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A B S T R A C T

There is ample evidence that experiencing foster care in childhood often predicts grim outcomes in adulthood,
including under-education and resulting poverty and dysfunction. However, little is known about the exact
mechanisms through which foster care corrodes academic trajectories, specifically. The current study uses a
nationally representative sample of adolescent foster youth (i.e., NSCAW II) to test a model of the influences of
placement-related factors on school engagement – namely, foster youth’s perceptions of security in their foster
placements, their reports of education-specific involvement by foster caregivers, and the mediating potential of
adolescents’ expectations for their future. Results indicate that adolescents’ feelings of “placement security” were
linked to their future expectations of positive life outcomes and, ultimately, school engagement. Results also
suggest that while educational involvement by foster caregivers was not important for future expectations or
social school engagement, it may be related to the more explicitly cognitive aspects of school engagement (i.e.,
assignment completion, effort, etc.). These findings offer insight into relations between foster care-specific
factors and school engagement – a known predictor of academic achievement and eventual educational at-
tainment. Implications for future research and practice are discussed.

1. Introduction

Each year, hundreds of thousands of youth are removed from abu-
sive and neglectful homes and served by the U.S. foster care system, and
these numbers have steadily risen – from 638,041 in fiscal year 2013 to
690,548 in 2017 (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
2018). Unfortunately, however, evidence suggests that the adult lives of
these children are not spared. Studies have found that by their mid-
twenties, nearly half of former foster youth (also called “foster care
alumni”, “alumni of care”, or “alumni”, for short) are unemployed or
severely under-employed (e.g., Okpych & Courtney, 2014), and many
report significant financial hardship (e.g., Courtney, Dworsky, Lee, &
Raap, 2010). Those who are employed make significantly less than their
non-fostered peers each year, on average (Courtney et al., 2010), and
are less likely to have full-time positions or jobs that carry benefits, such
as paid vacation or health insurance (Courtney et al., 2007). Over 80%
of male alumni are arrested in adulthood and over 60% are convicted of
a crime, compared to 17% and 10% of males in the general population,
respectively (Courtney et al., 2007). Over 70% of female and 30% of
male alumni receive need-based public assistance – a number that

jumps to nearly 90% for custodial parents – and all are more likely than
their peers to experience homelessness (Courtney et al., 2010; Pecora
et al., 2006). Further, about 10% of children born to former foster youth
will enter foster care themselves, perpetuating this ruinous cycle
(Courtney et al., 2010).

In attempting to discern why outcomes for former foster youth are
often grim, extensive literature points to educational deficits as one
primary factor exacerbating life-course risks. Large representative stu-
dies have indicated poor educational outcomes for children in foster
care (e.g., Programs, 2005; Courtney et al., 2010). Further, these stu-
dies have deemed former foster youth an educationally vulnerable
population, reporting alarming numbers without a high school diploma
or GED (20–50%), and a mere 7% with two years of college education
(Courtney et al., 2007, 2010; Pecora et al., 2006). Decades of research
reinforce the many benefits of higher levels of education, which include
lower reliance on public assistance, increased earning power, lower
chances of incarceration, and better overall health (Baum, Ma, & Payea,
2010). A large-scale study of older youth transitioning from foster care
found that a four- or even two-year degree predicted sizable benefits for
earnings and employment, and obtaining even just a high school
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diploma predicted greater earning power (Okpych & Courtney, 2014).
Despite this knowledge and despite the large investments in interven-
tions for foster children, the literature to date has largely failed to
identify the mechanisms behind these dismal educational outcomes.
While prior efforts have implicated lower educational attainment as a
likely culprit for poor outcomes for alumni of care, and have even
suggested foster placement to be an additional risk factor for maltreated
children, these studies do not tell us why these educational deficits exist
or how they occur. The present study takes an important step toward
addressing this gap by exploring two potential sources of these deficits
in foster youth: foster caregivers’ education-specific involvement and
foster youths’ feelings of security in foster placements. Further, we
explore the potential for adolescent’s expectations of positive life out-
comes (i.e., academic and economic success in adulthood) to mediate
associations between these placement-related influences and school
engagement – a reliable and malleable predictor of educational success.

1.1. Foster placement and educational outcomes

Prior studies of foster home characteristics have deemed foster
placement an additional risk factor for already-vulnerable children
(e.g., Bruskas, 2008; Zetlin & Weinberg, 2004). Compared with their
peers, foster youth often exhibit lower grades and test scores, more
absences, and greater chances of being placed in special education
classes (e.g., Kirk & Day, 2011; Wiegmann, Putnam-Hornstein, Barrat,
Magruder, & Needell, 2014). While studies have found that 70–95% of
foster youth say they hope to go to college (McMillen, Auslander, Elze,
White, & Thompson, 2003; Rassen, Cooper, & Mery, 2010), only about
10% of former foster youth enroll in post-secondary institutions at all,
with a smaller percentage leaving with a degree (Courtney et al., 2010).

While prior studies have explored relations between characteristics
of foster placements and foster children’s academically-threatening
behavior, the links between foster placement-specific factors and edu-
cational outcomes for foster youth remain unclear (Orme & Buehler,
2001). Correlational research has suggested that foster children’s edu-
cational outcomes are affected by mid-school-year moves, the inability
to transfer credits between schools, reduced attendance due to court
dates and adjustments to new homes, and disjointed school experiences
(Barrat & Berliner, 2013; Bruskas, 2008; Kools & Kennedy, 2003; Zetlin,
Weinberg, & Kimm, 2005) – all of which may lead to general dis-
satisfaction or disengagement with school. While these disruptions
caused by movement between placements are prevalent and proble-
matic for foster youth, experiences within foster placement settings are
also important to understand, as, of course, youth typically spend more
time in placements than moving between them (Orme & Buehler,
2001).

1.2. Educational involvement by caregivers

Investigations into the predictors of children’s academic success
have long found caregivers’ educational involvement to be critical in
promoting learning and positive school-related adjustment (e.g., Day &
Dotterer, 2018; Fan & Williams, 2010; Henderson, 1987; Hill, Tyson, &
Bromell, 2009; Lee & Smith, 1999). Caregivers’ education-specific in-
volvement includes actions such as helping with homework, having
conversations about school and assignments, or even being involved
with school programming. Prior research has found that caregivers with
various demographic characteristics (i.e., race, level of education, and
socioeconomic status) exhibit differing levels of educational support
and involvement in their children’s schooling, and have even found
these differences to factor into achievement gaps among elementary
school children (e.g., Lee & Bowen, 2006). While there has been much
less work investigating the effects of educational involvement among
foster parents specifically, existing work suggests that foster parents’
educational involvement may help to buffer against the negative effects
of foster care to support educational functioning for foster youth (e.g.,

Bass, 2017; Wells, 2006). Further supporting this point is a series of
small qualitative studies of college-educated or enrolled adults who
experienced foster care as children or adolescents. Many of these
alumni attributed their educational achievements (and overall adjust-
ment) to support and structure provided by foster caregivers (Morton,
2015; Rios, 2009; Schofield, 2002). Unfortunately, studies of foster
families have often reported uniquely complex family dynamics that are
often largely authoritarian or rigid, possibly due to frequent turnover of
household members (i.e., foster children) and the many and unique
needs (i.e., emotional, behavioral, or financial) of children in the home
(Garcia, Pecora, Harachi, & Aisenberg, 2012; Orme & Buehler, 2001).
Overall, however, little has been done to explore the roles of temporary
foster caregivers in shaping educational achievement among the foster
youth in their care.

1.3. Placement security

Despite the poor environments that might lead to the removal of a
child from his or her family of origin, being separated from primary
caregivers and placed in foster care can be, on its own, incredibly
stressful and disorienting. As such, foster children are prone to pro-
blematic emotional and behavioral expressions that can interfere with
adjustment and progress – both in their foster placements and in school
settings (Sawyer, Carbone, Searle, & Robinson, 2007; Van Andel,
Grietens, Strijker, Van der Gaag, & Knorth, 2012). Multiple studies of
foster youth well-being have shown better educational and overall ad-
justment in foster youth with greater placement stability, and among
those placed in supportive, child-centered home environments
(Clemens, Klopfenstein, LaIonde, & Tis, 2018; Orme & Buehler, 2001;
Pecora et al., 2006). Studies of foster family functioning report devel-
opmental consequences of weak attachments to foster caregivers, fre-
quent placement disruptions, and unsupportive or authoritarian home
environments – all of which can be considered forms of placement-re-
lated insecurities (Garcia et al., 2012; Orme & Buehler, 2001). These
studies find that children who report low levels of security in their
foster placements (i.e., are threatened with being moved, feel as though
their placement is temporary, do not feel like part of the family, or do
not feel cared for by their foster caregivers) show higher levels of
academically-threatening problem behaviors (i.e., internalizing and
externalizing behaviors).

The authors of a meta-analysis of placement-related interventions
for foster children concluded that it is important that children feel
welcome, secure, and well-understood in their foster placements, and
that it is vital to address feelings of uncertainty related to permanency
of placement (Van Andel et al., 2012). While the aforementioned stu-
dies are not necessarily specific to educational outcomes, they suggest
that feelings of insecurity specific to foster placements have negative
impacts on adjustment in general. Further, college-educated alumni
have reported that feelings of belonging and family membership were
highly important to their adjustment in long-term foster placements
(Schofield, 2002), offering evidence for the importance of placement
security in long-term adjustment and eventual educational attainment.
These findings are consistent with the propositions of the emotional
security hypothesis of Davies and Cummings (1994) – namely, that the
overall adjustment and long-term well-being of children are contingent
upon feeling secure in important contexts of their social ecology, in-
cluding in relationships within their families and households.

1.4. School engagement and future expectations

Promoting educational attainment requires a thorough under-
standing of the constructs that present in school-aged children and lead
to eventual educational attainment as adults (i.e., high school creden-
tial and post-secondary degrees). For foster youth in particular, who
typically experience frequent moves and repeated grades, and whose
school performance records are often incomplete or even incorrect
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(e.g., Barrat & Berliner, 2013), it may be important to focus on pre-
dictors that show increased malleability over traditional performance
metrics (i.e., those that can be reliably guided by intervention). Chil-
dren’s school engagement has garnered much attention as an important
predictor of academic achievement and overall attainment that holds
across different levels of economic and social advantage (e.g., Appleton,
Christenson, & Furlong, 2008). For foster youth in particular, school
engagement has emerged as protective against academically-threa-
tening problem behaviors, to which foster youth are prone (e.g.,
Mihalec-Adkins & Cooley, 2019). School engagement is conceptualized
as a multidimensional construct, comprising social, behavioral, and
cognitive components, where social and behavioral engagement en-
compass student conduct and relationship-building in school settings,
and the cognitive component of engagement refers to students’ aca-
demic investment and motivations (see Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris,
2004). Overall, school engagement is widely accepted as being malle-
able or responsive to contextual influence (e.g. Fredricks et al.), making
it an attractive candidate for interventions. One study suggested cog-
nitive components of engagement to be greater in foster youth, com-
pared with maltreated youth who remained in home (Font & Maguire-
Jack, 2013), however we know little about whether and how school
engagement differs between foster youth, perhaps as a function of
placement-related influences.

Similarly, school-aged children’s and adolescents’ expectations of
future attainment and success have been found to relate positively with
academic performance (Boxer, Goldstein, DeLorenzo, Savoy, &
Mercado, 2011) and eventual educational attainment (e.g., Beal &
Crockett, 2010; Ou & Reynolds, 2008). One study of adolescents from
underrepresented racial and ethnic groups found that future expecta-
tions – particularly those related to educational attainment – were
positively related to academic achievement (Cunningham, Corprew, &
Becker, 2009). However, there have been no identifiable efforts to in-
vestigate the relations between future expectations of positive life
outcomes and school engagement among youth in foster care, specifi-
cally. Similarly, we were unable to find published research that looked
at possible influences on school engagement that may work “through”
future expectations of positive outcomes or attainment. However, the
idea that aspirations or future expectations of achievement might drive
effort and engagement is consistent with some prior research with
former foster youth (e.g., Neal, 2018) as well as the underlying spirit of
Hope Theory (Snyder et al., 1991, 2002a, 2000b, 2000c; Snyder, 1994).
Snyder defined “hope” as a strengths-based psychological construct
comprised of an individual’s abilities to: (1) clearly conceive of goals,
(2) formulate specific strategies required to achieve these goals, and (3)
launch and sustain the necessary motivation to employ those strategies.
In studies of the educational utility of Snyder’s conceptualization of
hope, researchers have found evidence for hope as a strong predictor of
academic outcomes, including grade point average and grades, as well
as more ambitious academic goals and expectations (e.g., Snyder et al.,
1991, 1997). One of the early studies of hope found that individuals
who endorsed greater hope-related thinking were more optimistic, fo-
cused on successes rather than failures in pursuit of their imagined

goals, developed more life goals, and were more likely to perceive
themselves as able to overcome potential roadblocks that may arise
(Snyder et al., 1997). Further, researchers have noted that foster
youth’s hopes and expectations for their future achievement are influ-
enced by a variety of social factors, including home environments and
support from adults (Neal, 2018).

2. Present study

While studies have suggested time spent in foster placement to be an
additional education-specific risk factor for maltreated children, ex-
isting studies do not tell us why these educational deficits exist or how
they might occur (Orme & Buehler, 2001). The present study focused on
how within-placement variables (i.e., feelings of placement security and
educational support provided by caregivers) relate to positive future
expectations and educational engagement among foster youth. Our
overarching goal was to test a model in which foster youth’s placement
security and educational involvement by foster caregivers relate to their
future expectations of positive life outcomes, and ultimately to their
engagement with school (i.e., both social engagement and cognitive
engagement). As there has been little work done toward developing a
model to explain the psychosocial mechanisms contributing to educa-
tional deficits among foster youth, this research is largely exploratory in
nature. Our specific hypotheses were as follows:

(1) Placement security and caregivers’ educational involvement will be
positively correlated, such that higher levels of placement security
will be associated with higher levels of educational involvement of
caregivers.

(2) Placement security will be positively associated with future ex-
pectations, such that children who report more placement security
will report more positive future expectations of attainment.

(3) Similarly, caregivers’ educational involvement will be positively
associated with future expectations, such that children who report
receiving more educational involvement by foster caregivers will
report more future expectations of positive life outcomes.

(4) Placement security will have positive direct and respective indirect
effects on foster children’s school engagement (i.e., both compo-
nents), via future expectations. That is, higher levels of placement
security will be associated with more positive future expectations of
attainment, which will, in turn, be associated with higher levels of
both domains of school engagement.

(5) Caregiver educational involvement will have positive direct and
respective indirect effects on foster children’s school engagement
(i.e., both components), via future expectations. That is, higher
levels of adolescent-reported education-specific involvement by
caregivers will be associated with more positive future expectations
of attainment, which will, in turn, be associated with higher levels
of both domains of school engagement. The hypothesized/con-
ceptual model is provided in Fig. 1 below.

Fig. 1. Conceptual model.
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3. Methods

3.1. Participants and data collection

This study used data from the second cohort of the National Survey
of Child and Adolescent Well-being (NSCAW II). NSCAW I was the first
nationally-representative, longitudinal survey of children and families
who were subjects of investigation by Child Protective Services (CPS) in
the U.S. (Dowd et al., 2004). For NSCAW I, children were sampled using
a two-stage random sampling strategy – first randomly selecting sam-
pling units (i.e., 97 counties in 36 states), then randomly sampling
children involved with agencies in selected counties. Sampling for
NSCAW II involved investigators contacting counties that agreed to
participate in NSCAW I – most of which agreed to participate again,
resulting in a final total sample of 5873 children from 83 counties na-
tionwide. For this study, we extracted a subsample of adolescent youth
who were living in out-of-home care and attending school at the first
wave (March 2008–September 2009) of data collection (total N= 618).
Data used in the present study were collected during individual in-
school interviews with foster youth. Items assessing future expectations
were only asked of youth aged 11 years and older, and items assessing
placement security were not asked of youth in group/residential care
settings, bringing the final sample for the full models to 215 adolescents
(i.e., between 11 and 17 years of age; M = 13.91 years,
SD = 1.82 years). On average, youth in our sample had been in their
foster placements for a relatively short period, with 80.3% placed for
7 months or less, and 83.7% for one year or less. More complete de-
mographic information for youth in the final sample is presented in
Table 1 below.

3.2. Measures

3.2.1. Placement security
Placement security was measured using a latent variable comprised

of four items from the “Questions for Children in Out of Home Care”
scale from the University of California at Berkeley Foster Care Study
(Berrick, Frasch, & Fox, 2000), administered as part of the interviews
conducted with each child flagged as being in out-of-home care at the
time of the interview. Items were selected for this study based on their
relevance to adolescents’ perceptions of security in the permanency or
relative stability of their foster placement/caregiver. Each item was
answered with a response of “yes” (1) or “no” (0). Specific items (i.e.,
comprising this and all other latent variables) are provided in Table 2.
Results of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) revealed strong fit for this
latent variable and are available in Table 3.

3.2.2. Caregiver educational involvement
Educational involvement by foster caregivers was measured with a

latent variable comprised of four youth-reported “yes/no” items ad-
ministered as part of NSCAW-developed instruments to assess children’s
perceived closeness to and relationships with their foster caregivers
(i.e., “Closeness to Caregiver (CL)” and “Relationship with Caregiver
(RC)” subscales; Dowd et al., 2004). Similar to placement security,
items for the current study were selected based on their relevance to the
construct of interest – in this case, to the education-specific involve-
ment by their primary foster caregiver (i.e., “Caregiver A”). Results of
CFA indicated excellent fit for the latent variable (see Table 3).

3.2.3. Future expectations (of achievement/positive life outcomes)
Future expectations were measured with a latent variable comprised

of 3 items from the Expectations about Employment, Education, and
Life Span section from the Adolescent Health Survey (Bearman, Jones,
& Udry, 1997). Response options were presented as a 5-point Likert-
type scale ranging from “0: No chance” to “4: It will happen”.

Table 1
Sample demographics.

N %

Race/Ethnicity
Black, non-Hispanic 71 33.0%
White, non-Hispanic 68 31.6%
Hispanic 51 23.7%
Other 32 10.1%

Sex
Male 100 46.5%
Female 115 53.5%

Out-of-Home Placement Type
Non-kinship foster care 116 54.0%
Formal kinship care 51 23.7%
Informal kinship care 42 19.5%
Other placement 6 2.8%

Table 2
Descriptive statistics for all items comprising latent variables.

N Range M SD

Placement Security (PS)
I feel like part of the family. 204 0,1 0.95 0.22
I can keep living here next year. 186 0,1 0.72 0.45
I like the people I live with. 213 0,1 0.93 0.26
I can live here until I am an adult. 202 0,1 0.83 0.38

Caregiver Educational Involvement (CEI)
In the past 4 weeks, have you had a talk with your

caregiver about a personal problem you were
having?

208 0,1 0.61 0.49

In the past 4 weeks, have you talked about your
school work or grades with [caregiver]?

210 0,1 0.78 0.42

In the past 4 weeks, have you worked on a project for
school with [caregiver]?

207 0,1 0.26 0.44

In the past 4 weeks, have you talked with [caregiver]
about other things you’re doing in school?

208 0,1 0.65 0.47

Future Expectations (FE)
What do you think are the chances you will graduate

from high school?
210 0–4 3.4 0.94

What do you think are the chances you will live to be
at least 35?

212 0–4 3.33 0.92

What do you think are the chances you will get a
good job someday?

213 0–4 3.17 0.95

School Engagement – Social (SE1)
How often do you enjoy being in school? 215 0–3 1.96 0.89
How often do you hate being in school?* 215 0–3 1.98 0.77
How often do you get along with other students? 215 0–3 2.33 0.80
How often do you get sent to the office or have to stay

after school because you misbehaved?*
214 0–3 2.62 0.64

How often do you get along with your teachers? 0–3 2.33 0.82

School Engagement – Cognitive (SE2)
How often do you try to do your best work in school? 215 0–3 2.38 0.74
How often do you find your class interesting? 215 0–3 1.69 0.85
How often do you listen carefully or pay attention in

school?
215 0–3 2.13 0.82

How often do you get your homework done? 213 0–3 2.22 0.88
How often do you fail to complete or turn in your

assignments?*
215 0–3 1.87 0.85

Note: *indicates items that were reverse-coded; Note: one poorly-loading item
was removed from SE2 – i.e., “How often do you find school work too hard to
understand?”

Table 3
Fit indices for latent variable CFAs.

χ2 (p) df CFI TLI RMSEA (90% C.I.) SRMR

PS CFA 6.03 (0.049) 2 0.986 0.958 0.10 (0.01/0.19) 0.094
CEI CFA 0.85 (0.65) 2 1.00 1.159 0.00 (0.00/0.09) 0.045
SE1 CFA 12.67 (0.03) 5 0.957 0.914 0.09 (0.03/0.14) 0.066
SE2 CFA 15.40 (0.01) 5 0.952 0.904 0.10 (0.05/0.16) 0.050
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3.2.4. School engagement
School engagement was assessed in NSCAW with eleven self-re-

ported items from the Drug Free Schools (DFSCA) Outcome Study
Questions (U.S. Department of Education: Office of the Under Secretary,
n.d.) self-report scale. For this study, we created two sub-components of
school engagement: social school engagement (SE1) and cognitive
school engagement (SE2) – per the arguments of Fredricks et al. (2004)
regarding the value of multidimensional conceptualizations and mea-
sures of school engagement. All items asked students to respond using
4-point Likert-type scales, ranging from “Never” to “Almost always”.
CFA fit statistics were adequate and are provided in Table 3.

3.2.5. Adolescent-level covariates
We explored several potential covariates related to adolescent and

caregiver characteristics, however, most were not associated with
constructs of interest. Thus, path models only explicitly accounted for
youth age, race/ethnicity, and sex. All covariates were represented with
respective “derived and recoded variables” included with NSCAW,
which have been created by triangulating information from child-,
caregiver-, and caseworker-report instruments (0 = female, 1 = male).
Child race/ethnicity was measured with one NSCAW-derived variable
that categorizes participants into one of the following categories: White
Non-Hispanic, Black Non-Hispanic, Hispanic, or Other. Age is reported
in years.

3.3. Data analysis

Latent variables were used to measure all constructs of interest (i.e.,
placement security, caregiver-provided educational support, future ex-
pectations, and cognitive and social school engagement), as these
constructs were not intended in the original data collection and were
constructed using a subset of items from various scales administered in
the NSCAW II for use in the present study. As such, confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) was used to validate measures of the latent variables. We
then fit a measurement model (Model 1) to the data before testing the
hypothesized model (Models 2–4) using latent variable path modeling.
In the full structural path model, we tested associations between two
endogenous latent variables (cognitive school engagement and social
school engagement) and two latent exogenous variables (placement
security and educational involvement of foster caregivers), with one
latent variable as an indirect facilitator of these relations (future ex-
pectations). Fig. 1 depicts the conceptual model.

All analyses were conducting using the WLSMV estimator – a robust
weighted least squares approach that does not assume normality and is
recommended for modeling categorical data (Brown, 2006; Muthén,
1984). CFI and TLI fit indices, the root-mean-squared-error-of-approx-
imation (RMSEA), as well as chi-square test of model fit were used to
assess model fit. Appropriate sample weights were included in all
analyses (i.e., “NANALWT”), per NSCAW II documentation for analysis
of baseline wave data. SPSS 24 (Corp, 2016) was used for data cleaning
and coding, and Mplus 8 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998, 2012) was used for
model building and testing. Respondents who did not answer any of the
four placement security items were excluded from the study (i.e., 52
youth). Other missing items were addressed using Full Information
Maximum Likelihood (FIML). Table 2 below provides details on each
item comprising each of the five latent variables used in this study

4. Results

4.1. CFA analyses

CFA was used to assess the performance of the 4-item placement
security (PS) latent variable, and results suggested adequate fit.
Similarly, we conducted a CFA using the four self-reported items
comprising the latent variable measuring caregiver educational in-
volvement (CEI), which returned excellent fit. Finally, we conducted

CFAs for the two latent school engagement variables (social school
engagement – SE1, and cognitive school engagement – SE2). Fit indices
for all CFA models are presented in Table 3 below. CFA statistics are not
provided for the future expectations variable (FE), as CFAs can only be
produce statistics for over-identified models (i.e., more than 3 items are
required to obtain statistics). However, the FE variable performs well in
the measurement model (Model 1), and was therefore retained.

4.2. Measurement model

Before testing the hypothesized structural model, we first fit a
measurement model with all 5 latent variables together (Model 1) to
the data. Fit indices for the overall measurement model indicated
adequate fit and are presented in Table 4 below. Consistent with Hy-
pothesis 1, placement security and caregiver educational involvement
were significantly correlated (r = 0.358, p = 0.007). Further, the two
components of school engagement – social engagement (SE1) and
cognitive engagement (SE2) –were significantly correlated at r= 0.690
(p < .001).

4.3. Path models

After finding acceptable fit for the overall measurement model
(Model 1), we tested the originally hypothesized structural model
(Model 2), controlling for adolescent race/ethnicity and sex. Consistent
with Hypothesis 2, placement security was significantly positively as-
sociated with future expectations (β = 0.356, p = .002). Hypothesis 3
was not supported – future expectations were not significantly asso-
ciated with caregiver educational involvement (β = −0.348,
p = .103). In support of Hypothesis 4, results from Model 2 indicate a
statistically significant total effect of placement security on social en-
gagement (β = 0.360, p < .001), carried by the significant indirect
effect (i.e., via future expectations; β = 0.273, p = .002), as the direct
effect was not significant (β = 0.239, p = .132). The total effect of
placement security on cognitive school engagement was also significant
(β = 0.471, p = .014). Again, the direct effect was not significant
(β = 0.260, p = .139), but the indirect effect via future expectations
emerged as significant (β = 0.137, p = .001). Caregiver educational
involvement had no direct (β = 0.055, p = .747), or indirect effects on
social engagement via future expectations (β = −0.177, p = .102),
rendering the total effect of caregiver involvement on social engage-
ment insignificant (β = −0.122, p = .542). Similarly, caregiver edu-
cational involvement had no direct (β = 0.075, p = .740) or indirect
effects on cognitive engagement (β = −0.136, p = .087), making for
an insignificant total effect (β = −0.061, p = .804). The effects of
future expectations on both social (β = 0.658, p < .001) and cognitive
engagement (β = 0.385, p < .001) were both positive and highly
significant. Parameter estimates for Model 2 are shown in Fig. 2 below.

As an emergent, exploratory effort, we subsequently tested two
additional alternative models: Model 3, in which the latent caregiver
educational involvement variable (along with all relevant paths) was
dropped from the model, and Model 4, in which the latent placement
security variable (along with all relevant paths) was dropped from the
model (see Figs. 3 and 4 below, respectively). Our emergent goal was to

Table 4
Model fit for Models 1–4.

χ2 (p) df CFI TLI RMSEA (90% C.I.) SRMR

Model 1 249.44 (0.004) 179 0.874 0.852 0.043 (0.029/0.055) 0.159
Model 2 373.35 (0.000) 269 0.857 0.832 0.042 (0.032/0.052) 0.198
Model 3 294.54 (0.000) 183 0.859 0.830 0.053 (0.042/0.064) 0.193
Model 4 246.20 (0.001) 183 0.900 0.879 0.040 (0.026/0.052) 0.165

Note: Model 1 is the baseline measurement model, Model 2 is the full path
model, Model 3 is a path model that does not include CEI (i.e., PS-only), and
Model 4 is a path model that does not include PS (i.e., CEI-only).
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assess the overall impact of each respective predictor without control-
ling for the other. Further, our exploratory hypotheses, respectively,
were that Models 3 or 4 may return improved model fit over Model 2, as
a result of more parsimonious models. Results of Model 3 (shown in
Table 4) indicated model fit similar to that of Model 2, and therefore
does not suggest overall model improvement by dropping caregiver
educational involvement from the model. Unlike what we observed in
Model 2, path analysis of Model 3 indicated that placement security had
strong, positive direct (β = 0.274, p = .004) and indirect (β = 0.174,
p = .001) effects on social engagement – making for a significant total
effect (β = 0.449, p < .001). Similarly, placement security had a
significant direct effect on cognitive engagement in Model 3
(β = 0.308, p = .002), and the significant and positive indirect effect
via future expectations from Model 2 again persisted in Model 3
(β = 0.132, p = .001; total effect: β = 0.441, p < .001). Again, the
effects of future expectations on both components of school engage-
ment emerged as significant (social: β = 0.529, p < .001; cognitive:
β = 0.370, p < .001) (see Table 5).

As in Model 2, Model 4 results showed no significant direct or in-
direct effects of caregiver educational involvement on social (total ef-
fect: β = 0.146, p = .224) or cognitive school engagement (β = 0.203,
p = .217; see Table 6 for complete results). However, as was observed
in Models 2 and 3, the effects of future expectations on both social
(β = 0.599, p < .001) and cognitive engagement (β = 0.488,
p < 0.001) persisted as positive and highly significant.

Fit indices (displayed in Table 4 below) for Model 3 were compar-
able to those of Model 2, and is a more parsimonious model. Fit indices
for Model 4 were slightly technically superior to those of Models 2 and
3, but the differences are not meaningful – particularly given the con-
sistent, significant effects of placement security in Models 2 and 3, and
the lack of empirical or theoretical rationale for the superiority of
Model 4 over Model 2. Thus, we conclude that Model 4 is not superior
to the original full structural model that also accounts for adolescents’
placement security (Model 2), and that there may be an argument for
Model 3 as more useful, given the consistent lack of findings related to
caregiver educational involvement. Respective changes in chi-square
estimates should not be used to comparatively evaluate these models, as
they are not nested models; as such, chi-square change values were not

calculated. Model fit for all models suggested adequate, but less than
excellent fit, which will be addressed in subsequent efforts – no further
modifications could be made to the present models.

5. Discussion

This study tested a model of placement-related psychosocial influ-
ences on one important indicator of educational adjustment for foster
youth. Results indicated that placement security – that is, feelings of
security, stability, and belongingness within foster placements – may be
important for boosting foster youth’s future expectations of positive life
outcomes, which were, in turn, associated with greater school en-
gagement. These findings are consistent with prior research on the
positive effects of general home-life stability for foster youth’s overall
adjustment (e.g., Orme & Buehler, 2001; Pecora et al., 2006; Van Andel
et al., 2012). While there is little extant research on perceived place-
ment security as an important factor in foster youth adjustment, it
makes sense that a child’s insecurities and uncertainties about their
living arrangements and relationships with their biological and foster
families may inhibit meaningful engagement in cognitively and socially
demanding tasks, such as appropriate interactions and classroom par-
ticipation – possibly via their expectations of life events to come. As we
only consistently observed indirect effects of placement security on
school engagement (i.e., direct effects were significant in Model 3 but
not Model 2), the strongest finding related to placement security may
be its ability to boost adolescents’ positive future expectations, which
were consistently positively associated with both components of school
engagement in all models.

Concerning foster caregivers’ educational involvement, results of
our study do not provide consistent support for the hypothesis (based
loosely on prior research with former foster youth; e.g., Schofield,
2002) that educational involvement by foster caregivers is universally
important for expectations of future attainment and subsequent aca-
demic engagement. One possible explanation for the lack of significant
findings related to caregiver educational involvement in this study is
that is that the items did not tap into the nature of the interactions in
which foster children and their caregivers talk about or work on school
assignments. For instance, if foster caregivers express negativity about

Fig. 2. Latent variable path model diagram with parameter estimates (Model 2).

Fig. 3. Latent variable path model diagram with parameter estimates (Model 3).
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school work or students’ performance in school, this may actually feed
adolescents’ negative expectations about their future abilities to

graduate high school, get a good job someday, and have other positive
life outcomes. However, this type of interaction would still be captured
as “educational involvement” with the current measure, as the “yes/no”
items do not differentiate between positive vs. negative, or high- vs low-
quality involvement. One important consideration for future research is
that educational support from foster parents – who are, by definition,
temporary and often non-relative caregivers – is qualitatively different
than educational involvement by permanent and thus more invested
caregivers. It may be the case that working on homework and talking
about education-related tasks with long-term caregivers who are more
invested in children’s longitudinal trajectories may better promote en-
gagement in school and the ability to see oneself as reaching positive
milestones in the future.

All models consistently showed positive direct effects of future ex-
pectations on both aspects of school engagement, and Models 2 and 3
showed strong evidence that these future expectations may be an im-
portant mechanism in explaining the effects of placement security on
both social and cognitive aspects of school engagement. In other words,
the extent to which youth meaningfully engage with learning and with
school environments may be driven, at least in part, by their underlying
expectations of their future abilities to achieve positive life outcomes –
a finding not inconsistent with Snyder’s hope theory (Snyder et al.,
1991, 2002a, 2000b, 2000c; Snyder, 1994). While hope-related types of
thinking were not assessed in this study, it is reasonable to preliminarily
speculate that adolescents’ reports of their future expectations of posi-
tive life outcomes may serve as a proxy for this type of thinking – for
seeing oneself as able to set, work toward, and achieve important po-
sitive life outcomes, such as graduating from high school and having a
good job. For foster youth in particular, hope may be an important
buffer against feelings of stress and negative affect – as has been shown
with broader samples of students (Valle, Huebner, & Suldo, 2006).

5.1. Limitations and future directions

As with any research, results of the present study should be

Fig. 4. Latent variable path model diagram with parameter estimates (Model 4).

Table 5
Parameter estimates for Path Models (i.e., Models 2–4).

Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Parameter β B SE β B SE β B SE

PS → FE 0.414 0.356** 0.11 0.270 0.234** 0.07 – – –
PS → SE1 0.239 0.168 0.11 0.274 0.195** 0.07 – – –
PS → SE2 0.261 0.170 0.12 0.308 0.201** 0.07 – – –
CEI → FE −0.269 −0.348 0.21 – – – −0.033 −0.060 0.20
CEI → SE1 0.055 0.058 0.18 – – – 0.170 0.254 0.15
CEI → SE2 0.075 0.074 0.22 – – – 0.222 0.308 0.21
FE → SE1 0.658 0.539*** 0.08 0.646 0.529*** 0.08 0.733 0.599*** 0.08
FE → SE2 0.507 0.385*** 0.08 0.490 0.370*** 0.07 0.590 0.448*** 0.06

Notes: *indicates parameter estimates significant at p < .05, **indicates parameter estimates significant at p < .01, ***indicates parameter estimates significant at
p < .001; Standardization = STDYX; Abbreviations are as follows: PS (placement security), CEI (caregiver educational involvement), FE (future expectations), SE1
(social school engagement), SE2 (cognitive school engagement); B indicates unstandardized estimates, β indicates standardized estimates.

Table 6
Direct, Indirect, and Total Effects (Unstandardized/Standardized) for Path
Models 2–4.

SE1 SE2

β B β B

Model 2 (full model)
Placement Security
Direct effect 0.239 0.168 0.260 0.170
Indirect effect 0.273 0.192** 0.210 0.137**
Total effect 0.511 0.360*** 0.471 0.307*

Caregiver Educational Involvement
Direct effect 0.055 0.058 0.075 0.074
Indirect effect −0.177 −0.187 −0.136 −0.134
Total effect −0.122 −0.129 −0.061 −0.060

Model 3 (PS-only)
Placement Security
Direct effect 0.274 0.195** 0.308 0.201*
Indirect effect 0.174 0.124** 0.132 0.087*

Total effect 0.449 0.319*** 0.441 0.288***

Model 4 (CEI-only)
Caregiver Educational Involvement
Direct effect 0.170 0.254 0.222 0.308
Indirect effect −0.024 −0.036 −0.019 −0.027
Total effect 0.146 0.218 0.203 0.281

Note: *indicates parameter estimates significant at p < .05, **indicates para-
meter estimates significant at p < .01, ***indicates parameter estimates sig-
nificant at p < .001; Standardization = STDYX. Abbreviations are as follows:
PS (placement security), CEI (caregiver educational involvement), FE (future
expectations), SE1 (social school engagement), SE2 (cognitive school engage-
ment); B indicates unstandardized estimates, β indicates standardized esti-
mates.
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interpreted in light of a few limitations. First and foremost, the mea-
sures of both placement security and caregiver educational involvement
were constructed in a post-hoc fashion using this secondary dataset.
However, our results (i.e., CFA and Model 1) indicate adequate fit, and
thus we argue that our study constitutes an informative first step to-
ward understanding placement-specific factors affecting school en-
gagement for foster youth. Further, the dataset used for this study is one
of the largest, most comprehensive representative samples of foster
youth in the U.S., providing benefits that outweigh the methodological
drawbacks of creating measures secondarily. More work should cer-
tainly be done to understand and improve the use of these measures, as
well as to develop and test reliable and valid measures of placement
security and educational involvement by temporary/foster caregivers.
Further, the various indicators included in this study relied heavily on
“yes/no” (i.e., dichotomous) data. Future efforts should use scales with
five or more response categories so as to increase power and enhance
abilities to capture variability.

Another sizable limitation is that we relied solely on self-report
data, which admittedly presents important considerations for inter-
preting these findings. While NSCAW II included teacher-reported
measures of adolescents’ school engagement and even academic
achievement (i.e., grades by subject, various progress markers), re-
sponse rates among teachers for foster children in the sample were
significantly poorer than for other reporters. This may be due to the
different method of data collection for teachers (i.e., mailed surveys
instead of interviews), or, at least in part, to the fact that foster children
often experience mid-year moves between schools and have more in-
consistent contact with teachers. Additionally, teachers who are
working to incorporate new students into their classrooms and make up
for missed school time may not have time for additional tasks, such as
participating in data collection efforts. Further, the self-reported pla-
cement security variable revealed rather high placement security on
average in this sample, which may not have allowed us to explore the
full variability of adolescents’ feelings of placement security in this
study. These analyses also rely on cross-sectional data and we are
therefore unable to make inferences about causality, which presents a
sizable limitation. Future directions for this line of work include testing
latent growth curve models measuring dynamic associations to de-
termine the most impactful associations over time, including mediated
relationships.

Of course, another limitation is that we did not control for effects of
maltreatment experiences, and it has been extensively documented that
individuals exposed to maltreatment often suffer long-term con-
sequences, including for educational outcomes (see Romano,
Babchishin, Marquis, & Fréchette, 2015 for a review). Future directions
include comparing this sub-sample to a matched sample of non-fostered
youth – an approach that would allow for isolating the factors specific
to foster placement while controlling for experiences of prior mal-
treatment and other elements of child protective services involvement.
While NSCAW II does include data from non-fostered youth, the items
needed to construct a measure of placement security were only ad-
ministered to youth in out-of-home care – making a non-fostered
comparison group beyond the scope of this initial study. Finally, our
models were not all-inclusive – there are, of course, many other factors
that might contribute to poor school engagement and low expectations
for future achievements. Many of the NSCAW II variables that represent
important potential covariates (e.g., such as prior academic achieve-
ment, number of foster placements, etc.) had significant missing data
for our sample and were therefore unusable. Future efforts should
consider other possible placement-related influences on educational
achievement, as well as explore whether these influences vary by age
(i.e., as data for this study come from participants ranging in age from
only 11 to 17 years). In general, efforts should be undertaken to learn
more about the influences on foster children’s future expectations of
positive life outcomes, as this may be an important protective factor
that has yet to be extensively studied or adequately utilized in

intervention efforts. Subsequent research should also look for potential
moderators that may buffer against or exacerbate the effects of place-
ment-related insecurity on foster children’s educational outcomes, such
as being placed in a foster home with a sibling that may provide an
alternative source of perceived security. Future efforts should also ex-
tend models such as the ones tested here so as to include indicators of
educational achievement and attainment (e.g., graduation rates, college
entry/completion, employment, etc.).

6. Conclusion

Early intervention, including efforts to promote educational at-
tainment, is widely accepted as beneficial for promoting adult outcomes
related to health, economic stability, and overall well-being across the
lifespan for alumni of foster care (Bruskas, 2008). If foster placement
impedes school engagement through future expectations and place-
ment-related insecurities, then increasing children’s feelings of security
in foster placements and with foster caregivers, as well as promoting
positive future expectations, may be vital components of education-
related interventions. Results of such interventions could markedly
reduce percentages of the population requiring resources like public
assistance, incarceration, and foster care services in the future by pro-
moting educational attainment.
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