ment?

A longitudinal study (Apfel & Seitz, 1996) that followed teenage
mothers for 12 years found positive educational and career outcomes,
as well as healthy development for the teen mothers’ babies, as a result
of the positive attachment connections and support these teenage moms
received from their parents. According to the authors, the nurturing
environment and positive attachment connections these teen parents
experienced living with their own parents produced a secure base and
higher sense of self-esteem among these teen parents, which produced
positive educational outcomes. Although these teens were not in foster

care, the study is still relevant for understanding the relationship be-
tween positive attachment connections and school engagement. In their
study of adolescents’ academic engagement, Duchesne and Larose
(2007) found that strong parental attachment and positive teacher
perception contributed to students’ academic motivation. Although
their study also looked at the mediating links of positive teacher per-
ceptions, it nevertheless reinforces how positive attachment experi-
ences during adolescence can impact motivation toward school en-
gagement and academic achievement. Their study provides insight into
some of the challenges with school engagement pregnant and parenting
teens in foster care may experience and how they can be better sup-
ported, shown more love, and be motivated to attend school and im-
prove their school performance. Positive attachment with teachers or
strong bonds between caregivers and children are known to build re-
siliency, pro social skills, and academic success among children (Bergin
& Bergin, 2009; Harden, 2004). Bowlby (1969) underscored the im-
portance of parent-child attachment for healthy child and adolescent
development and as a precursor for healthy attachment formations with
teachers, other adults, and peers, which otherwise become hindered.

To understand the meaning of motherhood and the experiences of
parenting teens, a study by Aparicio et al. (2015) of teen moms revealed
how negative attachment patterns may disrupt academic engagement
well into the teen years. One of the themes the authors highlighted was
“darkness and despair” (p. 44), where some parenting moms described
the anger, unforgiveness, and frustration they had internalized due to
the ambiguous loss, abandonment, and rejection they had experienced
in their early years. They attributed difficulties with school engagement
to lack of time for bonding with parents. The study is relevant to our
understanding of how negative attachment experiences influence aca-
demic outcomes among pregnant and parenting teens in foster care.

1.2. Identity and school engagement

Another purpose of this study is to closely examine the meaningful
connections between identity theory and the lived experiences of
women who experienced motherhood while placed in foster care.
Erikson (1968) defined identity as the awareness or concept of self.
Josselson (1994) described identity as the intersection between a
person and the society. Both Erikson and Josselson underscored the
crucial role of society in the formation of one’s identity. The adolescent
era is described as a period of physiological, hormonal, emotional, and
psychological changes that can be perplexing to the individual and
when the adolescent begins to ask such questions as “who am I?” and
“what am I?” (Erikson, 1968; Laser & Nicotera, 2011; Paranjpe, 1975).
These questions in and of themselves highlight the familial and societal
roles in the positive or negative identity formation of the adolescent
(Erikson, 1968).

Adamson, Hartman, and Lyxell (1999) study of students’ concept of
themselves and academic achievement revealed that a higher concept
of one’s self depended strongly on one’s positive connections with fa-
mily and the family’s positive regard of the adolescent. Studies have
shown that adolescents’ school identification and engagement are as-
sociated with social supports from parents and teachers (Wang & Eccles,
2012; Wang & Holcombe, 2010; Wang, Dishion, Stormshak, & Willett,
2011). Conversely, the foster care system has been known to produce
self-devaluation among adolescents, which has impeded academic
achievement (Kools, 1997). Pregnant and parenting teens may be mo-
tivated to attend school and perform well in an environment where they
feel supported and have a positive concept of themselves. According to
Sartor and Youniss (2002), positive adult and parental relationships
promote positive identity among adolescents.

Adamson et al. (1999) and many other studies have shown the
connection and convergence between attachment and identity theories
in influencing school engagement and academic outcomes (Sartor &
Youniss, 2002; Wang et al., 2011). These studies have shown the impact
of a nurturing environment and positive parental attachment on
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adolescents’ concept of self and how positive identity promotes school
engagement and academic achievement. These findings are important
for this study as they give insight into the interrelatedness of attach-
ment and identity and their roles in school engagement and positive
academic outcomes among the target population.

1.3. Self-efficacy and school engagement

Bandura (1995, 1997) explained self-efficacy as the belief in one’s
capabilities to undertake and succeed in a given task. The author fur-
ther posited that verbal persuasion or realistic encouragement boosts a
person’s sense of self and efficacy. In view of the aforementioned, how
then does the theory of self-efficacy relate to mothers’ experiences in
foster care and how do these experiences affect academic outcomes? In
a study to understand educational efficacy among 10–13-year-old
inner-city school students, verbal persuasion rated as the highest reason
for academic achievement amongst mastery and vicarious reasons
(Chin & Kameoka, 2002). These findings highlight the significance of
using verbal persuasion and encouraging words to promote school en-
gagement and academic achievement among pregnant and parenting
teens in foster care. According to Bandura (1997), the power of en-
couraging words can increase students’ motivation to tackle assign-
ments and their belief that they can succeed at those tasks.

In another study of 38 successful adults who had aged out of foster
care, 74% reported that verbal persuasion and encouragement largely
accounted for their academic achievement and successful adulthood
(Martin & Jackson, 2002). The respondents recounted that the en-
couragement from their foster parents boosted their motivation for
school. Verbal persuasion and realistic encouragement build self-com-
petence and enhance personal efficacy (Bandura, 1997) needed to
promote school engagement and academic achievement among preg-
nant and parenting teens in foster care.

The interconnectedness and interplay of self-efficacy, attachment,
and identity theories as they pertain to adolescent school engagement
and achievement have been demonstrated in many studies. Children
with a higher self-concept tend to have grown up in nurturing and
supportive homes. They develop a higher sense of efficacy, which fos-
ters school engagement and academic success (Bandura, 1995; Fass &
Tubman, 2002; Witkow & Fulgini, 2011).

1.4. Critical race theory and school engagement

Critical race theory is a set of perspectives that seek to examine
certain aspects of society that continue to perpetuate racism and the
marginalization of people of color (Solorzano, 1997). Critical race
theory was coined by legal scholars who perceived that a subtler form
of overt racism, such as microaggression, had encroached into Amer-
ican society and was still debilitating for marginalized populations
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). The current study also seeks to examine
how experiences of racism may have influenced school engagement and
educational outcomes. A study by DeGarmo and Martinez (2006) to
understand the effects of racial discrimination and social support on the
academic well-being of 278 Latino students between the sixth and
twelfth grades found that students’ experiences with racial dis-
crimination posed as stressors that influenced their school engagement
and academic well-being. The authors found that while discrimination
impacted academic performance, higher levels of social support from
the school, parents, and peers acted as a strong protective factor and a
buffer toward school motivation and academic well-being.
Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998) described adolescents’ social sup-
port or positive interactions with the environment as predictors of
school engagement, increasing positive educational outcomes. Ac-
cording to Edwards and Romero (2008), there is a relationship between
lower self-efficacy and perceived discrimination, as racial discrimina-
tion is known to affect the students’ belief in their own competence.
Other studies have shown an association between racial discrimination,

school belongingness, school motivation, and lower grades (Alfaro,
Umaña-Taylor, Gonzales-Backen, Bámaca, & Zeiders, 2009; Stone &
Han, 2005). Deci and Ryan (1985) conclude that students’ school en-
gagement is linked to their feelings of belongingness and support from
the environment. Although these studies looked at racial discrimination
in the school setting, they are relevant to this study, which seeks to
understand the impact of foster care discriminatory experiences on
PPTs formerly placed in foster care and school engagement and aca-
demic outcomes. That is, racial discrimination may negatively impact
students’ sense of being or identity and their level of confidence and
self-efficacy to develop and sustain healthy relationships, subsequently
decreasing school engagement and lowering academic performance.

Collectively, these studies point to a potential convergence of cri-
tical race theory, self-efficacy theory, attachment theory, and identity
theory in influencing school engagement and successful educational
outcomes. The importance of the convergence and interrelatedness of
attachment, identity, self-efficacy, and critical race theories to our un-
derstanding of school engagement and academic outcomes for mothers’
who aged out of the foster care system cannot be understated. Indeed,
reliance on only one of these theories may fall short of capturing their
lived experiences and all the potential impacts on school engagement
and educational outcomes. Thus, the interrelatedness of these theories
should be considered to provide a fuller picture.

Prior researchers also conclude that achieving positive educational
outcomes is contingent upon mobilizing system leaders and workers
across systems (child welfare, behavioral health, schools) to improve
their overall well-being (Noonan et al., 2012; Palinkas et al., 2014).
While participants in the current study will be able to share their
educational experiences at will, interview questions were developed,
with consideration of the different dimensions or conditions that in-
fluence overall well-being: (1) embrace a positive identity, particularly
in racialized contexts (Patterson et al., 2018; Rivas-Drake & Umaña-
Taylor, 2019), (2) enhance self-efficacy (Halliday, Kern, Garrett, &
Turnbull, 2019; McDermott, Umaña-Taylor, & Martinez-Fuentes, 2018;
Odacı & Kınık, 2019), and (3) develop the ability to form healthy at-
tachments well into adulthood (Aparicio, Gioia, & Pecukonis, 2018;
Miranda, Molla, & Tadros, 2019). Applying a trauma-informed devel-
opmental framework, Blaustein and Kinniburgh (2018) offer insight
into how improving attachment patterns and promoting self-efficacy
and positive ethnic identity is critical to building resilience. To that end,
we focused on theories that reflect these dimensions of well-being, and
address a significant gap in research by addressing how and under what
conditions these dimensions influence academic outcomes among a
population of foster youth whose voices often remain invisible.

1.5. Research questions

Using a directed approach to content analysis, this current study
determined the extent to which women formerly placed in foster care
while pregnant and/or parenting relate the core tenets of attachment,
identity, self-efficacy, and critical race theories to their academic en-
gagement and outcomes. To this end, the research questions are (1) to
what extent do the core tenets of attachment, identity, self-efficacy, and
critical race theories collectively explain or validate experiences of
school engagement and academic outcomes among PPTs formerly
placed in foster care?, and (2) should key tenets of these theories be
refined to address their needs? Inherently, if tenets change, implications
for engaging with them in practice contexts may need to be modified.
To address these questions, qualitative inquiry is warranted. First,
scholars have not adequately addressed the educational experiences of
PPTs formerly placed in foster care, particularly among those who
identify as African American or Latina. Moreover, it is well documented
that agencies face numerous challenges to providing and/or engaging
PPTs who are placed in foster care in developmentally appropriate
services for them and their newborns (Manlove, Welti, Mc-Coy-Roth,
Berger, & Malm, 2011). Previous research has seldom relied upon the
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life histories of PPTs formerly placed in foster care to identify how
services could be improved to promote positive educational outcomes.
In depth semi-structured interviews could enhance our understanding
of how best to engage with mothers’ placed in foster care in practice
and research contexts.

2. Methods

2.1. Recruitment

Participants were recruited from an agency in New York City, which
works with foster youth to improve their literacy skills. Nonprobability
sampling was used to recruit participants that had aged out of foster
care within 10 years. Fliers were emailed to the agency’s contact person
who in turn forwarded them to interested aged-out pregnant and par-
enting moms. Interested youths contacted the researcher via phone and
email. Participants were screened prior to being interviewed and
snowball sampling was also used to recruit more participants.

2.2. Sample

Data were collected from 11 aged-out pregnant and parenting teens
between the ages of 23 and 31 years were collected. More than half
(n= 6) identified as Hispanic or Latin American, with the remaining
participants identifying as Black or African American (n=2), biracial
of White and African American descent (n=2), and biracial of African
American and Hispanic descent (n=1). Over 50% had no high school
diploma or GED. Less than 40% had completed high school or GED, and
less than 10% had completed 1–3 years of college. Out of the 11 par-
ticipants, 10 reported as being female and one as other. Narrative in-
terviews revealed that participated entered foster care during their late
teen years, and experienced upwards of up to 12 different placements
before aging out of foster care. All but one of the participants gave birth
to one baby while placed in foster care. One mother revealed she had
three children, starting at the age of 15.

2.3. Data collection

The interview setting was determined by each of the mothers’
availability and preference of where they wished to be interviewed in
consideration of their added responsibilities of being a parenting mom.
They were interviewed in the comfort of their homes, restaurants, and
libraries, where they could best relax and express themselves. The semi-
structured interviews (See Appendix A for Interview Guide) lasted be-
tween 20 and 71min. Although all eleven respondents showed will-
ingness to discuss their foster care experiences, a few of them did not
wish to elaborate as much as others about their life history. Study
protocol was approved by the University of Pennsylvania Institutional
Review Board (IRB). Prior to collecting data, a consent form approved
by the IRB, was distributed to each participant, and the first author
explained the purpose of the study, as well as potential risks and ben-
efits of participation. Participants could withdraw participation at any
time during the interview. Each participant received $30.00 in cash for
their time, travel, and as an incentive for participating in the study.

The participants were not asked directly to discuss how these the-
ories impacted their educational experiences, as they may have had
little to no exposure or training in these theoretical underpinnings.
Rather, the interview questions were informed by major tenets and
principles of attachment theory, identity theory, self-efficacy, and cri-
tical race theory. To that end, the mothers’ responses to questions in-
directly generated connections between the core tenets of the afore-
mentioned theories and their association with their experiences of
pregnancy and motherhood and educational outcomes. During inter-
views, participants often shared experiences organically. That is, many
of the questions were addressed without the first author directly asking
that they to respond to them.

2.4. Data analysis

Data for this study were transcribed by a professional transcrip-
tionist, with the audio recordings rechecked and compared to the
transcribed data to avoid errors and ensure accurate transcription.
Interview recordings were kept securely in a locked file cabinet; and all
identifying information, if revealed by participants, were not tran-
scribed. After editing the transcripts, the first and second author ana-
lyzed the data individually, relying upon directed content analysis. The
directed content analysis approach involves interpreting and analyzing
textual data by relying upon a systematic classification process of
coding and identifying themes (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004; Hsieh &
Shannon, 2005). The overarching goal of directed content analysis is to
support or extend a theoretical framework.

For the purposes of this study, we determined how the aforemen-
tioned theories affect well-being; and in turn, promote positive aca-
demic outcomes among PPTs formerly placed in foster care. Following
the directed content analysis steps outlined by Hsieh and Shannon
(2005), key concepts and tenets of the theories (for example, belong-
ingness, isolation, rejection, responsiveness, nurturing, yearning for
love, support, stigma, oppression, encouragement, discrimination, and
racism) were identified as initial coding categories. Secondly, the op-
erational definition of the initial coding categories was collectively
determined after we reviewed the data several times and connected
data elements to literature on attachment, identity, self-efficacy, and
critical race theories. Thirdly, we individually engaged in focused
coding to identify recurrent patterns and synthesize data, using memos
and spreadsheets. Next, we convened several times to develop cate-
gories from the focused coding process, and to reach consensus on the
selection and labeling of final categories and quotes to support them.

2.5. Methods to ensure rigor

We engaged in several steps to increase rigor, and generate findings
that relate to the experiences of the participants. First, while we did not
rely on multiple sources or methods to analyze the data, we engaged in
analyst triangulation. Specifically, the second author analyzed the data
independently and reviewed and approved the findings reported herein.
Secondly, the authors engaged in the process of member checking. In
particular, while participants had an opportunity to review findings and
share additional thoughts as needed, they did not respond to our call for
revisions. Thirdly, the authors met regularly to challenge biases and
emerging results to achieve confirmability. Given our expertise, we
took steps to avoid relying upon previous practice experiences to inform
the results by (1) writing memos about practice experiences versus
findings from the current study, and (2) discussing how the themes and
categories specifically relate to the raw data or transcripts. Fourthly, we
observed when new categories no longer emerged. While twelve PPTs
who were formerly placed in foster care agreed to participate in the
study, one of them did not show-up for the interview. Our goal was to
initially complete twelve interviews, based upon Guest, Bunce, and
Johnson's (2006) research. After systematically documenting the
variability of the data and degree of saturation of interviews, they
found that data saturation had occurred after the analysis of twelve
interviews. Nonetheless, saturation had been reached by the time the
first and second author completed coding the eighth interview. That is,
by that time, new themes and categories did not emerge.

3. Results

The purpose of this study was to rely on a directed content analysis
approach to explain how the foster care experiences and academic
making decisions of the pregnant and parenting teens collectively prove
or disapprove the core tenets of attachment, identity, self-efficacy, and
critical race theories. The study sought to understand how well the
theories of attachment, identity, self-efficacy, and critical race theories
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Table 1
Connections between quotes and theories.

Theme Category Quote(s) How Quote(s) Relate to Theory

Attachment
theory

Negative attachment 1 -A The group home is just like, it’s kind of like a hospital
environment. It’s like everybody’s in a room, you’ve got this
scheduled time and where you’ve got to go to bed. It just is not
really so much of a family home. It’s more just like a group
home. … You feel like a patient. You feel like, alright, let me
just hurry up and get out of their face real quick. … It was just
like a regular routine … everybody get up at this time, like it
wasn’t a loving connection. It wasn’t nothing like that. It was
more like work staff; you all are the patients and do what
you’ve got to do.
1-B I didn’t really feel comfortable in the home because you do
feel like a visitor, like you don’t know how long you’re going to
stay, you don’t know, you know, what little thing could just
make the parent want to get rid of you. So it was like one thing
that I did try to put all my focus to was just going to school. So
that was like my biggest like motivation. … I’ll just go to school
and spend the day there, and you know when I come here, just
like eat dinner and you know go to sleep and just repeat the
process.
1-C It was hard, like extremely hard, for me to feel I belong
somewhere and my kid belongs somewhere because at because
at that time I just had one [child] with me, and it was
heartbreaking. It affected my motivation a lot because it made
me just want to stay home and make sure that my daughter was
progressing and not myself.
1-D My school attendance wasn’t great because I wasn’t
receiving the help that I should have been receiving from my
foster mother so I was a drop out…they didn’t encourage me as
much as they should have and that’s what kind of got me to just
drop out.
I didn’t feel like there was a need to go to school because I
wasn’t getting pushed or motivated to do the things, I had to do
for me as a parent and me as a student
1-E Being in foster care affected my education because I was
moved from different homes. I was in 12 different homes from
17 to 21 [ages]. So I wasn’t, I was never stable to go to school
and get a job.
I was out of school, for like three and half, four months. I was
missing credits… so it was like really tough for me. I had to
wind up getting my GED.

1-A This mother’s poignant statement of the group home devoid of
any loving connection and feeling like a patient can be related to
attachment theory which draws a stark relationship between
growing up in a loving home and healthy child development.
She described that prior to being removed, her mother was
supportive of her studies, which motivated her to stay engaged in
school and earn good grades. She compared the undivided
attention she received by her mother regarding her school work to
her experiences and observation of the group home. This is
indicative again of how cultivating a healthy attachment
relationship in a supportive environment influences motivation to
succeed in school.
1-B The quote which describes feelings of uncertainty, not being
comfortable, and feeling like a stranger are all indicative of
negative attachment as described in attachment theory. According
to Ainsworth et al. (1978), children develop insecure attachment
when they experience negative living conditions with caregivers.
These negative conditions create uncertainty in them.
1-C The feeling of not belonging, is one of the core tenets of
negative attachment theory. Positive attachment and the feeling of
belonging create resiliency and positive behaviors among children
(Harden, 2004). As shown in the quote, one of the mothers talked
about feeling less motivated to attend school as a result of not
feeling a sense of belongingness in the foster home
1-D The quotes show how uncaring and inconsistent caregivers
can lead some children to feel apathetic and unmotivated, for
instance, in their academic pursuits. According to respondents, not
getting support from their foster parents affected their outlook on
academics.
1-E Respondents shared painful experiences of being moved from
one home to another, making them feel like they didn’t belong in
any home. They sensed rejection and felt unwanted by their foster
parents, which are indicative of negative attachment. As a result of
experiencing dislocation, moving from home another, some
respondents internalized feelings of rejection. Respondents’
numerous placements underscore their difficulties in being
engaged in school and performing well academically.

Attachment enhancers 2-A When I got to [foster mother’s name omitted], it was a little
different for me because … she’s like how are you out on the
streets with a little baby and you have no phone? What
happens if something happens to you and you have to call out?
So it’s like every foster parent is different, like every foster
parent is in it for a different reason.… She bought me pampers,
wipes, phone, and, and then she’d give me money on his part
[respondent’s baby], money on my part. They’ll drive me,
they’ll pay for my child care, like stuff like that. Like I, when I
actually got to her house, I was, um, doing a little bad in
school, so like when I finally got to her house, I graduated. And
it was like that was like big for me.
She took me in with no, with no hesitation, no explanations,
you know, and asked no questions about me, and I felt like I
finally found a foster mom that could accept me for me. I felt
like I was loved. I wasn’t neglected no more. I had someone
that would supported me, guided me, even though I was lost
and confused; she still made me move forward and better
myself. Not just for myself, for my children too. That’s what it
made me feel that I belonged in this system, with this foster
mom that actually cared about me and my children.

2-A A sense of belongingness, according to some respondents,
instilled engagement in school and impacted their academic
performance. The quotes herein highlight the positive relationship
between attachment and academic outcomes.

Identity theory The expectant parent
/teen stigma

3-A You kind of feel lost. Like you just don’t know where your
life is going to go. And just like ask yourself like what’s the next
step, like where? What direction should I go to? Because… you
feel like you already made a wrong move, so it’s like anything
after that is just like it’s either you’re making it worse or you’re
trying to fix that.
3-B I think that staff that was handling my aging-out process
was discriminating towards me because she felt I couldn’t raise
my baby with, um, my disorder, and she felt that maybe I
would be too overwhelmed with the baby and continuing
school, and it might trigger my mental illness. … They didn’t

3-A The quote underscores Erikson’s (1968) theory of identity and
confusion, where the respondent clearly begins to question her
identity as a pregnant teen and the confusion of the unknown fate
which lies before her at the face of becoming a teen mom.
Ultimately, some respondents described this state of confusion and
shame of being pregnant as impacting their motivation to go
school for fear of being mocked by their peers.
3-B The quote shows the relationship between mental health and
identity theory where this mother believed in staff’s
misapprehensions about her ability to handle both school and
pregnancy due to her mental illness. As the mother internalized

(continued on next page)
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describe PPTs’ lived experiences and school engagement. Indeed, the
rich narratives of the aged-out pregnant and parenting teens that this
study collected highlighted and validated the utility of the four main
theories of attachment, identity, self-efficacy, and critical race to ex-
plain the PPTs’ lived experiences. Table 1 spells out (1) the main ca-
tegories for each theme (or theory), and (2) how the quotes to describe
their rich histories are associated with the core tenets of the afore-
mentioned theories.

Attachment theory has two main categories: (1) negative attach-
ment and (2) attachment enhancers, each of which include sub-cate-
gories described below. Identity theory has two main categories,

namely (1) identity and stigma and (2) identity and oppression. Like
attachment theory, sub-categories for identity theory were coded. Self-
efficacy theory has two main categories: (1) paralysis of discouraging
words and (2) reinvigoration of encouraging words. Finally, quotes are
provided to illustrate how critical race theory applies to the experiences
of former PPTs.

3.1. Theme 1 – attachment theory

3.1.1. Negative attachment
Aged-out PPTs described their experiences in foster care as negative

Table 1 (continued)

Theme Category Quote(s) How Quote(s) Relate to Theory

believe in me being pregnant and continuing my education like
I didn’t believe in myself.
3-C I feel like when I was told I read on a second-grade level,
when I was told that I couldn’t have passed that test, when I
was told that I was dumb head, that’s how I feel; I … it filled
through my head for the rest, like throughout my life, and I just
felt like I’m not worth it, like I can’t do it. … I’ve been around
friends that, who try to push me, and I still felt worthless. So,
it’s just something that I plan on working on, within me.
I’m nervous to go back to school and I push myself far away
from school… Um I didn’t finish the way I want my daughter to
finish… I do feel that, you know, school can be hard, school
can be difficult…I just feel like I’m not smart enough.

the feelings of incompetence as conferred upon her by staff, she
accepted the label and dropped out of school.
3-C The quotes illustrate how damaging words can exert a
negative toll on one's self-esteem and self-efficacy to thrive in
academic contexts. Accordingly, these devaluations are indicative
of how these damaging words could stem from unhealthy
attachment relationships. Perceptions of identity, under these
circumstances, could then be called into question, as confusion
about one's place and purpose in life may emerge.

Identity and
oppression

3-D My old foster mother, who just kept telling me, “you’re not
going to amount to anything,” or “you are just going to be good
for just laying on your back and have sex,” and as a child in
foster care and as a parent in foster care, that was hurtful, and
it made me felt like that was only what I was good for. Instead
of encouraging me to do a lot better, she belittled me.

3-D This quote reflects how being insulted influenced perceptions
of herself - perceptions that ultimately reinforced feelings that she
would not succeed in school, and in other facets of her life.

Self-Efficacy Paralysis of
discouraging words

4-A After I heard about being pregnant and that I couldn’t
finish school, and then I had to make alternate decisions. I felt
depressed, um, confused, overwhelmed, and a little bit like I
felt that maybe I won’t be able to finish school because I was
pregnant, or maybe I wasn’t good enough to even take care of
my kid because the lady was saying abortion; she seemed very
focused on abortion.
I was just kept being told like, you know, because you are
young, and you had a child, things are limited for you, like
you’re not going to finish school like everybody else. Just go
get a GED. Like, you know, so it’s like, well, you don’t even
have faith in me, like you don’t even think I can do it.

4-A PPTs reported feelings of inadequacy and ineffectiveness from
believing in numerous negative comments directed at them. One
respondent stated that she was told her opportunities for going to
college were limited in the face of early childbearing. Self-efficacy
theory as purported by Bandura (1997) explains how social
persuasion and encouragement boost one’s confidence and self-
competency. All of the respondents narrated the negative impact
of discouragement on their sense of confidence and subsequent
impact on school engagement.

Encouraging words 5-A They was more like that parent that cared to ask us how
our day was … to give us that motivation, inspirational talk,
that pep talk saying that we can do better … like they
encouraged us to go to school.
I just felt like, really, my social worker … supported me
tremendously. I wouldn’t be where I’m at today if it wasn’t for
that man. … I felt comfortable with him. … I actually kept a
job the longest I ever had in my life, which was for seven
months. … He kept me focused. I would go tell him different
things that would happen at work, everything like it was
awesome. Like he was really good.

5-A PPTs also reported feeling a sense of self-efficacy upon
receiving encouraging words and support from positive and caring
group home staff, foster parents, and caseworkers. These
encouraging words, as described by some of the mothers, have had
positive influence on their sense of competency and motivation to
succeed in school.

Critical Race
Theory

6-A She was African American, she was loud, and some staff
gets scared; they think if you’re loud, then you’re bad, and
that’s bias and judgmental. And I saw that she, they treated
someone’s son not fair, the black girl that was loud, you know,
um, so they would either not try to bring up certain special job
opportunities for them, so like they don’t deserve it, this and
that, instead of still trying to give them a chance. Or if they
didn’t like the mother, they didn’t like her kid, and you have to
watch how they treat your kid at the day care.
I witnessed something happen to a kid that I would hope that
someone will tell me if they saw something happen to mine. …
It was tough ‘cause I felt like attacking the staff; maybe they
felt I shouldn’t have told on them because they treat my kid
good, but then my kid, he’s African American, but he is light
skinned, and blue-eyed, blond hair… to me that’s so racist like;
also, you only treated him good because he is so different from
the rest of the babies.

6-This participant described feelings of anger and frustration over
witnessing racial discrimination and service disparities in the
group home where she resided. These observations underscore
how certain aspects of society continue to perpetuate racism and
the marginalization of people of color. In turn, these experiences
shaped how they viewed the systems that they were involved in
(schools, child welfare, and behavioral health) - and the extent to
which they engaged in those systems.
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and lacking attachment connections with their foster parents and staff.
They related feelings of not belonging, rejection, loneliness, and ab-
normality. Specifically, subcategories of negative attachment include:
(1) residing in a “hospitalized” environment, (2) estranged/“alien”
perceptions, (3) asking “where do I belong”?, and (4) feeling like an
outcast, due to (a) unresponsive foster parents and staff, (b) silent
treatment, and (c) experiencing numerous foster home placements.
Their feelings expand and prove the core tenets of attachment theory,
which describes the child’s propensity to seek love, attention, and re-
sponsiveness from the caregiver, without which the child experiences a
void, emotional deprivation, anxiety, and insecurity.

3.1.1.1. “Hospitalized” environment. One PPT described life in the group
home as resembling being hospitalized, with doctors only coming in to
check on her, nurses coming in and out to give her medication at fixed
times, while being expected to comply with the hospital’s regulations.
There was no attachment connection in the group home, only staff
coming and going with no permanency. According to this PPT, being in
the group home did not feel like home, as it was run like the hospital
system.

The group home is just like, it’s kind of like a hospital environment.
It’s like everybody’s in a room, you’ve got this scheduled time and
where you’ve got to go to bed. It just is not really so much of a
family home. It’s more just like a group home. . . . You feel like a
patient. You feel like, alright, let me just hurry up and get out of
their face real quick. . . . It was just like a regular routine . . . ev-
erybody get up at this time, like it wasn’t a loving connection. It
wasn’t nothing like that. It was more like work staff; you all are the
patients and do what you’ve got to do.

The core tenets of attachment theory are reminiscent in this mo-
ther’s poignant statement of the group home devoid of a loving con-
nection and feeling like a “patient”. Attachment theory asserts that
conditions like these make it difficult to develop and maintain healthy
attachments well into adulthood. Her internal working model suggests
that she is underserving of love. Each mother described instances when
these feelings emerged during their experience in foster care, often due
to perceived stigma of being placed in foster care and/or being a teen
mom. Moreover, former PPT reported that conditions of the group
home impacted their school attendance. The mother referenced above
described that prior to being removed, her mother was supportive of
her studies, which motivated her to stay engaged in school and earn
good grades. She compared the undivided attention she received by her
mother regarding her school work to her experiences and observation of
the group home. This is indicative again of how cultivating a healthy
attachment relationship in a supportive environment influences moti-
vation to succeed in school. As she noted, “it (the encouragement) made
you want to, you know, make your mother proud or make somebody
proud”.

3.1.1.2. Estranged/“Alien” perceptions. One of the PPTs related her
experiences of feeling like an alien and a visitor in her foster home,
feeling more like an outsider than an insider.

I didn’t really feel comfortable in the home because you do feel like
a visitor, like you don’t know how long you’re going to stay, you
don’t know, you know, what little thing could just make the parent
want to get rid of you. So it was like one thing that I did try to put all
my focus to was just going to school. So that was like my biggest like
motivation. . . . I’ll just go to school and spend the day there, and
you know when I come here, just like eat dinner and you know go to
sleep and just repeat the process.

The above quote, which describes feelings of uncertainty, not being
comfortable, and feeling like a stranger, illustrates how negative at-
tachment prevails. According to Ainsworth et al. (1978), children de-
velop insecure attachment when they experience negative living

conditions with caregivers. Worth noting is that unlike other former
PPTs who internalized negative attachment patterns, the mother above
described that she found solace and reassurance in attending school.

3.1.1.3. Where do I belong?. PPTs talked about their pain of not
belonging in most of the foster and group homes they were in.

It was hard, like extremely hard, for me to feel I belong somewhere
and my kid belongs somewhere because at that time I just had one
[child] with me, and it was heartbreaking. It affected my motivation
a lot because it made me just want to stay home and make sure that
my daughter was progressing and not myself.
I felt like, when my friends was talking about that they were going
out to eat with their family . . . and hearing my friends say they’re
going home to their mom, they’re going home to do this, and
knowing that I’m not going home to do that; it hurts.

The feeling of not belonging, as summarized in the above two
quotes is one of the core tenets of negative attachment theory. Positive
attachment and the feeling of belonging create resiliency and positive
behaviors among children (Harden, 2004). Mothers talked about feeling
less motivated to attend school as a result of not feeling a sense of
belongingness in the foster home she was with her children.

3.1.1.4. Outcast. Some of the PPTs expressed feelings of not being
wanted and of rejection just because they were teenagers, irrespective
of being a mom. Such beliefs and painful expressions of rejection show
the negative attachment relationships some of them experienced and
endured.

Participant A: It hurts because I was one of those teenagers who was
being shipped from home to home because foster parents didn’t
want to deal with me. They didn’t want me because I was a teenager.
So I knew how it felt to be one of those teenagers, to be unloved and
untouched. Everybody deserves to have the love no matter whether
you are a teenager, baby, black, white, Hispanic, Indian, no matter;
we are all God’s children.
Participant B: When you’re not their kid, you feel like an outcast;
that’s it.
Participant C: We were left to suffer. Just to be brought into
somebody else’s home to get neglected? . .And it’s sad because no
child should go through a situation like that. That’s unhealthy . . . I
wouldn’t want my child through that. I am overprotective of my
child.

Respondents explained in their narratives that feeling like an out-
cast did not motivate them to go to school. For them, there was no
incentive to go to school, as further supported by the quote below:

What didn’t motivate me is the foster parent didn’t push me so it was
like if I stayed home she wouldn’t push me so I just stayed home… I
didn’t have any encouragement to go to school that’s why I dropped
out.

There were three primary reasons why former PPTs felt like an
outcast: (1) foster parents and staff were unresponsive, (2) ensured si-
lent treatment by foster caregivers, and (3) experienced numerous
foster homes, hindering their ability to form long-term connections.

3.1.1.4.1. Unresponsive foster parents and staff. A number of
pregnant and parenting teens described their foster parents and group
home staff as uncaring, unsupportive, not nurturing, and unresponsive
to their basic needs. They spoke of situations in which they lacked basic
needs, went hungry, and did not receive child care support from their
foster parents. The quotes below show how uncaring and inconsistent
caregivers can cause some children to be apathetic and not motivate
them, for instance, in their academic pursuits.

Participant A: My school attendance wasn’t great because I wasn’t
receiving the help that I should have been receiving from my foster
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mother so I was a drop out…they didn’t encourage me as much as
they should have and that’s what kind of got me to just drop out.
Participant B: I didn’t feel like there was a need to go to school
because I wasn’t getting pushed or motivated to do the things, I had
to do for me as a parent and me as a student
Participant C: Sometimes, I didn’t have panties; sometimes I didn’t
have socks, . . . and it hurts because I really wish like I could really
say something to somebody and say like, did you check this home
[implying if the foster home was properly vetted before placing
foster children in it]? And it’s sad because, you know, you [implying
child welfare system] take us away from our mom that you say is
negative to us, that probably nine times out of ten never let their
kids go without panties or socks.

3.1.1.4.2. Silent treatment. One respondent metaphorically
described the lack of attachment connection she felt in the foster
home when the foster mother refused to communicate with her. She
spoke of the lack of communication by the foster mother in terms of
being locked in a room with no one to talk to.

I was going home to a foster mother that locked me in a room,
locked me in a room by myself, like she barely talked to me; she
barely spent time with me.

Many of the former PPTs experienced moments when lack of clear
communication prevailed, with some adding that they “acted out” in
school to receive the attention they craved while placed in foster care.

So usually Fridays, everybody is saying what they are doing for the
weekend. Me. I used to like, be very quiet in school because I used
not like to let people know what I’m going through. I will know deep
inside my heart that I am not going home to nothing. I’m not going
home to a mother that loves me…so it would affect my school at-
tendance because instead of going to school to actually focus in
class, I will show out or act like a fool in the hallway to get the
attention that I should have been getting at home from my foster
mom.

She felt awkward especially on Fridays when her school mates
discussed among themselves what they were going to do with their
family over the weekend. The sense of feeling abandoned by her foster
mother affected her ability to fully engage in school. According to
Bowlby (1988) children develop insecure attachment when caregivers
are unresponsive.

3.1.1.4.3. Numerous foster home placements. Respondents shared
painful experiences of being moved from one home to another,
making them feel like they didn’t belong in any home. They felt a
sense of rejection and being unwanted by their foster parents, which is
indicative of negative attachment. Being moved from home to home
made some of the respondents internalize feelings of rejection. These
lingering feelings of rejection overshadowed their ability to engage in
school and perform well academically, as noted in the quotes below.

Participant A: Being in foster care affected my education because I
was moved from different homes. I was in 12 different homes from
17 to 21 [ages]. So I wasn’t, I was never stable to go to school and
get a job to provide for my kid.
Participant B: I was out of school, for like three and half, four
months. I was missing credits… so it was like really tough for me. I
had to wind up getting my GED.

3.1.2. Attachment enhancers
PPTs described experiences of building positive connections with

some foster mothers, group home staff, and caseworkers. Those positive
connections made them feel a sense of belonging and acceptance,
feelings that relate to some of the core tenets of positive attachment
theory. Some respondents described their positive attachment connec-
tions as instrumental in eventually being motivated to go to school and

stay focused. In particular, subcategories of attachment enhancers in-
cluded: (1) nurturing and responsive foster mothers and group home
staff, and (2) supportive and reliable agency workers.

3.1.2.1. The nurturing and responsive foster mothers and group home
staff. Some PPTs described being in other homes where they
experienced a great deal of love and support from the foster parent or
group home staff, which helped them to flourish. Many respondents
talked about feeling a sense of belongingness when they entered such a
nurturing and loving home. That sense of belongingness, according to
some respondents, helped them to remain engaged in school. The
quotes below illustrate the positive relationship between healthy
attachment patterns and academic outcomes.

Participant A: When I got to [foster mother’s name omitted], it was a
little different for me because . . . she’s like how are you out on the
streets with a little baby and you have no phone? What happens if
something happens to you and you have to call out? So it’s like every
foster parent is different, like every foster parent is in it for a dif-
ferent reason. . . . She bought me pampers, wipes, phone, and, and
then she’d give me money on his part [respondent’s baby], money
on my part. They’ll drive me, they’ll pay for my child care, like stuff
like that. Like I, when I actually got to her house, I was, um, doing a
little bad in school, so like when I finally got to her house, I grad-
uated. And it was like that was like big for me.
Participant B: She took me in with no, with no hesitation, no ex-
planations, you know, and asked no questions about me, and I felt
like I finally found a foster mom that could accept me for me. I felt
like I was loved. I wasn’t neglected no more. I had someone that
would supported me, guided me, even though I was lost and con-
fused; she still made me move forward and better myself. Not just
for myself, for my children too. That’s what it made me feel that I
belonged in this system, with this foster mom that actually cared
about me and my children.

3.1.2.2. Supportive and reliable agency workers. Some respondents spoke
about having had the opportunity to work with supportive caseworkers
who showed concern, love, and empathy for them. As in attachment
theory, PPTs described the sense of security they felt at such a show of
love and how that influenced their school engagement.

Umm, like I was telling you, um, that worker that I had, [name
omitted], she always was at my school. If I missed days, she’ll be
calling me like, umm, I called your school; why are you not in school
today? Like little stuff like that to show that you care. She didn’t
have to do all of that because at the end of the day she’s still getting
paid. She got so many other kids that she’s dealing with, and she was
always picking the phone and how are you doing today? How are
you and [son’s name omitted]? Just calling to check on you guys,
like, like little stuff like that. And like every time I had an issue in
school, with attendance, or a foster parent not wanting to watch
[son’s name omitted] so I could go to school, she always was there to
vouch for me.
. . . And then there was another education specialist . . . which I still
keep in contact with until today. She supported me a lot through the
education. She made me feel like there’s hope and that having a kid
didn’t completely ruin your life because people, not that it’s the best,
but people do it all the time, and they still get to where they want to
go.

3.2. Identity theory

Two categories were identified from the identity theory theme, as
aged-out pregnant and parenting teens cited experiences with stigma-
tization (category 1) and oppression (category 2). Stigmatization for
being in foster care, having learning disabilities, mental health
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problems, and being pregnant in their teens were recounted by PPTs.
They described how the feelings of stigmatization and oppression af-
fected their identity and sense of being. These experiences are in line
with identity theory concepts, the impact of which served as barriers to
their school engagement.

3.2.1. Identity and stigma
Subcategories for identity and stigma include: (1) stigma related to

being an expectant teen mom or teen parent, (2) mental health diag-
nosis stigma, (3) the “learning problem” stigma, and (4) the foster care
status stigma

3.2.1.1. The expectant/parenting teen stigma. PPTs recounted
experiences of being humiliated and stigmatized for being expectant
and parenting teens. One PPT shared her pain of feeling at a loss as to
who she was as a person and in regard to her identity. The quote below
underscores Erikson (1968) theory of identity and confusion where the
respondent clearly begins to question her identity as a pregnant teen
and the confusion of the unknown fate which lies before her at the face
of becoming a teen mom. Ultimately, some respondents described this
state of confusion and shame of being pregnant as impacting their
motivation to go school for fear of being mocked by their peers.

Participant A: You kind of feel lost. Like you just don’t know where
your life is going to go. And just like ask yourself like what’s the next
step, like where? What direction should I go to? Because . . . you feel
like you already made a wrong move, so it’s like anything after that
is just like it’s either you’re making it worse or you’re trying to fix
that.
Participant B: People look at pregnant, like young pregnant girls,
like, oh, she’s fat. Oh she’s nasty, stay away from her, watch out for
her, like stuff like that. So like at the beginning, I felt like a little like
shaky about like even telling anybody like I had a small baby, be-
cause I was so young and I looked so young in the face. So like it
bothered me a little bit, because that’s not what I really wanted for
myself, but things happen in life.

3.2.1.2. The mental health diagnosis stigma. One of the respondents
shared the stigma she experienced over having a mental health
diagnosis and being pregnant. The teen spoke about being advised to
abort her baby since she could not possibly further her education with
pregnancy and mental illness. According to the teen, she chose to keep
her baby and forfeit her education. She explained that she should have
believed in herself more and continued her education while pregnant,
but she believed that she could not have both a child and achieve her
educational goals because of her mental illness. The quote below sheds
light on how staff may assume that those diagnosed with a mental
illness are unable to juggle both school and pregnancy. As the mother
internalized the feelings of incompetence as conferred upon her by
staff, she accepted the label as part of her identity and dropped out of
school.

I think that staff that was handling my aging-out process was dis-
criminating towards me because she felt I couldn’t raise my baby
with, um, my disorder, and she felt that maybe I would be too
overwhelmed with the baby and continuing school, and it might
trigger my mental illness. . . . They didn’t believe in me being
pregnant and continuing my education like I didn’t believe in my-
self.

3.2.1.3. The learning problem stigma. A few of the former PPTs also
described feeling stigmatized by being called “dumb” and feeling
humiliated to go to school. They recounted how their identity and
self-worth as a student was compromised, often feeling incapable of
going to school and believing they were “too dumb” to make it
academically.

Participant A: I’m nervous to go back to school and I push myself far
away from school… Um I didn’t finish the way I want my daughter
to finish… I do feel that, you know, school can be hard, school can
be difficult…I just feel like I’m not smart enough.
Participant B: I feel like when I was told I read on a second-grade
level, when I was told that I couldn’t have passed that test, when I
was told that I was dumb head, that’s how I feel; I . . . it filled
through my head for the rest, like throughout my life, and I just felt
like I’m not worth it, like I can’t do it. . . . I’ve been around friends
that, who try to push me, and I still felt worthless. So, it’s just
something that I plan on working on, within me.

3.2.1.4. The foster care status stigma. Stigmatization for being in foster
care was echoed by many of the PPTs. Some of the PPTs recounted
feeling awkward and disgraced by their peers knowing they were in
foster care, and they consequently took pains to avoid having their
friends know of their foster care status. Given the stigma attached to
foster care, they tried to avoid the labeling of a “foster kid” and/or a
“teen mom” – they did not want to embody these stigmas and attach
them to their personal identify. Thus, some of the respondents’ were
reluctant to attend school, knowing full well teachers and staff at school
would directly or indirectly remind them of their situation.

Participant A: I was ashamed and embarrassed to even go back to
school with a new born baby so it set me back from going to finish
school
Participant B: I didn’t want to be open and say like, wow, you know
I’m a foster child because you would get made fun of because of that.
Like, oh, you’re a foster kid. And then the other thing was if I was to
do anything in school that got me in trouble, the person that would
have to come to the principal’s office was not my mother, was not
my grandmother; it was a caseworker. So that was like really em-
barrassing.

3.2.2. Identity and oppression
PPTs described feelings of oppression, being subjected to subtle and

harsh insults which impacted their sense of self and identity formation.
PPTs further explained the insults as psychologically debilitating and
weakening their self-efficacies. Respondents described these insults as
belittling and oppressive (subcategory); and many of the mothers’, re-
flecting back on these moments, internalized them.

3.2.2.1. Insulted and belittled. Three of the PPTs narrated feeling
oppressed in the foster homes of parents who continuously insulted
them and put them down. According to PPTs, these forms of oppression
affected their identity and sense of self-worth. In turn, they felt like
failures before they even stepped into a classroom.

Participant A: The reasons why I used to go to school honestly is to
be with my friends…I never used to go to class, really…the foster
home, like, was a part of my decision, because I did not want to go to
school”.
Participant B: My old foster mother, who just kept telling me,
“you’re not going to amount to anything,” or “you are just going to
be good for just laying on your back and have sex,” and as a child in
foster care and as a parent in foster care, that was hurtful, and it
made me felt like that was only what I was good for. Instead of
encouraging me to do a lot better, she belittled me.
Participant C: I was always told that I’m going to be just like my
mother. I was always told since 10 [age 10], before I even knew
what sex was, that I’m going to be a whore, I’m going to be this, I’m
going to be a drug addict. I was always told all these negative things
that being pregnant made it come to life. I started to believe what I
was told. So I think that’s why I took that as a negative thing.
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3.3. Self-Efficacy theory

For this study, two categories pertaining to self-efficacy theory were
identified, namely (1) paralysis of discouraging words and (2) re-
invigoration of encouraging words. In line with self-efficacy theory,
some respondents spoke about their self-esteem being compromised in
homes where they lacked a sense of belonging. In homes where they felt
stigmatized and devalued, they developed feelings of ineffectiveness
and inadequacy in all facets of their life, especially with their educa-
tional trajectory (or lack thereof).

3.3.1. Paralysis of discouraging words: feelings of ineffectiveness and
inadequacy

PPTs reported feelings of inadequacy and ineffectiveness from be-
lieving in numerous negative comments directed at them. One re-
spondent stated that she was told her opportunities for going to college
were limited in the face of early childbearing. Self-efficacy theory as
purported by Bandura (1997) explains how social persuasion and en-
couragement boost one’s confidence and self-competency. The re-
lationship between negative patterns of self-efficacy and school disen-
gagement is exemplified in the quotes below.

Participant A: After I heard about being pregnant and that I couldn’t
finish school, and then I had to make alternate decisions. I felt de-
pressed, um, confused, overwhelmed, and a little bit like I felt that
maybe I won’t be able to finish school because I was pregnant, or
maybe I wasn’t good enough to even take care of my kid because the
lady was saying abortion; she seemed very focused on abortion.
Participant B: I was just kept being told like, you know, because you
are young, and you had a child, things are limited for you, like
you’re not going to finish school like everybody else. Just go get a
GED. Like, you know, so it’s like, well, you don’t even have faith in
me, like you don’t even think I can do it.

3.3.2. Reinvigoration of encouraging words: efficacy development
PPTs also reported feeling a sense of self-efficacy upon receiving

encouraging words and support from positive and caring group home
staff, foster parents, and caseworkers. These encouraging words, as
described by some of the mothers, have had positive influences on their
sense of competency.

Participant A: They was more like that parent that cared to ask us
how our day was . . . to give us that motivation, inspirational talk,
that pep talk saying that we can do better . . . like they encouraged
us to go to school.
Participant B: I just felt like, really, my social worker . . . supported
me tremendously. I wouldn’t be where I’m at today if it wasn’t for
that man. . . . I felt comfortable with him. . . . I actually kept a job the
longest I ever had in my life, which was for seven months. . . . He
kept me focused. I would go tell him different things that would
happen at work, everything like it was awesome. Like he was really
good.

3.4. Discrimination and critical race theory

Racial, ethnic, and sexual orientation discrimination were described
by some respondents as debilitating experiences that impacted school
engagement. Some of the former PPTs noted underscored how racism,
daily microaggressions, and overt forms of discrimination intentionally
or unintentionally created inequity in service disparities. As ex-
emplified in the quotes below, former PPTs were able to articulate how
societal norms perpetuate racism and the marginalization of people of
color. In turn, these experiences shaped how they viewed the systems
that they were involved in (schools, child welfare, and behavioral
health) - and the extent to which they engaged in those systems.

Participant A: She was African American, she was loud, and some
staff gets scared; they think if you’re loud, then you’re bad, and
that’s bias and judgmental. And I saw that she, they treated some-
one’s son not fair, the black girl that was loud, you know, um, so
they would either not try to bring up certain special job opportu-
nities for them, so like they don’t deserve it, this and that, instead of
still trying to give them a chance. Or if they didn’t like the mother,
they didn’t like her kid, and you have to watch how they treat your
kid at the day care.
Participant B: I witnessed something happen to a kid that I would
hope that someone will tell me if they saw something happen to
mine. . . . It was tough ‘cause I felt like attacking the staff; maybe
they felt I shouldn’t have told on them because they treat my kid
good, but then my kid, he’s African American, but he is light
skinned, and blue-eyed, blond hair . . . to me that’s so racist like;
also, you only treated him good because he is so different from the
rest of the babies.
Participant C: I haven’t experienced it, but I witnessed it, happening
to other girls, and I do feel so bad for them, and that’s why, you
know, in the future, that’s why I want to be a social. . . . I want to
help and be a part of fixing that problem. Because it hurts me; it’s so
wrong. Like I know some probably pretend they don’t see it; they tell
me I should be happy. I’m not happy that I’m treated different or
better because I’m white.

4. Discussion

The purpose of this research was to use the directed content analysis
approach to critically examine and identify key concepts from the rich
narratives recounted by the study’s interviewed subjects as they pertain
to existing theories of attachment, identity, self-efficacy, and critical
race. Study findings shed light on how former PPTs’ placed in foster
relate the core tenets of attachment, identity, self-efficacy, and critical
race theories to their educational experiences.

4.1. Negative attachment versus attachment enhancers

Aged-out pregnant and parenting teens’ narratives of their foster
care experiences highlight the core tenets of attachment theory, which
posits that children will develop a sense of insecurity, feelings of not
belonging, and lack of confidence in themselves in homes where the
caregiver is unreliable, uncaring, unresponsive, and unpredictable
(Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1969; Courtois, 2014). The mothers’
described feelings of loneliness and a sense of not belonging or “fitting
into” their foster and group homes. The frequent use of similes and
metaphors to accentuate their painful experiences of not feeling loved
and accepted, such as feeling like a visitor and always being on edge in
a foster home, is consistent with previous research and literature on
attachment theory. In particular, one description of a group home that
likened it to a hospital setting, with the group home staff coming and
going like a hospital staff, validates Ainsworth’s previous research on
how the inconsistency and unreliability of caregivers create insecure
attachment for children (Ainsworth et al., 1978).

The mothers’ experiences of isolation and not belonging in the foster
and group homes were explained by respondents as major contributing
factors to their school disengagement and poor educational outcomes,
building upon previous research and validating some of the core tenets
of attachment theory. Their experiences are consistent with existing
literature that discussed how children develop an internal working
model (IWM) of both negative and positive attachment conditions and
messages, which later impact behaviors, the attainment of social skills,
and academic decisions (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1969;
Courtois, 2014; Duchesne & Larose, 2007; Fass & Tubman, 2002;
Mooney, 2010).

According to Bowlby (1973, 1988), children will develop a secure
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base and sense of confidence, belongingness, and autonomy in homes
where the caregiver is loving, consistent, reliable, responsive, and
nurturing. The mothers’ narratives validate extant literature and at-
tachment theory research that have shown how nurturing and re-
sponsive caregiver-child relationships influence school engagement and
academic achievement (Fass & Tubman, 2002; Harden, 2004). Also, in
validation of attachment theory, respondents described having inner
confidence, hopefulness, a sense of security, new motivation for school
engagement, and positive educational outcomes in the foster and group
homes where they experienced love, belongingness, stability, and re-
liability with foster mothers, group home staff, and agency case-
workers.

4.2. Identity theory — stigmatization and oppression

The core tenets of identity theory are clearly revealed in the parti-
cipants narratives of their foster care experiences’ impact on school
engagement and academic outcomes. Respondents spoke repeatedly of
incidents of stigmatization and oppression while in foster care, all of
which impacted school engagement and completion, validating
Erickson’s epigenetic theory of identity versus confusion (Erikson,
1968). The theme of self-stigma or internalized stigma, as echoed in the
women’s narratives of their foster care experiences, supports previous
research on foster care stigma and its impact on adolescent identity
(Kools, 1997).

Consistent with extant literature, self-stigma, which impacts one’s
sense of self, self-efficacy, and self-esteem, is developed when in-
dividuals internalize negative messages and legitimize common ste-
reotypes and preconceived notions associated with stigma (Rose, Joe, &
Lindsey, 2011; Rüsch, Lieb, Bohus, & Corrigan, 2006). The central
messages of the mother’s feeling stigmatized for having a mental illness,
mocked for being in foster care, and shame for being a teen parent, or
being told they are a failure or dumb validate prior research on identity
theory, particularly studies that have shown how adolescents’ identity
formation is influenced by public or societal perceptions of them (Laser
& Nicotera, 2011; Paranjpe, 1975).

As noted above, respondents’ narratives are consistent with
Erikson’s theory of identity and confusion, which illuminates the ado-
lescent’s embarkation on the search for a sense of self and how the
adolescent’s negative and positive beliefs and impressions of self are
construed from familial and societal interactions (Erikson, 1963, 1968).
Aged-out pregnant and parenting teens described experiences of stig-
matization and oppression in foster care that are consistent with prior
research on stigma, which is associated with negative identity and can
impact the core sense of being and thought processes. In turn, these
circumstances can often lead to feelings of devaluation and self-stigma
(Heijnders & Van Der Meij, 2006; Kools, 1997; Rose et al., 2011;
Sengupta, Banks, Jonas, Miles, & Smith, 2011).

4.3. Self-Efficacy theory — words of encouragement versus discouragement

Social persuasion, which is one of the sources of self-efficacy theory,
posits that belief in one’s ability and competence to succeed can be
influenced by positive and realistic encouragement from others
(Bandura, 1995, 1997). Findings of this current study validate and
extend self-efficacy theory, as the narratives of the mother’s inter-
viewed revealed how words of encouragement by foster parents and
child welfare staff motivated them to go to school and to succeed, while
words of discouragement created feelings of emptiness and a sense of
ineffectiveness, inadequacy, and hopelessness, acting as barriers to
school engagement.

This is consistent with prior studies that have shown parental and
caregiver encouragement, acceptance, and warmth produce a greater
sense of self-efficacy, higher levels of school engagement and academic
performance, and healthy development among children and adoles-
cents (Chin & Kameoka, 2002; Steinberg, Lamborne, Dornbusch, &

Darling, 1992; Witkow & Fulgini, 2011).

4.4. Discrimination and critical race theory

Keywords from respondents’ narratives such as “not deserving”,
“bias”, judgmental”, “racism”, “blue-eyed”, and “blond hair” build on
critical race theory. The mother’s foster care experiences validate how
tenets of critical race theory relate to their lived experiences. Their
experiences of microaggressions and disparities in service delivery are
consistent with those found in existing literature (Bass, Shields, &
Behrman, 2004; Garcia, Kim, & DeNard, 2016).

4.5. Convergence of attachment, identity, self-efficacy and critical race
theories

The findings of this study make a unique contribution to research on
the subject by revealing the interrelatedness of attachment, identity,
self-efficacy, and critical race theories, and how they collectively en-
hance our understanding of the mothers’ foster care experiences and
academic outcomes. As exemplified in Table 1, experiences of negative
attachment, including feelings of rejection, alienation, abandonment,
yearning for love, and loneliness, according to the participants, im-
pacted their identity development. Internalized stigma often pre-
cipitated by common biases towards the mothers’, and words of dis-
couragement by caretakers exerted a negative toll on their sense of self-
efficacy. Although previous studies showed that stigma wounds self-
esteem and weakens self-efficacy (Rüsch et al., 2006; Watson, Corrigan,
Larson, & Sells, 2007), child welfare studies have not looked at the
collective impact of attachment, identity, and self-efficacy theories on
educational outcomes among PPTs. Altogether, the mothers’ narratives
do not single out one of these individual theories as solely playing a
direct role in influencing their engagement in educational processes and
academic outcomes. Rather, as the quotes in Table 1 delineate, the
integration of the tenets and main ideas of each of these theories more
fully capture their experiences.

While the utility of these theories were validated by the partici-
pants, one critical difference related to identity theory must be under-
scored. Data reveal that the tenets of Erikson (1968) epigenetic theory
of Adolescent Identity and Confusion should be adapted to incorporate
PPTs emphasis on devaluation of identify from experiences of stigma-
tization. That is, it was all too common for them to experience inter-
nalized stigma due to societal stereotypes and biases related to being
placed in foster care while pregnant and experiencing motherhood.
Grappling with learning difficulties and mental health problems placed
them further at risk of victimization and devaluation, even by their
foster care providers. Erikson’s theory, while it expands on adolescent
stage of identity and confusion, it does not delve into stigmatizing ex-
periences of PPTs that inherently may take a negative toll on their
identity engagement in school and academic performance. Tenets of
Erikson’s adolescent identity can be refined to encompass the impact of
stigma and oppression.

4.6. Limitations

As rich as the mothers’ narratives collected for this study were, re-
call bias may be a significant limitation in two ways, namely aged-out
PPTs may be unable to fully remember complex details of their past
experiences and tend to exaggerate their experiences stemming from,
perhaps, remembered frustration or pain, or, conversely, attempt to
minimize their experiences in order to suppress any painful memories.
While we concede recall bias is a limitation, the rationale for inter-
viewing women who exited the foster care for several years was to
gather data from a racially diverse pool of women who had time to
reflect upon how their foster care experiences influenced their well-
being (i.e., their sense of identity, self-efficacy, and ability to form
healthy attachments); and how, in turn, their well-being influenced

S.K. Ohene and A. Garcia Children and Youth Services Review 108 (2020) 104563

11



their educational engagement.
Scant information on the impact of racism and ethnic discrimination

on aged-out PPTs’ school engagement seems to be a limitation on this
research. As pervasive and critical an issue as racism is in American
society, further research, with a larger sample, may yield more in-
formation on the contributing role of racism and discrimination in
school disengagement. Another limitation is the fact that convenience
sampling might have limited the range of experiences we were able to
collect from the different participants, as some PPTs may have con-
sidered participating but didn’t follow through.

4.7. Implications for practice, policy, and research

4.7.1. Practice
This in-depth analysis of the pregnant and parenting teens’ narra-

tives has validated and expanded upon various tenets of attachment,
self-efficacy, identity, and critical race theories, revealing how critical it
is for child welfare agencies to meet with and work in collaboration
with PPTs in foster care in order to help promote attachment and re-
lational connections, positive identity formation, enhanced self-effi-
cacies, and racial/ethnic inclusion toward boosting school engagement.
The mothers’ narratives, for example, revealed their feelings of pa-
ralysis caused by discouraging words, which evoked feelings of in-
effectiveness and inadequacy, whereas encouraging words re-
invigorated some mothers’ and elicited the development of self-efficacy.
Therefore, collaborating with PPTs to promote the use of realistic and
encouraging words, as opposed to belittling PPTs with disparaging
words, will enhance self-efficacy development and positive identity
achievement among PPTs.

It is crucial for child welfare administrators to have regular meet-
ings with PPTs to gain first-hand insights into their needs in an effort to
help address those needs. It is also critical to invite PPTs to program
meetings to hear PPTs’ input about their own needs. Lincoln (1995)
stated, “Adults often underestimate the ability of children to be shrewd
observers, to possess insight and wisdom about what they see and hear,
and to possess internal resources we routinely underestimate” (p. 89).
One of the respondents underscored the need for the child welfare
system to support and empower PPTs instead of putting them down.
The respondent further pointed out that belittling PPTs only cripples
their abilities to better parent their children, and their children will
bear the brunt of and suffer from their parents’ incapacities and con-
tinue this debilitating cycle “until someway, somehow, somebody
breaks the cycle.”

Ongoing psycho-educational trainings and coaching, at least quar-
terly, on attachment, identity, self-efficacy, and critical race theories
should be promoted among educators, foster parents and child welfare
staff to help increase their understanding of these conceptual frame-
works. Their understanding may foster healthy attachment relation-
ships among youth in foster care, boost positive identity formation, and
increase competencies and self-efficacies. Part of the training may in-
clude offering tips and strategies on how to tailor assessments that are
informed by the core tenets and principles of these theories.
Responders, for example, must be encouraged and trained to ask
questions that (1) assess attachment histories and patterns, (2) illicit
experiences of stigma and oppression that play a fundamental role in
identity development, and (3) unravel to what extent these experiences
influence self-efficacy. This holistic assessment may then help them
develop evidence-informed strategies to address factors cited herein
that hinder academic engagement among current and former PPTs in
foster care.

Self-stigma was reported to be a major problem and needs serious
attention from child welfare administrators and stakeholders. Training
staff and mentoring them on how to mitigate negative self-stigmas
among PPTs in foster care are necessary to build a generation that feels

empowered and has a strong sense of self and feels valued and be-
longing in society.

4.7.2. Policy
The mothers’ narratives revealed a pattern of school disengagement

and poor academic outcomes as a result of numerous foster and group
home placements. Thus, instability or lack of permanence influenced
academic outcomes. It is therefore important that child welfare ad-
ministrators enforce Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 2015), which
specifies that unless it is deemed not to be in the child’s interest and
well-being, children should be able to continue with their original
school prior to placement. School stability will go a long way in fos-
tering academic success among PPTs.

The formation of foster youth advisory boards should be encouraged
to lend a legal voice to pregnant and parenting teens and all children in
foster care. Policies that recognize the unified voice of foster children
should be implemented to improve the increasing challenges and pro-
blems of the foster care system. As with work unions and advisory
boards (Ferris & Stein, 2014), foster care government would serve to
empower foster children and help them fight for recognition, their
human rights, and social justice.

4.7.3. Research
Further research on racial and ethnic discrimination is necessary to

determine the extent to which it impacts school engagement of PPTs in
foster care and to shed more light on how to combat and address it.
Future studies on discriminatory practices toward LGBTQ youth in
foster care and their effects on educational outcomes should be un-
dertaken, as participants in this study revealed experiences of LGBTQ
discrimination. Moreover, researchers should explore the impact of
Every Student Succeeds Act, (ESSA, 2015) on PPTs academic outcomes.
Namely, efforts should be devoted to identifying how effective ESSA is
on holding school staff accountable to providing PPTs equal opportu-
nities to thrive in school. Finally, research is needed to integrate the
stories of PPTs formerly placed in foster care with that of their relatives,
caregivers, and service providers.

4.8. Conclusion

This study showed the extent to which mothers’ narratives of mo-
therhood while in foster care validate attachment, identity, self-effi-
cacy, and critical race theories, particularly as they pertain to the en-
hancement and inhibition of school engagement among PPTs formerly
placed in foster care. This study also adds to the limited research into
how the issues addressed by these theories collectively impact educa-
tional outcomes among the target population, while proposing best
clinical practices, policy improvements, and further research toward
the goal of fostering healthy attachment relations, developing a positive
sense of self-identity, and enhancing self-efficacy among PPTs in foster
care. The study also provides impetus to advance research into identi-
fying how racial and ethnic discrimination may impact school en-
gagement and school or vocational achievement among PPTs in care.
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Appendix A. Demographic questionnaire and in-depth interview guide

B. In-depth interview guide
Introductory – Pregnancy and parenting experience

1. Describe what your experience has been like from the time you realized that you were pregnant while in foster care and until you aged out of
foster care.

2. How did your experience of being pregnant and or parenting teen affect your school attendance?

Module 1: Factors related to school engagement and educational outcomes among PPTs in foster care

3. What motivated you to go to school while in foster care? What did not motivate you to attend school?
4. In what ways did your group home or your foster home environment impact your education?

(a) What were conditions that contributed to your school engagement?
(b) What were the not too favorable conditions that contributed to your lack of school engagement?
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(c) What factors impacted your educational outcomes or well-being (e.g., attendance, grades, aspirations to further educational trajectory)
(d) How would you say the foster home or group home influenced your decision to stay engaged in school and your overall educational

outcomes?

Module II: Attachment Theory and educational engagement/outcomes among PPTs of color

5. Describe your relationship with your parents or guardians before you were placed in foster care? In what ways did they influence your motivation
to attend school and your educational outcomes?
Prompt: Tell me about a single episode that you felt a sense of belongingness in your foster home or group home? How did this episode impact
your motivation to attend school and your educational outcomes?
Prompt: Tell me about a single episode that made you not feel accepted in the foster home or group home? How did this episode impact your
motivation to attend school and your educational outcomes?

6. Describe your relationship with your foster parents? In what ways did they influence your motivation to attend school and your educational
outcomes?

7. Describe your relationship with social workers and other professionals. In what ways did they influence your motivation to attend school and
your educational outcomes?

8. Tell me about the people that supported you prior to aging out of foster care. How did they contribute to your school engagement and outcomes?
9. Tell me about the people that supported you while you were pregnant. How did they contribute to your school engagement and outcomes?

Module III: Identity Theory and educational engagement/outcomes among PPTs of color

10. Tell me how being a pregnant and parenting mother in foster care impacted your identify and well-being. How did your relationship with your
foster parents, caseworkers, staff, and/or other professionals affect your identity

11. How did any changes in identity influence your motivation to attend school and achieve good educational outcomes?
12. In what ways did your educational experience impact your identity?

Module IV: Self-Efficacy Theory and educational engagement/outcomes among PPTs of color

13. How do you understand words of encouragement? Describe how important it is from your perspective
Prompt: Can you tell me about a single episode that you received positive and constructive feedback on an action you took while in care as a
pregnant or parenting teen? How did this episode impact your motivation to attend school and your educational outcomes?
Prompt: Can you tell me of a single episode where you received negative feedback on an action you took while in care as a pregnant or parenting
teen and what were your reactions? How did this episode impact your motivation to attend school and your educational outcomes?

Module IV: Experiences of perceived racism, macroaggressions, and discrimination

14. Think about a time in foster care when you might have experienced some form of racism or felt discriminated against by a childcare worker,
social worker, therapist, foster parent, or teacher? Would you be willing to describe one incident? If so, how would you describe your feelings?
How this experience and other experiences like these might impacted your identity and self-worth? How might they have impacted your school
engagement and educational outcomes? Conclusion

15. Since you aged out of care, have you gone back to school? If so, tell me what your interest are and what you hope to do in the future. If not, tell
me if you hope to go back to school.

16. What are your future academic or career plans?
17. Do you have anything else to tell me?

Thank you for taking time off your busy schedule to interview with me. Are there any questions you would like me to ask me before we bring this
interview to an end?
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