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Executive Summary 

The Challenge 
Youth who leave foster care without lasting connections to caring adults face a steep, often 
lonely climb into adulthood. In Texas, 33% of youth aging out of foster care experience 
homelessness by age 21, above the 29% national average. Unmet needs in housing, 
employment, education, and health care rarely occur in isolation; they cascade into one 
another and compound existing trauma.  

The Texas Workforce Commission contracted the Texas Institute for Child & Family 
Wellbeing to design and implement the Texas Foster Youth Network (TXFYN), a statewide 
network to connect youth to reliable, trusted resources as they transition to independence. 

This resource landscape analysis draws on individual interviews with 20 youth (ages 18–23) 
with foster care experience and group interviews with 69 system and community partners 
across child welfare, education, workforce, health, housing, and legal advocacy sectors, to 
ground the Network's design in the perspectives of the people it is meant to serve. The 
analysis surfaced root causes of unmet resource needs and strategies to improve youth 
access to the resources they need to thrive in adulthood. 

Key Findings - Root Causes of Unmet Resource Needs 
• Adulthood needs to be practiced. Youth exiting foster care face significant 

preparation gaps and need guided, hands-on practice, not just resource lists and 
referrals. 

• Many youth lack natural supports and come to distrust or disconnect from transition 
support systems, heightening the risk of crisis. However, every youth interviewed 
pointed to the same need — at least one reliable person in their corner. Where that 
connection existed, it was the foundation for confidence and forward momentum; 
where it was missing or broken, youth described spiraling into crisis. 

• The system supporting the transition to adulthood is comprehensive but 
fragmented. Benefits, providers, and eligibility rules can vary by agency and region, 
and even county. Transitional Living Services are a genuine pillar of support, but staff 
turnover, inconsistent training, and broken handoffs between the fragmented 
system's own navigators leave many youth — especially the most vulnerable — 
falling through the cracks. 

Path Forward - Strategies for Network Development 
• The Texas Foster Youth Network will address these root causes by providing a 

single point of entry for resource navigation statewide, supported by peer 
navigators. This approach will be implemented through two core components: (1) 
outreach and cross-system collaboration with resource providers, and (2) 
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individualized, relationship-centered resource navigation that is tailored to youth 
priorities and choices, provides timely response, and includes coaching and follow-
up.   

• The resource navigation model describes how youth will interact with the Network in 
four phases: community outreach; initial contact and establishment of rapport; 
needs assessment and resource identification; and follow-up with coaching.  The 
Network centers the attributes youth most value in a navigator: competence and 
transparency, responsiveness, resourcefulness, empathic listening, and lived 
experience. 

Together, these findings and strategies form the foundation for building TXFYN's 
infrastructure, outreach, and service blueprint, with the goal of helping Texas youth exiting 
foster care access trusted support and services and thrive in the transition to adulthood. 
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Introduction 
Youth who leave foster care without strong, lasting connections to caring adults face a 
steep climb into adulthood. They are at heightened risk for homelessness, unemployment, 
low educational attainment, intimate partner violence, and early or unintended pregnancy —  
outcomes that compound the trauma and loss many have already experienced. Resources 
exist to support these young people as they exit care and build independent lives, but too 
often the resources and the youth who need them never connect. 

The Texas Workforce Commission contracted the Texas Institute for Child & Family 
Wellbeing to develop the Texas Foster Youth Network (TXFYN), a new statewide network 
designed to close that gap. TXFYN will connect youth to reliable, trusted resources that 
help them prepare for adulthood — finding a job, securing housing, attending school, 
managing their health, and accessing legal or financial support. Young people with lived 
experience in foster care will play a central role in developing and staffing the network, 
ensuring it reflects what youth actually need rather than what the system assumes they 
need. 

Background 
Without a natural support system, youth with a history in foster care are at a distinct 
disadvantage in emerging adulthoodi . While two-thirds of all young adults in the U.S. are 
living with parents or other relatives at age 22, more than one-fourth of young adults who 
have aged out of the foster care system experience homelessness between the ages of 19 
and 21ii .   

Housing insecurity represents the most severe and visible resource need among this 
population, and it rarely occurs in isolation — it typically reflects a broader breakdown 
across social support, employment, health, and well-being. National studies estimate 12% of 
youth experience homelessness immediately after leaving foster careiii and up to 46% of 
youth who age out experience homelessness at least once by age 26.iv  In Texas, 33% of 
youth who age out of foster care experience homelessness at age 21, which is above the 
national average of 29%.v Substance use and mental health concerns, criminal justice 
involvement, and a history of disrupted placements, including runaway episodes or being 
without placement, are associated with increased risk for instability and homelessness.vi   

Unmet resource needs often cascade. Youth without safe and stable housing face 
additional barriers to accessing work-readiness training, continuing their education, and 
securing and maintaining employment. At age 19, only 58% of former foster youth have a 
high school diploma or GEDvii . They also tend to have less stable employmentviii and earn 
only about one-third of the average income of youth nationwide, faring worse than peers 
growing up in low-income families of the same ageix.   

Emerging adulthood — roughly ages 18 to 25 — is the developmental window when most 
young people practice the skills of independence: finishing school, finding work, leaving 
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home, building a career, and forming relationships, all while still drawing on support from 
family, friends, and community.  Research points to three of the strongest protective 
factors against instability and homelessness for this population: a strong connection to a 
caring adult, remaining in extended foster care until age 21, and staying engaged in 
education and employment. For youth transitioning out of foster care, the system’s 
Transitional Living Services is intended to fill the gap in natural support.  

Texas’ s Transitional Living Services include the following core components:  

• Circle of Support Transition Plan Meetings 
• Preparation for Adult Living (PAL) programs 
• Extended Foster Care and Right to Return to Extended Foster Care (including 

Supervised Independent Living Program) 
• Housing Programs (FYI and FUP housing voucher programs) 
• Education Resources and Information (ETV vouchers, State College Tuition and Fee 

Waivers) 
• Personal Documents 
• Medical Coverage (Medicaid/ STAR Health) 
• Foster Youth Transition Centers as a clearinghouse of services offered in co-

location with Workforce Solutions and other community partners (PAL classes, 
workforce specialist, assistance with housing and basic needs, substance use and 
mental health counseling, mentorship and support, education) 

These supports exist. The challenge — and the opportunity this project addresses — is 
making sure youth can actually find, trust, and use them. 

Purpose of This Study 
We conducted an analysis of the Texas resource landscape for youth exiting foster care to 
inform the design of the Texas Foster Youth Network. Individual interviews with 20 youth 
ages 18–23 and group interviews with 69 system and community partners — spanning child 
welfare and transitional services; education and workforce; health, housing, and public 
benefits; and child welfare courts and legal advocacy — aimed to ground the Network's 
design directly in the perspectives of the people it is meant to serve. 

The qualitative study was built around three research questions:  

• What resources do young people need as they transition out of care?  
• How do youth-serving professionals currently help them navigate and access these 

resources?  
• How can TXFYN improve both collaboration among resource providers and young 

people's access to what they provide?  
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For the purposes of this study, we defined resources broadly — as information, people, or 
programs that help young people prepare for adulthood, including but not limited to 
employment, housing, education, healthcare, and legal or financial support. 

Methods 

Study Design 
We designed a qualitative study to explore the experiences and perspectives of youth, 
system, and community partners regarding the identification and access to resources that 
youth need as they exit care and navigate adulthood.  

Our study team included researchers, program leaders, and two Youth Network Specialists 
with lived experience who collaboratively developed interview guides.  Semi-structured 
interviews were designed to integrate focused exploration with open-ended probing to 
uncover rich details and experiences.  All team members participated in training on 
qualitative research interviewing techniques.  

Individual interviews with youth were conducted by the two Youth Network Specialists, and 
interviews with the system and community partners were conducted by one of the 
researchers and the program leader.  The study protocol was approved by the university’s 
IRB.  

Participants 

System and Community Partners 
We recruited a diverse group of system and community partners from across Texas to 
capture varied perspectives on how they support youth with foster care experience during 
the transition to adulthood. This group included respondents working both within and 
beyond the formal child welfare system, with regional and statewide representation. 

Recruitment was facilitated through professional networks, direct outreach, referrals, and 
publicly available contact information for organizations involved in transition planning, 
service coordination, and youth support. We collected data through a combination of 
individual and small-group interviews, with 69 participants across 24 interview sessions. 

Interview participants represented several sectors and Texas regions (see Table 1 in the 
Appendix): 

• Child welfare and transitional services professionals, including DFPS Transitional 
Living Services specialists, PAL supervisors and coordinators from SSCCs and 
DFPS, SIL providers, and youth specialists or lived-experience staff involved in 
transition support. 
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• Transition center staff from Foster Youth Transition Centers across several 
regions, who support youth with housing, employment, education, and stabilization 
needs. 

• Education and workforce partners, including DFPS Education and Training Voucher 
specialists, higher-education foster-care liaisons, Texas Workforce Commission 
staff, and regional workforce specialists. 

• Health, housing, and public benefits partners, including respondents from Medicaid 
and health systems, housing-focused entities, and other organizations that help 
youth meet their basic needs. 

• Judicial, legal, and advocacy partners, including judges, legal advocates, CASA-
affiliated respondents, advocacy organizations, and youth-serving community 
providers. 

Youth 
We recruited 20 youth, ages 18–23, representing child welfare regions across Texas, with 
support from system and community partners. We intentionally sought a range of 
experiences: youth in extended foster care; youth who had exited foster care and were 
living independently; youth who had experienced homelessness, substance use challenges, 
or justice system involvement; and youth who were pregnant or parenting. We also 
recruited young people who had left the foster care system before age 18 through adoption 
or reunification with their birth families. 

Interview participants represented several subgroups of youth (see Table 2 in the 
Appendix): 

• Youth with a significant degree of independence, confident in advocating for 
themselves and getting their needs met — including several enrolled in college or 
with a successful employment history. 

• Youth who felt well connected, supported, and resourced, including youth who 
could rely on their Circle of Support team, youth in SIL placements with strong staff 
support, and youth connected to a Foster Youth Transition Center. 

• Youth who felt abandoned by the system, including some who described significant 
placement disruption, runaway episodes, substance use, justice involvement, and 
homelessness, along with weaker connections to their caseworker or Circle of 
Support team and higher resource needs. 

• Youth who felt left behind because they exited foster care before turning 18 and 
were therefore ineligible for the same benefits as youth who age out at 18. 
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Data Collection 

System and Community Partner Interviews 
Semi-structured group interviews with system and community partners focused on (1) 
young people’s resource needs as they transition out of foster care; (2) current practices for 
helping youth find, access, and use resources; (3) coordination and collaboration across 
systems and regions; (4) strategies for identifying and vetting resources; and (5) 
recommendations for how the network could improve resource navigation, collaboration, 
and youth access to support.  

Youth Interviews  
Semi-structured individual interviews with youth explored (1) their experiences and 
resource needs when transitioning out of foster care; (2) strategies for finding and utilizing 
resources and support, including barriers and successes; and (3) ideas for how the network 
could be designed to be accessible, responsive, and helpful for youth.  

All interviews were conducted via Zoom, recorded, and transcribed verbatim. Identifying 
information was redacted prior to analysis. Youth participants received a $50 electronic gift 
card.  

Data Analysis 
Our study team followed guidelines of Consensual Qualitative Researchx for the analysis of 
interview data. We began by reviewing interview transcripts to become familiar with the 
different perspectives of youth, system, and community partners, developed a codebook, 
and organized the transcripts using ATLAS.ti into similar data segments that were then 
summarized with thematic statements. 

The first round of analysis treated each set of interviews separately to develop a deeper 
understanding of each perspective. We then integrated thematic statements across cases 
and across youth and partner groups to identify shared themes and points of divergence. 
Throughout the analytic process, the team met regularly to discuss data interpretation and 
emerging themes. The Youth Network Specialists played a critical role throughout — 
sharing their own observations, grounding the analysis in lived experience, and providing 
feedback on emerging themes and how findings were presented. 

Presentation of Findings 
We use the socio-ecological model to organize our findings, situating the youth experiences  
within the layers of relationships, organizations, and systems that shape their transition to 
adulthood — the people and institutions designed to support them, and the points at which 
that support sometimes breaks down. This framework is especially well-suited to guiding 

https://ATLAS.ti
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intervention design: it recognizes that supporting youth effectively means addressing not 
only their individual needs, but also the organizational practices and systemic conditions 
that determine whether they succeed. 

Figure 1: Socio-Ecological Model as Framework for the Presentation of Findings 

The presentation of findings is structured in the following sections: 

Experiences and Resource Needs of Youth Exiting the 
Foster Care System 
We begin by describing youth experiences and resource needs after exiting the foster care 
system. We show how youth without strong support systems struggle to navigate 
adulthood and meet their daily needs. Youth shared urgent needs for housing, employment, 
education, health care, transportation, and financial support. Their resource needs typically 
intersect, creating bundles of interconnected problems.  

A Comprehensive, but Fragmented Resource Landscape 
This section focuses on the analysis of the resource systems – statewide and regional – 
designed to support youth as they transition out of foster care and into adulthood. We 
describe how structural fragmentation and breakdowns in practice and communication 
impact youth as they seek access to much-needed support and services. 
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Strategies for Developing the Texas Foster Youth Network 
We summarize the analysis of youth experiences and the resource landscape by identifying 
three root causes of unmet resource needs among youth exiting foster care. We then 
introduce intervention strategies to address these root causes, improve youth access to 
trusted, vetted services and supports, and help youth thrive in the transition to adulthood. 
The section concludes with a Theory of Change for the Texas Foster Youth Network.  

The Texas Foster Youth Network Resource Navigation Model   
The final section of the report outlines a research-based resource navigation model. This 
model describes how youth will interact with the Network and forms the foundation for the 
infrastructure, outreach, and service blueprint being built.  

Experiences and Resource Needs of Youth Exiting 
Care and Navigating Adulthood 
The transition from foster care to adulthood is a gradual and often difficult process that 
requires young people to develop practical skills, build supportive relationships, and 
navigate complex systems. Interviews with youth and youth-serving professionals revealed 
three closely connected themes: many youth leave care before they feel prepared for the 
responsibilities of adulthood; having a trusted person “in their corner” can be critical to 
stability and survival; and resource needs are urgent, interconnected, and difficult to 
address through isolated services. This section examines these experiences and highlights 
the sustained, relationship-based support youth need as they navigate emerging adulthood. 

Learning just to be an adult is hard 
Many youth are exiting foster care before they are developmentally or practically ready to 
live independently, and even those who remain in extended care or Supervised Independent 
Living (SIL) face significant gaps in preparation. Youth described having to figure out, 
almost overnight, tasks that adults had always handled for them. While in care, they had 
little voice in decisions and few chances to practice basic life skills; once out, they were 
suddenly expected to manage independence in every part of daily life. 

Things that I've had to learn as I got older really is to, honestly, just to be an 
adult, just to learn how to manage, just to learn people, to learn how to stop 
depending on people. More learning to depend on myself, learning how to 
budget, learning how to have self-composure, patience. Yeah, just life skills, 
honestly. [Youth 4] 

Setting up my own appointments is something I guess I'm also doing. Getting 
myself around. I feel like I was just dependent on adults to just do the work 
for me. I feel like just everyday things, like cooking, buying my own groceries, 
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cooking them, getting SNAP, food stamps. Just all these things that I 
honestly just I never realized how difficult they can be to do it on your own. 
[Youth 20] 

One judge described a recurring pattern: youth pushing to leave care before they are ready, 
drawn by the immediate pull of autonomy even when it works against their own longer-term 
interests. In the judge's words, many youth are focused only on “getting out of care,” even 
without “a high school diploma, a job, or a real concrete plan of where they're going to go,” 
and even when extended care, SIL, or tuition supports would likely help. As the judge put it, 
“one of the biggest challenges is overcoming the (foster) kid mindset” — many youth would 
“almost rather light themselves on fire than continue to be a foster kid.” 

Other youth choose to stay in extended care, most often through SIL. But SIL providers 
were clear that readiness for independent living varies widely across placements: college-
based SILs tend to serve youth with stronger academic and self-management skills, while 
non-college SILs support youth who are still building basic routines, soft skills, and stability. 

Being that we’re strictly an SIL, we’re not a college, we have—it seems our 
demographic is lot more of the individuals who have little to no soft skills as 
far as gaining employment, staying employed. Pursuing education, staying in 
education, not failing out, that sort of thing. The supports we’re currently 
providing are much heavier on the new to an adulting side of things. [SIL 
Provider] 

These interviews suggest that for youth transitioning out of foster care, learning to be an 
adult is fraught with challenges. Many are exiting care before they are prepared to live 
independently, and even youth in extended care and SIL settings face significant challenges 
and need support and resources.  

“Having someone in your corner" is a matter of survival 
Just as youth pursued autonomy, they discovered they still needed supportive adults in 
their corner.  Every youth we interviewed pointed to the same underlying need: at least one 
person — a sibling, family member, partner, or a trusted member of their Circle of Support or 
Foster Youth Transition Center staff — who was reliably in their corner. When that support 
was present, youth described it as the foundation for confidence, forward momentum, and 
hope. 

It's really impacted me good knowing that my team is reliable and that since 
they're my team, they're really the only people that I can go through first and 
stuff. It's really heartwarming. [Youth 4] 

“As long as I have the support, I knew I could get through it.” [Youth 20]  

Youth repeatedly asked why transitional living services stop at 21, a cutoff that arrives well 
before most young people, foster care experience or not, are truly stable. One youth 
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described the feeling of losing support as “I was drowning a little bit” [Youth 20]. Others 
found unexpected relief when they discovered that Foster Youth Transition Centers 
continue to support them past age 21. 

It’s like where I thought I was gonna lose all the things if I turned 21 but 
obviously not. The [Transition] Center still works with you even if you’re a 
former foster kid. That was pretty good and everything. It brung down a lot 
of stress and everything like that.  ... I was stressing more then because I 
didn’t know what to do. Twenty-one was comin’ up too fast and everything, 
but yeah. [Youth 13] 

However, other youth acknowledged conflicts with case workers and general distrust of the 
system as barriers to establishing positive connections and accessing much-needed 
support and resources. Often, a history of placement disruptions, run-away episodes, 
juvenile justice involvement, movement across regions, and mental and behavioral health 
concerns made it difficult for them to build trusting relationships as they felt stigmatized 
and misunderstood by the system.    

Me and my PAL worker were like, we were just on bad terms and stuff, 
'cause she felt I was playing with her job and stuff, but I felt she wasn't doing 
her job, so it was just flat on, she didn't like me, I didn't like her. [Youth 3] 

I just wish I had positive relationships. Everything is so negative for me and I 
feel like nobody’s really here on my side. Also I have pushed everyone away 
and everybody has…   I don't know how to fix it." [Youth 21] 

Without strong system connections, several youth described a downward spiral into 
resource crisis and homelessness. Notably, some eventually reconnected with a Foster 
Youth Transition Center or community organization and rebuilt the trusting relationships 
they needed. Their stories are a testament to their resilience — and a clear signal that youth 
need opportunities for reconnecting with support throughout emerging adulthood. 

There's no one I can turn to. That's not good for people that are already—if 
you're convinced that there's no one else in the world but you, what are you 
gonna do to ensure your safety and ensure that you have food in your 
stomach, a roof over your head, and just safety in general? You do a lot of 
things that the average person shouldn't have to do, especially when you're 
already a target demographic.  

I've given up a lot. I've given up and just gone back because I had no choice 
but to go back and try and figure out some resources. The only reason why I 
know the resources I have was because I had to. It was either I find the 
resources, or I don't find the resources and I'm homeless, hungry, with 
nothing. … I'm very fortunate to be where I am right now, simply because I 
ensured that I kept people that cared about me around. [Youth 18] 
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Resource needs are urgent and complex 
Resource needs rarely arrive one at a time. Across interviews, both youth and youth-serving 
professionals described needs that surface as interlocking clusters — housing, 
employment, education, and basic needs bound together so tightly that solving one is 
nearly impossible without addressing the others. What looks, on the surface, like a single 
service gap is often only the visible edge of a much larger, layered problem — and when one 
piece breaks down, the consequences cascade quickly. 

The primary resource needs mentioned by youth and professionals alike fell into four broad 
categories: housing, employment and education, health care, and basic needs, though some 
youth also identified more specific needs related to legal issues, domestic violence, 
disabilities, or caring for younger siblings. A few needs were discrete and easily addressed 
— a bus pass, short-term financial assistance, and help with enrolling in a college course. But 
most were not. Stakeholders described encountering “bundles” of needs that interact with 
and destabilize one another, not isolated problems that could be solved one at a time. 

Figure 2: Complex and Interconnected Resource Needs 
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Employment 
Participants in transition-oriented support roles, especially Foster Youth Transition Center, 
PAL, and aftercare staff, described employment not as a standalone workforce issue, but as 
one closely tied to housing, transportation, documents, mental health, education, and other 
basic needs. In one transition center interview, participants explained that missing ID 
documents block both employment and housing applications, that youth often need to be 
stably housed before educational and employment goals become realistic, and that even 
when employment opportunities are secured, “a lot of them break or fall through” because 
“the base of it stems from mental health.” 

Several young people spoke about the difficulties of obtaining their identification 
documents and the months-long wait for a positive resolution. During that time, they could 
not search for jobs, open bank accounts, or get a phone. For some, the situation escalated 
into losing their extended care placement or housing and experiencing homelessness.  

Apparently, without having a phone number or ID, the impact is to the point 
where I just quite literally can't do anything but sit and wait for something to 
happen. I can't get any jobs. I can't really buy a phone number 'cause I don't 
have a job. It just prevents me from—yeah, it just basically forces me to stay 
home for a while. [Youth 15] 

Sustaining employment while managing significant mental health challenges or chronic 
illness was another recurring intersection. Youth described finding jobs they couldn't keep 
or cycling through one low-paying position after another. For example, one young woman 
had trained as a dental assistant, only to find too few available hours in private practices in 
her area to make a living and support her family. 

Housing 
Providers working in housing, transition, and related support services described housing as 
a foundational but complex resource need rather than a discrete service problem. A young 
person may need housing, but securing and sustaining housing often requires deposits, 
documentation, transportation, furniture, income, and the ability to navigate multiple 
agencies. Housing vouchers, including foster care-specific FYI and FUP vouchers, are 
administered differently in each city or county and require an application to the housing 
authority and verification of foster care status. For example, one provider described a 
young mother caring for six children who came in with nowhere to go. The immediate 
problem was homelessness, but the case involved hotel placement, coordination with the 
housing authority, school continuity for the children, furniture, and follow-through with 
program requirements. 

Transportation 
Transportation also emerged as a cross-cutting issue that shapes whether other resources 
can be used at all. A provider explained that youth who needed driver’s education and 
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transportation were also unable to view apartments, get to work, keep jobs, or even go to 
the food pantry.  As one youth explained, the lack of transportation could turn a simple 
request for help into an unsolvable loop: 

I'm just going in loops and circles. I tell them, "I don’t have food." They send 
me to the food bank, but, you know, I don’t have a car. How am I gonna go to 
the food bank. It's just stuff like that. They just send you in loops knowing 
your situation. [Youth 17] 

Education 
Education specialists highlighted a similar pattern. For young people entering college, what 
at first glance looks like a tuition or enrollment issue is often also a housing, documentation, 
financial literacy, and soft-skills issue. Stakeholders described students struggling not only 
with tuition waivers and ETV, but also with FAFSA errors, housing deposits, application fees, 
dorm requirements, textbooks, and academic rules that can put housing at risk. 

Health Care 
Medical and insurance providers described a health care system split between pediatric and 
adult care, with little in place to meet the needs of transition-aged youth. Finding providers, 
scheduling appointments, navigating Medicaid, and understanding insurance coverage are 
difficult tasks for anyone to manage alone — and especially difficult without an adult to 
guide the process. While every youth covered under STAR Health is assigned a service 
coordinator experienced with the child welfare system, not all youth successfully connect 
with that support or maintain coverage. 

One of the most common failure points, according to a health insurance provider, is address 
updates: if a renewal notice is returned as undeliverable because a youth has moved, they 
can lose eligibility — sometimes discovering the gap only in a medical emergency. Close 
collaboration among HHSC, DFPS, and insurance providers helps resolve these situations 
quickly when they arise, but only a fraction of eligible youth remain enrolled in STAR Health 
by the time they turn 21. 

Our major role is to ensure that they understand how to navigate the 
Medicaid system, and they understand that they can lose eligibility after they 
turn 18. Because if the state receives returned mail they can lose their 
eligibility because that mail was returned. …  Because there's that risk that 
they may lose eligibility when it's time for renewal. When that occurs, we 
have developed a good relationship with HHSC and DFPS. That child 
contacts us and says, "I lost my eligibility. I’m pregnant. I'm having an 
emergency. I'm in surgery. I need my medication." We work closely with the 
DFPS case worker, so we expedite that really quickly, so this youth can get 
the services that they need.  [Health Insurance Provider] 
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Across every domain, the pattern was the same: a breakdown in one part of the system can 
cascade into crisis, pushing youth toward homelessness, survival behaviors, or justice 
system involvement. What these young people need most is not a single service, but 
someone equipped to help them work through a tangled set of interlocking problems, one 
step at a time. 

A Comprehensive, but Fragmented Resource 
Landscape  
Foster care system benefits — including PAL, extended care, SIL, return to care, Foster 
Youth Transition Centers, aftercare supports, Medicaid, housing vouchers, tuition waivers, 
ETV, and other financial supports — form the backbone of youth transition planning. But as 
the interviews reveal, access to these benefits is often far more complicated than the 
existence of the benefit itself suggests. Transitional Living Services are designed to help 
youth navigate that complexity. In the sections that follow, we describe how these services 
function as a genuine pillar of support for many youth, and then turn to the fragmentation 
and breakdowns that can undermine that same support, often for the youth who need it 
most. 

Transitional Living Services Function as a Pillar of Support 
Foster care transitional services encompass a broad range of specialized roles and 
professionals, including PAL workers, youth specialists, staff at Foster Youth Transition 
Centers, workforce specialists, mentors, and advocates, to name just a few.  The following 
section highlights three core aspects of their work that are essential for successfully 
supporting youth: (1) relational continuity; (2) resource navigation; and (3) calibrated support 
and guided practice.  

Relational continuity 
The previous discussion demonstrated the importance of strong, supportive relationships 
with adults during the transition to adulthood. While many youth described fading support 
and the stress of having to do more on their own, others emphasized the critical importance 
of continuous support from members of their transition services team.   

Professionals on that “team,” especially PAL workers, youth specialists, and staff at Foster 
Youth Transition Centers, echoed the central importance of relationships in their work. 
They saw themselves as trusted contacts, ongoing supports, and the people youth return to 
when other arrangements break down. One participant described PAL support as “just 
keeping that connection” with youth who had left care as well as those considering 
extended care, while also being “that full support to the SIL provider and the youth, to 
remove whatever barriers they have.” Foster Youth Transition Center staff cited young 
people who view the center not just as a service site, but also as a safe return point when 
they lose footing elsewhere. 
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“I feel like eventually they come back because they look at us a safe haven. 
Even if they fall off or they’re going through something, eventually, at some 
point, they always find their way back to our drop-in center at some point.” 
[Foster Youth Transition Center Staff] 

“I have clients that I’ll talk to, and they’re like, ‘That’s my safe place.’ They’re 
housed and they still wanna be there, ’cause it’s just a good place to be. It is a 
place where they can access resources, and they’re encouraged to access 
resources and graduate on from there.” [Foster Youth Transition Center 
Staff] 

Workforce and education-related professionals made a similar point: relational credibility 
determines whether youth ask for help with school, ETV, jobs, or training, and whether they 
come back when a new barrier appears. As one respondent put it, “I still to this day can have 
young people call and ask me questions. It's one of the reasons I don't change the number.” 
The same participant noted that even when a worker has the right information, “if they don't 
have the rapport and the relationship with the young people, they're not gonna call them.” 

Resource navigation 
Transition service professionals play a key role in helping youth navigate resources and 
access benefits — not simply by providing information, but by translating it into hands-on 
guidance and manageable steps, and by acting as gatekeepers who can unlock doors.  

Well, with the support I would say it's been a lot easier. They've definitely 
helped the process move faster for everything, for my school, my education. 
'Cause I remember at first when I didn't have them, I tried to go and enroll 
myself in high school to finish and graduate. They gave me such a hard time, 
made it almost so impossible, and then the next day I show up with the 
worker of mine and they let us—it worked like nothing, like if they had no 
problem putting me in. [Youth 8] 

I feel like some people —you can give them all the information in the world, 
but then sometimes that doesn't matter—for to me, that doesn't matter. I 
think I'm more person who if you're there with me to get it done, then I know 
for sure that I feel less stressed on myself. I'm not so worried that I'm not 
getting it done properly. ... I feel like if they're fully committed to making sure 
I get it done, then it would be lot smoother, quicker. [Youth 20] 

Guided practice 
Building on trusting relationships, members of the transitional services team saw their role 
as providing ongoing guidance, hands-on learning, coaching, and in-the-moment teaching.  
What mattered from the perspectives of PAL specialists, youth specialists, Supervised 
Independent Living (SIL) providers, workforce and education specialists, and child welfare 
judges was not just whether youth received information about a resource, but whether they 
could help them take the next step and use it. They described this as highly practical, in-the-
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moment teaching rather than abstract encouragement. Learning how to navigate 
adulthood comes through ongoing guided practice that cannot be replaced by classes, 
presentations, or resource lists.  

I’ll do it with them. I’ll stay on the phone. I’ll be on the three-way with them. 
Then, when the person on the other end asks, ‘Who is that?’ I said, ‘Give them 
permission to speak with me, and I will walk them through with everything.’ 
[Transition Services Professional] 

Similarly, SIL providers described guided practice as something that had to be adjusted to 
the youth’s actual readiness rather than assumed in advance. They described giving youth 
options on how much support they wanted, “scaffolding up” and “scaffolding down.”  

Would you want us to be on the phone with you, or would you want us to go 
with you? [Transition Services Professional] 

Guided practice may also mean helping youth make adulthood materially legible. One judge 
described asking case workers to walk the youth through housing and budgeting in 
concrete terms. 

I’ve asked them, workers, to take kids to apartment complexes and go 
through the application process with them, let them see what it costs to rent 
a place. [Judge] 

Across these accounts, a consistent picture emerges: a successful transition into adulthood 
depends less on information transfer than on repeated, relational, context-specific 
guidance. Adulthood is not something youth simply “pick up” — it has to be practiced and 
rehearsed, repeatedly, in a low-stakes environment with support.  

The strength of supportive relationships in the transition to adulthood also compounds over 
time. Where relational continuity is sustained, youth are more likely to stay engaged, ask for 
help, return when something goes wrong, and consider resources they might otherwise 
ignore. A referral is far more likely to be followed when it comes from someone a young 
person already knows and trusts to stay present through the next step. 

But this same reliance on relationships means that youth without a strong connection are 
left exposed. Youth who are not well connected — whether because of trauma and mental 
health challenges, frequent placement changes, moves across regions, disabilities, or 
justice involvement — fall through the cracks. Others are excluded outright because they 
are not eligible for supportive services, for example, because they left foster care before 
age 18. As the following sections show, systemic issues within the child welfare system, 
such as high staff turnover, inconsistent training for working with transition-aged youth, 
and confusion about roles, directly contribute to these broken connections. 
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System Fragmentation and Broken Links Create Access 
Barriers 
Under ideal circumstances, transition support is coordinated across public and private 
agencies to form a strong web of support around each young person. In practice, many 
youth and providers described a system that is broad in scope but heavily process-driven, 
requiring explanation, activation, coordination, and sustained follow-through to work at all. 
One judge summed it up well: even “that one simple act of let's get the kid into a summer 
job now involves four, five, six people, emails, phone calls, forms,” while youth, 
understandably, are just saying, “I just want a job. I just wanna be involved with the 
program.” The same judge noted that when “someone doesn't return a phone call,” or youth 
are “inundated with a bunch of forms that they don't understand,” they often “throw up their 
hands and walk away.” 

Resources and benefits are dispersed across multiple agencies, providers, regions, and 
local service systems, each with their own eligibility rules, geographic boundaries, timelines, 
referral pathways, and points of contact, in ways that do not neatly align with one another.  
Transitional Living Services play a key role in helping youth navigate this confusing, 
fragmented, and hard-to-understand resource landscape; however, breakdowns in the 
foster care system can compromise their effectiveness as resource navigators and leave 
youth frustrated and sometimes unable to access resources.  Without a strong resource 
navigator, youth are left to work through fragmented systems with far less support, which 
can precipitate a resource crisis, such as homelessness.  

The following sections describe how structural fragmentation and breakdowns in practice 
and communication impact youth as they seek access to much-needed support and 
resources. 

Structural fragmentation, resource specialization, and regional 
differences  
System and community partners consistently identified fragmentation as a structural 
feature of the resource landscape — driven not only by geography (rural versus urban), but 
by governance structure, regional differences, and uneven local infrastructure. As one 
participant with both professional and lived experience put it, the problem is not necessarily 
a lack of resources so much as a lack of clarity about how to reach them: 

When I aged out of care I did not lack resources at all. I think there are so 
many resources within the region, within the state, nationwide there are so 
many resources for our youth and young adults. What I truly think I lacked 
was the clarity. Being that there are so many people in our lives, our 
caseworkers, our PAL workers, after care case managers, you don't know 
who to call. It gets so overwhelming of whose job is to do this? Who's gonna 
help me with housing? Who do I call to get my tuition and fee waiver?  
[Transition Services Professional with Lived Experience] 
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Transitional service staff described a highly specialized division of labor spanning PAL 
workers, caseworkers, transition centers, courts, housing programs, workforce programs, 
foster care liaisons, SIL providers, legal advocates, and community organizations. In theory, 
this structure allows for comprehensive, specialized support through a coordinated 
transition team. In practice, it can be difficult for young people to know who handles what, 
especially when the team isn't well coordinated and information doesn't pass consistently 
between its members. 

I didn't have a very reliable team at the time, so it was just hard getting 
everybody on the same page. There was just a lot of mixed communication 
with that whole situation. Yeah. I think that was the biggest issue right there. 
[Youth 1] 

Rural-urban differences compound this challenge. Staff described not only fewer services 
overall in rural areas, but practical barriers that limit access even where services exist — 
long distances, limited or nonexistent public transportation, county-based service 
boundaries, and transition centers or programs covering large geographic areas with 
limited capacity to reach every part of them. 

Several system and community partners suggested that fragmentation has intensified with 
the transition to community-based care (CBC), particularly during the current period when 
CBC and legacy regions coexist. One participant described implementation challenges in 
the hybrid structure: “Now we have multiple nonprofits that are running different regions or 
sub-regions. They all have their internal policies, their internal ways of doing things.” Under 
the legacy system, workers across regions “knew each other and they worked together,” so 
when a youth moved, “somebody knew they were coming.” During the current transition 
period, participants described instances when “the left hand doesn’t know what the right 
hand is doing.” The result, participants explained, is additional lag in a process that is already 
difficult for youth to navigate.  

Movement across placements, counties, and regions made weak continuity especially 
visible. System and community partners described youth who were legally tied to one 
region but living in another or moving again before transition plans could take hold. They 
pointed out that placement instability can derail efforts to help youth get permits, jobs, or 
other supports, because “by the time they start somewhere, they’re being moved to 
another place.”  Another PAL coordinator explained that when youth are placed out of 
region, staff often have to start by alerting PAL workers in the receiving region and piecing 
together a patchwork of region-specific resources. These accounts reveal a basic problem 
of institutional discontinuity: support, information, and eligibility do not travel easily with 
youth across regional boundaries, especially when service coverage areas, transportation 
systems, and lines of responsibility are organized differently from the actual geographies of 
young people’s lives. 
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Staff turnover, loss of expertise, and broken links 
Transition services professionals are the ones tasked with making this fragmented system 
usable in practice — but they, too, operate within a fragmented system, and breakdowns in 
training, coordination, and communication among them ripple directly out to youth. The 
most consequential of these breakdowns were missing or delayed documents, inconsistent 
information, and repeated handoffs that forced youth to restart the process from scratch. 
The problem was not just that the system was fragmented, but that its own navigators 
often couldn't maintain the connections between its parts. 

Many youth spoke about their frustration with the breakdown in communication, transfer of 
information, and coordination of roles and responsibilities.  

It's too many loops and too much stuff that we have to do to get the 
resources and the help that they say is already in place for us.  Now it's 
getting way too complicated and hard because no one has any answers. It's 
like, whenever I find a source, I should be getting answers from the first 
person I call, or at least, the second. That's not the case. They send you 
through loops and holes. At the end, you're just right back at square one. 
Now you have to start the process over again and hope that I reach someone 
this time—That's adding extra stress on me, and extra steps that I shouldn't 
have to take. I should've gotten it done the first time. 'Cause it's already 
taken a month to get this far. Now I'm gonna have to take another month? 
That doesn’t make sense.  [Youth 17] 

I guess not getting a response back immediately, …  and also having to talk to 
different people and going through multiple processes with different parts 
of their agency. That be a hassle too, because a lot of the time, a lot of people 
don't—they forget to tell them about me, or they forget to give them my file, 
or something like that. It just prolongs my process when most of the time I 
don't have long time for what I'm asking them for. [Youth 4] 

 
Youth were also negatively impacted by staff turnover and uneven training and experience 
among their caseworkers and PAL workers, which added another layer, and often more 
time, to the already existing challenges with accessing resources. 

I'm her first kid. Yeah. It's just taking a little bit of time for her to, I think, 
figure out where to get the paperwork and all that stuff. [Youth 1] 

State-level transitional services staff emphasized that staff turnover weakens resource 
navigation, especially when tenured staff leave, because newer staff may not yet know the 
network well enough to connect youth effectively. If “there’s no old guard to train the new 
guard,” the practical knowledge of “how we do it,” and how to move referrals, payments, 
and approvals across regions and providers gets lost.  Accordingly, turnover negatively 
impacted youth not only because workers had less experience, but because it eroded the 
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accumulated, often informal knowledge that helps staff know whom to call, how services 
actually work on the ground, and how to keep youth from getting lost in the handoff. 

Trusted Community Resources Offer a Second Layer of 
Support 
While foster care benefits and transition support constitute the backbone of the resource 
landscape, community resources form a critical second layer of support. PAL workers and 
transition center staff described seeking relationships with organizations in their 
communities that work closely with or alongside the foster care system, including 
workforce centers, legal aid, universities, local nonprofits, mentoring programs, housing 
authorities, and youth-serving agencies. These organizations often serve as the practical 
route through which youth access food, clothing, school support, employment services, 
household goods, transportation, or emergency assistance. Community resources often 
matter most when youth are dealing with immediate instability and need help quickly. 

Stakeholders described using internal spreadsheets, shared drives, resource libraries, 
online directories, and websites to track services in their area. While these tools were 
useful, especially for basic information and referrals, they were not considered sufficient on 
their own because listings may be outdated, uneven, or lack practical details about how a 
resource actually works. Given the limited usefulness of resource lists, stakeholders relied 
on trusted relationships with community organizations. They described connecting with 
resource providers through regional or local meetings, presentations, and other 
professionals they already know.  

Vetting a new resource typically involved checking websites, confirming eligibility, and 
visiting the organization directly. An MOU with DFPS served as a strong signal that a 
resource could be trusted and prioritized, but personal validation mattered just as much: 
stakeholders trusted a resource when someone they already trusted had used it, 
recommended it, or worked alongside it — and a resource became genuinely meaningful 
once it had a track record of actually working for youth. 

Then, I'll go check it [new resource] out before I give it to the young adult. 
That's somethin' I do a lot. I'll check out the resource and see what it is 
before I give it to that young adult, so I kinda know what they need and I'm 
already—I can pretty much translate it for the young adult. [Transition 
Services Professional] 

Prior success, responsiveness, and familiarity all increase the likelihood that professionals 
will return to that resource again. On the contrary, when a resource or point of contact fails 
to follow up, provides incorrect information, or creates more confusion, they become less 
likely to trust it in the future. As the judge describes below, vetting a resource is about 
deciding whether the resource is current, safe, and worth sending a young person to.  
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I'm always on the lookout for different resources, programs that are 
available for kids. … I will also tell you that I'm sort of protective, well not sort 
of, I'm very protective of who comes to my kids. I will meet with them first 
and do somewhat of an interview with them. One of the things that I'm 
always asking is what is the longevity of your program because I don't want 
the kids to be exposed to something that won't be there in two months. 
Those conversations do happen, but it probably is because I go out and look 
for things and figure things out, or I get an idea from a conference I went to, 
and that kind of stuff. [Judge] 

Strategies for Developing the Texas Foster Youth 
Network  
The analysis of youth experiences and resource needs after exiting the foster care system 
revealed a central tension: youth want autonomy, but they also need relational continuity, 
support, and guidance to exercise it successfully. Youth without strong support systems 
struggle with navigating adulthood and meeting their daily needs. Resource needs are 
urgent and complex: needs for housing, employment, education, health care, transportation, 
and basic needs typically intersect. A failure in one area often has ripple effects and can 
result in homelessness, criminal justice involvement, and unsafe situations. 

The resource systems designed to support youth transitioning out of foster care are 
comprehensive, yet fragmented, and difficult to access. Youth rely on transitional living 
services staff to help them navigate the fragmented resource landscape, but these services 
are themselves caught in the systemic fragmentation, which can make them unreliable.   
Especially the most vulnerable youth - youth who are not well connected to the transitional 
services team, are moving across regions, or have high levels of distrust, trauma, and other 
special needs – encounter many hurdles in accessing resources, are not utilizing resources 
and benefits available to them, or are giving up altogether.  

The following section identifies three root causes of unmet resource needs among youth 
exiting foster care and outlines specific strategies to address them and improve young 
people’s access to trusted, vetted services and supports.  The section concludes with a 
Theory of Change for the Texas Foster Youth Network.  

Root Causes of Unmet Resource Needs Among Youth Exiting 
Foster Care 
Root causes for adverse outcomes and unmet resource needs among youth exiting foster 
care exist at multiple interconnected layers of the social ecology: individual/developmental, 
relational, and structural. 
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1. Provision of resource information does not meet the developmental 
needs of transition-aged youth 
Youth in foster care lack opportunities to develop skills for navigating adulthood through 
guided practice and hands-on learning. Youth who experience high levels of placement 
instability, move across regions, live in residential treatment centers, and are involved in the 
justice system are not sufficiently prepared for living independently.  

Youth desire autonomy and opportunities for decision-making, as well as hands-on 
guidance and support. Providing resource information without guided practice on how to 
use resources and manage daily living does not adequately meet their needs. 

2. Youth lack natural supports and many distrust or are disconnected 
from transition support systems 
Many youth in foster care experience a loss of connections to peers, family, and community. 
They may exit the foster care system without or with tenuous natural supports and rely on 
the system’s transitional living services. However, a significant number come to distrust the 
system’s resources, feel abandoned, disconnect, and face adulthood on their own.  

Disconnectedness from transition support systems increases the risk of an urgent resource 
crisis that can lead to homelessness, survival behaviors, safety threats, and criminal justice 
involvement. 

3. Fragmentation in the resource structure and unreliable navigation 
support make access challenging 
Resources for youth exiting the foster care system are comprehensive, but fragmented 
across systems - foster care, health care, education, and employment - and regions, and 
challenging to access, especially when, as is often the case, youth move across regions. 

Youth rely on the foster care system’s transitional living services to help them access 
resources and benefits. However, transitional living services across Texas regions lack 
consistency, capacity, and coordination to connect youth to resources in a timely and 
responsive manner. Youth experience challenges in accessing resources due to delayed 
communication and a lack of coordination among professionals and systems. Long, broken 
referral pathways lead youth to give up on accessing resources and benefits, even if they 
are eligible.  

Strategies for Network Development 

I think it really is good that you guys are creating some network, because 
it would've been very helpful to have an app or a hotline I could call to have 
all the answers. Really, 'cause what a lot of people don't understand when 
you're aging out of care, your relationship with your caseworker is really 
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important. If you don't have a good relationship with your caseworker, 
which unfortunately a lot of foster youth don't, you're not gonna get the 
resources that you need. [Youth 18] 

When learning about the Texas Foster Youth Network, youth, system and community 
partners shared enthusiasm about the project and many ideas for Network design.  They 
envisioned it as a trusted entry point: a place that is relational (staffed by a real person), easy 
to access, available at the hours youth actually need it (many said beyond standard 
hours/days, including evenings and weekends), able to provide one place to start, and 
structured to carry support forward through follow-up, warm handoff, and guided 
navigation. Furthermore, it was clear that the Network would have to be designed to 
collaborate closely with system and community resources and build bridges across the 
fragmented resource landscape rather than functioning as a stand-alone resource.  

The following section introduces recommended strategies in relation to the previously 
identified root causes. 

1. Multi-modal, low-barrier entry points staffed by responsive, 
trustworthy navigators 

“I wanna talk to a real person.”- [Youth] 

While youth generally appreciated having multiple options for communication via text, 
phone, and e-mail, they overwhelmingly stated that they would like to simply call the 
Network and speak to a person without having to go through phone trees and automated 
systems. Not only did they feel it would be easier to explain their needs over the phone, but 
they also wanted an immediate response from the person on the phone.  

Definitely call that way I could just get straight to it, and they tell if they're 
gonna be able to help me or not instead of messaging back and forth. [Youth 
14] 

I wanna talk to a real person a lot of the times, because sometimes they'll 
just be like, "Oh, email here and we'll get back to you." Then either they get 
back to you or they never get back to you. Then there's no way to contact 
them, for real. I wanna talk to a real person [not an automated system] I 
wanna talk to someone because if not, I feel like I'm talking to a brick wall 
and I'm going crazy. [Youth 18] 

System and community partners recommended that the Network should avoid 
implementing anything that looks like another bureaucratic system, including identity 
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verification, forms, or phone trees that would frustrate youth before they ever get to ask for  
help accessing resources. 

A lot of the online verification stuff serves as an initial barrier that I’ve seen 
people just can’t get past, and then don’t know what’s on the other end 
’cause they can’t get to it. I would say as open format as possible to avoid 
people getting frustrated or just not having what they need to access it. 
[Transition Support Professional] 

They also emphasized that the Network should be available when youth are most likely to 
use it, which often means evenings and weekends rather than standard business hours. 
They pointed to a mismatch between standard hours of operation and the times when 
youth actually seek and need help, especially around crises, work schedules, and weekend 
gaps. 

“If I'm calling you, and I'm asking you about something, you should know.”  
– [Youth] 

Youth described the ideal Network as being both welcoming and competent in delivering 
results. The quotes below demonstrate the importance of a welcoming first impression and 
a genuine, attentive response, both of which help youth feel cared for.  

I think, just having a good understanding. Being genuine in what you're doing 
is always good. Knowing that you're relatable is always comforting. [Youth 1] 

 I'd say it will be more attentive …. First impressions are key. …  If you have 
someone who actually sounds like they're willing to help and care, then 
people would want to call them back more and more to get either more help 
or just talk, or just to, like I said, relate, in a sense. Sometimes people just 
want to talk about their problems. They don't want to go to a therapist, 
'cause some people don't like therapists. [Youth 2] 

I guess just listening sometimes is good thing 'cause you always need 
someone to listen 'cause I feel like sometimes—I think kids who are aging out 
foster care, sometimes they, they can be little bit hard-headed and 
standoffish 'cause we're so used to being told what to do that we feel like 
sometimes people don't really listen.  They hear it, but they're not really— 
they don't really make you feel like you're they care sometimes. [Youth 20] 

At the same time, the youth were very explicit that competence and delivery of results were 
important to them. For the resource navigation process to be successful, transparency and 
role clarity matter, including communication about what the youth needed to do and how 
the youth had to be accountable.  Youth made it clear that if they encounter someone who 
overpromises and cannot deliver, they will lose trust.  
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I would just say making sure that I left there with some type of—with not just 
leaving there left empty-handed, I guess. [Youth 20] 

Be completely up front what you guys can do, cannot do, what has happened 
in the past with previous people, what's the success rate. Be honest with 
things that just have not gone all the way right.   ... I think it's good to let 
people know what they're getting into. This is our success rate. … We can do 
60 percent, we need you to give us the rest of the 40. If you could show 
people exactly how much work they're gonna have to put into, and then it's 
guaranteed success.  [Youth 18] 

Youth also emphasized that clear, regular communication should distinguish the Network 
from their typical experience, in which they waited weeks for callbacks or were transferred 
back and forth between different offices and specialists.  

Probably from first contacting them, I would like a follow back—not a follow 
back—like a contact back, the first week or so, week and a half. [Youth 12] 

I'd say have a lot of alerts and stuff going to the person so they can keep 
being reminded and stuff. They're gonna fall short of information, that'll be 
one. Definitely have an alert or just have someone keep reminding them or 
not even keep reminding them, but it'd be in a way to where they never 
forget. [Youth 3] 

2. Tailored services based on youth priorities and choices 
One of the most important findings was that youth and system and community partners did 
not just envision the Network as an information platform. The strongest preference was for 
a Network that paired quick, low-barrier access with a real person who could stay with the 
youth until the resource connection materialized. 

Transition support professionals reiterated that resource provision should not end with a 
link or phone number but include follow-up, problem-solving if the first connection failed, 
and continuity so youth would not have to repeat their story each time. Resource navigation 
should be an interactive process in which staff assess barriers in real time, respond to 
stalled connections, and calibrate the level of involvement rather than treating all youth as if 
they need the same thing.  

I think there is value to having a call center and it being, I guess, a call center 
specifically trained for this. Not just a, ‘Hi, I’m an operator. How may I help 
you? Let me forward you to someone else.’ Almost with a social worky 
approach to, I don’t wanna say therapy, but talking through, really 
understanding them and being able to have the capacity to do that. 
[Transition Support Professional] 
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“Information doesn’t matter, unless someone is there with you to get it 
done.”  - [Youth] 

Youth equally emphasized the desire for follow-up, weekly check-ins, mentorship, and 
guidance to keep them motivated and connected to the Network. One participant stated 
poignantly that “information doesn’t matter, unless someone is there with you to get it 
done.” [Youth 20] They felt that continuity and connection with the Network would be 
especially important for youth who are disconnected and isolated.  

Definitely be patient 'cause the other …  places, they're not very patient. 
They use a lot of big, not big words, well, yeah, big words. Once you ask like, 
"Oh, can you explain that to me?" they just get so frustrated and stuff like 
that. [Youth 14] 

I need some type of guidance of how to do certain things and stuff. What 
would be the best way to do, go about certain situations and stuff like help 
doing things like I probably never done before and stuff, things like that. 
[Youth 3] 

I know there’s a lot of kids out there that still isolate themselves. They 
believe they don’t fit in, but I feel if they see a program like this, then it’d help 
them get out of that mindset. I’d say mentorship, but at the same time, 
someone who can sit there and relate and understand. [Youth 7] 

3. Coaching, modeling, and follow-up from a peer navigator 
Youth and system and community partners were generally enthusiastic about staffing the 
Network with lived experts alongside experienced professionals. One of the youth 
suggested that lived experts and professionals, with their different perspectives and 
competencies, would complement each other.  

Hearing from the bird's mouth that's been through it. It's a trust thing 
because they already haven't done it, so why not trust it? I can't listen to 
nobody but hasn't been through it and they're trying to tell me, that's not 
how my mind clicked with things. I'd rather hear it from somebody that's 
been through it than that hasn't, because you really know what you're talking 
about when you're telling me things. [Youth 3] 

I believe it would be more beneficial if you mixed it, instead of doing one or 
the other, because to have what you're trying to create, you're going to need 
two opinions. One that's actually worked in the child workforce, and then one 
that's lived through it. If you can have those two work together without 
arguments, and just have them cohort, then I think that would be pretty 
good. [Youth 2] 
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However, both youth and community partners emphasized the need for adequate training, 
supervision, and organizational support for lived experts.  They cautioned that this work 
could expose lived experts to secondary trauma and would require a significant amount of 
training, including guidance on how to respond without relying only on personal story or 
unsupported emotional labor. 

I think it just needs to be a lot of training. For the people who are trying to 
help the youth, I think there should be a lot of training involved. [Youth 17] 

Certainly, it’d require a significant amount of training because of trauma, 
their own secondary trauma, and making sure that they’re not just telling ’em 
their lived experience without offering some sort of a solution or resource. 
[Transition Support Professional] 

4. Outreach and Cross-System Collaboration 
Interviews showed that achieving this vision for the Texas Foster Youth Network will 
require attention to three things: how resources are curated, how the Network builds 
relationships with community and system partners, and how it coordinates with existing 
transition services. 

Given the fragmentation of the resource system, youth and transition support professionals 
saw the value of the Network as providing information and resources “all in one place.” 
Transition support professionals envisioned a reliable entry point for a young person who 
does not know where to begin, who to call, or how to reach their worker, or who has fallen 
through the cracks between systems.  

I guess it'll make it easier. Instead of having all of these organizations and 
programs, I could just call one number and get the information immediately 
instead of going to different people. [Youth 16] 

If we could market it, that regardless of where you are, you know where to 
apply, but if you fall through the cracks, or you need more information, or you 
need more support, you can't get a hold of your caseworker, you cannot get a 
hold of the Public Housing Authority people. You can't get a hold of me. 
Here's your backup. This is where you go.” [Transition Support Professional] 

Transition support professionals emphasized that resources provided through the Network 
should be tailored to the needs of youth exiting the foster care system, and that these 
resources should be vetted, trusted, and tried. Therefore, providing a trusted entry point to 
resources across systems and regions will require intensive community outreach and 
partnerships.   

Community partners also noted that the Network would benefit from developing ongoing 
relationships with regional staff and professional networks and monthly updates to “stay on 
people’s radar.”   As an added benefit, regular regional outreach efforts could also provide 
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opportunities for training and capacity building among system and community partners, 
which may help address some breakdowns in cross-system communication.  

I would say, in my experience, whenever we're able to have in-person 
connection or some kind of group calls. I think the most success comes from 
just relationships that we build between one another and as a group. 
[Transition Support Professional] 

I think sometimes the barrier is just, sometimes these networks aren't top of 
mind for us or our young people to be like, that is the place to go to, the 
resource. I feel like there would need to be something that helps keep it top 
of mind for our youth and also us. Whether it's a monthly update of new 
resources being added, some kind of group call or group broadcast.  I think 
those types of things can help cut through the noise for professionals and 
also our young people. [Transition Support Professional] 

Beyond community collaboration, some partners suggested that the Network would need 
to be integrated within the broader system of resources. As an example of the envisioned 
integration of the Network with existing resources, a transition support professional 
offered to share information about the Network throughout the transition planning process.  

I also think this would be helpful especially if it's introduced around maybe a 
circle—I'm sorry, not a Circle of Support, an aging out seminar because as 
they're 17 and a half, about to age out I think it'd be a nice component if 
whoever's running the aging out seminar if they're able to show the youth 
how to navigate that. [Transition Support Professional] 

They also suggested developing a bi-directional referral system for the Network: Transition 
support professionals share information about the Network with youth, and the Network 
reconnects youth with regional transition services when indicated. They considered that 
the Network might not actually deliver intensive case management, but could reassure, 
direct, and link youth. In the examples below, professionals recommended that the Network 
should reconnect youth with PAL workers or foster youth transition centers to facilitate 
access to system resources and benefits.  

I know each region probably already has a main email for their region for PAL 
or whatever. It'd be really nice if a youth specifically reached out to the 
Network needing some sort of assistance and then the Network sent out 
let's say for Region Two, to our inbox that this particular youth with this 
number is needing assistance. Even if it wasn't our youth we can still look it 
up and see who we need to direct that youth to. I dunno, somethin' that 
would be kinda cool. [Transition Services Professional] 

You may not be actually delivering the case management, you may not be 
boots on the ground, but most of what these youth need is just a little 
reassurance, and a little clarity, and a little information, or someone that 
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knows where to reconnect them .” [Transition Support Professional] 

These comments show that the Network needs a very clear understanding of how it relates 
to the members of the transition team, including PAL workers, transition centers, case 
managers, and workforce specialists. Some interview participants wondered whether the 
Network would establish a formal relationship and an MOU with entities such as DFPS, 
TWC, and TEA, referral processes, and regular outreach and training.  

In summary, our findings suggest that stakeholders imagined the Network less as a parallel 
or competing system than as a bridging infrastructure in a deeply fragmented field.  

Theory of Change 
The Resource Landscape Analysis allowed us to gather input from youth, community, and 
system partners to develop a deeper understanding of the problem's root causes and 
identify promising strategies for Network design. In the following section, we present a 
Theory of Change for the Texas Foster Youth Network.  A Theory of Changexi is a concise 
roadmap that demonstrates how an intervention addresses the root cause(s) of a problem. 

Problem 
Youth who are exiting the Texas foster care system without a strong support system face 
challenges in meeting their housing, education, employment, and health care needs. 
Complex, unmet resource needs result in instability and often escalate to crises, with 
homelessness being one of the most acute situations. In Texas, 33% of youth who age out 
of foster care experience homelessness at age 21, which is above the national average of 
29%.   

Goal of the Texas Foster Youth Network 
To improve the well-being, stability, and successful transition to adulthood of youth and 
young adults with lived experience in foster care by providing accessible, youth-centered 
resource navigation. 
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Theory of Change 

Figure 3: TXFYN Theory of Change 

The Texas Foster Youth Network Resource Navigation 
Model 
In this final section of the report, we integrate findings from youth and partner interviews to 
develop a resource navigation model that describes how youth will interact with the Texas 
Foster Youth Network (TXFYN). This model draws on descriptions of how a positive 
encounter with a resource navigator unfolds, and of the attributes youth value in this role. 

Resource Navigation as a Structured, Phased Process 
Across interviews, youth and transitional professionals alike described four distinct phases 
in the resource navigation process: learning about the Network as a trustworthy and 
welcoming place, exploring and establishing rapport during the first contact, identifying 
tailored resources, and follow-up to support resource utilization.  

Learning about the Network [Pre-Contact] 
Connection with youth begins before they ever reach out to the Network for support. It 
encompasses all the activities needed to raise awareness that the Network exists and is a 
welcoming, trustworthy, and useful resource. Youth suggested they would want to hear 
about the Network from their caseworkers and PAL workers, to see it listed on the DFPS 
and other websites, and to receive brochures and business cards with clear contact 
information.  They also valued word-of-mouth and peer-to-peer referrals. Network 
Outreach Specialists and Youth Network Specialists will play an important role in creating 
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youth-friendly, relevant information and spreading the word about the Network as a new 
resource for Texas youth.  

Exploring and establishing rapport [Initial Contact] 
During the initial contact with the Network, youth want to meet someone who will listen 
patiently, not make assumptions, explain options, and give them choices. 

 I can feel their energy. If the way they're talking actually makes sense for me 
to listen to them. They're asking questions, trying to understand what I'm 
talking about. If they don't understand what I mean, they're not easily getting 
frustrated if they can't find the resource to my problem and stuff. They take 
their time to actually look and investigate for something that I need and stuff 
like that.  ... The fact that she was asking me, " What do I look for?” …  Not just 
trying to pick [a resource] for me. [Youth 4] 

Professionals emphasize the importance of listening closely to the young person’s 
circumstances to understand their specific needs and resource requirements.  As 
discussed in earlier sections of this report, in some cases, the presenting issue may be only 
the tip of the iceberg of a much more complex and interconnected resource problem. 
Therefore, taking the time to listen, explore, and identify the root cause of a problem and 
the barriers to resource access is crucial for developing a tailored plan.  

Identifying resources [Initial Contact and Follow-Up] 
Youth value resource navigators who communicate clearly, are transparent about the 
process, demonstrate resourcefulness and competence, and can deliver results within a 
short timeline.  In this phase, the resource navigator and the youth work together to identify 
tailored resources and plan next steps. As the quote below shows, the youth’s trust in the 
process is based on mutual understanding and clear, timely communication about the steps 
needed to address the problem or resource need.  

[My caseworker and PAL specialist] are both real helpful, and when I need 
something, it’s all right here. …  It’s straight to the point. “You need this? 
Alright, well, here.” … She’s never showed me a reason not to trust her as 
well. …  There’s not a time where I’d be like, “I don’t think that’s right,” or she 
says something and that’s not how it goes. I like that there’s transparency.  ... 
there's never a time where they don't know where to go." [Youth 5] 

Checking in and following up [Follow-Up] 
Helpful resource navigation does not end with providing information; it also includes check-
ins, regular communication, updates, and follow-up. Youth see regular communication and 
follow-up as an indication that the resource navigator is invested in their progress, which 
gives them the impetus to take the next steps. Follow-up is, therefore, an essential 
component of successful connection and utilization of resources. 
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She was just very comforting, just helping me through the situation, trying to 
get me the most reasonable scenario in that moment to fix my situation on 
being fired and stuff, helping me get my last check and all that, helping me 
look for another job immediately after. [Youth 4] 

Attributes of helpful resource navigators 
Youth interviews provided powerful testimony of what they are looking for in a person who 
can guide them in the transition to adulthood. Attributes of trusted resource navigators are 
listed below in order of emphasis across youth interviews. 

Table 3: Attributes of Trusted Resource Navigators 

Attributes Demonstrated Behaviors Sample Youth Quote 

Competence and 
Transparency 

Knowledge and experience 
with the child welfare 
system, working through a 
problem, not 
overpromising, and 
delivering results 

"They say what they mean, and they mean what 
they say.  They deliver." [Youth 18] 

Responsiveness 
and Follow-Up 

Responding right away or 
within a few business days, 
using multiple ways to 
contact youth, and 
checking in regularly 

They also do check-ups to see how I'm doing. It's 
probably once a week. They'll do check-ups. 
[Youth 2] 

Resourcefulness 

Knowledge of resources 
and willingness to go out of 
their way to meet the young 
person’s needs 

I was struggling, and I didn’t know what to do, and 
the first person I called was <Organization> and 
she helped me through it. …  A lot of the stuff that 
I can’t do, they’re able to do for me. ... [Youth 7] 

Empathic 
Listening and 
Connection 

Patient and non-
judgmental, listening, taking 
time to understand the 
youth’s needs, offering 
choices, and taking time to 
explain next steps 

“She put in a lot of her time to make sure I'm 
good.” [Youth 3] 

Lived experience 

Providing guidance and 
hope on how to get through 
difficult situations 

I feel like the people with more experience, more 
life, stories. Just things they could just give me 
to—help me, just to help me get through … since 
they've gone through stuff and sometimes 
they've had battles. … if they can get through 
their regular lives, I can get through this. As long 
as I have the support, I knew I could get through 
it, and they were my support. [Youth 20] 

In summary, trust in resource navigators is earned by seeing positive results and seeing 
proof that the challenge can be overcome. Trust is tied to resource navigators listening 
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carefully to the young person’s specific needs, allowing them choices, being transparent, 
following through, and demonstrating that they care. Trust in resource navigators comforts  
and reassures youth, fostering greater confidence and motivation to take the next steps in 
life. 

TXFYN Resource Navigation Model 
The following graphic summarizes our resource navigation model across four phases of 
resource navigation: (1) learning about the Network as a welcoming, trustworthy resource, 
(2) helping youth identify their needs or prioritize needs in a complex situation; (3) finding 
support and resources that are tailored to the youth’s preferences and circumstances; and 

(4) providing step-by-step support for accessing and utilizing the resources. 

Figure 4: TXFYN Resource Navigation Model 
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TXFYN Logic Model 
As a final step in this report, we present a logic model for the Texas Foster Youth Network 
that illustrates the program components and includes the inputs, activities, outputs, and 
outcomes resulting from the activities.  
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Figure 5: TXFYN Logic Model Figure 5: TXFYN Logic Model 
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Conclusions 
This resource landscape analysis of Texas youth exiting the foster care system informed— 
and will continue to inform—the design and development of the Texas Foster Youth 
Network. Using interviews with 20 youth and 69 system and community partners across 
child welfare, education, workforce, health, housing, and legal advocacy sectors, the 
Network's design is rooted in the perspectives of the people it is meant to serve. 

Key Findings - Root Causes of Unmet Resource Needs 
The findings point to several underlying causes of unmet resource needs. First, adulthood 
must be practiced. Youth exiting care face significant gaps in preparation and need 
opportunities to develop skills through guided, hands-on experience—not simply resource 
lists and referrals. Managing appointments, securing identification documents, budgeting, 
finding housing, maintaining employment, and navigating education and health care 
systems require knowledge, confidence, and sustained support. Yet many youth are 
expected to take on these responsibilities abruptly, often without having had meaningful 
opportunities to practice them while in care. 

Second, many youth lack consistent natural supports and may distrust or disconnect from 
formal transition systems, heightening their risk of crisis. Every youth interviewed identified 
the importance of having at least one reliable person “in their corner.” When that 
connection was present, it provided a foundation for confidence, stability, and forward 
momentum. When it was absent or disrupted, youth described unmet needs escalating into 
homelessness, survival behaviors, and other crises. These experiences underscore that 
effective resource navigation is not merely the transfer of information; it depends on 
trusting relationships that persist through setbacks, periods of disengagement, and 
changing circumstances. 

Finally, the system supporting the transition to adulthood is comprehensive but 
fragmented. Texas offers an array of benefits, programs, and providers, but eligibility 
requirements, service availability, and administrative processes vary across agencies, 
regions, and even counties. Transitional Living Services represent a critical pillar of support, 
yet staff turnover, inconsistent training, and weak handoffs among the fragmented 
system’s own navigators can leave youth—particularly those with the most complex 
needs—falling through the cracks. Because housing, employment, education, health care, 
transportation, and basic needs are deeply interconnected, a failed connection in one area 
can quickly undermine progress in others. 

Path Forward - Strategies for Network Development 
The Texas Foster Youth Network is being designed to address these root causes by 
offering youth a single statewide point of entry for resource navigation, supported by peer 
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navigators. Its approach will combine outreach and cross-system collaboration with 
individualized, relationship-centered navigation. Rather than asking youth to independently 
locate and coordinate disconnected services, the Network will help them identify priorities, 
understand their options, make informed choices, and follow through on the steps required 
to access resources. Timely responses, practical coaching, and continued follow-up will be 
central to this model. 

The structured resource navigation model describes how youth will interact with the 
Network across four phases: community outreach; initial contact and rapport building; 
needs assessment and resource identification; and follow-up with coaching. Across these 
phases, the Network will center the navigator qualities youth value most: competence and 
transparency, responsiveness, resourcefulness, empathic listening, and lived experience. 
By pairing statewide coordination with consistent, trusted relationships, the Texas Foster 
Youth Network has the potential to move beyond providing referrals and create a more 
connected system of support—one that helps young people not only find resources, but 
also build the skills, relationships, and stability needed to navigate adulthood successfully. 
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Tables 

Table 1: Participants in Community and System Partner Interviews (N=69) 

Sector Number of participants 

DFPS Transitional Living Services  4 

DFPS PAL Supervisors & Coordinators  7 

SSCC PAL Supervisors & Coordinators  6 

DFPS Lived Experience Staff (Youth 
Specialists)  7 

Transition Center Staff  12 

Education (THECB, Higher Education Foster 
Care Liaisons) 

6 

Health (Superior Health Care, HHSC, UT Dell 
Medical/ Amplify) 3 

Workforce (TWC, Workforce Solutions) 7 

SIL Providers 2 

Housing (HUD, Housing Provider) 2 

Statewide Advocacy Organizations  11 

Child Welfare Judges 2 

Table 2: Youth Participant Characteristics (N=20) 

Characteristics  n % 

Age     

 18 - 20  10 50% 

 21 - 23 10 50% 

Extended Foster Care     

 Currently 6 30% 

 Previously 9 45% 

 Never 2 10% 

 Unknown 3 15% 

Current Living Situation    
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Characteristics  n % 

 Foster Home or 
Previous Foster 
Home 

2 10% 

 SIL  4 20% 

 Family Member or 
Kin 4 20% 

 Own Apartment/ 
Apartment with 
Partner and/or 
Children 

6 30% 

 Apartment through 
Voucher Program 
(FYI, FUP, Section 8) 

4 20% 

Homelessness    

 Any Homelessness 
Episode since Exiting 
Care 

6 30% 

Employment and 
Education  

   

 Currently Employed 10 50% 

 
Currently Enrolled in 
School  8 40% 
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