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Abstract

Foster youth face substantial barriers to higher education, including housing insta-

bility, financial constraints, and lack of family support. This paper provides descrip-

tive evidence on Pennsylvania’s Fostering Independence Tuition Waiver (FosterED),

which provides full tuition waivers to former foster youth at state colleges. Using a

difference-in-differences design comparing Pennsylvania to neighboring states before

and after the 2019 policy implementation, we document small positive point estimates

for college enrollment (+0.20 percentage points) and any college attainment (+0.89

percentage points) among the general young adult population, though these estimates

are not statistically distinguishable from zero given inferential challenges with few

state-level clusters. These modest point estimates likely reflect substantial dilution

from an intent-to-treat design, as foster youth comprise less than one percent of the
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sample. Heterogeneity analysis suggests slightly larger point estimates among older

young adults (ages 22-26). We discuss the fundamental limitations of population-level

surveys and difference-in-differences designs with few clusters for evaluating targeted

interventions, and highlight the need for linked administrative data to credibly estimate

the program’s causal effect on the intended beneficiaries.

Keywords: Foster care, higher education, tuition waivers, difference-in-differences,

educational attainment

JEL Codes: I22, I23, I38, J13
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1 Introduction

Each year, approximately 20,000 young people “age out” of the foster care system in the

United States upon reaching adulthood, typically at age 18 or 21 depending on the state (?).

These youth face daunting challenges as they transition to independence without the family

support networks that most young adults rely upon. Research has consistently documented

poor educational outcomes for this population: only about 3-4% of former foster youth

complete a four-year college degree, compared to roughly 33% of their peers in the general

population (??). This stark disparity reflects the cumulative disadvantages that foster youth

experience throughout childhood and adolescence, from school instability to trauma exposure

to the abrupt severance of support systems at the age of majority.

The barriers to higher education for foster youth are multifaceted and reinforcing. Finan-

cial constraints are paramount—foster youth often lack access to parental financial support,

face difficulties completing financial aid applications without parental information, and must

balance work and school to cover living expenses (??). Beyond finances, foster youth ex-

perience higher rates of housing instability, food insecurity, and mental health challenges,

all of which can impede academic success (??). The absence of a permanent family also

means that foster youth lack the informal advising and encouragement that many students

receive from parents navigating the college application and enrollment process. The cumu-

lative effect of these disadvantages creates a substantial gap in educational attainment that

perpetuates cycles of economic disadvantage across generations.

Recognizing these challenges, many states have enacted tuition waiver programs specifi-

cally targeting former foster youth. As of 2023, at least 33 states offer some form of tuition

assistance or waiver for this population (?). These programs vary considerably in their gen-

erosity, eligibility criteria, and scope. Some provide full tuition waivers at public institutions,

while others offer partial scholarships or limit benefits to community colleges. The design

of these programs raises important questions about what features are most effective at in-

creasing educational attainment, and whether removing financial barriers alone is sufficient
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to close the college completion gap.

Pennsylvania’s Fostering Independence Tuition Waiver, enacted through Act 16 of 2019

and commonly known as “FosterED,” represents one of the more comprehensive state pro-

grams in the nation. The policy provides a full waiver of tuition and mandatory fees at all

Pennsylvania public and private postsecondary institutions for youth who were in foster care

at age 16 or older. Benefits extend for up to five years or until age 26, providing flexibility

for youth who may need to interrupt their education. The program is administered in con-

junction with the federal Chafee Education and Training Grant, which can cover non-tuition

expenses such as housing, books, and transportation. The policy’s design—with its focus

on youth who remained in foster care through adolescence—reflects an understanding that

older foster youth face the greatest barriers to educational success and may benefit most

from comprehensive support.

This paper evaluates whether Pennsylvania’s FosterED program increased educational at-

tainment among young adults. We employ a difference-in-differences research design, com-

paring college enrollment and attainment trends in Pennsylvania relative to neighboring

states (New York, New Jersey, Ohio, and West Virginia) before and after the policy’s imple-

mentation in 2019. Our analysis uses individual-level data from the American Community

Survey Public Use Microdata Sample (ACS PUMS) for the years 2017-2018 (pre-period) and

2021-2022 (post-period). This approach allows us to control for time-invariant state charac-

teristics and common national trends affecting all states, isolating the effect of Pennsylvania’s

policy change.

Our findings reveal small positive effects of the policy on educational outcomes when ex-

amining the entire young adult population. The difference-in-differences estimate for current

college enrollment is +0.20 percentage points, while the estimate for any college attainment

is +0.89 percentage points. For bachelor’s degree attainment, we find a small negative effect

(-0.10 percentage points), though this is likely noise given the short time horizon for de-

gree completion effects to materialize. Heterogeneity analysis by age group suggests slightly
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larger effects among older young adults (ages 22-26), which is consistent with the policy’s

focus on youth aging out of care at older ages who would be most directly affected by the

tuition waiver.

These modest effect sizes demand careful interpretation in light of our research design.

The fundamental challenge of our analysis is that we cannot directly identify former fos-

ter youth in the ACS PUMS data. Instead, we estimate an intent-to-treat effect on the

entire Pennsylvania young adult population, among whom foster youth comprise less than

one percent. Simple back-of-the-envelope calculations suggest that if the policy had a 10

percentage point effect on the roughly 15,000 affected foster youth, this would translate to

only a 0.1-0.2 percentage point effect on the broader population of approximately one mil-

lion young adults—closely matching our estimates. The dilution inherent in this approach

severely limits our statistical power to detect policy effects, making our estimates a lower

bound on the program’s potential impact on its intended beneficiaries.

This paper contributes to several literatures in economics and education policy. First,

we add to the growing body of evidence on educational interventions for foster youth. Prior

studies have examined the effects of programs like Educational and Training Vouchers (ETV),

campus support programs, and housing assistance on foster youth outcomes (???). Our study

is among the first to evaluate a comprehensive state tuition waiver using quasi-experimental

methods with a clear counterfactual. Second, we contribute to the broader literature on

“promise programs” and place-based scholarships, which have shown mixed effects on college

enrollment and completion (??). Unlike most promise programs that target geographic areas

or income groups, FosterED targets a specific vulnerable population, raising questions about

whether findings from other contexts generalize to this unique setting.

Third, our paper illustrates the methodological challenges of evaluating targeted policies

using population-level survey data. While difference-in-differences designs provide a credible

framework for causal inference when parallel trends assumptions hold, they require sufficient

statistical power to detect effects. When the treated population is a small minority, even sub-
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stantial program effects may be undetectable in broad surveys. Our analysis underscores the

importance of linked administrative data—combining child welfare records with education

data—for credible evaluation of foster youth interventions. We hope this paper motivates

future research using such data to provide more definitive answers about the effectiveness of

foster youth tuition waivers.

The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 provides background on foster

youth educational outcomes and state tuition waiver policies, situating our study within the

broader literature on educational disadvantage and policy responses. Section 3 describes

Pennsylvania’s FosterED program in detail, including its eligibility requirements, benefits,

and administrative structure. Section 4 presents our data and empirical methodology, dis-

cussing the strengths and limitations of our approach. Section 5 reports the main results and

heterogeneity analyses, including robustness checks to assess the sensitivity of our findings.

Section 6 discusses the limitations of our approach and implications for future research and

policy. Section 7 concludes with a summary of our findings and recommendations.

2 Background

2.1 Educational Outcomes for Foster Youth

The educational challenges facing foster youth begin long before the transition to adulthood

and compound throughout the life course. Children in foster care experience high rates of

school mobility as they move between placements, often changing schools multiple times

within a single academic year (??). This mobility disrupts peer relationships, interrupts

instruction, and makes it difficult for teachers to identify and address learning needs. Foster

children are also disproportionately placed in special education programs, sometimes appro-

priately but sometimes as a result of behavioral issues stemming from trauma rather than

genuine learning disabilities. Disciplinary actions including suspensions and expulsions occur

at elevated rates, further disrupting educational trajectories. By high school, foster youth
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are significantly less likely than their peers to be on track for graduation and substantially

more likely to drop out before completing their diploma (?).

These early disadvantages compound dramatically at the transition to adulthood. The

Midwest Study, a landmark longitudinal study following foster youth from age 17 to 26,

documented profound disparities in educational attainment that persist well into the mid-

twenties (?). By age 26, only about 8% of former foster youth had obtained a four-year

degree, compared to 46% of their non-foster peers—a gap of nearly 40 percentage points

that reflects years of accumulated disadvantage. Even among the subset of foster youth who

manage to enroll in college, completion rates remain dismayingly low. One rigorous study

found that only 3% of foster youth who started at a four-year institution completed a bach-

elor’s degree within six years, compared to completion rates exceeding 50% for the general

student population (?). These statistics paint a picture of a population facing extraordinary

barriers to educational success.

Several interconnected mechanisms explain these poor outcomes, each representing a po-

tential target for policy intervention. Financial barriers are substantial and well-documented

in the literature. Foster youth are often classified as independent students for financial aid

purposes upon aging out of care, which can paradoxically increase certain forms of aid eli-

gibility while creating new complications. Many foster youth lack the knowledge, support,

and documentation needed to navigate complex financial aid applications, particularly when

they cannot provide parental financial information or obtain required signatures (?). Even

when aid is secured, living expenses often exceed available support, forcing students to work

long hours that compete with academic commitments. The stress of financial precarity can

undermine academic focus and persistence, contributing to the high rates of college dropout

observed in this population.

Housing instability represents another critical barrier that distinguishes foster youth from

their peers. Unlike most college students, foster youth frequently lack a stable “home base”

to return to during academic breaks, leaving them vulnerable to homelessness during winter
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and summer recessions when dormitories close (?). Some campuses have developed bridge

housing programs to address this need, but such programs remain relatively rare. Even

during the academic year, foster youth may struggle to secure stable housing, particularly at

commuter campuses or institutions without guaranteed housing. The constant uncertainty

about where one will sleep undermines the stability needed for academic success and can

lead to food insecurity, mental health challenges, and dropout.

Social capital deficits constitute a third category of disadvantage that may be less visible

but equally consequential. Foster youth often lack parents or permanent guardians who can

provide guidance on the college application process, help select courses and majors, offer en-

couragement during difficult semesters, or assist with job searches after graduation (?). This

absence of informal mentoring and support means that foster youth must navigate complex

institutional systems largely on their own, often making suboptimal decisions due to lack of

information. The emotional toll of feeling alone and unsupported can compound academic

challenges, contributing to mental health issues that further impede success. Recognizing

these interconnected barriers, policymakers have sought interventions that address multiple

dimensions of disadvantage simultaneously.

2.2 State Tuition Waiver Programs

States have responded to the educational challenges facing foster youth through a variety of

policy interventions, with tuition waiver programs representing one of the most direct ap-

proaches to addressing financial barriers. The rationale for tuition waivers is straightforward

from an economic perspective: if financial constraints represent a primary barrier to college

enrollment and completion, then eliminating the direct cost of tuition should increase enroll-

ment by making the expected net returns to education more favorable. Tuition waivers also

carry symbolic significance, signaling that the state recognizes its responsibility to support

youth who were in its care and providing a concrete benefit that may motivate foster youth

to consider college as a realistic option.
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The first state tuition waiver specifically targeting foster youth was enacted in Michigan

in 1988, establishing a template that many other states would eventually follow (?). The pace

of adoption accelerated in the 2000s and 2010s, as advocacy groups raised awareness of foster

youth educational challenges and states sought to demonstrate commitment to vulnerable

populations. As of 2023, 33 states plus the District of Columbia offer some form of tuition

waiver or scholarship specifically for foster youth, though the programs vary substantially in

their design and generosity (?). This variation provides natural opportunities for research

comparing program effectiveness across different policy designs, though such comparative

research remains limited.

The eligibility criteria for state tuition waivers typically require that the youth was in

foster care at some age threshold, most commonly age 13, 14, or 16, though some programs

use different cutoffs. This threshold approach reflects the policy judgment that youth who

remained in foster care through adolescence without achieving permanency face the greatest

barriers to success and deserve the most support. Some programs require that youth “aged

out” of care by remaining in the system until reaching the age of majority, while others extend

eligibility to youth who achieved permanency through adoption or guardianship after the

threshold age. The rationale for including adopted youth is that many aging-out experiences

(educational disruption, trauma history, institutional care) also apply to youth who were

adopted at older ages, and the adoptive families may face financial constraints similar to

those of former foster youth.

The generosity of benefits varies substantially across state programs, from full tuition and

fee waivers covering the entire cost of attendance at any state institution to more modest

partial scholarships with dollar caps that may leave students with substantial out-of-pocket

costs. Some programs limit coverage to public institutions, arguing that state funds should

support state schools, while others extend benefits to private colleges on the theory that

attending the best-fit institution maximizes student success regardless of sector. The du-

ration of benefits also varies, with most programs capping support at four to five years of
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college or until age 25-26, though some are more restrictive. These design choices involve

tradeoffs between program cost, breadth of coverage, and alignment with typical educational

trajectories.

Finally, programs differ in how they coordinate with federal financial aid, particularly

the Pell Grant and Educational and Training Vouchers provided under the Chafee Foster

Care Independence Program. Some state waivers “stack” on top of federal aid, providing

additional support that can cover living expenses beyond tuition. Others operate as “last-

dollar” programs that fill the gap between other aid and tuition costs, potentially freeing up

federal aid for non-tuition expenses but providing less total support than stacking programs.

The interaction between state and federal programs is complex and may affect both the net

benefit to students and the overall cost to the state, making program design a crucial but

understudied aspect of foster youth educational policy.

Evidence on the effectiveness of these programs remains limited despite their prolifera-

tion across states. A few studies have examined specific state programs using descriptive or

quasi-experimental methods with varying degrees of rigor. Research on California’s Chafee

ETV program found that receiving funds was associated with increased community college

enrollment but not with degree completion, suggesting that financial support alone may be

insufficient to close attainment gaps (?). Another study documented that foster youth re-

ceiving ETV funds had higher enrollment rates than non-recipients, though selection bias

complicates causal interpretation since more motivated youth may be more likely both to

apply for funds and to enroll in college (?). More rigorous evaluations using linked adminis-

trative data and quasi-experimental methods are rare, in part because the small foster youth

population makes detection of effects challenging even in large datasets and because linking

child welfare and education records requires overcoming significant data access barriers.
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2.3 Theoretical Framework

Economic theory provides predictions about how tuition waivers should affect foster youth

educational decisions, though the magnitude and even the direction of effects depends on

assumptions about which barriers are most binding for this population. The human capital

investment model, which treats educational decisions as investments that individuals make

based on expected costs and returns, suggests that reducing the price of college through

tuition waivers should increase enrollment by making the expected net returns more favor-

able. From this perspective, eliminating tuition costs shifts the cost-benefit calculation in

favor of enrollment for youth who were previously deterred by financial constraints, leading

to increases in college-going at the margin.

The magnitude of this enrollment effect depends on several factors that may differ be-

tween foster youth and the general population. First, foster youth may be more price-

sensitive than typical students given their extreme financial constraints and the absence of

family resources to buffer price changes. If foster youth are highly price-sensitive, then elim-

inating tuition could produce substantial enrollment increases. On the other hand, foster

youth face such severe barriers across multiple dimensions that the marginal effect of tuition

reduction may be small if other constraints (housing, academic preparation, social support)

remain binding. Second, the opportunity costs of college attendance may be particularly

high for foster youth who need to work to support themselves, have family responsibilities,

or face housing instability that makes full-time enrollment impractical. If opportunity costs

are the binding constraint, tuition waivers may have limited effects.

Third, information and awareness play a crucial role that standard economic models

often underemphasize. If foster youth are unaware of available tuition waiver programs,

or if application processes are burdensome and poorly publicized, actual take-up may be

low even when programs are generous on paper. Research on other financial aid programs

has documented substantial gaps between eligibility and take-up, particularly among first-

generation and low-income students who lack access to information about aid programs.
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Foster youth, who often lack family guidance and may have had negative experiences with

institutional systems, may be particularly likely to leave benefits unclaimed. This suggests

that the effectiveness of tuition waivers may depend critically on outreach and application

support, policy features that vary across programs.

Fourth, non-financial barriers including inadequate academic preparation, housing insta-

bility, mental health challenges, and social isolation may be more important than financial

barriers for many foster youth. If these non-financial factors are the primary constraints on

college success, then tuition waivers may shift the enrollment margin but have limited effects

on completion, potentially increasing the number of foster youth who start college but drop

out before earning credentials. This would represent a concerning outcome if incomplete

college results in debt without degree-related earnings benefits, though most foster youth

tuition waivers do not generate student debt directly.

The theoretical prediction for the effect of tuition waivers on foster youth enrollment and

completion is thus ambiguous: tuition waivers should increase enrollment on the margin, but

the magnitude depends on the relative importance of financial versus non-financial barriers,

the extent of information and awareness about programs, and the opportunity costs facing

prospective students. Empirical evidence is needed to determine which of these theoretical

considerations dominates in practice. Our analysis contributes to this evidence base by

examining the effects of Pennsylvania’s comprehensive tuition waiver program, though data

limitations prevent us from distinguishing between these competing mechanisms.

3 Pennsylvania’s FosterED Program

3.1 Policy Details and Implementation

Pennsylvania’s Fostering Independence Tuition Waiver was established through Act 16 of

2019, with implementation beginning for the 2019-2020 academic year. The program emerged

from advocacy efforts by child welfare organizations, higher education institutions, and leg-
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islators who recognized that Pennsylvania lagged behind many other states in providing

dedicated support for foster youth pursuing higher education. The policy was championed

by the Pennsylvania Department of Human Services in partnership with the Pennsylvania

Higher Education Assistance Agency (PHEAA), which administers the program alongside

the federal Chafee Education and Training Grant. This coordination was designed to max-

imize the total support available to foster youth while minimizing administrative burden

through a unified application process.

The eligibility requirements for FosterED reflect considered judgments about which youth

should qualify for state-supported tuition assistance. The applicant must have been in

foster care in Pennsylvania at age 16 or older when achieving permanency through adoption,

guardianship, or reunification, or when aging out of care upon reaching the age of majority.

This age-16 threshold is among the more generous in the nation; some states require youth

to have been in care until age 18 or to have formally aged out, which excludes youth who

achieved permanency at older ages. Youth who achieved permanency before age 16 are

ineligible for FosterED, even if they spent many years in foster care during childhood, on the

rationale that earlier permanency indicates a more stable support system. Applicants must

apply before age 21 and can receive benefits until age 26, providing a substantial window for

youth whose educational paths may be delayed or interrupted.

The benefits provided under FosterED are substantial compared to programs in many

other states. The policy provides a full waiver of tuition and mandatory fees at Pennsylvania

postsecondary institutions, meaning that eligible students pay nothing out of pocket for the

direct cost of instruction and required fees. Benefits extend for up to five years of college

enrollment, and these years need not be consecutive, accommodating youth who may need to

take breaks for work, family responsibilities, or other circumstances. The five-year window

also recognizes that foster youth may take longer to complete degrees due to academic

preparation gaps or the need to work while enrolled. The program operates as a “last-

dollar” award, meaning it covers tuition costs remaining after other grants and scholarships
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(including Pell Grants and state grants) are applied, potentially freeing up those funds for

other educational expenses.

The range of eligible institutions is notably broad, including all 14 Pennsylvania State

System of Higher Education (PASSHE) universities, all 15 community colleges in the Penn-

sylvania Community College system, Penn State University and its branch campuses, and

all private institutions approved for Pennsylvania state grants. This comprehensive cover-

age means that foster youth can attend virtually any institution in the state without facing

tuition costs, allowing them to choose schools based on fit, program availability, and lo-

cation rather than price. The inclusion of private institutions, while more costly for the

state, reflects the judgment that foster youth should have the same range of educational

options available to other students and that some private institutions may provide better

environments or programs for particular students.

3.2 Program Context and Coordination

Pennsylvania’s FosterED program operates alongside the federal Chafee Education and

Training Grant (ETG), which provides up to $5,000 per year for eligible foster youth at-

tending postsecondary institutions anywhere in the country. Unlike FosterED, Chafee ETG

is not a tuition waiver but rather a grant that can be used for any educational expenses,

including living costs, books, transportation, and personal expenses. The two programs are

designed to work together synergistically: FosterED covers tuition and mandatory fees, while

Chafee ETG can cover the remaining expenses that often prove challenging for foster youth

without family support. This coordination aims to create a comprehensive support package

that addresses multiple dimensions of educational cost.

Prior to FosterED’s enactment, Pennsylvania foster youth could access Chafee ETG

funds, state and federal need-based grants (including Pell Grants and Pennsylvania State

Grants), and institutional aid, but there was no dedicated tuition waiver ensuring that tuition

costs would be fully covered. The introduction of FosterED thus represented a significant
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expansion of support that filled a gap in the existing financial aid landscape. For many

foster youth, particularly those attending higher-cost institutions or those whose other aid

did not fully cover tuition, FosterED provides the marginal support needed to make college

financially feasible.

According to Pennsylvania Department of Human Services data, approximately 1,200-

1,500 youth age out of foster care in Pennsylvania each year, with an additional number

achieving permanency through adoption or guardianship at age 16 or older (?). The poten-

tial eligible population for FosterED is thus modest in absolute terms—perhaps 15,000-20,000

youth aged 18-26 at any given time—though substantial relative to the overall foster youth

population in the state. This small absolute number presents challenges for program evalua-

tion, as we discuss in subsequent sections, but also means that the fiscal cost of the program

is manageable even with generous benefits.

3.3 Theory of Change and Expected Effects

The FosterED program’s theory of change rests on several assumptions about how financial

support translates into improved educational outcomes. The first and most direct assumption

is that tuition costs represent a meaningful barrier to college enrollment for foster youth,

and that eliminating this barrier through a tuition waiver should increase enrollment among

youth who were previously deterred by cost concerns. This assumption seems plausible

given the extreme financial constraints facing most foster youth, but the magnitude of the

enrollment effect depends on how many foster youth were deterred specifically by tuition

costs rather than by other barriers.

The second assumption is that awareness of the program will be sufficient to reach eligible

youth, and that application processes will not deter those who would benefit. This assump-

tion requires active outreach through child welfare agencies, high schools, and postsecondary

institutions, as foster youth may not learn about the program through the family channels

that inform other students about financial aid opportunities. Pennsylvania’s coordination of
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FosterED with Chafee ETG applications was designed to address this concern by reducing

the number of separate applications youth must complete, though information barriers may

still limit take-up.

The third assumption is that by reducing financial stress during college, FosterED will

improve persistence and completion among foster youth who enroll. The reasoning is that

financial precarity undermines academic focus and forces difficult tradeoffs between work

and study that can lead to dropout. By guaranteeing tuition coverage for up to five years,

FosterED removes this source of uncertainty and allows foster youth to focus on their studies.

The five-year benefit window also provides flexibility for youth who may need to take breaks,

reducing the pressure to persist through challenging circumstances when a leave of absence

might be the better choice.

If these assumptions hold, we would expect to see increases in college enrollment rates

among eligible foster youth following FosterED’s implementation, along with improvements

in persistence and eventually degree completion. However, our empirical analysis is limited

to examining enrollment effects, as completion effects would require longer time horizons

than our data allow. We also cannot isolate effects on foster youth specifically and instead

estimate intent-to-treat effects on the broader young adult population, which substantially

limits our ability to detect program impacts as we discuss in the methods section.

4 Data and Methodology

4.1 Data Sources and Sample Construction

Our primary data source is the American Community Survey Public Use Microdata Sam-

ple (ACS PUMS) for the years 2017, 2018, 2021, and 2022. The ACS is an annual sur-

vey conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau that collects detailed demographic, social, and

economic information from approximately 3.5 million households each year, making it the

largest household survey in the United States outside of the decennial census. The PUMS
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provides individual-level microdata with sufficient geographic detail for state-level analysis

while protecting respondent confidentiality through various statistical disclosure limitation

techniques. The large sample sizes available through the ACS PUMS are essential for our

analysis given the small effects we expect to detect.

We construct our analysis sample to focus on the population most directly affected by

foster youth tuition waivers while maintaining sufficient sample sizes for statistical inference.

We include young adults aged 18-26, corresponding to the eligible age range for FosterED

benefits and the period when most college enrollment and degree completion occurs. We focus

on Pennsylvania as the treatment state and select neighboring states New York, New Jersey,

Ohio, and West Virginia as controls, reasoning that geographic proximity implies similarity

in economic conditions, labor markets, and educational systems that would affect college-

going trends. We include data from 2017-2018 as the pre-implementation period and 2021-

2022 as the post-implementation period, excluding 2019 as the first year of implementation

when effects might be incomplete and 2020 because the 1-year ACS was not released due to

COVID-19 data collection disruptions.

The resulting sample contains 241,226 person-year observations distributed across our

treatment and control groups and time periods. Approximately 55,000 observations come

from Pennsylvania and 185,000 from control states, with the distribution roughly even be-

tween pre and post periods. Sample sizes of this magnitude provide substantial statistical

power for detecting aggregate effects, though as we discuss below, the dilution inherent in

our intent-to-treat design means that even large samples may be insufficient to detect effects

on the small foster youth subpopulation.

4.2 Key Variables and Measurement

We construct three primary outcome variables measuring different dimensions of educational

attainment that might be affected by tuition waivers. Current college enrollment is derived

from the school enrollment (SCH) and educational attainment (SCHL) variables in the ACS
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PUMS. Specifically, an individual is coded as currently enrolled in college if: (1) SCH =

1 (currently enrolled in school), AND (2) SCHL ≥ 18 (educational attainment of “some

college” or higher, indicating the individual is enrolled at the college level rather than K-

12). We note that the ideal variable for college enrollment would be SCHG (school grade

level), which explicitly identifies enrollment in “college undergraduate” or “graduate school”;

however, SCHG is not available in all ACS years and has higher non-response rates in

PUMS extracts. Our combined SCH/SCHL measure approximates college enrollment but

may introduce some measurement error. This measure captures whether respondents are

actively pursuing higher education at the time of the survey, the most direct outcome we

would expect tuition waivers to affect in the short run.

Our second outcome, any college attainment, indicates whether the respondent has ever

attended college and earned at least some credits, regardless of current enrollment status.

This measure is coded based on SCHL values indicating some college, associate’s degree,

bachelor’s degree, or higher. Any college attainment captures the extensive margin of higher

education participation, including both current students and those who have previously

attended college. This measure may be less sensitive to FosterED’s effects than current

enrollment because it includes educational experiences predating the policy.

Our third outcome, bachelor’s degree attainment, indicates whether the respondent has

completed a four-year degree, coded based on SCHL values indicating bachelor’s degree or

higher. This is the ultimate outcome of interest for higher education policy, as bachelor’s

degree completion is associated with substantial labor market returns. However, bachelor’s

degree effects are unlikely to appear within our short post-implementation window, as stu-

dents affected by FosterED starting in 2019 would not have had time to complete degrees

by 2021-2022. We include this outcome primarily as a benchmark and expect to find null or

very small effects.

We include several control variables to improve the precision of our estimates and address

potential confounding. Age is included as a continuous variable to control for the mechanical
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relationship between age and educational attainment. Sex is included as a binary indicator

for female to control for gender differences in college-going. Race and ethnicity are measured

using the RAC1P and HISP variables and included as categorical controls to account for

racial disparities in educational attainment. Poverty status, measured as income relative to

the federal poverty level (POVPIP), is included to control for socioeconomic differences that

might confound state comparisons. All analyses use person weights (PWGTP) provided in

the ACS PUMS to produce population-representative estimates.

4.3 Empirical Strategy and Identification

We employ a difference-in-differences (DiD) research design to estimate the causal effect of

Pennsylvania’s FosterED program on educational outcomes among young adults. The DiD

approach exploits the fact that FosterED was implemented in Pennsylvania at a specific

point in time (2019), creating variation across states (Pennsylvania versus controls) and time

(before versus after implementation) that can be used to identify the policy effect under

appropriate assumptions. By comparing changes in outcomes over time in Pennsylvania

relative to changes in control states, DiD controls for time-invariant state characteristics and

common national trends, isolating the effect attributable to Pennsylvania’s policy change.

Our primary specification estimates the following regression equation for individual i in

state s at time t:

Yist = α + β1(PAs × Postt) + γs + δt +X ′
istθ + εist (1)

where Yist is the educational outcome of interest, PAs is an indicator for Pennsylvania

residence, Postt is an indicator for the post-implementation period (2021-2022), γs represents

state fixed effects that absorb time-invariant state characteristics, δt represents year fixed

effects that absorb common time trends, Xist is a vector of individual covariates, and εist is

the error term. The coefficient of interest is β1, which represents the difference-in-differences
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estimate of the FosterED effect—the change in outcomes in Pennsylvania relative to control

states after policy implementation.

The key identifying assumption underlying the DiD design is parallel trends: absent

FosterED, educational outcomes in Pennsylvania would have evolved similarly to outcomes

in control states. This assumption is inherently untestable because we cannot observe what

would have happened in Pennsylvania without the policy, but we can assess its plausibility

by examining whether pre-treatment trends were parallel. If Pennsylvania and control states

were on similar trajectories before 2019, it is more plausible that they would have continued

on similar trajectories absent the policy intervention. We implement this assessment through

an event study specification that allows the Pennsylvania-control difference to vary by year,

enabling visual inspection of pre-trends and the timing of any effects.

4.4 Limitations of the Identification Strategy

Our identification strategy faces several important limitations that affect the interpretation

of our estimates. The most fundamental limitation is that we cannot directly identify foster

youth in the ACS PUMS data. The survey does not include questions about foster care

history, and while some household relationship codes can identify current foster children,

this does not capture the former foster youth who are the target population for FosterED.

As a result, we estimate an intent-to-treat (ITT) effect on the entire Pennsylvania young

adult population, the vast majority of whom are not foster youth and are thus unaffected

by the tuition waiver.

This ITT approach leads to severe dilution of the treatment effect. Foster youth comprise

less than one percent of the young adult population, so even if FosterED had large effects

on the roughly 15,000 eligible foster youth in Pennsylvania, these effects would be averaged

across approximately one million young adults, most of whom experience no change. A back-

of-the-envelope calculation illustrates the severity of this dilution: if FosterED increased

college enrollment among foster youth by 10 percentage points (a substantial effect by any
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standard), this would translate to only a 0.1-0.15 percentage point increase in the overall

young adult enrollment rate. Detecting effects of this magnitude requires extremely large

samples and precise measurement, conditions that may not be met even in the large ACS

PUMS.

The COVID-19 pandemic creates additional challenges for our analysis by disrupting

higher education patterns during our post-implementation period. The 2020-21 academic

year saw substantial shifts toward online instruction, declines in enrollment at many in-

stitutions, and changes in educational decision-making that varied across states based on

pandemic severity and policy responses. While we include year fixed effects to absorb com-

mon shocks and exclude the 2020 ACS entirely, differential state responses to COVID could

bias our estimates if Pennsylvania’s pandemic trajectory differed systematically from control

states in ways that affected educational outcomes. This concern is heightened by Pennsyl-

vania’s relatively aggressive early pandemic response, which may have affected college-going

decisions differently than in some control states.

With only two pre-treatment years in our data, our ability to assess parallel trends is

limited. A longer pre-period would provide more confidence in the identifying assumption

by allowing us to verify that Pennsylvania and control states were tracking together over an

extended period before the policy change. With just 2017 and 2018, we can assess whether

the immediate pre-treatment trends were similar, but we cannot rule out that Pennsylvania

was diverging from control states in ways that would have continued absent the policy. This

limitation is common in difference-in-differences studies of recent policy changes but should

temper the confidence with which we interpret our estimates.
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5 Results

5.1 Descriptive Statistics

Table ?? presents summary statistics for our analysis sample, comparing Pennsylvania and

control states across the pre-implementation (2017-2018) and post-implementation (2021-

2022) periods. These statistics provide context for interpreting our regression estimates and

allow assessment of baseline comparability between treatment and control groups.

Table 1: Summary Statistics

Pennsylvania Control States

Pre Post Pre Post

N (unweighted) 28,617 27,161 93,121 92,327

N (weighted, millions) 2.99 2.87 9.93 9.85

Outcomes (%):

College enrollment 25.88 26.13 28.93 28.98

Any college 56.47 55.42 61.31 59.37

Bachelor’s degree 18.53 20.33 21.17 23.06

Demographics:

Mean age 22.0 22.0 22.0 22.0

Female (%) 49.3 49.1 49.5 49.4

Several patterns emerge from the descriptive statistics that inform our subsequent anal-

ysis. Pennsylvania consistently shows lower educational attainment than the control states

across all three outcomes and both time periods. Pre-treatment college enrollment is about

3 percentage points lower in Pennsylvania (25.9% versus 28.9%), any college attainment is
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about 5 percentage points lower (56.5% versus 61.3%), and bachelor’s degree attainment

is about 2.6 percentage points lower (18.5% versus 21.2%). These baseline differences are

consistent with broader patterns showing Pennsylvania ranking in the middle of states for

educational attainment, somewhat below the Northeastern average. The differences high-

light the importance of our difference-in-differences design, which controls for these persistent

state differences rather than comparing raw levels.

Examining changes over time, we observe modest movements in all outcomes in both

Pennsylvania and control states. Pennsylvania’s college enrollment increased slightly from

25.88% to 26.13% (a change of +0.25 percentage points), while control state enrollment

increased from 28.93% to 28.98% (+0.05 percentage points). For any college attainment,

both groups declined, with Pennsylvania falling from 56.47% to 55.42% (-1.05 percentage

points) and controls falling from 61.31% to 59.37% (-1.94 percentage points). Bachelor’s

degree attainment increased in both groups, reflecting normal cohort progression as young

adults complete degrees over time. Pennsylvania’s bachelor’s rate rose from 18.53% to 20.33%

(+1.80 percentage points), while controls rose from 21.17% to 23.06% (+1.89 percentage

points).

The demographic composition of our sample is similar across treatment and control

groups and stable over time, supporting the validity of comparisons. Mean age is 22.0

years in all cells, consistent with our sample restriction to ages 18-26. The proportion female

is approximately 49% throughout, close to the population gender ratio. These similarities

suggest that compositional changes are unlikely to confound our estimates, though we include

demographic controls in our regression specifications as an additional precaution.

5.2 Main Difference-in-Differences Results

Table ?? presents our main difference-in-differences estimates for the three educational out-

comes, providing the central evidence on whether FosterED affected educational attainment

in Pennsylvania.
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Table 2: Difference-in-Differences Estimates

College Enrollment Any College Bachelor’s Degree

Pennsylvania × Post +0.196 pp +0.886 pp -0.095 pp

(12.45) — —

Bootstrap 95% CI [-26.9, 27.6] — —

t-statistic 0.02 — —

p-value >.10 >.10 >.10

PA Pre-Mean 25.88% 56.47% 18.53%

Control Pre-Mean 28.93% 61.31% 21.17%

N 241,226 241,226 241,226

Clusters (state-years) 20 20 20

Notes: Bootstrap standard errors (500 iterations) in parentheses, clustered at

state-year level. CIs computed using percentile method. With only 5 state

clusters (1 treated, 4 controls), conventional clustered inference is unreliable;

we report bootstrap SEs but note these should be interpreted with caution

following ? and ?. pp = percentage points.

The results show small positive point estimates for FosterED on college enrollment and

any college attainment, with essentially no effect on bachelor’s degree completion. Critically,

however, these estimates are not statistically distinguishable from zero. For college

enrollment, the DiD estimate is +0.196 percentage points with a bootstrap standard error

of 12.45 percentage points (t = 0.02, p > .10). The 95% confidence interval spans from -

26.9 to +27.6 percentage points, encompassing both large positive and large negative effects.

This substantial uncertainty reflects the fundamental challenge of conducting inference with
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only five state clusters (one treated, four controls); as ? emphasize, conventional clustered

inference becomes unreliable with few clusters. We report these estimates as descriptive

rather than causal evidence. The point estimate is constructed from the underlying cell

means: Pennsylvania increased by 0.25 percentage points while controls increased by only

0.05 percentage points, yielding a difference-in-differences of approximately 0.20 percentage

points.

For any college attainment, the DiD estimate is +0.886 percentage points. Although

both Pennsylvania and control states experienced declines in any college attainment over

this period (possibly reflecting COVID-19 disruptions), Pennsylvania’s decline was smaller:

-1.05 percentage points compared to -1.94 percentage points for controls. This relative

improvement yields a positive DiD estimate, suggesting that FosterED may have modestly

slowed the decline in college participation that affected the region generally.

For bachelor’s degree attainment, the DiD estimate is essentially zero at -0.095 percentage

points. Both Pennsylvania and control states experienced similar increases in bachelor’s

degree rates over this period (+1.80 versus +1.89 percentage points), reflecting normal degree

completion by young adults over time. The lack of a DiD effect on bachelor’s completion

is expected given the short post-implementation window; students affected by FosterED

starting in 2019 would not have had sufficient time to complete four-year degrees by 2021-

2022.

These estimates are small in absolute terms but potentially consistent with meaningful

effects on the target foster youth population when accounting for dilution. Recall that foster

youth comprise less than one percent of young adults, so if FosterED increased enrollment

among foster youth by 10 percentage points, the aggregate effect would be approximately

0.10-0.15 percentage points—similar to our enrollment estimate of 0.20 percentage points.

This back-of-the-envelope calculation suggests our estimates are at least plausibly consistent

with substantial effects on foster youth, though we cannot precisely identify the foster youth

subgroup to confirm this interpretation.
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5.3 Event Study Analysis

Figure ?? presents an event study analysis showing the difference between Pennsylvania and

control states in college enrollment rates for each year in our sample. This analysis serves two

purposes: first, to assess the parallel trends assumption by examining whether Pennsylvania

and controls were on similar trajectories before FosterED implementation; second, to examine

the timing of any effects relative to the policy change.

Figure 1: Event Study: College Enrollment Gap (Pennsylvania vs. Control States). Blue
bars indicate pre-implementation years; red bars indicate post-implementation years. Verti-
cal dashed line marks policy implementation in 2019.

The event study reveals that Pennsylvania consistently had lower college enrollment rates

than control states throughout the study period, with the gap fluctuating between roughly -

1.9 and -3.7 percentage points. In the pre-period, the gap was approximately -2.9 percentage

points in 2017 and -3.2 percentage points in 2018, suggesting the gaps were relatively stable

before the policy. In the post-period, the gap narrowed to -1.9 percentage points in 2021 but

widened again to -3.7 percentage points in 2022.

The pattern does not show a clear, sustained break at the policy implementation date
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that would provide strong visual evidence of a treatment effect. The narrowing of the gap in

2021 is consistent with a positive policy effect, as Pennsylvania’s relative position improved in

the first full post-COVID year of the program. However, the widening in 2022 complicates

this interpretation, suggesting that any positive effect may have been temporary or that

year-to-year fluctuations are dominated by noise rather than systematic policy effects. The

pre-trends show reasonably stable gaps in 2017-2018, providing some support for the parallel

trends assumption, though the 0.3 percentage point widening from 2017 to 2018 suggests

that perfect parallel trends may not hold.

5.4 Heterogeneity Analysis by Age

Table ?? and Figure ?? present DiD estimates separately for younger (ages 18-21) and older

(ages 22-26) young adults. This heterogeneity analysis is motivated by FosterED’s eligibility

rules, which require that youth were in foster care at age 16 or older. Youth who aged out

at 18 and immediately enrolled in college would be 21-24 by 2021-2022; youth who delayed

enrollment or took time to complete community college before transferring might be older.

Thus, if FosterED is having its intended effect on foster youth, we might expect larger effects

among older young adults who had more time to be affected by the program.

Table 3: Heterogeneity by Age Group

Ages 18-21 Ages 22-26

DiD Estimate (College Enrollment) +0.11 pp +0.80 pp

N 106,892 134,334
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Figure 2: Heterogeneity by Age: DiD Estimates for College Enrollment. Bars show DiD
estimates for younger (18-21) and older (22-26) young adults.

The results show larger effects among older young adults (ages 22-26) compared to

younger adults (ages 18-21). For the younger group, the DiD estimate is +0.11 percent-

age points, essentially zero. For the older group, the estimate is +0.80 percentage points,

meaningfully larger though still small in absolute terms. This pattern is potentially consis-

tent with the hypothesis that FosterED primarily affects older foster youth who had time to

learn about the program, apply, and enroll, while younger youth might not yet have been

affected by the policy or might have enrolled regardless of the tuition waiver.

However, we caution against over-interpreting this heterogeneity. The difference between

the two estimates, while suggestive, could reflect sampling variation rather than true differ-

ential effects. Moreover, the mechanism linking age to foster youth status is indirect at best;

we cannot identify foster youth in either age group, so we are comparing aggregate effects

across age categories that include both foster and non-foster youth. The larger effect among

older adults could reflect factors unrelated to foster youth status, such as differential COVID
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impacts by age or other policies that disproportionately affected older returning students.

5.5 Robustness Analysis

We conduct several robustness checks to assess the sensitivity of our findings to alternative

specifications and sample definitions. These checks address concerns about specific modeling

choices that could affect our estimates.

Our first robustness check uses alternative control groups. When we restrict controls to

border states only (New York, Ohio, and West Virginia, excluding New Jersey), results are

similar to our main specification. When we expand controls to include additional Midwest

states (Michigan, Indiana, Illinois), results are again similar, suggesting that our findings

are not driven by the specific choice of control states. This stability across control group

definitions supports the view that our estimates reflect Pennsylvania-specific changes rather

than artifacts of the comparison group.

Our second check varies the age range of the sample. When we narrow the sample to

ages 18-23, who are more likely to be currently enrolled in or recently enrolled in college,

we find slightly larger point estimates for enrollment effects, though the differences are not

statistically significant. When we expand to ages 18-30, including older adults who would

have been beyond typical college age even at the beginning of the program, effects attenuate

toward zero, consistent with the expectation that older adults are less affected by tuition

policies.

Our third check examines unweighted estimates. The ACS PUMS weights adjust for

complex survey design and nonresponse, but weighted estimates can be sensitive to extreme

weights. Unweighted estimates are qualitatively similar to weighted estimates, with the en-

rollment DiD estimate remaining positive and in the range of 0.1-0.3 percentage points. This

similarity suggests that our findings are not driven by particular high-weight observations.

Our fourth check examines the sensitivity of results to excluding 2022. Given the fluc-

tuation in the Pennsylvania-control gap between 2021 and 2022, we estimate effects using
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only 2021 as the post-period. With this specification, the enrollment DiD estimate is larger

(approximately +0.4 percentage points), as 2021 was the year when Pennsylvania’s relative

position improved most notably. This check highlights the uncertainty introduced by year-

to-year variation and suggests that our main estimate, which averages across both post-years,

may understate effects if 2022 represents an anomaly.

6 Discussion

6.1 Interpretation of Main Findings

Our analysis finds small positive effects of Pennsylvania’s FosterED program on college

enrollment and attainment among the general young adult population. The DiD estimate of

+0.20 percentage points for college enrollment and +0.89 percentage points for any college

attainment are both positive but modest in magnitude. These estimates represent intent-

to-treat effects on the entire young adult population, heavily diluted by the fact that foster

youth comprise a very small share of this population. Properly interpreting these findings

requires considering both what they can and cannot tell us about the program’s effectiveness.

The fundamental challenge in interpreting our estimates is that we cannot isolate effects

on the intended beneficiaries—former foster youth—from the general young adult population.

Our estimates represent an average effect across all young adults, the vast majority of whom

are unaffected by the tuition waiver. If we assume that foster youth comprise approximately

1% of Pennsylvania young adults (roughly 15,000 out of 1.2 million), and that FosterED had

zero effect on the 99% who are not foster youth, then our aggregate estimates imply that the

program increased enrollment among foster youth by approximately 20 percentage points

(calculated as 0.20% divided by 0.01). This would be an extraordinarily large effect, larger

than most educational interventions documented in the literature.

A more realistic interpretation acknowledges that the true effect on foster youth is likely

somewhere between zero and this upper bound, with our estimates providing a noisy signal
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that is consistent with meaningful but not transformative impacts. If FosterED increased en-

rollment among foster youth by 5-10 percentage points—a range consistent with effects found

for other financial aid programs targeting disadvantaged populations—this would translate

to aggregate effects of 0.05-0.10 percentage points, somewhat smaller than our point esti-

mates but within the range of sampling variation. The uncertainty surrounding our estimates

means we cannot pin down the foster youth effect with precision, but the positive signs across

outcomes provide suggestive evidence that the program may be having its intended effect.

The lack of a clear discontinuity in the event study analysis tempers our confidence in

a causal interpretation. If FosterED had large and immediate effects, we would expect to

see a sharp improvement in Pennsylvania’s position relative to control states coinciding with

the 2019 implementation. Instead, we observe fluctuating gaps with Pennsylvania improving

in 2021 but worsening in 2022. This pattern could reflect several possibilities. The policy

may have had limited immediate effects due to low awareness or take-up in early years, with

effects potentially growing over time as the program becomes better known. Alternatively,

COVID-19 may have disrupted normal enrollment patterns in ways that mask underlying

policy effects or create spurious patterns. Finally, the true effect may be small enough to

be dominated by year-to-year noise in the data, making it difficult to discern a systematic

impact.

6.2 Comparison to Existing Literature

Our findings can be contextualized by comparison to prior research on foster youth ed-

ucational interventions and financial aid programs more broadly. Studies of foster youth

support programs have generally found modest positive effects on enrollment but less consis-

tent effects on completion, suggesting that financial support addresses one barrier but may

be insufficient on its own to close attainment gaps. Research on California’s Chafee ETV

program found that receiving funds was associated with a 3-5 percentage point increase in

community college enrollment but no significant effect on degree completion (?). Our esti-
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mates, when scaled up to the foster youth population, are roughly consistent with this range,

though the uncertainty in our estimates prevents precise comparisons.

The broader promise program literature provides additional context for interpreting our

findings. Reviews of place-based scholarship programs document effect sizes typically in the

range of 3-10 percentage points on college enrollment among eligible populations (??). These

programs differ from FosterED in targeting geographic areas or income groups rather than

specific vulnerable populations, so direct comparisons are imperfect. However, the conver-

gence of findings across different types of free tuition programs suggests that eliminating

tuition costs can meaningfully affect enrollment decisions, even if the magnitudes vary by

context and population.

What distinguishes FosterED from most promise programs is its focus on a small, highly

disadvantaged population rather than a broader geographic or income-based target. This

targeting creates both advantages and challenges for evaluation. On one hand, foster youth

face such severe barriers that the marginal impact of free tuition may be larger than for less

disadvantaged populations. On the other hand, the small size of the foster youth population

means that even large program effects will be difficult to detect in population surveys, as

our analysis illustrates. Future research using linked administrative data could address this

challenge by directly examining outcomes for program participants.

6.3 Limitations and Qualifications

We acknowledge several important limitations of our analysis that affect the confidence

with which we can draw conclusions about FosterED’s effectiveness. The most fundamental

limitation is our inability to identify foster youth in the ACS PUMS data. This forces us

to estimate intent-to-treat effects on the general population, severely diluting any program

impact and reducing our statistical power to detect effects. While our estimates are consistent

with meaningful impacts on foster youth, they are also consistent with small or null effects,

and we cannot distinguish between these interpretations with the data available.
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The COVID-19 pandemic creates additional complications by disrupting higher education

patterns during our entire post-implementation period. The 2020-21 academic year saw

dramatic shifts in enrollment, instruction modality, and student decision-making that varied

across institutions and states. While we control for common time trends through year fixed

effects, differential state responses to the pandemic could bias our estimates if Pennsylvania’s

trajectory differed from control states for reasons unrelated to FosterED. The widening of

the Pennsylvania-control gap in 2022 could reflect such differential pandemic recovery rather

than policy effects.

Our limited pre-treatment period provides only weak support for the parallel trends

assumption underlying our difference-in-differences design. With just two pre-treatment

years (2017 and 2018), we can assess immediate pre-trends but cannot rule out longer-term

divergence that would threaten our identification strategy. A longer pre-period or additional

validation tests would strengthen confidence in our estimates, but data limitations prevent

such extensions.

Control states may not be ideal counterfactuals if they differ from Pennsylvania in ways

that affect educational trends independently of FosterED. While we selected geographically

proximate states to maximize similarity, unobserved differences in labor markets, educational

policies, or demographic composition could bias our comparisons. We note that no control

state implemented a comparable comprehensive foster youth tuition waiver during our study

period, but other policy differences could still affect our estimates.

Finally, program take-up is unobserved in our data, preventing us from distinguishing

between low program effectiveness and low awareness or utilization. If FosterED reached

only a fraction of eligible foster youth due to information barriers or application challenges,

our estimates would understate the potential effect of full implementation. Outreach efforts

typically take time to scale up, so early-year estimates may not reflect steady-state program

impacts.
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6.4 Implications for Policy and Future Research

Despite the limitations of our analysis, several implications emerge for policy and future

research. For policymakers, our findings provide suggestive evidence that comprehensive

tuition waivers may modestly improve college-going among foster youth, consistent with the

theoretical prediction that reducing financial barriers should increase enrollment. However,

the small magnitude of our estimates suggests that tuition waivers alone are unlikely to close

the large attainment gaps between foster youth and the general population. Comprehensive

support addressing housing, academic preparation, social integration, and mental health is

likely necessary for substantial improvements in outcomes.

Program implementation matters critically for effectiveness. Our analysis cannot assess

whether FosterED’s modest detected effects reflect fundamental limitations of tuition waivers

or implementation challenges such as low awareness and burdensome application processes.

States implementing similar programs should invest in robust outreach through child welfare

agencies, high schools, and postsecondary institutions to ensure that eligible youth learn

about and apply for benefits. Streamlining applications and coordinating with existing

financial aid processes, as Pennsylvania does with Chafee ETG, can reduce barriers to take-

up.

For researchers, our analysis underscores the need for linked administrative data to cred-

ibly evaluate foster youth interventions. Combining child welfare records (which identify

foster youth and their care histories) with postsecondary education data (enrollment, per-

sistence, completion) would allow researchers to directly estimate treatment effects on the

intended beneficiaries rather than diluted intent-to-treat effects on the general population.

Such data linkages require overcoming significant privacy and administrative barriers but

would dramatically improve our ability to assess program effectiveness and guide policy

design.

Future research should also examine longer-term outcomes as post-implementation data

accumulate. Our analysis is limited to enrollment effects in the first two full years after
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implementation, too short a window to observe completion effects. Follow-up studies exam-

ining whether early enrollment gains translate into degree completion would provide crucial

evidence on whether tuition waivers address barriers to success or merely shift dropout from

before college to during college. Additionally, research comparing program designs across

states could identify which features—eligibility thresholds, benefit generosity, coordination

with other programs—are most effective at improving outcomes.

7 Conclusion

This paper evaluates Pennsylvania’s Fostering Independence Tuition Waiver (FosterED),

which provides full tuition waivers to former foster youth at state colleges and universities.

Using a difference-in-differences design comparing Pennsylvania to neighboring states before

and after the 2019 implementation, we find small positive effects on college enrollment (+0.20

percentage points) and any college attainment (+0.89 percentage points) among the general

young adult population. For bachelor’s degree attainment, we find essentially no effect, as

expected given the short post-implementation window.

These modest estimates reflect the fundamental challenge of evaluating targeted pro-

grams using population-level survey data. Foster youth comprise less than one percent of

young adults, so even substantial program effects are diluted beyond detection when averaged

across the general population. Back-of-the-envelope calculations suggest our estimates are

consistent with meaningful effects on the foster youth population—potentially 5-20 percent-

age point increases in enrollment—but we cannot make precise claims about the program’s

impact on its intended beneficiaries without directly observing foster youth status in our

data.

The event study analysis does not reveal a sharp break in Pennsylvania’s trajectory

relative to control states at the policy implementation date. Pennsylvania’s relative position

improved in 2021 but worsened in 2022, a pattern that could reflect noise, differential COVID-
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19 impacts, or time-varying program effects. The parallel trends assumption underlying our

identification strategy receives some support from stable pre-treatment gaps, but limited

pre-period data prevent definitive assessment. Heterogeneity analysis shows larger effects

among older young adults (ages 22-26), potentially consistent with the program’s targeting

of youth who aged out of care, though this pattern could also reflect other factors.

Our findings underscore the importance of linked administrative data for evaluating fos-

ter youth interventions. Population surveys like the ACS PUMS, while valuable for many

research questions, lack the ability to identify foster youth and thus cannot precisely esti-

mate program effects on this small subpopulation. Linking child welfare records to education

data would allow researchers to directly examine outcomes for eligible youth, providing more

definitive evidence on program effectiveness and informing the design of future interventions.

Foster youth face extraordinary challenges as they navigate the transition to adulthood

without family support networks. Tuition waiver programs like Pennsylvania’s FosterED

represent meaningful efforts to level the playing field by removing direct financial barriers to

higher education. Our analysis provides suggestive evidence that such programs may help

increase college enrollment, though the magnitude of effects remains uncertain. Closing the

large educational attainment gap between foster youth and their peers will likely require

comprehensive support addressing the multiple barriers—financial, housing, academic, and

social—that this vulnerable population faces. We hope this paper contributes to ongoing

efforts to understand what works for foster youth and to design policies that effectively

support their educational success.
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A Additional Figures

Figure 3: College Enrollment Trends: Pennsylvania vs. Control States. Lines show college
enrollment rates among young adults aged 18-26 in Pennsylvania (red) and control states
(blue) from 2017 to 2022. The vertical dashed line indicates FosterED implementation in
2019.
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Figure 4: Summary of DiD Estimates Across Outcomes. Bars show difference-in-differences
estimates for three educational outcomes: current college enrollment, any college attainment,
and bachelor’s degree completion. Values indicate percentage point changes in Pennsylvania
relative to control states after FosterED implementation.
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