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¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ vǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ

In what ways can supportive relationships 
be infused into postsecondary support 
programs for youth transitioning from 
foster care?



Å Funded by National Institute on Drug Abuse

Å R21 2-year development project to design FHE and test its usability and 

feasibility

Å Postsecondary access and retention intervention for youth transitioning 

from foster care to adulthood

Å Currently no evidence-based practices for this

FHE = 
Fostering 
Higher 

Education

Research reported in this presentation was supported by the National Institute on Drug 
Abuse of the National Institutes of Health (NIH) under Award Number R21DA036652. 



Fostering Higher Education Intervention 
Development Process

1. Review intervention element possibilities

2. Focus groups: community recommendations

3. Develop initial intervention approach

4. Youth usability testing

5. Practitioner feasibility testing

6. Finalize intervention design

---------------------------------------------

Next step: test in randomized controlled trial



FHE Development Step 1: Review 
Intervention Elements

ÅKey intervention components: 

Å Professional educational advocacy

Å Mentoring

Å Giving youth knowledge and support around avoiding 

common college pitfalls, e.g., alcohol and substance abuse

ÅKey features:

Å Intentional relationship building with all program staff and 

mentors

Å Bridging transition from high school/ GED to higher education 



FHE Development Step 2: Focus Groups

Youth with foster 
care experience

Independent living 
programs

Local colleges and 
universities

Child welfare
Other foster youth-
serving non-profits

Salazar, A. M., Roe, S. S., Ullrich, J. S., & Haggerty, K. P. (2016). Professional and 

youth perspectives on higher education-focused interventions for youth 

transitioning from foster care. Children and Youth Services Review, 64, 23-34. 

(PMC4821474)



Focus Groups: Procedure

Å2 groups in Seattle, 2 groups in Portland

Å8-10 participants per group (37 total, 10 youth)

Å2 hours long; audio recorded and transcribed

ÅCoding procedure: conventional thematic content 
analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005)
Å3 coders per research question



Focus Groups: Demographics

ÅGender 

Å Youth: 90% female

Å Professionals: 81% female

Å Race/ ethnicity

Å Youth: 2 mixed race/ethnicity, 1 

Black, 1 White, 6 chose not to 

disclose

Å Professionals: 18 White, 2 

mixed race/ethnicity, 7 chose 

not to disclose

Å37 total participants

Å 10 youth

Å 6 child welfare

Å 5 independent living

Å 10 higher education

Å 6 other youth-serving 

non-profits



Focus Groups: Relationship Building-Related 
Recommendations and How We Used Them

Focus Group Finding How this Finding InformedFHE

Incorporate cohort/ group elements Include group mentoring in addition to one-on-one mentoring to give youth 
opportunity to connect with other higher education-interested youth with 
similar experiences

Help youth expand social network/ 
supports

Group mentoring will also allow youth to connectwith several other 
postsecondary-experienced adults (mentors)

Building relationships with 
intervention staff and mentors is key

All program staff and mentors must receive initial and ongoing training in 
intentional relationship building techniques

Natural supports should be included 
when possible

Students will be given opportunity to identify natural mentor; if none 
available, community mentor will be chosen

Those interacting with youth should 
empower them

EA,mentor trainingwill include youth-empowerment and strengths-based 
youth work modules

Sensitive material (like college
alcohol/ substance abuse prevention 
info) should be delivered in skilled, 
strengths-based way by someone 
youth trusts

Present substance abuse as a risk for ALL youth; delivery must be intentional, 
well thought-out, and sensitive to the needs, experiences, and potential 
triggers of youth in care; only present sensitive material after relationship 
has been established.



Professional Educational Advocacy
Relationship-based goal planning and 
achievement, logistical support, and 

support overcoming obstacles

Higher Education 
Goal Planning and 
Action procedure

Mentoring
Postsecondary-experienced, relationship-

based social support and guidance

Top 6 Potential 
Pitfalls for Higher 

Education 
Curriculum

One-On-One 
and Group 
Mentoring

Comprehensive and 
Connected 

Intervention 
Components

Intervention Overview

Relationship 
Buildingis Key
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ÅSleep
ÅPhysical health/getting sick 
ÅMental health/stress 
ÅFinancial challenges 
ÅRelationships
ÅAlcohol and drug misuse



FHE Development Step 4: Youth Theater 
Testing

Å Goal: to test youth usability of the intervention
Å Participant responsiveness to intervention
Å Suggestions for refinement

Å Two tests (one in SEA, one in PDX)

Å 13 youth with foster care experience

Å 4 hours each

Å Tested four elements of FHE
Å 1. Higher Education Goal Planning Activity
Å 2. Sleep Module of Top 6 Potential Pitfalls Curriculum
Å 3. Substance Abuse Module of Top 6 Potential Pitfalls Curriculum
Å 4. Mentee Intake Process



Theater Testing Procedure

ÅHad youth roleplay an activity for 20-30 minutes with a 

trained staff member

ÅHad youth fill out a brief survey to say what they liked, 

what they would do differently

ÅConvened group to discuss the activity and give 

recommendations

ÅAdministered this process for all four activities



Relationship-Related Youth Feedback

Educational Goal Planning Activity

ÅWhat did you like about this activity? 

ÅάL ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭκƛƴǎƛƎƘǘŦǳƭ ƛǘΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳǘƘ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ 

into higher ed. A lot of youth feel lost, and I feel like these questions/support 

can keep their brains flowing and encourage them to seek out more info 

about higher edέ

Åά!Ŏǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƘǳƎŜ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ƳŜΦ !ƴŘ 

ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ L ƘŀǾŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ƳŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέ

ÅάL ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǿŀǎ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ƳŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ L ǿŀǎ ŀƴŘ ƘŜƭǇ ƳŜ 

ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŜȄǇŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƳŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŎƘ Ƴȅ ƎƻŀƭǎΦέ



Relationship-Related Youth Feedback

Substance Abuse Module of Top 6 Potential Pitfalls Curriculum

ÅWhat did you like about this activity? 

ÅάI liked that it was a discussion and offered and avenue of help if a problem 

ǿŀǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘέ

ÅSpecific suggestions?

Åά.Ŝ ŀǎ ƻǇŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ŜŀǊǎ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳǘƘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǘƻǇƛŎ ǎƻƳŜ ȅƻǳǘƘ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ŦŜŜƭ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘΦέ



Relationship-Related Youth Feedback

Mentee Intake Activity

Å9ȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǘƘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŦƻǊ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ƳŜƴǘƻǊ

ÅExplored youth preferences for community mentor characteristics

ÅClarified mentor and mentee roles, expectations

ÅWhat did you like about this activity? 
ÅάaŜƴǘƻǊ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ȅƻǳǘƘ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ 
ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ƻǊ ŀǎ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳŜƴǘƻǊΦέ

ÅSpecific suggestions?
ÅάL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƳƻǊŜ Ŏŀǎǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘΦ CƻǊ 

example, you can call your mentor after hours if you need someone, and 
ǘƘŜȅΩƭƭ ǎǘŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ȅŜŀǊΦέ

ÅHave mentors do once a month texts/ emails/phone calls. Show the 
youth they are still cared for and are still a priority. 



FHE Development Step 5: Practitioner 
Feasibility Testing

Å Presented our intervention design to practice professionals from the 

sectors that would be most likely to house FHE: ILP, child welfare, local 

colleges

Å Collected feedback on how feasible it would be to implement FHE

Å Respondents rated all intervention elements as both important and 

feasible to implement

Å Mentoring components were seen as slightly less feasible given the time 

and oversight commitments of successfully running a mentoring program



FHE Development Step 6: Finalized 
Intervention Approach

Å Manualized intervention approach

Å Developed comprehensive training materials



Implications

Å There are many ways that a supportive relationship focus can be infused 

into postsecondary support programs

Å Group/ cohort elements

Å Training staff on intentional relationship building strategies

Å Consider the feasibility of integrating relationship-based 

components, have a good strategy for improving feasibility

Å5ƻƴΩǘ ǎƘȅ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ōŜ ǎƪƛƭƭŜŘ 

at how it is delivered

Å Include natural supports when possible



Next Steps

ÅTest efficacy in a randomized controlled trial


