
 
Chapin Hall Policy Brief | Chapinhall.org  

 

 

 

 

CHAPIN HALL POLICY BRIEF 

Prisca Tuyishime | Amy Dworsky | Brian Chor 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In response to growing evidence that young people aging out of foster 

care face significant challenges during their transition to adulthood and 

fare more poorly than their peers across a wide range of life domains, 

the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 

2008 gave states the option to extend eligibility for federally funded 

foster care to age 21. This change in policy meant that states would, for 

the first time, receive federal funding to support young people in foster 

care until their 21st birthday. Extended foster care has emerged as a key 

mechanism for providing young people in foster care with opportunities 

to prepare for their transition to adulthood by developing critical life 

skills, pursuing academic and career goals, and building social networks.  

Central to extended foster care are Independent Living Programs (ILPs) and Supervised Independent Living 

Placements (SILPs). ILPs provide services and resources that prepare young people for the transition to independent 

living. SILPs are living arrangements that provide a bridge between being in a foster care placement and living fully 

independently. This policy brief examines the critical and complementary roles that ILPs and SILPs can play in 

supporting young people in extended foster care. We begin by briefly summarizing what we know about the 

transition to adulthood for young people aging out of foster care, describing a conceptual framework for that 

transition, and identifying key federal legislation enacted over the past four decades. Next, we discuss extended 

foster care and the role that ILPs and SILPs can play in preparing young people in extended foster care for their 

transition to adulthood. Finally, we offer policy and practice recommendations.  

TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD 

Approximately 20,000 young people age out of foster care each year.1 Many of these young people are ill-prepared 

for independent living and face formidable challenges during their transition to adulthood. On average, young 

people who age out of foster care fare worse than their peers across a wide range of life domains. They are less 

likely to enroll in or graduate from college, less likely to be employed or earn a living wage, more likely to experience 

homelessness or housing instability, more likely to become involved with the criminal/legal system, and more likely 

to be financially insecure.2-3 Young people who age out of foster care also experience mental and behavioral health 

problems at higher rates than their peers.4-9 Despite these challenges, young people who age out of foster care 

often demonstrate remarkable resilience and many achieve positive outcomes.10    
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK   

McDaniel and colleagues (2014) developed a conceptual framework for the transition to adulthood experienced by 

young people aging out of foster care.11 According to that framework, young people’s personal characteristics 

interact with their foster care experiences to shape their asset development. Asset development is also shaped by 

family, community, and social factors, as well as access to both formal supports—such as ILPs—and informal 

supports—such as foster parents, relative caregivers, or mentors. Young people’s outcomes in key life domains are 

then influenced by the developmental assets with which they approach their transition to adulthood. This framework 

suggests that child welfare systems can promote positive outcomes by providing young people with the resources 

and opportunities to promote their developmental assets. Additionally, because each young person approaches 

their transition to adulthood with unique personal characteristics, foster care experiences, and developmental assets, 

young people need tailored supports rather than a one-size-fits-all approach.  

Relevant Federal Policies   

For the past four decades, federal legislation has been instrumental in providing states with funding to prepare 

young people in foster care for and support them during their transition to adulthood. Table 1 summarizes several 

major pieces of federal legislation that have expanded access to services and supports for young people aging out 

of foster care. This expansion reflects an ongoing commitment to ensuring that these young people have the 

resources they need to make a successful transition. 

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework for the Transition to Adulthood for Youth in Foster Care 
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Table 1. Relevant Federal Policies Supporting Young People Aging out of Foster Care 

Consolidated Omnibus 
Budget Reconciliation 
Act of 1985 (P.L. 99-272) 

Added section 477 to Title IV-E of the Social Security Act, which created the Independent Living 

Initiative and authorized funds for independent living services for youth ages 16 and older in 

Title IV-E foster care. 

Technical and 
Miscellaneous Revenue 
Act of 1988 (P.L. 100-
647) 

Expanded eligibility for federally funded independent living services to all youth in foster care 

ages 16 and older and for up to 6 months post discharge. 

Omnibus Budget 
Reconciliation Act of 
1990 (P.L. 101-508) 

Gave states the option to provide federally funded independent living services to youth who are 

or were in foster care on or after their 16th birthday until age 21. 

Omnibus Budget 
Reconciliation Act of 
1993 (P.L. 103-66) 

Permanently reauthorized funding for the Independent Living Program.  

Foster Care 
Independence Act of 
1999 (P.L. 106-169) 

Replaced the Independent Living Program with the Chafee Foster Care Independence Program; 

doubled the maximum amount of federal funding available to states for independent living 

services; required states to use some portion of their funds to provide services to youth ages 18–

20 who have aged out; allowed states to use up to 30% of their funds to pay for the room and 

board of those youth; gave states the option to provide those youth with Medicaid coverage; 

and created the National Youth in Transition Database (NYTD) to track the provision of 

independent living services and measure youth outcomes.    

Promoting Safe and 
Stable Families 
Amendments Act of 
2001 (P.L. 107-133) 

Created the Education and Training Voucher (ETV) program, which authorizes funding to 

provide Chafee-eligible youth who are or were in foster care at age 16 or older and enrolled in a 

postsecondary education or training program with up to $5,000 per year to cover the cost of 

attendance until age 21 or until age 23 if they were enrolled at age 21.  

Fostering Connections to 
Success and Increasing 
Adoptions Act of 2008 
(P.L. 110-351) 

Gave states the option to extend federally funded foster care to age 21 for youth who are 

enrolled in school, working at least 80 hours per month, participating in an activity designed to 

promote or remove barriers to employment, or incapable of meeting any of these requirements 

due to a medical condition. Also amended the definition of a child care institution to include a 

supervised setting in which youth age 18 or older are living independently.   

Preventing Sex 
Trafficking and 
Strengthening Families 
Act of 2014 (P.L. 113-
183) 

Required states to ensure that youth who are likely to remain in foster care until age 18 have 

regular opportunities to engage in developmentally appropriate activities and to provide youth 

discharged from foster care at age 18 or older with an official copy of their birth certificate, a 

Social Security card, health insurance information, a copy of their medical records, and a driver’s 

license or state identification card. 

Family First Prevention 
Services Act of 2018 (P.L. 
115-123)   

Renamed the Chafee program the Chafee Foster Care Program for Successful Transition to 

Adulthood, specified that youth who were in foster care at age 14 or older are eligible, extended 

ETV eligibility to age 26 but limited participation to 5 years total, and allowed states with 

extended foster care programs to provide Chafee-funded services program to youth up age 23. 
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EXTENDED FOSTER CARE   

The Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act 

amended Title IV-E of the Social Security Act by giving states the 

option to extend eligibility for federally funded foster care from age 

18 to age 21.12 Several factors contributed to this major shift in 

policy. These included an evolving understanding of normative 

youth development, growing knowledge about the challenges faced 

by young people who age out of foster care, changing attitudes 

about the state’s responsibilities to these young people as their 

“corporate” parent, and empirical evidence that extending foster 

care leads to better youth outcomes.13  

As of March 2022, 47 states plus the District of Columbia allowed 

young people who were in foster care on their 18th birthday to 

remain in foster care, at least under some circumstances, until age 

21.14 Extended foster care can be federally funded, state funded, or both. However, to be eligible for federally funded 

extended foster care, young people must be completing high school or the equivalent, enrolled in postsecondary 

education or a training program, working at least 80 hours per month, participating in an activity that promotes or 

removes barriers to employment, or incapable of meeting any of these requirements due to a documented medical 

condition. Young people may be required to meet similar conditions to be eligible for state-funded extended foster 

care, depending on the state. In some states, young people in extended foster care must sign a voluntary placement 

agreement; in other states, foster care is extended via court order.  

The extension of foster care beyond age 18 means that child welfare agencies are increasingly responsible for the 

care and supervision of young adults whose developmental needs are qualitatively different from those of children. If 

these young adults are to benefit from extended foster care, child welfare agencies need to shift their focus from 

prioritizing child safety to promoting normative development and increasing independence. This means allowing 

young adults to make their own decisions and learn from their mistakes. Child welfare agencies also need to provide 

young adults in extended foster care with developmentally appropriate services and living arrangements to enhance 

their independent living skills, promote educational or vocational goal attainment, and move them towards self-

sufficiency.  

Research indicates that being in extended foster care is associated with an increased likelihood of receiving 

independent living services.15,16 Being in extended foster care is also associated with an increased likelihood of 

positive outcomes related to education and employment as well as a decreased likelihood of negative outcomes 

related to homelessness and criminal legal system involvement.2,17-24  

Case management services are provided to all young people in extended foster care. Those services should include 

at least one in-person meeting with their caseworker each month. Caseworkers are expected to connect each young 

person in extended foster care with community-based supports. They are also expected to develop a personalized 

transition plan with each young person in extended foster care during the 90 days before the young person ages out.  

 

Extended foster care 
provides a vital bridge 
to adulthood, offering 
young people the 
support, stability, and 
opportunities they need 
to build independent 
and successful futures. 
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Traditionally, caseworkers have had children of all ages on their caseload. However, in some jurisdictions, child 

welfare agencies are implementing a specialized case management model. Specialized caseworkers have a caseload 

that only includes young people in extended foster care.25 These specialized caseworkers may receive additional 

training on the developmental needs of this age group and on services and resources to whom these young people 

can be referred. Research is needed on whether and under what circumstances specialized case management leads 

to better outcomes for young people in extended foster care. Moreover, even if the approach is efficacious, it may 

not be a good fit for every jurisdiction, especially jurisdictions with few young people in extended foster care.  

INDEPENDENT LIVING PROGRAMS  

Independent living programs (ILPs) provide a range of services that are designed to prepare young people in 

extended foster care for independent living. The primary source of federal funding for these programs is the Chafee 

Foster Care Successful Transition to Adulthood Program (formerly the Chafee Foster Care Independence Program). 

Based on a literature review, McDaniel et al. (2014) developed a typology for categorizing ILPs based on the type of 

services they provide (see Figure 2).11,26 Although this typology was not specific to ILPs for young people in extended 

foster care, it is largely aligned with the kinds of services typically available to that population and the categories of 

independent living services captured by the National Youth in Transition Database (NYTD).27 ILPs can focus on one 

domain or take a more wholistic, “one-stop shop” approach, recognizing that young people often have multiple 

types of service needs.28    

Figure 2. Typology of Independent Living Programs 
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Unfortunately, 20 years after the Chafee Program was created, relatively few ILPs for young people transition out of 

foster care have been rigorously evaluated, and only a handful of those programs have been found to have a 

positive impact on the outcomes of young people in key life domains. One systematic review found little to no 

evidence that ILPs are having a demonstrable effect on the outcomes of young people transitioning out of foster 

care.29 This review did not focus specifically on ILPs for young people in extended foster care and included studies 

regardless of their methodological rigor. A more recent systematic review and meta-analysis of studies that 

evaluated transition support programs (including ILPs) using methodologically rigorous designs also concluded that 

programs designed to improve the outcomes of young people transitioning out of foster care are generally not 

producing the intended effects.30 These reviews clearly indicate that evidence regarding the effectiveness of ILPs is 

limited, especially for young people in extended foster care. They also raise questions about our current approach to 

preparing young people for their transition to adulthood.  

SUPERVISED INDEPENDENT LIVING PLACEMENTS  

The Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008 amended the definition of a child care 

institution to include a supervised setting in which young people age 18 or older are living independently (that is, 

with no onsite caregivers). These Supervised Independent Living Placements (SILPs) give young people an 

opportunity to experience living on their own while still receiving supervision and support from their caseworker as 

well as independent living services. Rather than being prescriptive, the Administration for Children and Families 

(ACF) gave state child welfare agencies discretion to determinate what is considered to be a SILP.31 However, ACF 

encouraged state child welfare agencies to be “innovative” in their determination of what living arrangements can 

best meet young people’s needs for supervision and support as they move toward independence.  

Young people in extended foster care may be able to choose from several different types of SILPs depending on the 

state (or in some cases, the county) in which they live. These options may include scattered-site apartments, host 

homes, or college dormitories.32,33 Young people may live alone or with a roommate in a child welfare agency-

owned or managed building, or in a “private market” apartment.  

To help young people find apartments in the private market, child welfare agencies may cultivate relationships with 

landlords or property managers who are willing to rent to young people in extended foster care; they may also 

cosign leases. State child welfare agencies may (but are not required to) pay all or part of the monthly foster care 

maintenance payment that would otherwise be paid to a foster parent or child care institution directly to young 

people whose living arrangement is a SILP. Young people are expected to use their monthly stipend to pay for their 

housing and other living expenses.  

Young people may be encouraged to share housing with roommates to reduce their housing costs. In some 

jurisdictions, living alone may not be a viable option because even a studio apartment would cost more than the 

monthly stipend young people receive. Sharing housing while in extended foster care can also prepare young 

people for what they will likely need to do after they age out. Some jurisdictions impose restrictions that limit with 

whom young people in extended foster care can live. This can be done directly (by prohibiting young people from 

living with a biological parent or a romantic partner) or indirectly (by requiring roommates to pass a criminal 

background check). Other jurisdictions impose no restrictions so that young people can learn to make decisions 

about with whom they live. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/social-sciences/systematic-review


 
 

 Chapin Hall Policy Brief | Chapinhall.org   7 

Importantly, a SILP is not appropriate for all young people in extended foster care. Some young people need more 

supervision and support than a SILP can provide. To ensure that young people in SILPs can reasonably be expected 

to live successfully on their own, states may establish eligibility criteria related to educational attainment, 

employment, income, or a demonstrated readiness for independent living.  

To date, we know little about whether SILPs are preparing young people in extended foster care for a successful 

transition to adulthood. Nor do we know whether different SILP options lead to different outcomes for young people 

in extended foster care and whether different subpopulations of young people in extended foster care benefit from 

different SILP options.  

POLICY AND PRACTICE RECOMMENDATIONS  

ILPs and SILPs can play a critical role in ensuring that young people in extended foster care make a successful 

transition to adulthood. Below are several policy and practice recommendations related to their implementation. 

Figure 3. Key Policy and Practice Recommendations for Supporting Youth in Extended Foster Care 
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Racial Diversity and LGBTQ+ Inclusivity 

A disproportionately high percentage of young people in foster care are Black.35 Young people who identify as 

LGBTQ+ are also over-represented among young people in foster care.36,37 Consequently, a concerted effort should 

be made to ensure that the professionals who work with young people in extended foster care reflect the diversity of 

the young people they serve. At a minimum, professionals should receive cultural competency training on the 

unique challenges young people who identify as Black or LGBTQ+ may face during the transition to adulthood and 

best practices for supporting these young people during that transition.   

Trauma-Informed Practice  

Young people in foster care have often experienced multiple traumas and childhood adversities by the time their 

transition to adulthood begins.38,39 Exposure to trauma or adverse childhood experiences (ACES) can have 

deleterious effects on young people’s development and interfere with their successful transition to adulthood.40 

Professionals who work with young people in extended foster care need an understanding of trauma, responses to 

trauma, and trauma’s developmental impacts.41 Trauma-informed practice also includes connecting young people 

with trauma-specific interventions (if needed) and helping them build relationships with caring adults who will 

support them during their transition to adulthood.      

Continuous Quality Improvement and Evaluation 

Continuous quality improvement (CQI) and evaluation are both critical to ensuring that ILPs and SILPs are effectively 

preparing young people in extended foster care for successful transition to adulthood. A CQI process can help child 

welfare agencies identify problems with program design or service delivery and implement changes to address those 

problems.42 Evaluations can shed light on both whether ILPs and SILPs are being implemented as designed and 

whether they are leading to better outcomes for young people in extended foster care. Given the limited evidence 

base for both ILPs and SILPs, more research is needed on their implementation and impacts.  

CONCLUSION 

This policy brief underscores the distinct yet interconnected roles of ILPs and SILPs in supporting young people in 

extended foster care. ILPs provide a wide range of services to build life skills, improve educational and employment 

outcomes, promote well-being, and encourage connections with supportive adults. SILPs allow young people to 

experience living on their own while still benefiting from the support of their caseworker and other service providers. 

Together, ILPs and SILPs can help prepare young people in extended foster care for a successful transition to 

adulthood. Continued investment in ILPs and SILPs is part of the government’s responsibility as “corporate” parent.13 

Although SILPs and ILPs can play a critical role in supporting young people in extended foster care, they are not 

without limitations. Not all young people in extended foster are ready to live independently and need more 

supervision and support than a SILP can provide. Because ILPs vary widely across (and even within) jurisdictions, 

whether young people in extended foster care have access to the services they need may depend on where they 

live. Moreover, because the evidence base for ILPs is still very limited, the services young people in extended foster 

care are receiving may not be effective. Further research, including rigorous evaluation, is needed to determine 

which ILPs work best, with whom, and in which SILP settings. 
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