
Children do best when they live in stable, 
supportive families. DCF has made great 
improvements in keeping families intact and 
in placing children with relatives, but in many 
cases DCF is unable to achieve reunification, 
adoption, or a transfer of guardianship. When 
this happens, children ultimately “age out” of 
state care as legal adults without the guidance or 
financial supports that families provide. Over the 
last five years, 1,374 foster youth in Connecticut 
aged out of the care of DCF care into adulthood, 
often entirely alone. 

Connecticut offers youth who stay in care 
multiple pathways toward success, however, 
many youth struggle to meet DCF expectations 
to stay in care. In 2016, 276 youth aged 18 to 
23 were discharged from care; 23% of those 
discharges were due to failure to meet DCF 
expectations. In total, 21% of all foster youth 
who aged out last year left without a high school 
diploma. 57% left without a job. At least 46% 
were living in unstable housing situations. 13% 
were already pregnant or parenting. Only 11% 
had achieved an associate’s or bachelor’s degree. 
In Connecticut’s job market, few of them can 
expect to earn a living wage.

The result is that youth who grow up in state 
care are ill-prepared to navigate adulthood 
alone at 18, and many continue to experience 
hardship throughout their lives. At least 18% 
required intensive developmental or mental 
health services upon leaving. Follow-up of 
an earlier cohort of youth who had aged out 
found that at least 50% were relying on public 
assistance for food, housing, or cash welfare 
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All children deserve ample opportunities to 
reach their full social, emotional, and intellectual 
potentials and become productive members of 
their communities. Connecticut’s child welfare 
system, administered by the Department of 
Children and Families (DCF), exists to ensure 
the safety and well-being of the most vulnerable 
children. Policymakers and state agencies in 
Connecticut should strive to ensure that children 
in state care reach their full potentials and have 
sufficient supports to become contributing adults 
upon leaving care.   



payments at age 21. Almost 
30% had been homeless in 
the last two years, and almost 
the same number had been 
incarcerated. To avoid the 
need for costly state services 
for adults, the state should 
better prepare foster youth 
for self-sufficiency while they 
are young.

The total cessation of state 
support for these vulnerable youth leaves them without 
necessary resources and without a safety net. In the end, foster 
youth turning 18 all face a daunting challenge: transitioning 

from state care into adulthood without a supportive family. 
In the event of a crisis, many of the most vulnerable former 
foster youth have no one to whom they can turn. 

The last two decades have brought national attention to both 
the developmental challenges this population faces and the 
need to invest more wisely in them. It is now understood that 
social and cognitive brain development continues through the 
mid-twenties; early adulthood is a time of experimentation, 
risk-taking, and highly socially influenced decision-making. 
In response to scientific advances in understanding adolescent 
development, federal and state policy reforms have increased 
investments in helping youth achieve the education and skills 
they will need after leaving care, including by continuing 
to provide services to youth until they are stable and self-
supporting. Research demonstrates that strategic investment 
in foster youth during adolescence and early adulthood can 
better prepare them for successful, self-supporting adulthood. 

Although DCF has managed to provide many quality 
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services under limited appropriations, poor outcomes for 
so many youth highlight the need for continual refinement. 
As a historical leader in social services, Connecticut must 

continue taking steps to better support the 
youth in its care as they move from the child 
welfare system into adulthood. The state’s 
obligation to prepare youth for stable, successful 
adulthood is both ethically and fiscally sound. 
Ethically, after assuming the responsibility of 
parenting, the state should ensure that youth 
in care receive what a supportive family would 
provide. For most young adults, the guidance 
and material support of family extend long past 
an 18th birthday. Fiscally, wise investments 
in foster youth can promote a robust young 
workforce and reduce the need for costly later 
interventions to combat poverty, incarceration, 
and homelessness.

Data presented in this brief  come primarily from the Deparment of  Children and 
Families. Full report available at www.ctvoices.org/timetogrow

Recommendations:

• Assist youth in better preparing for the future. 
This includes innovation in case planning, 
ongoing education about post-secondary policies, 
comprehensive discharge planning, and developing 
contingency plans.

• Enhance supports for older youth seeking 
connections with their biological and foster 
families.

• Provide a guaranteed 90-day transition period for 
all youth leaving care. 

• Prevent youth from discharging into homelessness, 
and intervene in the event of homelessness. 

• Expand data collection regarding youth outcomes 
after leaving care. 


