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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Washington State are national leaders in serving an estimated 2000 youth aged 18 to 26
participating in Extended Foster Care or those who aged out or have chosen not to
participate. The system today offers a range of  support—from rental subsidies like the
Independent Youth Housing Program (IYHP) to case management provided by Washington’s
Department of  Children, Youth and Families (DCYF) and/or contracted providers via Independent
Living, Youth Village’s LifeSet program, or various education programs operated by Treehouse.
Youth also benefit from post-secondary education assistance through programs like Passport to
College and Passport to Careers as well as Medicaid health coverage until their 26th birthday via
Apple Health.

However, despite positive progress in reducing youth homelessness and investment in
myriad programs to serve this group of young adults, far too many young people continue to
fall through the cracks in Washington State. Foster youth in Washington State demonstrate
resilience and ambition, yet are far less likelyto graduate high school or complete post-secondary
education, and far more likely to experience homelessness, incarceration, or unemployment than
their same-age peers.

To better understand the strengths of  the system, core problems, and how to better serve these
young adults, First Place for Youth (First Place) was given a grant by the Schultz Family Foundation
to conduct a comprehensive ecosystem mapping and analysis of the resources, needs, and
opportunities in the state of Washington serving foster youth ages 18 to 26 who are
transitioning out of care. The 12-month mapping exercise involved interviews and focus groups
with more than 30 community partners, data analysis, desk research, and multiple listening
sessions with 13 youth with lived experience in foster care, as well as two, in-person all-day
workshops.

This process reflected a close collaboration between a local Advisory Board (including lived experts,
providers, government, and philanthropy) and First Place, which has informed the learnings,
recommendations, and offerings contained herein. Together, they crafted the following north-star
vision to guide this project and subsequent recommendations:

“Young Adults are in charge of their own futures. We, as Washingtonians, are responsible for
ensuring every young adult who aged out of foster care is empowered with knowledge,
skills, and resources to achieve lifelong independence, stability, and happiness.”

To fulfill this vision, community partners throughout Washington will need to reassess and bolster
supports in 4 key areas:

1. Frequent and abrupt transitions exacerbated by a fragmented and complex system
2. Housing insecurity with insufficient housing provided
3. Securing careers with life-sustaining wages, given minimal programming or support
4. Maintaining health and happiness, with little emphasis on a youth’s happiness or connection to
community with mental well-being resources being too far out of  reach

Despite Washington’s constrained funding environment due to budget deficits and uncertainty
around federal support, there is ample opportunity to transform the system of  care serving this
population by targeting solutions around:

F IRST  PLACE FOR YOUTH PAGE |  0 1



F IRST  PLACE FOR YOUTH PAGE |  02

Abrupt Transitions: Facilitating smoother, less abrupt transitions requires small, coordinated
actions that collectively drive change. The antidote to complexity is simplicity and the response
to fragmentation is the creation of  central hubs. DCYF’s recommended adoption of  the
Transition to Independence Process (TIP) model will increase trauma-informed care and youth-
driven service planning. Increasing the supervised independent living (SIL) stipend for EFC
youth can also help to enhance youth’s stability. And every agency serving youth can benefit
from adopting its own philosophy of  supportive transitions that will ensure they are addressing
their own policies and programs that today may exacerbate a youth’s sense of  instability rather
than enhance stability.

Housing: Ending youth homelessness in Washington likely requires a combination of  additional
funding for housing through passage of  the EFC State Housing Voucher program in the 2026
legislative session or expanding the Young Adult Housing Program, breaking down silos
between systems through better coordination within existing youth housing collaboratives like
Built for Zero, and a change in mindsets in how youth are perceived and supported in securing
housing.

Career: Connecting youth to better jobs and careers requires a different way of  providing career
support, by embedding high-quality career coaching and connection to strong employment
options that pay from day one into existing service hubs.

Health & Happiness: Ensuring youth well-being is a shared priority requires all youth-serving
agencies to provide trauma-informed, high-quality services while actively connecting youth to
their communities, cultures, and engaging, positive experiences.

To bring about these changes,
key community partners will
need to leverage their
convening and funding power to
make these changes possible.
The full report designed to
guide agencies, advocates, and
youth partners in creating a
more equitable, coordinated,
and youth-driven system—one
where every young person
aging out of  care receives the
support they need to thrive.

ABRUPT TRANSITIONS

Solutions for trauma-
informed transition planning

and high-quality case
management across multiple

systems (education,
housing, health)

HOUSING

Strategies for connecting
housing supports and

Built for Zero
Communities with

Extended Foster Care
DCYF Case Management

HEALTH & HAPPINESS

Solutions that create
connection, establish

permanency, and
promote well-being

CAREER

Strategies that connect
education and career

supports with transition
planning and EFC case
management, and that

leverage education
pathways as a secondary

hub for services.  



BACKGROUND & CONTEXT

Since the passage of  Extended Foster Care federally in 2008 and its introduction in Washington in
2012, Washington has made significant strides toward investing in and supporting older foster youth.

2018: Senate Bill 6222 increased the number of  youth eligible for EFC to include youth involved
in the juvenile justice system, allowed youth to enter EFC at age 19 or 20, and allowed for
multiple re-entries into EFC.
2018: Senate Bill 6560 intended to ensure no youth exited a system of  care such as foster care
into homelessness.
2022: Senate Bill 5566 expanded eligibility age up to 25 and invested an additional $4 million in
the IYHP program.
2024: Senate Bill 5908 ensured all youth who aged out of  foster care can opt in and remain in
care, even if  they do not meet federal eligibility requirements, effectively opening access for all
EFC youth.

These wins are a testament to the youth-driven advocacy led by organizations like Mockingbird
Society.

However, 2025 funding cuts highlight missed opportunities: Youth Villages’ LifeSet and
Treehouse’s Graduation Success programs lost all state funding, SIL payments were not increased,
and EFC workers at DCYF remain underpaid compared to peers. Washington’s funding environment
remains constrained due to budget deficits and uncertainty around federal support.
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POLICY LANDSCAPE

Youth 18 to 26 who aged out of  foster care are served across multiple government departments and
regions, each with distinct programs, eligibility criteria, and referral pathways.

DCYF provides monthly case management and stipends for youth in EFC through supervised
independent living placements. The department also funds key programs such as Independent
Living (IL), LifeSet (recently cut from the state budget, now privately funded), Behavioral
Rehabilitation Services, and Foster Youth to Independence (FYI) vouchers. Once an FYI
voucher is secured, youth must exit EFC within 180 days. Notably, IL services are not available
to undocumented youth, who make up a sizable share of  the total population served in
Washington State.
Office of Homeless Youth (OHY), within the Department of  Commerce, supports transition-
age youth with several housing programs, including the Independent Youth Housing Program,
the Young Adult Housing Program, and the Youth Diversion Infrastructure Project.
Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction is the primary funder for education-focused
programs like Treehouse's Educational Advocacy program, which was largely cut in the most
recent state budget.
Washington Health Authority funds Wraparound with Intensive Services (WISE) and
administers Apple Health (Medicaid), which provides healthcare coverage until youth turn 26.

THE SYSTEM TODAY



Despite a sense of  pessimism from many we spoke to given recent state funding cuts and
uncertainty around federal funding, Washington has many strengths that position them ahead of
other state systems in effectively serving Transition-Aged Foster Youth. Such strengths are worth
understanding, celebrating, and amplifying, in order to continue to best meet the needs of  this
population.

1.Amplification of Youth Voice and Legislative Champions: Alongside dedicated advocates at
Mockingbird Society, Legal Counsel for Youth and Children, and others, youth are meaningfully
engaged in shaping policy and practice. Champions span the entire ecosystem, including
DCYF’s EFC TAY Working Group, the Independent Living Provider Monthly Meeting, Office of
Homeless Youth’s Advisory Board, community embedded Built for Zero and YHDP coalitions.
Policymakers demonstrate a strong willingness to listen to and legislate based on the priorities
of  youth with lived experience, with several bills mandating a co-design process to ensure youth-
informed policymaking.

2.Generous Post-Secondary Education Financial Aid. Washington offers some of  the most
generous post-secondary financial assistance in the nation through the Washington College
Grant. Nearly half  of  households in the state qualify, and families earning less than 60% of  the
median income can receive full coverage of  tuition and fees at any public college or university in
Washington.1

3.High Utilization of EFC and Small Number of Dedicated Providers Offering Multiple
Services.

4.Dedicated Extended Foster Care Program: Washington state enrolls 73% of  its transition-age
foster youth into extended foster care, more than 3 times the national average of  23% in 2020.
Most of  these youth are served by specialized units working solely with youth in EFC as well as
a small number of  dedicated providers that deliver multiple programs for this population,
enabling more intentional matching of  youth to appropriate and available services.

2

5.A significant and rapid scaling up of Foster Youth to Independence vouchers (dedicated
section 8 vouchers that last 3 to 5 years), with 250 youth already leased up.3

6.Passionate and dedicated staff across the system desiring to better serve youth, coupled with
a robust research community both within government and across academic institutions.

Together, these strengths position Washington ahead of  many states to maintain the intensity of
services and supports and further develop them to meet the ongoing and unmet need of  transition
age foster youth.
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CORE SYSTEM STRENGTHS

Office of  Governor Bob Ferguson. (2025, September 19). Governor Ferguson kicks off  campaign to increase Washington FAFSA completion rates at Renton High
School. Retrieved from https://governor.wa.gov/news/2025/governor-ferguson-kicks-campaign-increase-washington-fafsa-completion-rates-renton-high-school
1 

 Annie E. Casey Foundation. (n.d.). Fostering youth: State profile – Washington. Retrieved from https://assets.aecf.org/m/resourcedoc/aecf-fosteringyouth-
stateprofile-WA.pdf
2

 Interview with anonymous DCYF staff  member. December 24, 2025.3

Washington Student Achievement Council, funds Passport to College and Passport to
Careers programs, which support post-secondary education and career development. Youth
must enroll in these programs before turning 22.



However, despite these resources, far too many young people continue to fall through the
cracks in Washington State.

Education: Only 53% of  foster youth graduate high school on time, compared to 84% of  their
peers — a 31-point gap.  Of  those who graduate, just 38% enroll in college within a year,
compared to 47% of  peers — a 9-point gap.

4

5

Employment: Between 30% and 52% of  youth eligible for Extended Foster Care (EFC) had no
reported earnings in the given year. Foster youth are less likely to be employed, and when they
are, they work more hours but earn less than their peers.6

Housing Stability: 25% of  youth in EFC are at risk of  or experiencing homelessness.  Among
youth exiting the Independent Youth Housing Program, 1 in 4 still exit into unstable housing.

7

8

Incarceration: Nearly 47% of  foster youth had some involvement with the criminal legal system
before age 21 — more than triple the rate of  a Medicaid comparison group (14%).9

Mental Wellbeing: At least 42% of  non-EFC youth and 50% of  EFC youth had an indicated
mental health treatment need — underscoring the trauma and complexity of  their experiences.10

Early Parenthood: Among Medicaid-eligible females in foster care, 31% experienced a live birth
between ages 17–22, compared to 14% of  their peers— more than double the rate.11
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CRITICAL SYSTEM GAPS

 Washington State Department of  Children, Youth, and Families. High School Graduation of  Youth in Foster Care. Retrieved August 3, 2025, from
https://dcyf.wa.gov/node/3302
4

 Chen, V. W., & Hough, G. C. Jr. (2021). Education and workforce outcomes for children and youth in foster care (SHB 2711 Report). Education Research and
Data Center, Washington Office of  Financial Management. Retrieved from https://erdc.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2024-
5

 Ibid.6

 Washington State Legislature. (2025). Fiscal note for HB 1429: Creating a housing assistance program for youth enrolled in extended foster care. Retrieved
from https://app.leg.wa.gov/BillSummary/?BillNumber=1429&Year=2025 [app.leg.wa.gov]
7

 Washington State Department of  Commerce. (n.d.). Office of  Homeless Youth Performance Dashboard: Safe and Stable Housing metric. Tableau Public.
Retrieved August 2025, from https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/comhau/viz/OHYPerformanceDashboard/HOPEDashboard
8

 Partners for Our Children. (2023, September). Systems Assessment: Extended Foster Care Washington State (Final Report with Appendices A and B).
University of  Washington School of  Social Work. Retrieved from https://partnersforourchildren.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/P4C-Systems-Assessment-
Final-Report-Sept-2023-with-Appendices-A-and-B.pdf

9

 Ibid.10

 Ibid.11

PROCESS & METHOD

First Place for Youth (First Place) conducted a comprehensive ecosystem mapping and analysis of
the resources, needs, and opportunities in Washington serving older foster youth ages 18 to 26 who
are transitioning out of  care. The 12-month mapping process, building off  of  Omidyar Network’s
Systems Practice framework, involved interviews and focus groups with more than 30 community
partners, data analysis, desk research, and listening sessions with 13 youth with lived experience in
foster care, as well as two, in-person all-day workshops. This process reflects a close collaboration
between a local Advisory Board (including lived experts, providers, government, and philanthropy)
and First Place, which has informed the learnings, recommendations, and offerings contained
herein.
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First Place extends deep appreciation to the Washington Advisory Board members for their time,
wisdom, and passion for change. We are humbled to have worked alongside and learned so much
from each of  you.

Whitney Carlson, Catholic Charities of  Central Washington
Annie Chung, Legal Counsel for Children and Youth
Jennifer Cooper, DCYF
Karen Danz, OHY
Jill May, Washington Association for Children & Families
Alex McCaslin, Lived Experience Advisor
Kathryn Peterson, Schultz Family Foundation

Advisory board members helped shape and guide this work as representatives of  their sector (e.g.,
government or philanthropy), rather than their organization. The perspectives they shared reflect
their individual views and do not necessarily represent those of  their employers.

We had 2 other lived experience advisors participate in our Advisory Board who had to pause
participation for personal reasons. Lived experience advisors were paid $50 / hour for participation
in meetings, preparation, and document review.

The process had multiple distinct phases.

In this phase, the project’s Advisory Board developed the vision and problem statements below,
based on learnings and insights gathered via focus groups with lived experts and community
partners.

PHASE 1:  V ISION & PROBLEM

VISION

Young adults are in charge of  their own futures. We, as Washingtonians, are all responsible
for ensuring every young adult, who aged out of  foster care, is empowered with knowledge,
skills, and resources to achieve lifelong independence, stability, and happiness.

PROBLEM

Washington State has insufficient programming and resources dedicated to supporting young
people in achieving:

A stable home,
A stable mindset, and
A stable job.
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To explore this interactive map in Kumu, click here.

The final phase was the crafting of  this report, led by the First Place team, in close consultation with
subject matter experts and the project’s Advisory Board. The solutions presented in this report—
ranging from trauma-informed training and workforce readiness to housing access and youth voice
—are not isolated fixes; they are interconnected levers for systemic transformation. To turn these
ideas into action, we have developed this Implementation Playbook that translates
recommendations into concrete strategies. Each section outlines:

The solution and key steps needed to drive meaningful change
Existing tools and resources within the system to support implementation
Approaches to measure progress and sustain momentum

PHASE 3:  CRAFTING THIS PLAYBOOK 

Through additional focus groups and interviews, the team surfaced root causes (primarily policies,
structures, and mindsets) that perpetuate the problem as well as what factors lead to positive
outcomes today. All of  this data was then visualized in Kumu in the ecosystem map below that
attempts to portray how all the various pieces and forces in the system intersect. During a 2-day
workshop held in Seattle in July, a group of  over 20 youth and community partners gathered to
brainstorm promising solutions and develop action plans for how to bring those solutions to life.

PHASE 2:  SURFACING ROOT CAUSES & 
PINPOINTING WHERE TO INTERVENE

https://kumu.io/mjmlevy/washington-ecosystem-map#untitled-map
https://kumu.io/mjmlevy/washington-ecosystem-map#untitled-map
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FROM LEARNINGS TO ACTION
While this effort aimed to surface key learnings, identify challenges, and propose actionable
solutions, a central focus has been on how the State of  Washington and system partners can move
from insight to action—driving meaningful improvements in outcomes for transition-age youth.

This playbook is intended to equip staff  and leaders across government agencies, nonprofit
organizations, advocacy groups, and policymaking bodies with clear guidance on what to move and
how to move it. The steps and timelines presented are grounded in the wisdom of  lived experts and
community partners. They are offered with confidence, yet also with humility—recognizing the
dynamic nature of  implementation and the need for adaptation as conditions evolve.

This document is organized around the following four topics and outlines potential solutions:

1
Creating Conditions
for Change by
Addressing Abrupt
Transition

Develop Shared Philosophy of  Supportive Transitions
Revamp DCYF Case Planning (Adopting New Practice Model)
Create transition-age units within DCYF in Eastern WA
Improve Life Skills Coaching & Foster Community
Advocacy Items: Advocate for increased SIL payments to youth and equal
pay for EFC workers

2 Ensuring Safe and
Stable Housing

Build on Work to Connect Built for Zero/YHDP with EFC
Advocacy Items: Advocate to pass the EFC Housing Voucher Program bill
and provide additional funding to expand YAHP

3
Building Career
Pathways for Young
People

Embed Career Coaching in DCYF and Provider Case Management
Redesign Passport to Careers
Advocacy Items: Advocate to reinvest state funding in LifeSet and
Graduation Success programs

4
Supporting Youth
Health and
Happiness

Connect Youth to Safe and Inclusive Third Spaces
Expand Access to Mental Wellness Providers
Amplify Youth Voice in Program Design and Improvement
Consider Alternative Permanency Frameworks
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CREATING
CONDITIONS FOR
CHANGE THROUGH
ADDRESSING ABRUPT
TRANSITIONS

1

CRITICAL QUESTIONS

To deepen the impact of  this work,
community partners are encouraged to
reflect on the following questions:

How can we shift from the current state
of  frequent, abrupt transitions for all
young people in our programs to
supportive ones?

YOUTH QUOTES

“I had moments where I reached out to
my [staff] way after the fact, and was
like, ‘Hey, I really need help with this. I
haven't heard from you in a while. Could
you help me out?’ And it was like, ‘Oh,
well, I'm not on your case anymore. I
don't really know what to do about this’.
And so it's like, Okay, well, who do I
reach out to then for help? If  it's not you.
You just really get lost in who's in charge
of  what and why and when and where."

"When I turned 18, it kind of  felt like
things slipped off  a little bit like once I
reached a certain age. They were like,
‘Okay, you got it. You're good. You're
now an adult,’ and I mean my head was
spinning on my shoulders at that time,
you know, you don't really know what to
do with the world in front of  you.”

“They're supposed to be super
consistent. They're supposed to be like a
constant resource for you to reach out to
if  it when it comes to finances, clothing,
food, housing, whatever the case may
be. they are like the go to, you know. And
I feel like, after you turn 18. Even going
into the warehouse and like picking out
clothes all of  a sudden becomes a
struggle. It all stayed very confusing
when it was supposed to be consistent.”
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PURPOSE

This playbook section is designed to empower staff  and leaders across the Department of
Children, Youth and Families (DCYF) and youth-serving organizations throughout Washington
State to address a critical challenge facing young people aging out of  foster care: too many
transitions are abrupt, inconsistent, and destabilizing. Whether related to housing, social workers,
programs, or mental health supports, these disruptions can seriously and negatively impact a
young person’s journey. The authors of  this playbook envision a shift—from a culture of  abrupt
transitions to one rooted in planning, consistency, and support. The report purposefully starts with
this section on Abrupt Transitions, in the hopes that the solutions contained below are prioritized
first, as they can help to enable (or if  ignored inhibit) progress across all 4 domains.

CORE PROBLEMS

What gets in the way of a smooth, coordinated transition for youth in care?

Most youth experience changes in housing and social workers at age 18—and often
repeatedly thereafter. Even just one change can interrupt stability, create gaps in services, and
make it harder to build community ties.
Depending on their age, between 51% and 64% of  Extended Foster Care (EFC) youth
participate in Independent Living Services.12

25% of  youth in EFC are at risk of  or directly experiencing homelessness.13

Only 53% of  foster youth graduate high school on time, compared to 84% of  peers.14

Some youth choose not to enroll in EFC or exit early and at least 50% of  youth in EFC had an
indicated mental health treatment need.15

Of 500 females with Medicaid eligibility for EFC, 157 (or 31%) experienced a live birth
between the ages of  17 and 22. This is significantly higher than a Medicaid comparison group
of  14%.16

Many programs have lengthy waitlists, and youth frequently lose access due to changes in
eligibility, funding, or their own readiness to engage.

 Partners for Our Children. (2023, September).12

 Washington State Legislature. (2025).13

 Washington State Department of  Children, Youth, and Families. High School Graduation of  Youth in Foster Care.14

 Partners for Our Children. (2023, September).15

 Ibid.16
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR TRANSFORMATION

Develop Shared Philosophy of  Supportive Transitions
Revamp DCYF Case Planning (Adopting New Practice Model)
Create transition-age units within DCYF in Eastern WA
Improve Life Skills Coaching & Foster Community
Advocacy Items: Advocate for increased SIL payments to youth and equal pay for EFC
workers

DEVELOP SHARED PHILOSOPHY OF
SUPPORTIVE TRANSITIONS

Context: Washington’s youth systems are complex and fragmented across teams, organizations,
and government departments, making navigation challenging. Service availability varies by county,
further complicating access. Frequent changes in social workers, often with little or no
communication, leave youth without consistent adult support.

Proposed Solution: Led by DCYF, each implementing partner can voluntarily adopt a philosophy
that prioritizes supportive transitions and streamlines/updates policies, forms, and processes
accordingly. Because the reasons for abrupt transitions vary widely—by organization, county, and
funder—a shared philosophy can help align practices and shift the status quo. A good starting
point for such a vision could be the youth vision developed as part of  this project, recopied here:

“Foster youth deserve to have the confidence to ask questions and receive quality support that
makes them feel prepared for the real world — knowing essential life skills such as handling
finances, managing one’s home, and understanding their rights. They will leave care with a stable
home, a stable job, and a stable mindset to carry them through life.”

EXISTING TOOLS AND RESOURCES TO SUPPORT
SYSTEMS CHANGE

What existing resources can we leverage to improve the transition from foster care into
adulthood?

Required meetings for youth entering or preparing to exit EFC at ages 17.5 and 20.5.
Monthly in-person and virtual DCYF social worker meetings with each youth.
The EFC Transition-Age Youth (TAY) Working Group, which convenes advocates, nonprofits,
and DCYF.
Recently updated EFC policies (WACs) that shift more responsibility from youth to social
workers—or at least promote shared responsibility.
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“The system will be accountable for providing safe, consistent, trauma-informed, and person-first
supports to ensure these goals are achieved. Every foster youth will experience environments and
relationships that offer stability, cultural understanding, and opportunities to learn and grow.”

WHAT MIGHT THIS LOOK LIKE IN PRACTICE?

Hold a transition meeting with the youth whenever a social worker change occurs, ideally
including the incoming worker to provide formal warm-handoffs, discuss goals, and share
case plans. Consider engaging workers from contracted IL agencies, Treehouse, or Youth
Villages, to support that transition.
Standardize referral forms across agencies and regions and sign community-wide Releases
of  Information to reduce system complexity.
Develop clear youth communication policies to increase responsiveness and prevent
youth from being left in limbo.
Create county-specific resource guides focused on key domains (see Appendix for
example). Consider partnering with Bloom Works or a similar agency to develop youth-
friendly, easy-to-update, region-specific guides.
Reframe EFC as a program of opportunity, support, and workforce readiness—
improving its perception among youth, policymakers, employers, landlords, and the public.
Within contracts, build in greater flexibility for how funds can be used. This allows
organizations to respond more effectively to emergent or existing youth needs—for example,
addressing an immediate need for food rather than being restricted to pre-designated
expenses like training manuals.
Use youth-friendly, strengths-based language as much as possible (e.g., rename DCYF
“health and safety visits” to “youth thrive meetings”). It’s worth noting that language alone is
likely less impactful than other ideas but coupled with others can help to change culture.

ACTION PLANNING

Following are some suggested steps and estimated timelines to accomplish these. Timelines and
steps will vary based on existing workloads, capacity, and the ability to prioritize this. Regardless,
the authors believe that DCYF’s EFC TAY Working Group can help to steer and oversee these
action items. They should consider collaborating with 211 or digital partners in this space.

KEY STEP SUPPORTING DETAILS
ESTIMATED TIMELINE

& RESOURCES

Convene EFC TAY
Work Group

DCYF brings together stakeholders to develop a
philosophy for supportive transitions for TAY.

2-3 months after launch
Assess Referral

Process

Assign a person/team to evaluate current referral
workflows and identify streamlining opportunities (e.g.,
eligibility, release of  info).



KEY STEP SUPPORTING DETAILS
ESTIMATED TIMELINE

& RESOURCES

Explore Resource
Guide Partnerships

Begin discussions with regional partners to co-
create a prototype guide and plan for sustainable
updates.

2-3 months after launch

Adopt Philosophy &
Identify Policy Change

Agencies, providers, and advocates commit to the
philosophy and identify internal policy improvements;
share updates in the work group.

2-3 monthsDevelop Region-
Specific Guides

Create three tailored resource guides to pilot and a
feedback mechanism to gather input.

Establish System-
Level Milestones

DCYF and the work group define benchmarks to
track and accelerate progress in transition practices.

Launch Prototype &
Gather Feedback

DCYF and partners release the guide prototype,
collect feedback, and iterate.

2-3 months

Share Progress &
Celebrate Wins

Stakeholders report on philosophy adoption and tool
usage; celebrate successes and identify next steps.

Plan for guide
maintenance

Discuss strategies for keeping regional guides
updated annually.

Expand guide
development

Begin crafting guides for additional regions beyond
the initial three.
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POTENTIAL MEASURES OF SUCCESS

If  we do this well, we might expect to see progress as follows:

AREA & WHO TRACKS SPECIFIC METRICS

Transition Metrics
Tracked by DCYF

Number of  forms streamlined or consolidated
Number of  organizations leveraging community ROIs
Number of  counties/regions with up-to-date resource guides
Number of  youth on waitlists by program/region and average
days on waitlist
Percent of  youth connected to services (e.g. IL, Lifeset,
IYHP) by region



AREA & WHO TRACKS SPECIFIC METRICS

Transition Metrics
Tracked by DCYF

Youth Survey

At least 80% of  youth report:
Feeling supported during transition into and out of  EFC
Have access to region-specific information around housing,
career, and health
Have EFC-specific case plans containing at least 1 SMART
Goal and clear designations of  who is responsible for what
Receiving the services they need to succeed
Rate programs as “Good” or “Excellent”
Being provided with the life skills coaching and support they
need to develop life skills
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REVAMP DCYF CASE PLANNING BY
ADOPTING NEW PRACTICE MODEL

Context: Models like Youth Thrive or the Transition to Independence Process (TIP) Model are
strength–based, youth-driven frameworks designed to support young people (ages 14–29) as they
transition to adulthood.

They emphasize personalized planning, trauma-informed care, skills-building, and
collaborative support systems to help youth achieve self-defined goals across key domains like:

Employment & Career
Educational Opportunities
Living Situations and Household Management
Personal Effectiveness & Well-being
Community Life Functioning

As one social worker shared with us, “It remains entirely up to individual social workers or EFC
units to create, develop, assess, and evaluate all this work entails. It often feels like we have
minimal support or collaboration in receiving what we need from our agency or stakeholders. It’s
common that we spend an inordinate amount of  time trying to locate, create, or fill the large gaps
in services and resources simply to ensure our youth have at least the basics of  what they need
and deserve.”

Proposed Solution: Adopting the Transition to Independence Process (TIP) Model at DCYF
requires thoughtful planning, training, cross-sector collaboration, and a commitment to youth-
driven practice. DCYF staff  have identified the TIP model as a promising practice improvement
they’d like to consider leveraging.

The TIP Model reduces abrupt transitions by building longer-term relationships, coordinated
support, and a reliable safety net.
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WHAT MIGHT THIS LOOK LIKE IN PRACTICE?

To support the long-term, successful adoption and scaling of  a new practice model, DCYF may
wish to consider the following recommendations:

Adopt a unified, developmentally appropriate practice approach for all youth ages 14+ in
transition planning and for EFC participants. Align phases of  practice to the EFC experience
(e.g., more intensive coaching during critical transition months—such as 6 months pre-exit
through 12 months post-exit—followed by maintenance or follow-along support)
Leverage existing meeting structures (or create new ones where necessary) to facilitate
shared learning across regions. This helps staff  teach and learn from one another, share
promising adaptations, and identify implementation challenges early.
Develop statewide standards and policies that embed the core elements of  the practice
model into child welfare operations — ensuring consistency, clarity, and accountability across
counties and regions.
Identify and develop regional practice champions who can serve as model experts,
coaches, and trainers. Building local expertise strengthens consistency in practice and
creates ongoing support for implementation and fidelity.
Co-design model adaptations with DCYF, tribal child welfare, culturally specific providers,
and youth to ensure materials, peer hiring, and engagement practices are culturally and
linguistically responsive.
Promote the practice model across systems (e.g., mental health, housing, education) to
support cross-agency alignment.

ACTION PLANNING

Here's a recommended approach, based on the TIP Implementation Guide. DCYF will be key to
driving and implementing this change, but will benefit from close partnership with a public/private
funder to support DCYF adoption as well as the STARS Training Academy who provides training
and coaching on the TIP model.

KEY STEP SUPPORTING DETAILS
ESTIMATED TIMELINE &

RESOURCES

Build Awareness
and Buy-In

Educate leadership and staff on practice
model principles and outcomes.
Share success stories and data from other
jurisdictions.

0-3 months

https://www.starstrainingacademy.com/


KEY STEP SUPPORTING DETAILS
ESTIMATED TIMELINE &

RESOURCES

Establish
Infrastructure and

Capacity

Issue a DCYF policy formally adopting the
practice model.
Designate a DCYF lead to oversee
implementation and fidelity.
Identify funding sources (Medicaid, grants,
philanthropy) to cover the estimated $60,000
in year 1 training and support costs.
Develop training and launch plan.
Hire/assign Transition Facilitators and Peer
Support Specialists.
Build peer certification and hiring pipeline.

3-6 months

Train Staff and
Partners

Have EFC staff  and supervisors participate
in practice model training which covers
topics such as trauma-informed care,
cultural humility, and youth engagement.
Provide ongoing coaching and reflective
supervision.

6-9 months

Pilot and Refine

Launch practice model in select regions for
3–6 months.
Use appropriate case management
platforms; maintain best practices of
caseloads ≤15 youth.
Align case planning with Independent Living
and workforce goals.
Collect data on youth outcomes, staff
experience, and system changes.
Use DCYF dashboards and fidelity metrics
for evaluation. 

Connect practice model to key asks of
young people:

Conduct life skills workshops (in-person and
virtual).
Engage youth in identifying joyful and
meaningful activities.
Document wellness supports in youth-
defined terms.
Support youth in navigating systems
(appointments, co-pays, transportation,
telehealth).

9-18 months
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AREA & WHO TRACKS SPECIFIC METRICS

STARS Training
Academy / DCYF

Fidelity metrics associated with TIP Model implementation
Number of  youth receiving weekly case management
Number of  youth with active, youth-driven case plan
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POTENTIAL MEASURES OF SUCCESS

If  we do this well, we might expect to see progress as follows:

CREATE TRANSITION-AGE UNITS WITHIN
DCYF IN EASTERN WASHINGTON

Context: Nearly 1 out of  4 youth in Washington (all in Eastern Washington in regions 1 and 2) are
not served by specialized EFC units, but rather by social workers who serve youth of  any age.
DCYF should consider establishing EFC units in these regions, or perhaps transition-age units
serving youth starting at 13 or 14 to age 21. This is a distinct developmental stage for young
adults that requires specialized staff  training, community partners, and interventions to be most
effective.

Proposed Solution: DCYF should leverage the expertise and infrastructure of  existing,
experienced EFC units to support the development of  similar capacity in regions 1 and 2.

WHAT MIGHT THIS LOOK LIKE IN PRACTICE?

This could include structured peer-to-peer training, job shadowing, and ongoing coaching from
seasoned EFC staff  who understand the unique needs of  transition-age youth.

Partnering experienced units with emerging ones, DCYF can accelerate skill-building,
promote consistency in practice statewide, and ensure that new units and/or regional workers
are grounded in proven approaches from the start.
This strategy would help staff  in under-resourced regions gain specialized knowledge, build
relationships with key community partners, and strengthen the overall quality of  services for
young people transitioning to adulthood.

ACTION PLANNING

DCYF is currently investigating ways to expand EFC units into at least 1 of  the outstanding
regions and should consider developing a plan to ensure all EFC youth are served by such
specialized units in the coming 6 to 12 months. Specific actions and details are best left to DCYF,
given considerations will vary by the unique circumstances of  each region.



AREA & WHO TRACKS SPECIFIC METRICS

DCYF

Percentage of  staff  trained by experienced EFC units.
Percentage of  staff  with specialized training on trauma-informed
care, harm reduction, and positive youth development.
Number/percentage of  youth in region 1 and 2 served by EFC
staff.
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POTENTIAL MEASURES OF SUCCESS

If  we do this well, we might expect to see progress as follows:

IMPROVE L IFE SKILLS COACHING
& FOSTER COMMUNITY

Context: Youth in our focus groups were particularly keen on having opportunities to learn and
gain life skills in-person and in groups. This is offered via Independent Living today (each provider
holds 8 classes a month), but classes aren’t always offered in person and many youth may either
not be eligible to participate (due to immigration status), are on waitlists, or simply don’t
participate. Many of  the lived experts participating in this research spoke about the value and life
skills training they received from former foster parents or kin as well.

Proposed Solution: In addition to DCYF adopting a system-wide practice model, other youth-
serving agencies should explore ways to strengthen life skills support for young people. This could
include adopting evidence-based or evidence-informed approaches, offering targeted life skills
workshops, and creating structured opportunities for mentorship and hands-on learning both
inside and outside the classroom.

Ultimately, each provider will have to determine how they can most successfully engage youth in
person vs. virtual, individually vs. in groups, and effectively model life skills coaching. DCYF and
providers should also consider ways to engage a youth’s natural supports, including their former
foster parents or kin, in both programming and life skills training.

WHAT MIGHT THIS LOOK LIKE IN PRACTICE?

Several providers shared the value of  offering more informal ways to learn and build community
via field trips to amusement parks or sports games, lunch and learns, while others noted the
challenges of  organizing activities on a limited transportation budget. Providers should explore
how to open such opportunities to other foster youth, so that they have a way to participate, build
community/connection, and consider IL services in the future.

Structured Life Skills Workshops: Agencies could offer regular, age-appropriate workshops
on topics such as budgeting, cooking, time management, job readiness, and navigating
healthcare. Workshops could be embedded into existing programs or delivered in partnership
with community organizations.
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Mentorship Programs: Pair youth with trained mentors—either peers who have successfully
transitioned to independence or adult mentors from the community—to provide guidance,
encouragement, and real-world problem-solving support.
Integration with Schools and Community Spaces: Life skills coaching could be offered in
schools, community centers, or other accessible spaces to ensure consistency and reach for
all youth, including those not currently involved in EFC or specialized programs.
Hands-On Learning Opportunities: Create experiential learning pathways where youth
practice skills in real-world contexts, such as managing a small budget, cooking meals,
applying for jobs, or navigating public transportation.
Continuous Feedback and Adaptation: Collect feedback from youth and staff  to refine
workshops, mentorship approaches, and learning pathways, ensuring programming meets
the evolving needs of  young people.

ACTION PLANNING

Rather than detail steps, the authors recommend that each youth-serving agency consider how
they support youth skill-building in community and how they can improve that. Skills can take time
to learn and often benefit from both modeling and coaching (not just lectures or trainings).

POTENTIAL MEASURES OF SUCCESS

If  we do this well, what might we expect to see? This will depend on the intervention, but one low-
hanging fruit could be how many EFC youth have increased scores on the Casey Life Skills
Assessment. Another could be for youth to self-report how prepared they feel to live
independently.

ADVOCACY ITEMS:  INCREASE SIL  PAYMENTS
TO YOUTH AND EQUAL PAY FOR EFC WORKERS

Streamlined Access: Simplify program eligibility and referral processes, and leverage
community Release of  Information to reduce barriers and connect youth to services more
efficiently.

Financial Support: Increasing the monthly semi-independent living payment by $436 / month
to youth in EFC will increase their ability to cover monthly costs such as housing, food,
transportation, childcare, and other daily costs. It’s worth noting this would still fall below the
fair-market rent where a majority of  EFC youth live. The potential fiscal cost of  this would be
around $3.2 million / year to cover the increased stipend amount.

Equitable Compensation: Social workers serving EFC youth do not make the same as their
peers serving minors. To support equity, retention, and practice quality, DCYF and relevant
partners should engage its unions and advocate with the Washington Office of  Financial
Management to align EFC staff  compensation with their peers.
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ENSURING SAFE AND
STABLE HOUSING

2

CRITICAL QUESTIONS

To deepen the impact of  this work,
community partners are encouraged to
reflect on the following questions:

What would it look like if  systems
worked together to identify young people
with housing instability and empower
them with locally relevant information to
secure stable housing?
How can advocacy, narrative change,
and education be used to build a strong
network of  landlords and programs
willing to accept FYI vouchers?
What structures—such as life skills
programs or mentorship—could be
connected to housing placements to
increase youth success and foster
public-private partnerships?

YOUTH QUOTES

“It's relying on us to go find our own
housing, which we struggle with
because we don't really know what we're
looking for or how to meet the
qualifications.”

"I feel like taking the stigma away from
like renting to young people would
definitely help. I know that can be hard,
just because we kind of  prove them
right. Sometimes we'll like fall short on
paying rent, or we can be a little bad, or
it's a big mess when it comes to moving
out."

"I tried calling my social worker, and I
was like, ‘Hey, I need help. I am
homeless right now, and I need help
getting into a place like all the shelters
are full. and I'm sleeping in my car, and
it's freezing.’ And she just said, Oh, I
can't help you with that."
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PURPOSE

This playbook section is designed to empower staff  and leaders from the Department of
Children, Youth and Families (DCYF), Office of  Homeless Youth (OHY), and youth-serving
organizations across Washington State to address a critical challenge facing young people aging
out of  foster care: the struggle to secure and maintain stable, quality housing.

CORE PROBLEMS

What gets in the way of ensuring Safe and Stable Housing for Youth transitioning from
Foster Care?

The State of  Washington does not employ a housing-first model for youth in its care, leaving many
young people to navigate a challenging housing market with limited support. This issue is
intensified by low housing inventory, high rental costs, limited rental history for young people, and
the persistent stigma associated with renting to youth among landlords. Fragmentation across
youth-serving systems—including housing, education, workforce, and behavioral health—further
compounds the problem, as these systems often operate in silos with little coordination. Together,
these factors create real and immediate consequences for young people, including:

Higher Risk of Homelessness or Housing Instability: Without coordinated support or
guaranteed access to safe housing, youth are more likely to experience repeated moves,
couch-surfing, shelter stays, or homelessness.

25% of youth in Extended Foster Care (EFC) are at risk of  or currently experiencing
homelessness.17

75% to 80% of exits from IYHP and YAHP are to stable housing, yet 20% to 25% are
to unstable destinations.18

Over 500 FYI vouchers have been issued in Washington, yet only 50% have been
successfully leased up.19

Interrupted Education and Employment: Frequent housing disruptions make it harder for
young people to stay in school, maintain employment, or participate in training programs—
undermining their long-term stability and earning potential.
Greater Exposure to Crisis and Safety Risks: Unstable housing increases vulnerability to
exploitation, trafficking, substance use, and involvement with crisis response systems.
Delayed Development of Life Skills: Constant instability limits opportunities to practice
budgeting, household management, and other skills essential for transitioning to adulthood.
Worsening Mental and Behavioral Health: Stressful and unpredictable housing situations
can intensify trauma, anxiety, and depression, particularly for youth already navigating
complex care systems.

 Washington State Legislature. (2025)17

 Washington State Department of  Commerce. (n.d.)18

 Interview with anonymous DCYF staff  member. December 24, 202519



F IRST PLACE FOR YOUTH PAGE |  22

EXISTING TOOLS AND RESOURCES TO
SUPPORT SYSTEMS CHANGE

What existing resources can we leverage to improve Safe and Stable Housing for TAFY?

Better outcomes for young people are achievable today through continued focus on safe and stable
housing, and better cross-agency collaboration. In fact, exits to homelessness from foster care have
also been declining significantly likely thanks to both increased investment and cross-agency
collaboration. Foster youth exits to homelessness declined from 22% in 2018 to 13% in 2022.
Change is possible today via existing fora that can yield better outcomes for young people. Key
levers that can facilitate and accelerate this progress include:

20

Communities for Functional Zero – Local efforts to end youth homelessness through
coordinated systems.
IYHP / YAHP – Independent and Young Adult Housing Programs offering rental assistance or
transitional housing and support.
FYI Vouchers – Federal housing vouchers specifically for youth aging out of  foster care, offset
rental costs and increase affordability.
YDIP – The Youth Diversion Infrastructure Project uses a centralized diversion fund and person-
centered, trauma-informed conversations—supported by flexible financial assistance—to help
youth and young adults exiting systems of  care quickly secure safe, stable housing and avoid
homelessness.
Policy Advocacy Community – A growing network of  advocates working to shift housing
policy and funding to better support youth.
DCYF’s revamp of EFC case planning, with a core focus on securing and maintaining safe
and stable housing, as well as modeling skills on how to maintain one’s home.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR TRANSFORMATION

DCYF, OHY, and youth-serving agencies have an opportunity to increase accessibility through the
implementation of  the following ideas.

Build on Work to Connect Built for Zero/YHDP with EFC
Advocacy Items: Advocate for EFC Housing Voucher Program as well as significant increases
to YAHP

 Varela, V., Danielson, T., & Felver, B. (2025). Homelessness among youth exiting systems of  care in Washington State. Washington State Department of
Social and Health Services, Research and Data Analysis Division. Retrieved from https://www.dshs.wa.gov/sites/default/files/rda/reports/research-11-254.pdf
20

Reduced Access to Supportive Adults and Community: When systems are fragmented,
youth lose consistent connections to mentors, caseworkers, and community supports who
could otherwise provide continuity and guidance.
Inequitable Outcomes Across Regions and Populations: Youth in areas with limited
housing resources or fewer coordinated services—particularly in rural regions—face
disproportionately poor outcomes.
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WHAT MIGHT THIS LOOK LIKE IN PRACTICE?

Local housing committees regularly monitor FYI voucher lease-up rates and set county/region
targets
DCYF participates in Built for Zero/YHDP meetings or has standing bilateral meetings to
better connect youth to existing housing options
Integrate and Pilot Coordinated Efforts: Link Built for Zero and the Youth Homelessness
Demonstration Project (YHDP) with DCYF caseworkers and providers to accelerate the goal
of  ending youth homelessness both inside and outside systems of  care.
Prioritize Housing in Case Planning: Make housing the top focus in DCYF case plans,
supported by region-specific guides and resources to meet local needs.
Pass House Bill 1429 that would create a state-funded voucher program for youth in EFC
and/or significantly expand the YAHP program (current funding is insufficient to meet the
need).
Increase SIL payments by $436/month and consider ways to better integrate it with FYI
vouchers (e.g., continue payments to youth under 21 even if  leaving EFC to lease up on FYI).

Proposed Solution: Several communities have a strategic opportunity to more effectively
leverage existing resources and cross-sector workgroups to enhance youth access to stable
housing. It is recommended that this be pursued through targeted implementation of  Built for Zero
and/or Youth Homelessness Demonstration Program (YHDP) frameworks in at least three
locations—such as Spokane and Clark Counties—either as pilot initiatives or integrated into
ongoing efforts.

ACTION PLANNING

This approach can accelerate progress by aligning local efforts with proven models, fostering
data-driven collaboration, and maximizing federal and community resources to improve housing
outcomes for youth. Local backbone organizations driving local Built for Zero or YHDP initiatives
in areas like Spokane, Clark, or King counties will be critical drivers of  this work and will benefit
from meaningful partnership from DCYF, OHY, regional housing authorities, and local youth-
serving agencies.

BUILD ON WORK TO CONNECT BUILT
FOR ZERO/YHDP WITH EFC

Context: Washington has strong momentum to end youth homelessness: multiple cities/counties
are part of  the Built for Zero movement, the Office of  Homeless Youth has appointed a statewide
Built for Zero coordinator, and several counties are implementing the federally funded Youth
Homelessness Demonstration Project (YHDP). Such investments have helped to decrease youth
homelessness for this population.This creates a unique window to align these efforts with youth
exiting foster care and EFC, who remain at high risk of  homelessness. Given the complexity of
housing and variation from county to county, solutions will have to be hyper-local and supported by
state/federal leadership.
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KEY STEP SUPPORTING DETAILS
ESTIMATED TIMELINE &

RESOURCES

Identify Pilot
Communities and

Backbone Partners

Work with DCYF to select regions with high
concentrations of Transition Age Foster
Youth (TAFY) and strong Built for Zero or
YHDP infrastructure (e.g., Spokane, Clark,
King Counties).
Recruit backbone organizations to
coordinate efforts, manage by-name lists,
and convene stakeholders.

2-3 months

Co-Design the Pilot
with

Local Partners

Partner with OHY, local housing authorities,
and DCYF to identify housing resources
specific to TAFY.
Develop a scaffolded by-name list and
establish regular meetings to review youth
transitioning into EFC

2-6 months

Map and Share
Housing

Resources Broadly

Curate a comprehensive housing resource
guide and publish it on the DCYF EFC
website.
Disseminate updates via quarterly or
biannual newsletters to providers (e.g.,
Treehouse, IL programs, advocacy orgs),
including success stories, how to recruit
landlords, funding opportunities, and training
events.

2-3 months

Deepen Partnerships
and Build Capacity

Prioritize landlord recruitment to expand
housing options for youth with vouchers.
Create feedback loops for staff  training and
youth development, including quarterly
debriefs focused on continuous quality
improvement.

6-12 months

Use Creative Problem-
Solving Tools

Implement Community Releases of
Information for secure data sharing;
schedule standing bilateral meetings
between housing experts and youth case
managers; launch landlord recruitment
campaigns to support voucher lease-up.

6-12 months

Leverage Built for Zero
Infrastructure

Align efforts with Built for Zero’s real-time
data systems, performance scorecards, and
measurable outcomes to track progress and
drive continuous improvement.

6-12 months

Secure Sustainable
Funding

Explore philanthropic and government
funding streams, including OHY’s 2026
System of  Care grants, to support pilot
implementation and scale successful
practices.

6-12 months
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EFC metrics tracked
by DCYF

Number of  EFC case plans with housing goals accomplished
Percent of exits to safe and stable housing from EFC by region
Percent of youth in EFC who are stably housed (tracked 2x per
year) by region
Percent of youth in EFC at risk of experiencing homelessness
who are connected to housing within 90 days

FYI metrics tracked by
DCYF

Percent of  youth leasing up on FYI vouchers (consider setting a
target of  75% within 6 months
Percent of youth maintaining housing for at least 12 months with
FYI voucher
Percent of youth maintaining FYI voucher for at least 3 years
Percent of youth exiting from FYI voucher into safe and stable
housing

IYHP / YAHP metrics
tracked by OHY

Number and percent of  eligible foster youth in IYHP/YAHP,
including a subset of  youth in EFC participating
Number of landlords recruited
Number and percent of exits to safe and stable housing (already
tracked on OHY performance dashboard)
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POTENTIAL MEASURES OF SUCCESS

If  we do this well, we might expect to see progress as follows:

The above metrics all are in service to two broader impact targets:

Less than 10% of  youth experience homelessness while in EFC;
Less than 10% of  youth exit into homelessness from EFC

ADVOCACY ITEMS:  ADVOCATE TO ESTABLISH
THE EFC HOUSING PROGRAM OR EXPAND YAHP

The solutions that will likely have the biggest impacts on the youth homelessness in Washington
will require new investments from Washington State’s policymakers. The policy advocacy
community, led by the lived experts associated with the Mockingbird Society, are and will be critical
champions of  this work. There are two key pathways to increasing youth access to housing:
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1

Currently, the Washington State Senate and House will be
reconsidering a bill to establish the Extended Foster Care
Housing Program for those experiencing or at risk of
homelessness who are already participating in EFC. 

This bill is estimated to cost $6.2 million for its first 2 years and
provides up to 200 youth experiencing homelessness today with an
average monthly rental subsidy of  $1528. 

This would be a significant extension of  DCYF’s work and
commitment to providing housing support to youth in their care and
likely lead to drastic reductions in youth experiencing
homelessness.4 Various voices and legislators will be pushing for
adoption of  this bill in the upcoming legislative session.

2

Expand the Independent Youth and Young Adult Housing
Programs. This program is implemented in various ways but
provides between 6 and 24 months of  rental support and case
management to any youth ages 18–25 with prior system
involvement. Nearly 4 out of  5 exits from this program are to safe
and stable housing, making this one of  the state’s most effective
transition supports. The program’s greatest strength is its flexibility,
allowing local organizations to vary how housing is offered (from
transitional housing via master leasing to rental assistance) as well
as the ability of  YAHP to serve youth exiting multiple systems (such
as EFC, Juvenile Rehabilitation, and behavioral health) and a
broader age range from 18 to 24. 

Importantly, given issues of  landlord bias against renting to this
population and generally low vacancy rates, any expansion of  this
program should ensure a significant percentage of  housing is found
via providers to then offer to youth. Providers can play a key role in
educating local landlords and providing advocacy for youth access
to stable housing. 

If  the EFC Housing program isn’t passed, advocates should
consider turning in future years to pushing for a significant
expansion of  these programs, so that at minimum an additional 200
EFC youth can be provided with fully subsidized housing with case
management.

Unfortunately, with the tough budget environment facing the State of  Washington, it is unlikely
these ideas will gain much traction in the near-term. Advocacy agendas are often set for
multiple years, and housing will continue to be a critical pillar of  such work that can lead to
significant changes in outcomes for transition age youth.
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BUILDING CAREER
PATHWAYS FOR
YOUNG PEOPLE

3

CRITICAL QUESTIONS

To deepen the impact of  this work,
community partners are encouraged to
reflect on the following questions:

How might we better connect youth to
paid opportunities to learn about and
explore careers, gain experience, and
ultimately succeed in getting placed in
careers that can support them for the
long-term?

How can career programs be better
embedded within existing services and
hubs?

What are the high-growth sectors in
each region in Washington that may be
accessible to transition-age foster youth
and which programs exist today that can
pay, teach, and train youth in trauma-
informed ways while also connecting
them to these careers?

YOUTH QUOTE

“I would honestly say everything DCYF
and my social workers all the programs
I'm in. None of  them help out with jobs.
They just kind of  say, oh, let's just make
sure that you have a resume, a cover
letter, and maybe your food handler's
license.”
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PURPOSE

This playbook section is designed to equip staff  and leaders from the Department of  Children,
Youth and Families (DCYF), the Washington Student Achievement Council, and youth-serving
organizations across Washington State with actionable strategies to address a critical challenge:
youth aging out of  foster care are often underprepared to enter the workforce. By strengthening
workforce readiness and access, we can help ensure these young people transition into
adulthood with greater stability and opportunity.

CORE PROBLEMS

What gets in the way of building career pathways for TAFY in Washington?

Washington boasts some of  the strongest education and financial aid programs in the country.
Yet, foster youth continue to face significant barriers:

Only 53% of foster youth graduate high school on time, compared to 84% of  their same-
age peers.21

Just 38% enroll in college within one year of graduation, compared to 47% of  other
youth.22

 Washington State Department of  Children, Youth, and Families. High School Graduation of  Youth in Foster Care.21

 Chen, V. W., & Hough, G. C. Jr. (2021). Education and workforce outcomes for children and youth in foster care (SHB 2711 Report).22

 Interview with government employee, December 19, 2024.23

 Ibid.24

When it comes to workforce development, the disconnect is even more stark. Programs often fail
to reach transition-age foster youth, resulting in low engagement and completion rates. For
example, Passport to Careers saw only seven pre-apprenticeship completions statewide in a
recent year.  As one interviewee shared with us:23

“One of the challenges is that it's really difficult to get into an apprenticeship program.
There are limited spots and the people that are being served through Passport tend to be
younger. And so they don't have as much work experience to be really considered at a high
level for the apprenticeship program. This is something that we are struggling with right
now. Last year, we had, I think, 7 go through the pre-apprenticeship program, and then only
a couple were actually admitted into apprenticeship programs.”

Foster youth are also less likely to be employed than their peers. When they do work, they tend
to work more hours for lower wages—a troubling trend that reflects limited access to quality job
opportunities.24

IDENTIFIED GAPS AND OPPORTUNITIES
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Youth also report:

Much of  the career support available today is surface-level, lacking the depth needed to
prepare them for high-growth sectors that offer pathways to living-wage careers.
Transportation and job access remain persistent barriers across the state, further limiting
opportunity.

The recent loss of state funding for programs like Youth Villages’ Lifeset and Treehouse’s
Graduation Success threatens to worsen these challenges in the short to medium term, removing
critical scaffolding for youth who are already navigating complex transitions.

EXISTING TOOLS AND RESOURCES TO
SUPPORT SYSTEMS CHANGE

What existing resources can we leverage to improve education and career outcomes for
TAFY?

These levers are parts of  the system that may be underutilized today but can facilitate meaningful
and sustained changes. In Washington, these include:

Monthly meetings with DCYF social workers to model skills and support career development
Meetings with IL and service providers who can tailor their case management and workshops to
provide skill development opportunities such as hosting employer panels and engaging in mock
interviews with youth.
Passport to Careers, now that it is being re-envisioned by WSAC
Existing workforce groups like Career Connect and Washington STEM

OPPORTUNITIES FOR TRANSFORMATION

Embed Career Coaching in DCYF and Provider Case Management
Redesign Passport to Careers
Advocacy Items: Reinvest in Proven Programs

REDESIGN PASSPORT TO CAREERS

Context: Most programs today in Washington do not focus sufficiently on supporting youth with
considering their career options and how education can tie to building life-sustaining wages.
WSAC’s Passport to Careers program to date has operated too far removed from other services
provided to transition age foster youth. This is a critical gap in the system that can be addressed
as WSAC redesigns its Passport to Careers program.
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WHAT MIGHT THIS LOOK LIKE IN PRACTICE?

To increase impact and enrollment, WSAC should consider the following strategic shifts:
Broaden Eligibility Criteria. One potential barrier to enrollment is the requirement for a high
school diploma. This excludes many transition-age youth who have not yet completed high
school—despite growing trends in dual enrollment programs that allow students to earn
college credits while still in school. Loosening this requirement could open doors for more
youth to participate and reflect the realities of  today’s educational pathways.
Prioritize Pre-Apprenticeships. While apprenticeship programs often come with established
pay structures and training pathways, transition-age youth may struggle to access these
opportunities due to eligibility requirements, transportation, or lack of  professional experience
and life skills. Elevating pre-apprenticeships as a foundational step can help bridge these
gaps.
Ensure Pay from Day 1. The workforce development field increasingly embraces the "Earn
and Learn" model, which includes paid apprenticeships, pre-apprenticeships, internships, and
on-the-job training. When these opportunities are unpaid, youth may simply not be able to
afford participation. Compensation from the start is essential to equitable access.
Focus on Depth, not Breadth. With over 190 apprenticeship pathways available—each with
its own criteria and timeline—youth (and their supporting staff) can easily become
overwhelmed. Instead of  trying to connect youth to every option, WSAC should identify the
top three high-growth sectors in each region that do not require a bachelor’s degree or higher.
Building strong partnerships with employers in these sectors who offer both pre-
apprenticeship and apprenticeship tracks can create a more streamlined and supportive
experience. A cohort-based model, like the one used by First Place for Youth in California,
has proven effective in helping hundreds of  youth enroll and complete Earn and Learn
programs.
Leverage Local Partnerships. Tap into existing infrastructure by collaborating with
organizations such as iFoster, Job Corps, AmeriCorps, AJAC, and Seattle Colleges (which
has a dedicated pre-apprenticeship coordinator) could serve as valuable partners in specific
regions. These partnerships can help expand access and provide localized support.
Integrate Workforce Programming into Existing Youth Hubs. Avoid siloed service delivery
by integrating workforce programming directly into youth-serving hubs like Extended Foster
Care (EFC), SETuP, Treehouse, Youth Villages, and Independent Living (IL) programs. This
approach fosters trust, reduces referral delays, and strengthens continuity of  care.
Deepen Connections with Youth-Serving Agencies. WSAC’s existing relationship with
DCYF can help to create clear bridges between EFC social workers working with youth who
may be interested in such opportunities with WSAC and implementing partners.

Proposed Solution: The Washington Student Achievement Council has a powerful opportunity to
reimagine and relaunch its Passport to Careers (PTC) program.

ACTION PLANNING

To implement the above recommendations, WSAC can begin with the following steps. Specific
timelines should be based on what WSAC considers possible in partnership with supporting
partners like DCYF, Washington Career Connect, Washington STEM, and others.

https://careerconnectwa.org/
https://washingtonstem.org/
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KEY STEP SUPPORTING DETAILS

Redesign Passport to
Careers

Leveraging the above as a guide, WSAC should redesign its
program, from eligibility to pay to delivery model

Identify High-Growth Sectors by
Region or County

Use U.S. labor market data to pinpoint 2–3 sectors in each
region that are experiencing growth and are accessible to young
people without requiring advanced degrees. Consider starting
with 1–2 counties to prototype and refine the approach.

Research Existing
Earn and Learn

Programs

Explore current Earn and Learn models within these sectors
and regions to understand what's available. Identify gaps in
access, eligibility, and support services. This will help inform
program design and partnership development. Engage youth-
serving agencies to understand barriers youth face in accessing
these programs.

Establish Strategic
Partnerships

Form partnerships with organizations and employers in selected
sectors. Develop Memoranda of  Understanding (MOUs) to
support direct referrals, clarify data-sharing protocols, and set
expectations around trauma-informed care and soft-skills
training.

Offer and Promote
Targeted Earn and

Learn Opportunities

Launch up to three Earn and Learn opportunities tailored to
youth interests and regional needs. Where possible, deliver
training in cohort formats at youth-serving agency sites to
reduce transportation barriers and foster peer support.

Coordinate with
WSAC and Workforce

Partners

Create shared referral protocols between DCYF, WSAC, and
youth-serving providers to connect youth directly to Passport to
Careers, pre-apprenticeships, and other Earn and Learn
opportunities.

Promote Offerings to
Youth-Serving

Agencies, Workers,
and Youth

Develop outreach materials tailored for youth, caseworkers, and
agency leaders. Include eligibility, benefits, and success stories.
Disseminate information through provider collaboratives and
local youth hubs. Offer micro-trainings and quick reference
guides to help caseworkers and providers identify eligible youth
and support them through enrollment.

POTENTIAL MEASURES OF SUCCESS

If  we do this well, we might expect to see progress as follows:
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AREA & WHO TRACKS SPECIFIC METRICS

Passport to Careers
Metrics tracked by

WSAC

Number of  High Growth Sectors Identified 
Number of  MOUs with Employment/Workforce Partners 
Number of  youth enrolling in Earn and Learns as part of
Passport to Careers.
Number of  youth completing Earn and Learn opportunities (and
percentage of  those who enrolled who completed), broken
down by region and partner 
Percent of  youth employed at Earn and Learn completion or
continuing with education
Percent of  Youth Increasing Wage (from start to end of
program) and average increase in weekly earnings

WHAT MIGHT THIS LOOK LIKE IN PRACTICE?

Integrate Career Readiness Into Regular Case Planning — Ensure every case plan
includes clear, youth-driven workforce goals—such as identifying a career interest, preparing
a résumé, exploring training programs, or securing part-time work—alongside life skills and
housing plans.
Embed a Career-Focused Practice Model — Adopt evidence-informed approaches that
include trauma-informed coaching, motivational interviewing, and structured skill development
to help youth build confidence, clarify interests, and take concrete steps toward employment.
Create Dedicated Career Coaching Capacity — Equip EFC workers with tools and training
to provide basic career guidance, while partnering with employment specialists, workforce
boards, and community colleges for deeper support.
Use Action Plans to Drive Workforce Progress — Transform action planning into a
practical roadmap for youth that outlines near-term steps—such as signing up for a
certification, visiting a job center, applying for internships, or connecting with a mentor.

Proposed Solution: DCYF and local providers have an opportunity to embed career coaching in
programs like IYHP or Independent Living so that there is greater connectivity between career
exploration, coaching, and existing youth-serving programs.

EMBED CAREER COACHING IN DCYF
AND PROVIDER CASE MANAGEMENT

Context: As DCYF strengthens its monthly case planning and action planning processes for youth
in Extended Foster Care (EFC), there is a critical opportunity to embed workforce development as
a central focus. By integrating an evidence-informed practice model—such as youth-driven goal
planning, trauma-informed coaching, and skill development—DCYF can transform case planning
into a launchpad for career success.
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ACTION PLANNING

The action plan for this one will likely mirror DCYF’s potential adoption of  the TIP model. Other
providers should consider how they can embed workforce training and partnership into their
practice models, where appropriate.

Strengthen Partnerships with Local Workforce Agencies — Formalize referral pathways
with WorkSource, community colleges, apprenticeship programs, and youth employment
nonprofits to ensure youth can access high-quality opportunities that start on day one.
Connect Youth to Paid, Low-Barrier Career Pathways — Prioritize job placements and
training programs that offer immediate wages, transportation support, and advancement
opportunities, reducing financial barriers to participation.
Incorporate Real-World Skill Building — Use monthly meetings to practice workforce skills
—like mock interviews, job searching, budgeting for work-related expenses, or completing job
applications—with hands-on coaching.
Track Progress and Adapt Supports — Monitor key indicators such as job placement,
retention, school enrollment, credential attainment, and alignment with youth-identified goals,
adjusting coaching and supports as needed.

AREA & WHO TRACKS SPECIFIC METRICS

State-Wide and
Regional Targets

Number of  High Growth Sectors Identified 
Number of  MOUs with Employment/Workforce Partners 
Number of  youth enrolling in Earn and Learns as part of
Passport to Careers
Number of  youth completing Earn and Learn opportunities 
Percentage of  youth employed at Earn and Learn completion 
Percentage of  Youth Increasing Wage (from start to end of
program) 
Average increase in weekly earnings for youth (from start to end
of  program).

ADVOCATE TO REINVEST IN PROVEN PROGRAMS

Restore funding for initiatives in the Washington biennial budget for recently cut programs
including Youth Village’s Lifeset and Treehouse’s Graduation Success to enhance career
readiness, skill-building, and youth earnings potential.
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SUPPORTING
YOUTH HEALTH
AND HAPPINESS

4

YOUTH QUOTES

For me, success looks like happiness.
Like, you can wake up and feel better
about your day. Because during, like, the
majority of  my time switching homes and
being in foster care, I woke up not
feeling okay and not feeling happy about
myself  or just in general.” 

"I feel very strongly about the training,
and also the retraining, of  all individuals
working with youth and young adults in
trauma-informed care. Because when
you're not aware of  the trauma someone
has or how to identify it, you're going to
re-traumatize them, and you could do so
much more damage.”

“It’s really hard to find specialists that
accept state insurance, and when you
do, it’s usually super far away or a really
long waitlist. All of  that just kind of  falls
offline, and you have no resource for it.”
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PURPOSE

This playbook is designed to empower staff  and leaders from the Department of  Children, Youth
and Families (DCYF) and youth-serving organizations across Washington State to address a
critical challenge facing youth aging out of  foster care: too many young people are navigating
adulthood without the emotional, mental health, and relational supports they need to thrive.

CORE PROBLEMS

What gets in the way of supporting health and happiness for TAFY?

Despite high Medicaid enrollment among youth in Extended Foster Care (97% at age 18 and
92% at age 21), access to consistent, trauma-informed care remains limited.  Youth who don’t opt
into EFC face even lower coverage rates (87% at 18 and 79% at 21), compounding their
vulnerability.

25

26

Key concerns include:
High emergency department usage among EFC-eligible youth, indicating unmet health
needs.
Significant mental health needs: At least 50% of  youth in EFC and 42% of  eligible non-
participants have an indicated need for treatment.27

Among 500 Medicaid-enrolled females eligible for EFC, 31% experienced a live birth
between ages 17–22, compared to 14% in a comparison group—highlighting the need for
targeted reproductive and wellness supports.

Youth also report:
High turnover among therapists
Limited access to specialists who accept state insurance
Frustration and traumatization with retelling their story
Isolation and lack of  natural supports28

Abrupt transitions
A lack of  trauma-informed care
Compounding challenges like homelessness and substance use

As one provider staff  shared:

“Our kids are one crisis away from bottoming out a lot of times, and if that's happening in
that age right before they age out, whether it's of the department or ILS, or Treehouse. If
that crisis hits, and they say, ‘Hey, I need service.’ And the answer is, ‘Hey, there's a 9
month wait,’ then you're just ending up a firefighter.” – Provider

 Partners for Our Children. (2023, September)25

 Ibid26

 Ibid27

 Ibid28
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EXISTING TOOLS AND RESOURCES TO
SUPPORT SYSTEMS CHANGE
What existing resources can we leverage to improve health and happiness?
These levers are parts of  the system that may be underutilized today but can facilitate meaningful
and sustained changes. In Washington, these include:

DCYF Trainings
EFC Case Planning
Independent Living program
WISE and BRS
DCYF/OHY Contracts
DCYF Youth Advisory Board Passion to Action and co-design work
IL Youth Survey

OPPORTUNITIES FOR TRANSFORMATION
Connect Youth to Safe and Inclusive Third Spaces
Expand Access to Mental Wellness Providers
Amplify Youth Voice in Program Design and Improvement
Consider Alternative Permanency Frameworks

CONNECT YOUTH TO SAFE AND INCLUSIVE
THIRD SPACES

Context: Many youth we spoke to felt there was a lack of  safe and inclusive spaces for them to
hang out, receive support, or connect with peers. Many shared a sense of  isolation from others
that they felt could be solved by better connections to third spaces. At their 2025 Annual Summit,
3 youth chapters of  the Mockingbird Society also elevated the need to identify, create, and
promote safe spaces for youth.29

While programs like WISE (Wraparound Intensive Services) have shown promise—especially in
supporting family reconciliation— only 4% of  youth in EFC are served by Behavioral
Rehabilitation Services, which offer weekly case management, therapy, and crisis response.

Youth consistently report a lack of  “third spaces”—safe, welcoming environments outside of
home and work/school—where they can connect, build community, and access resources.

Proposed Solution: Create or strengthen community-based hubs that offer youth safe,
welcoming environments to connect, decompress, and access resources.

 The Mockingbird Society. (2025). 2025 Youth Advocacy Topic Summaries. Retrieved from
https://mockingbirdsociety.org/images/2025%20Summit/2025%20Summit%20Topic%20Summaries%203.pdf
29

https://mockingbirdsociety.org/images/2025%20Summit/2025%20Summit%20Topic%20Summaries%203.pdf
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ACTION PLANNING

The action plan for this one will likely mirror DCYF’s potential adoption of  the TIP model. Other
providers should consider how they can embed workforce training and partnership into their
practice models, where appropriate.

WHAT MIGHT THIS LOOK LIKE IN PRACTICE?

Trauma-Informed Spaces. Foster psychological safety, emotional regulation, and trust
through thoughtful design. Include quiet zones, sensory-friendly areas, and flexible seating to
support diverse needs.
Youth-Centered Design. Engage youth in every stage of  planning—from layout to
programming—using participatory design methods. Ensure spaces reflect the cultural,
linguistic, and lived experiences of  the youth they serve.
Peer Support and Mentorship. Embed peer navigators, youth mentors, and natural supports
who model positive behaviors and offer guidance through shared experience, aligning with
TIP’s principle of  interdependence.
Social and Recreational Activities. Offer structured and unstructured opportunities for
connection and identity exploration, such as game nights, art workshops, music sessions,
cultural events, and field trips. Providers have highlighted the value of  outings to amusement
parks, college campuses, and sports events in fostering community.
On-Site Services. Provide access to housing navigation, mental health support, and
employment coaching directly within the hub.
Accessible Hours and Locations. Operate during evenings and weekends to meet youth
where they are. Consider mobile hubs or satellite pop-ups to reach rural and underserved
areas.

KEY STEP SUPPORTING DETAILS TIMELINE

Map Existing Safe
Spaces by

Region/County

Each DCYF EFC regional lead and local nonprofit provider
implementing the Independent Living program can begin this
process by mapping what currently exists (libraries, community
colleges, drop-in centers) and assessing any regional gaps.

1-2 months

Add Safe Spaces to
Resource Guides

Once identified, these resources can be added to new resource
guides, DCYF websites, EFC social worker email signatures, or
other resources targeting this group.

2-4 months

Refer Youth

Youth should be regularly provided with information regarding
available safe spaces and hours. Social workers at DCYF, OHY,
and youth-serving agencies can connect youth directly, or if
okay with the local host, even consider conducting case
management meetings at this safe space.

ongoing

Other steps may become necessary as gaps are identified and options are explored to create
(and fund) third spaces in areas where they may be lacking.
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POTENTIAL MEASURES OF SUCCESS

If  we do this well, we might expect to see progress as follows:

AREA & WHO TRACKS SPECIFIC METRICS

Safe Spaces tracked
by DCYF and IL

providers

Number of  Third Spaces Identified 
Number of  youth referred to third spaces quarterly 
Number of  youth reporting knowledge and awareness of  local
safe spaces via IL survey

WHAT MIGHT THIS LOOK LIKE IN PRACTICE?

Hire in-house therapists or embed mental health professionals within youth-serving
teams.
Connect youth to the Wraparound with Intensive Services (WISE) program (at minimum
during DCYF 17.5 and 20.5 transition meetings) that provides intensive mental health
support for youth with complex needs, including trauma recovery, family reunification and
therapy. Youth we spoke with reflected on the benefits of  this program in better understanding
prior familial trauma in a safe setting.
Refer youth to virtual therapy platforms such as A Home Within, which offers free, long-
term mental health support specifically for youth impacted by foster care in the state of
Washington.
Establish MOUs or referral agreements with local mental health providers, community
clinics, and culturally responsive wellness organizations.
Ensure providers accept Apple Health/Medicaid and are trained in trauma-informed,
youth-centered care.

Proposed Solution: To meet the growing mental health needs of  transition-age youth, DCYF and
contracted nonprofits can build intentional partnerships with both virtual and in-person
mental wellness organizations. These partnerships can help reduce barriers to care, increase
consistency, and offer youth more choice in how and where they receive support.

EXPAND ACCESS TO MENTAL
WELLNESS PROVIDER

Context: Young people desire to be happy and not just to survive. However, access to quality,
culturally competent, and stable mental wellness supports is not something consistently provided
by the system today. The highest-trauma youth are often served by the least trained staff,
exacerbated by high turnover and long waitlists. And many staff  working with these youth are not
trained in or effectively leveraging key principles of  trauma-informed care and positive youth
development.

https://www.ahomewithin.org/
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Offer youth a menu of options—including telehealth, in-person therapy, peer support, and
group wellness activities—to meet diverse needs and preferences.
Track engagement and outcomes to ensure youth are not just referred, but supported in
accessing and sustaining care.

ACTION PLANNING

For each organization serving transition-age youth, here are some steps to guide how you might
expand access to your clients related to mental wellness. The timeline for these steps will vary by
agency, what they have in place, and what they need to put in place to better meet youth need.
Regardless, agencies should not delay in beginning this important work.

KEY STEP SUPPORTING DETAILS

Map Mental Wellness
Supports in your

Community

Each youth-serving nonprofit, DCYF regional lead, and relevant
OHY staff  should map the relevant mental wellness resources in
your community. This can include WISE, BRS, digital services such
as a Home Within, in-house staff, and local community health
providers.

Explore What is Possible
at Your Agency

Once identified, each agency should explore different options from
entering into no-cost MOUs with local or online mental wellness
providers like A Home Within, identifying referral pathways to WISE
and BRS services, or the potential of  hiring in-house therapists
within your organization. For DCYF, they should consider whether
more youth could benefit from WISE services, which was
appreciated by many of  the youth we spoke to.

Refer Youth

Youth should be regularly provided with information regarding
available safe spaces and hours. Social workers at DCYF, OHY, and
youth-serving agencies can connect youth directly, avoiding youth
being waitlisted, or if  okay with the local host, even consider
conducting case management meetings at this safe space.

Regularly Meet with and
Review Partnerships

Once partnerships are established, providers should meet regularly
with their mental wellness collaborators to ensure issues with
referrals, waitlists, trauma-informed care, and discharges are
handled appropriately and consistently. In addition to tracking
utilization, each agency should see what other outcome metrics are
possible to monitor.

https://www.ahomewithin.org/
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POTENTIAL MEASURES OF SUCCESS

If  we do this well, we might expect to see progress as follows:

AREA & WHO TRACKS SPECIFIC METRICS

Wellness Metrics
tracked by DCYF and
other youth-serving

providers

Number of  youth connected to mental wellness supports
Number of  youth 18+ participating in WISE 
Number of  youth 18+ enrolled in BRS 
Number of  youth participating actively (e.g. 1-2x / month
minimum) in mental wellness supports Youth report improved
wellness

WHAT MIGHT THIS LOOK LIKE IN PRACTICE?

Creating youth advisory boards with clear power, responsibilities, and support (both financial
and professional). For instance, DCYF may wish to create a youth advisory board specific to
older foster youth (18+ or 14+) and consider ways to fund this via public or private funds.
Hiring peer mentors and/or staff  with lived experience.
Creating space (formal and informal) for youth to offer feedback and support program
improvement, whether that’s via focus group, surveys such as the Youth Engagement Survey
offered quarterly to all IL participants, or town halls.
Co-designing new programs (or components) as well as survey tools. This can include
partnering with research agencies or organizations led by and/or dedicated to elevating youth
voice.

Proposed Solution: All youth-serving agencies can pause to reflect on their practices today and
how they engage, empower, and amplify lived experience within their programming and
operations.

AMPLIFY YOUTH VOICE IN PROGRAM
DESIGN AND IMPROVEMENT

Context: The state of  Washington is a leader in honoring, uplifting, and creating space for lived
expertise and youth voice. Many organizations have youth advisory boards or gather feedback
from youth via surveys. Advocacy agendas are set by and with youth, who often take the main
stage in advocating for such changes. Legislation itself  has at times included mandates about co-
designing shifts in programming with youth.

Youth deserve to be more than recipients of  services—they can and should be co-creators and
active partners in shaping the programs that serve them. During this research process, the lived
experts repeatedly highlighted the value of  coming together to share their voice and the
importance of  feeling that their voice mattered; that someone was listening and wanted to change
things for the better.
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It’s critical that these youth voice mechanisms offer youth compensation for their time and
wisdom, make clear how youth feedback will be leveraged, and communicate back to youth what
changes (even if  none) were made thanks to their input.

ACTION PLANNING

For each organization serving transition-age youth, here are some steps to guide how you might
expand access to your clients related to mental wellness. The timeline for these steps will vary by
agency, what they have in place, and what they need to put in place to better meet youth need.

KEY STEP SUPPORTING DETAILS

Establish/Leverage
Youth Advisory

Boards

Create or leverage boards specific to older foster youth (14+ or 18+) with
clearly defined roles, responsibilities, and decision-making authority.
Provide financial support (stipends, transportation, meals) and
professional support (mentorship, training) to ensure meaningful
participation. 
Draft charter and operational guidelines for board functioning.

Hire Peer Mentors
and/or Staff with
Lived Experience

Determine funding. 
Identify roles for peer mentors or staff  who have experience in foster care
or EFC.
Develop job descriptions, recruitment strategies, and training programs
focused on mentorship, coaching, and youth engagement.

Youth Feedback
and Program
Improvement

Establish recurring focus groups, surveys, town halls, and digital
feedback tools. 
Ensure youth know how feedback is used to shape programming.

Co-Design

Partner with youth and research or youth-led organizations to design or
refine programs and engagement tools. 
Use co-design principles to ensure programs reflect youth priorities,
cultural relevance, and accessibility.

POTENTIAL MEASURES OF SUCCESS

If  we do this well, we might expect to see progress as follows:

AREA & WHO TRACKS SPECIFIC METRICS

Youth Voice Metrics
tracked by DCYF and
other youth-serving

providers

Number of  organizations with youth advisory boards 
Number of  new spaces created for youth voice 
Percentage of  youth reporting feeling that their voice helps to
shape the types of  services they receive 
Number of  actions taken based on youth recommendations
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WHAT MIGHT THIS LOOK LIKE IN PRACTICE?

Advocate for expanded legal options for permanence to create an additional permanency
pathway that includes a circle of  caring adults who provide support, opportunity, unity and
legal relationships for young people ages 16 and older as they move from foster care to adult
hood.
Train staff and providers on the Soul Family Framework and other youth-centered
permanency models.
Explore becoming a demonstration site and Integrate Soul Family planning into
casework for youth 16+, including mapping supportive adults and exploring legal or formal
commitments.
Fund and support youth-led permanency planning, allowing young people to identify who
they trust and want in their lives long-term.
Create policy flexibility to recognize and formalize non-traditional permanency
arrangements (e.g., co-parenting models, adult mentorship agreements).
Partner with community organizations to expand the pool of  caring adults and provide
ongoing support to Soul Families.

Proposed Solution: To better meet their needs, child welfare agencies can adopt and promote
alternative permanency frameworks that reflect the realities and preferences of  transition-age
youth. Ideally, these natural supporters are ones who will be with youth through thick and thin,
support in youth in moments of  crisis, and help to model life skills.

One promising approach is the Soul Family Framework, which supports strong, lifelong (and
legal) relationships between youth and a network of caring adults. This model recognizes that
permanency doesn’t always mean a single caregiver—it can mean a constellation of  trusted
people who offer emotional, relational, and practical support.

CONSIDER ALTERNATIVE PERMANENCY
FRAMEWORK

Context: Traditional permanency models often fall short for older youth in foster care, who may
not seek or qualify for adoption or reunification.

ACTION PLANNING AND MEASURES OF SUCCESS

DCYF may already be considering such actions and should consider a reasonable timeline and
critical partners to bring this vision to fruition. Depending on the framework they choose, they may
wish to leverage existing fidelity and outcome measures associated with that model, with the hope
that such frameworks increase youth connectivity to others and skill-building while decreasing
negative outcomes associated with mental well-being and housing insecurity.
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SOLUTION PARTNERS

Creating Conditions
for Change by

Addressing Abrupt
Transition

This set of  solutions is best driven by DCYF. Their EFC TAY Working Group
comprising advocacy, nonprofits, and DCYF is an ideal forum to monitor progress and
build in accountability across partners. Advocacy elements of  this plan may need to
be taken up by non-state entities.

Ensuring Safe and
Stable Housing

The advocacy agenda for this already has a rich and robust network of  players leading
the charge on this, but other non-profit agencies and the WACF should consider
submitting letters of  support in relation to the current bill to be reconsidered in the
2026 legislative session. 

The work of  better connecting DCYF, OHY, youth, and housing opportunities is an
initiative that can and should be locally led, but with strategic support and consultation
from OHY (in particular their state-wide Built for Zero coordinator). DCYF’s Youth
Advisory Board and EFC TAY Working Group are other groups that may have a role to
play in monitoring FYI lease-up rates and to help address any implementation or
collaboration challenges as they arise.

Building Career
Pathways for Young

People

While WSAC will hold a lot of  this work, they should consider what existing entities or
work groups can help to oversee and support the redesign and roll-out. Groups like
Washington Stem, Career Connect, OSPI, DCYF, the Gates Foundation (given their
work with OSPI on the High School and Beyond Plan) and youth-serving agencies like
Treehouse all are critical collaborators here to ensure this work connects to other
workstreams across the state.

Supporting Youth
Health and Happiness

DCYF should consider whether it has an existing work group that can take charge of
these issues or instead may need to launch a cross-agency working group comprising
critical community partners such as providers, HCA, and youth themselves.

By strengthening system collaboration, improving quality of  care through innovative service
models and training, shifting mindsets and policies that contribute to abrupt transitions, and
advocating for expanded housing, Washington can accelerate progress toward its vision for older
youth in care.

The authors and the project’s Advisory Board acknowledge it’s not enough to simply propose
recommendations, key steps, and success metrics in a report, but also that we can consider who
or what work groups can take charge and monitor progress in each area. 

Consequently, we propose that for each of  the solution areas, one agency or group takes lead in
driving toward actions and solutions. That agency can in turn adapt and build out the specifics tied
to each solution, adapt based on feedback, and drive toward impact.

FOSTERING COLLABORATION AND
ACCOUNTABIL ITY
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APPENDIX

LIFTING UP YOUTH VOICES

What Do Youth Envision? A focus group of  11
youth with lived experience crafted a vision for
what they hope the system will look like for them
and their peers as they transition into adulthood:

"Foster youth deserve to have the confidence
to ask questions and receive quality support
that makes them feel prepared for the real
world — knowing essential life skills such as
handling finances, managing one’s home, and
understanding their rights. They will leave
care with a stable home, a stable job, and a
stable mindset to carry them through life."

"The system will be accountable for providing
safe, consistent, trauma-informed, and
person-first supports to ensure these goals
are achieved. Every foster youth will
experience environments and relationships
that offer stability, cultural understanding, and
opportunities to learn and grow.”

"My vision is for people aging out of  the foster
system to receive the support and the
resources that they need in order to succeed
in life."

"My college counselor has been great—she
checks in on me. Even though I took some
time off, she still checks in on me, and I think
that is helping my success. She holds me
accountable, too."

“I feel very strongly about the training, and
also the retraining, of  all individuals working
with youth and young adults in trauma-
informed care. Because when you're not
aware of  the trauma someone has or how to
identify it, you're going to retraumatize them,
and you could do so much more damage."

“When I aged out, I felt like I didn’t have any
individual stability. I wasn’t thoroughly
informed on the resources available, and if
they were there, they weren’t easily accessible
to me.”

YOUTH VOICE
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A more comprehensive summary of what youth shared, including ideas and quotes, can be found
in this interactive online map.

LIFTING UP YOUTH VOICES

https://kumu.io/evans2md/wa-youth-vision-00#wa-youth-vision
https://kumu.io/evans2md/wa-youth-vision-00#wa-youth-vision
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SAMPLE RESOURCE GUIDE

Developed utilizing Microsoft Copilot (AI) and refined for accuracy and quality, here's a short
resource guide for youth in extended foster care in Yakima County, Washington, highlighting
high-quality supports in housing, career development, health, and life skills:

APPENDIX I

RESOURCE GUIDE FOR YOUTH
IN EXTENDED FOSTER CARE IN YAKIMA COUNTY

HOUSING SUPPORT
Independent Youth Housing Program (IYHP)

Provides rental assistance, utility support, and case management for youth ages 18–24 who were in
foster care. Administered by Catholic Charities.
Services include help with move-in costs, finding and maintaining housing, and supervised savings
plans.
Contact: (509) 853-1300

CAREER & EMPLOYMENT
Explore local and statewide programs designed to help you build skills and find meaningful
employment:

WorkSource Yakima – WIOA Youth Program Offers job training, internships, mentoring, and career
counseling for youth ages 14–24 who are low-income or in foster care. Learn more.
4-H Career Exploration & Workforce Development (WSU Yakima Extension) 

Helps youth identify skills, build resumes, and prepare for interviews through hands-on learning and
mentorship. 
Contact: Autumn Britt – autumn.britt@wsu.edu

HEALTH & WELLNESS
Apple Health Core Connections (AHCC)

A specialized Medicaid plan for youth in foster care, extended foster care, and alumni up to age 26.
Covers medical, dental, behavioral health, and telehealth services.
Automatically enrolled if  in foster care; alumni can self-enroll.
Contact: 1-800-562-3022 ext. 15480 or AHCCTeam@coordinatedcarehealth.com

LIFE SKILLS & INDEPENDENCE 
LifeSet

Administered by Catholic Charities, a program helping young adults transition out of  care.
Offers personalized case management and skill-building for independent living.
Duration: 6–9 months, with ongoing support available.
Contact: Avery Zoglman – azoglman@catholiccharitiescw.org

CONTACT TIPS FOR YOUTH
Be clear about what help you need (housing, job, health, etc.)
Keep a notebook or phone notes with contact names and numbers
Ask if  there are forms or documents you need to bring
Don’t hesitate to follow up if  you don’t hear back

https://www.worksourcewa.com/Resources/YouthProgram.aspx
mailto:autumnbritt@wsu.edu
mailto:AHCCTeam@coordinatedcarehealth.com
mailto:azoglman@catholiccharitiescw.org
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CORE COMPONENTS OF TIP MODEL

1.Youth-Driven Goal Setting
Youth take the lead in identifying and pursuing their own short- and long-term goals. The
model equips them with tools like Futures Planning, Strength Discovery, and SODAS (a
structured decision-making method) to guide this process. Trusted adults are engaged as
partners in this process to provide coaching, resources, and opportunities that help youth turn
their goals into reality.

2.Staff Coaching & Competency-Based Training
Transition Facilitators (TFs) are trained in TIP’s seven guiding principles and core practices,
which include in-vivo teaching, mediation, and prevention planning. These practices help TFs
coach youth through real-life challenges and skill-building. Ensure case plans address key
TIP domains—employment/career, education, living situation, personal effectiveness, and
community life functioning.

3.Peer Support
TIP encourages hiring Peer Support Specialists—young adults with lived experience—who
help build trust, model resilience, reduce isolation, and support youth in navigating complex
systems, and setting goals.

4.Family & Community Involvement 
The model promotes a safety-net of  support by involving family members, informal
community supports, and professionals in the youth’s journey, tailored to each individual’s
needs and preferences.

5.Flexible Service Platforms 
TIP can be delivered through case management or integrated into Assertive Community
Treatment (ACT) teams, with flexibility to maintain consistent relationships or offer broader
team-based support.

6.Group Activities & Social Learning 
Optional group sessions—led by peers or staff—offer opportunities for social connection, skill
development, and shared celebration of  progress.

How TIP Supports Youth-Driven Goals, Coaching, and Peer Support
Youth-Driven Goals: TIP centers the young person’s voice, ensuring that all planning and
services align with their aspirations and strengths.
Staff Coaching: TFs act as mentors and guides, using structured tools and real-time
teaching to help youth build life skills and overcome barriers.
Peer Support: Peers provide relatable, empathetic support that enhances engagement and
trust, helping youth feel seen and understood.

APPENDIX I I
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INNOVATIVE HOUSING MODELS

Founded in 2022, Anthos|Home is a New York City-based nonprofit that aims to transform the
housing voucher system to rapidly move individuals and families—especially youth aging out of
foster care—into permanent, affordable housing.

In NYC, housing vouchers are a proven tool to combat homelessness, yet 40% go unused due to
bureaucratic delays, landlord hesitancy, and a lack of  coordination. For youth exiting foster care,
these barriers are especially daunting, often resulting in prolonged shelter stays or homelessness
during a critical life transition.

To address this, Anthos|Home partners with government agencies, landlords, and nonprofits to
streamline the voucher-to-housing process. Their model includes:

Proactive apartment sourcing and preparation.
Flexible funding to cover moving costs, repairs, and other unexpected roadblocks.
Tenant coordination to support lease navigation and budgeting.
Aftercare services for tenants and 24/7 support for landlords.

This approach reduces average wait times from 13–24 months to just 4 months, dramatically
improving outcomes for youth.

Other innovative housing models:

Connect To Home — state-funded permanent supporting housing program in New Jersey
leverages section 8 vouchers for youth 18 to 26. Serves over 100 youth currently.
Bremerton Housing Authority purchased 30-unit apartment building to house youth 18-24
exiting systems and support them with permanent supportive housing.
Sense of Home — Emphasis on community and love, leveraging volunteers to redecorate a
youth’s apartment secured via housing voucher. See video of their heart-forward model
here.

APPENDIX I I I

https://anthoshome.org/our-model/
https://youtu.be/Ze8oD0WMtpk?si=Gnqr40u5BcoLKT6X
https://youtu.be/Ze8oD0WMtpk?si=Gnqr40u5BcoLKT6X
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CASE STUDY:  COFFEE WITH A CAUSE

Coffee with a Cause is a strong example of  a workforce model designed to meet the needs and
aspirations of  transition-age youth in providing pay, hands-on training, soft-skills development,
career coaching, and mentorship. Youth-serving programs across Washington may wish to
borrow components of  their model, summarized below.

OVERVIEW
Coffee with a Cause (CWAC), based in Pasadena, California, is a nonprofit social enterprise
dedicated to supporting young people aged 16–24 who have experienced foster care,
homelessness, or justice system involvement. Through its café, Rosebud Coffee, CWAC
provides hands-on job training, mentorship, and career development opportunities.

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT MODEL
CWAC’s model is built around a three-month internship program followed by 12 months of
mentorship. Interns receive:

Soft skills training in professionalism, communication, and hospitality.
Hard skills training through real-world experience in coffee service and other industries.
Industry certifications, including:

Specialty Coffee Association Barista Certification
CompTIA A+ IT Certification
NASM Personal Trainer Certification

Interns are placed at local businesses across sectors such as fitness, retail, dog care,
construction, and landscaping. CWAC partners with over 10 employer organizations, including
Starbucks and Micro-Trends, to provide meaningful job placements and mentorship.

IMPACT
Over 100 interns trained annually
90% employment rate for program graduates
100% of profits from Rosebud Coffee reinvested into youth programming

APPENDIX IV

Empower ing Transi t iona l  Age Youth Through Socia l  Enterpr ise
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CASE STUDY:  YOUTH CONNECTIONS

Youth Connections, based in Shelton and Belfair, operates drop-in centers and housing support
services for transition-age youth ages 12 to 24, including those in extended foster care or
experiencing homelessness. The organization provides low-barrier access to basic needs such
as food, clothing, hygiene items, and internet, as well as case management services that
include shelter, transitional housing, and emergency moving assistance.

Their centers prioritize creating a safe and welcoming space for youth, offering daily meals,
hygiene supplies, clothing, and support from a care team. Referrals are accepted from a variety
of  sources—including outreach workers, the youth themselves, peers, and community partners—
and eligibility is tied to specific grants and programs, such as foster care status or housing
instability.

Youth Connections aims to reduce barriers to housing by not requiring employment, sobriety, or
other conditions. In some cases, youth can be housed within a week of  initial contact, with
support available for up to a year. Staff  emphasize relationship-building and trauma-informed
engagement.

APPENDIX V

A Drop- In  Center  for  Transi t ion-Age Youth in  Mason County




