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Although advocates and policymakers have paid more attention to improving 
educational outcomes for foster youth in recent years,1 these efforts have largely 
ignored the role that extracurricular activities can play in youths’ overall academic 
performance. Playing on a soccer team or participating in band enhances the school 
experience and often has positive effects on attendance, motivation, academic 
achievement, and behavior. Despite this fact, few states have laws that support 
foster youth participation in these activities (California is an important exception).  In 
addition, there are few existing policies guiding caregivers and others involved with 
foster youth on how to support their involvement in these activities.  Foster youth 
need emotional and practical support from caregivers and caseworkers, flexibility on 
the part of teachers and coaches, and state laws that protect their right to fully 
participate in school-related activities. 

I.	Foster	Youth	Struggle	With	Academics,	Behavior,	and	Identity	
If any children can benefit from extracurricular activities, it is foster youth.  On 
average, foster youth tend to have worse academic performance and more 
behavioral problems than other students.  Thirty percent of foster youth perform 
below grade level.2  They are more likely to need special education services.3  They 
also get held back at a much higher rate.4  In a study in Washington state, for 
example, twice as many foster youth repeated a grade compared with other 
students.5 

The high proportion of foster youth who drop out before completing high school is 
especially alarming.6  Studies have found that between one-third and two-thirds of 
foster youth end up dropping out before earning a high school diploma.7  Those 
foster youth who do graduate are unlikely to move on to a four-year 
college.  According to one study, less than 3 percent of foster youth in California 
attend four-year colleges.8 

Compounding their academic difficulties, foster youth are more likely to have 
behavioral problems resulting in higher rates of both suspensions and 
expulsions.9  A study of students in the Los Angeles Unified School District, for 



example, found that the foster youth there were three times more likely than other 
students to be suspended or expelled.10  A similar study in the Midwest discovered 
that only 28 percent of students nationally had been suspended from school at least 
once, compared to 67 percent of the foster youth who were involved in the study.11 

Among the most significant problems foster youth have is frequent school changes. 
Each time a foster youth changes homes – which can be frequent – they also 
change schools. This means they must adapt to a new peer group, new classes, 
and new teachers.  These changes increase foster youth’s behavior problems.12 In 
addition, several studies have demonstrated that school mobility is a significant risk 
factor for student dropout.13 

Another issue for foster youth is identity development.  In a small study of 
adolescent foster youth, Susan M. Kools, a professor of adolescent development 
and mental health at UCSF, conducted intensive interviews with the youth to 
determine their perceptions of their time in foster care.14  She found that foster care 
had a negative impact on identity development.15 The youth felt judged by both the 
adults and peers in their life because of their status as foster youth.16  For 
adolescents, peer perceptions are critically important.  Kools found that being 
teased and ridiculed about being in foster care was particularly damaging to foster 
youth in their identity development,17 which resulted in them feeling disconnected 
and alienated from their peers.18 

II.	Extracurricular	Activities	Can	Help	
Extracurricular activities address all three areas of concern for foster youth 
discussed above, namely academic achievement, behavioral problems, and identity 
development.  The research has shown that structure is very important, so the 
extracurricular activities discussed in this article are structured, voluntary, after-
school activities rather than the informal, unstructured activities that youth may be 
involved in with their peers after school.19 

Extracurricular activities are sponsored either by a youth’s school or by an outside 
organization, although school-based activities are preferable.  They provide a 
unique opportunity for students to play a larger role in their school community as 
well as form stronger bonds with teachers, staff, and peers.20  In addition, many 
school-based extracurricular activities have a minimum grade point average (GPA) 
requirement.21 Jay Lightner, Director of Lighthouse Group Homes in California, has 
seen foster youth become more motivated to do well in school just so they could 
continue to play on their school teams.22 



Even after adjusting for selection, participation in school-based extracurricular 
activities serve to “bind students to the adult-oriented values of the school.”23  This 
results in higher academic performance,24 including higher GPAs and an increased 
likelihood of college enrollment.25  Students who participate in extracurricular 
activities also have more completed years of education than their non-participating 
peers.26 

Studies also show a strong association between extracurricular activities and 
reduced student dropout rates.27  (For example, at-risk youth who participate in even 
one extracurricular activity are much less likely to drop out of school.28)  Reduced 
dropout rates have been shown to exist regardless of ethnicity or gender.29  Given 
the high dropout rate for foster youth, this correlation is especially promising. 

Involvement with extracurricular activities is also associated with decreased 
delinquent behavior, as measured by criminal arrests, substance abuse, and 
antisocial behavior.30  Better behavior means that students can pay closer attention 
to their schoolwork. 

These improvements in academic achievement and behavior may be the result of 
students viewing school more positively.  One study found that students involved in 
extracurricular activities had more positive opinions about school than those not 
involved.31  Extracurricular activities provide opportunities for students to interact 
with and create bonds with different peers and adults than they normally would 
encounter during school.32  Given that foster youth may be especially disconnected 
from their school community because of repeated transfers and peer criticism and 
judgment, extracurricular activities may facilitate a greater feeling of belonging and 
support.  For example, when Dalton Dyer, a foster youth from Auburn, California, 
was asked if playing high school football eased his transition to a new school, he 
said “definitely.”33  His teammates showed him around the school, gave him advice, 
and told him what they knew about his teachers.34  Dyer’s advice for school staff to 
make transitions easier on foster youth is to connect the youth with other students 
as soon as they arrive so that they feel less lonely, which will make them more likely 
to get involved in the school.35 

Extracurricular activities provide other benefits that may help students both in school 
and out.  These benefits include increases in particular skills, such as “task 
persistence, independence, following instructions, dealing with authority figures, and 
fitting in with peers.”36 Extracurricular activities allow students to gain these skills as 
they interact with authority figures and different groups of peers.37  Teachers are 
most often in charge of extracurricular activities.  Building strong relationships with 
teachers can help foster youth feel more comfortable in their school.  They will have 
more people to turn to for guidance, advice, and help with their academics.  These 



relationships may also help foster youth feel more confident participating in their 
classes. 

One study found that consistent participation in extracurricular activities also gave 
students an opportunity to build interpersonal skills, which increased educational 
attainment in young adulthood.38  As students acquire skills like leadership or athletic 
expertise, they may gain increased confidence in their abilities.39  Additional 
psychological benefits include “higher self-esteem, less worry regarding the future, 
and reduced feelings of social isolation.”40 

In a series of “Foster Youth Speak Outs” in Los Angeles and the Bay Area, foster 
youth said that they want outlets such as extracurricular activities to help them deal 
with their sadness and loneliness.41  They want to learn about extracurricular 
opportunities and be supported and encouraged to participate by caregivers, 
mentors and caseworkers.42 

III.	Change	is	Necessary	to	Get	Foster	Youth	Involved	
Change needs to happen at multiple levels to increase foster youth participation in 
extracurricular activities.  At the state level, laws are needed to eliminate barriers, as 
well as to encourage participation.  Additionally, organizations that establish policies 
regarding the care of foster youth can create policies to break down barriers and 
encourage and support foster youth to participate in activities that interest them. 

A.	California	Leads	The	Way	Among	The	States	

California is one of the few states that have passed legislation eliminating obstacles 
to, and providing support for, foster youth involvement in extracurricular 
activities.   In 2003, California passed AB 490, which reduced some of the 
educational barriers affecting foster youth.43  AB 490 changed many provisions of 
California’s Education Code and Welfare and Institutions Code to ensure that when 
foster youth change schools they will have a smooth transition.  In 2008, California 
passed AB 2096, changing provisions of the Welfare and Institutions Code to allow 
group home providers to use the “prudent parent standard” when determining 
whether to allow a youth in their care to participate in extracurricular 
activities.44  These changes increased access to extracurricular activities for foster 
youth placed in group homes. 

In 2009, California passed AB 81 – a law inspired by the National Center for Youth 
Law’s victory in Dyer v. CIF.45  The case arose after the California Interscholastic 
Federation (CIF) forced Dalton Dyer’s football team at Placer High School to forfeit 



games it had won because Dyer did not complete certain paperwork when he 
transferred to Placer High due to a change in her placement. The court ruled that 
CIF’s bylaws requiring this extra paperwork for foster youth, and not for other 
students transferring schools, violated state law and the Equal Protection Clause of 
the California Constitution.  AB 81 amended California’s Education Code to provide 
that “[a] foster child who changes residences pursuant to a court order or decision of 
a child welfare worker shall be immediately deemed to meet all residency 
requirements for participation in interscholastic sports or other extracurricular 
activities.”46 

This legislation demonstrates California’s commitment to providing foster youth 
access to extracurricular activities in five important ways: 

1. The law makes clear that foster youth are to have access to everything that regular students 
have access to – including extracurricular and enrichment activities.47 

2. The law mandates that when a foster youth changes residences, the youth automatically 
meets all the residency requirements for participation in interscholastic and extracurricular 
activities.48 

3. The law prohibits any other laws or regulations from preventing foster youth from 
participating in extracurricular activities.49 

4. The law requires private agencies that provide foster care to have policies that promote 
participation in extracurricular activities.50 

5. The law explicitly states that foster youth have a statutory right to participate in 
extracurricular activities.51 

Although a few other states have laws addressing foster youth participation in 
extracurricular activities, none goes as far as California.  Both Arkansas and South 
Carolina mandate that foster youth get the same access to extracurricular activities 
as other students.52  And foster youth in Hawaii, like in California, have the right to 
participate in extracurricular activities.53  But California does the most to address the 
obstacles to foster youth participation.  The only thing missing from California’s 
scheme is a provision waiving all fees for foster youth who participate in 
extracurricular activities (Colorado is the only state with a law that does this).54 

B.	Individuals	Must	Also	Be	Involved	

Foster parents, teachers, and others involved in the daily lives of foster youth are in 
the best position to encourage and support participation in sports and other 
activities.  However, there are few policies to guide them.  Ideally, these policies 



should build on existing state statutes, such as California’s, while also providing 
more specific information on best practices for foster care providers. 

A few things have happened in this area that provide hope.  The Council on 
Accreditation, a child and family services accrediting organization, is one group that 
recognizes the importance of extracurricular activities for foster youth and writes its 
standards accordingly.  These standards state that foster parents, group living 
services, and youth independent living services are to encourage and support youth 
to participate in “age-appropriate educational, social, recreational, and community 
activities.”55 

Similarly, participants in a Foster Care Youth Summit in 200756 recognized the 
importance of extracurricular activities and recommended that foster youth be 
encouraged to participate.57  They stated that funding exists for increasing 
extracurricular opportunities, but acknowledged that people need to be made more 
aware of this funding.58 

California promotes involvement in extracurricular activities through Foster Youth 
Services (FYS) programs, which provide activities for foster youth who cannot 
participate in their school’s activities because of frequent moves.59 

IV.	Next	Steps	
We know that extracurricular activities can improve academic achievement, alleviate 
behavioral problems, and foster identity development in young people. We also 
know that there are systemic barriers to foster youth involvement in these 
activities.  Facilitating foster youth participation requires the coordination of state 
and local policymakers, individual stakeholders, caregivers, school districts, and the 
foster youth themselves. 

Following are steps to eliminate obstacles and provide the encouragement and 
support foster youth need to get involved: 

§ Other states’ adoption of legal schemes similar to California’s that eliminate systemic 
barriers to participation, with a fee waiver like Colorado’s. 

§ Encouragement and support from caregivers, teachers, and others. For example, group 
home Director Jay Lightner makes extracurricular involvement a priority for foster youth in 
his group homes.  He said that “we are looking for any niche a kid wants to be involved in – 
karate, music, tumbling.  Anything that interests them, we’ll sponsor it.”60 



§ Specific policies should be developed for caregivers (foster parents, group homes and the 
like) that provide guidance on how best to support and encourage the foster youth in their 
care. 

§ Flexibility of coaches and teachers who lead extracurricular activities to excuse tardiness, or 
to provide supplies and transportation. 

Research is also needed around foster youth participation in extracurricular 
activities. It could be used to inform laws and policies by answering questions like: 

§ What percentage of youth in foster care participate? 
§ What are the characteristics of foster youth who participate in extracurricular activities? 
§ What are the characteristics of the placements of foster youth who participate in 

extracurricular activities? 
§ What barriers to participation are identified by foster youth, caregivers, group homes, school 

teachers, and staff? 
§ Are foster youth more likely to participate in extracurricular activities that take place in, or 

out, of school? 
§ Are there any specific benefits or consequences to participation compared with other 

students? 

V.	Conclusion	
The typical school experience involves more than just attending class and earning 
credits – it is also about being a part of a school community. An increased focus on 
removing the barriers to foster youth participation in extracurricular activities, as well 
as actively encouraging involvement, could yield many benefits for this often 
overlooked population of youth. 
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