
EDUCATORS
HAVE 

Educators have more power than they may realize to increase
resilience in young people who have experienced foster care
or parental incarceration. Foster care youth particularly
benefit when teachers help them feel connected to school,
and envision and start their post-graduation plans.

Previous healthy youth development research told us that:

When a young person feels connected to school their
attendance and grades improve, which is associated with
higher future earnings and employment stability.

Youth in foster care are more than twice as likely to
experience school absences than their peers, and
experience an average of five or more school changes.

School absences disrupt any young person’s ability to form
stable and trusting relationships within a school setting. 

Youth who have experienced foster care and/or the
incarceration of a parent are more likely to experience
worse behavioral, academic, and health outcomes
compared to peers without these histories.

Two 2024 University of Minnesota studies – one on youth with
foster care  experience and one on youth with experience
with parental incarceration  – found that feeling connected to
school and school adults correlated with better school-based
outcomes. 
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The RESEARCHThe RESEARCH

SUPERPOWERS.SUPERPOWERS.

The CONTEXTThe CONTEXT

The TAKEAWAYThe TAKEAWAY

The questions we asked (and
answered) using 

MINNESOTA STUDENTMINNESOTA STUDENT
SURVEY DATASURVEY DATA

“How many Minnesota students have“How many Minnesota students have
experience with parental incarceration?”experience with parental incarceration?”

One in six Minnesota students report having
a history of parental incarceration, higher
than national reports. 

  “Is a young person’s experience with“Is a young person’s experience with
parental incarceration associated with theirparental incarceration associated with their

school outcomes?”school outcomes?”

Yes. Young people who experience
parental incarceration are more likely to
be subjected to exclusionary discipline
and have lower grades. 

“Is a young person’s experience with foster“Is a young person’s experience with foster
care associated with their school outcomes?”care associated with their school outcomes?”

Three percent. One percent are in foster
care at any given time.

“How many Minnesota students have“How many Minnesota students have
experience with foster care?”experience with foster care?”

Yes. A young person’s experience with
foster care is associated with having
lower education aspirations than their
peers. Foster care youth are much more
likely to plan for a two-year degree, a
certification, an entry-level job, or to join
the military instead of pursue a 4-year
degree.

Why? Youth with foster care experience
are much less likely to feel connected to
teachers and school. While support from
school adults is as available to them as it is
to their non-foster care peers, they are
much less likely to access it. 
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Having supportive relationships with school adults can help these young people buffer
challenges and increase their resilience. 

Increase their future earnings and chances of steady employment by
helping them envision and execute post-graduation plans. We suggest
this resource:

Edutopia’s “Supporting Students Navigating the Foster Care System”

Create spaces where youth feel comfortable sharing their history and
needs. Signage and verbal communication should convey: 

Use language and practices in your classroom that signal, “I see you,”
and ensure that topics related to the criminal legal system are presented
fairly. We recommend:

“See Us, Support Us: Creating Affirming Spaces for Children of
Incarcerated Parents” from The New York Initiative for Children of
Incarcerated Parents. 

School districts and social workers can offer professional development on
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES), trauma-informed practices, and
specific resources on working with children of incarcerated parents, such
as: 

AFT’s “Supporting Students with Adverse Childhood Experiences” 

AFT’s “Understanding the Needs of Children with Incarcerated
Parents: What Educators Should Know” 

Youth.gov’s 30-minute video, “Supporting Youth with Incarcerated
Parents: For School Staff”

Youth.gov’s “Tip Sheet for Teachers: Supporting Children who have an
Incarcerated Parent”

“To what extent does school connectedness protect“To what extent does school connectedness protect
these two populations from the negative effects ofthese two populations from the negative effects of
these experiences?”these experiences?”  

“What actions or words can help youth with“What actions or words can help youth with
experiences with parental incarceration and/orexperiences with parental incarceration and/or
foster care stay connected and stay resilient?”foster care stay connected and stay resilient?”

Small, daily interactions with educators can make a hugeSmall, daily interactions with educators can make a huge
difference to young people who have an incarcerated parent.difference to young people who have an incarcerated parent.

Small daily interactions with educators can make a hugeSmall daily interactions with educators can make a huge
difference to young people who havedifference to young people who have     foster care experience.foster care experience.   

“Research from the University of Minnesota that young people who
have experience with foster care are much more likely to achieve

their post-graduation goals if they seek out a teacher’s support.
Think about a teacher you trust, and consider asking them for help

in planning your next steps. You can do this.”

Suggested citation: Pierson, K., Shaver, E. L., Stone, K. J., & Shlafer, R. J. (2025).
Educators Have Superpowers. University of Minnesota, Department of Pediatrics,

Center for Healthy Youth Development.

Contact us: Center for Healthy Youth Development, Division of General Pediatrics
and Adolescent Health Department of Pediatrics, Medical School, University of

Minnesota, chyd@umn.edu.
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