
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Foster Youth Transition Program 
 
Summary of Proposal 
 
To improve the safety and well-being of young people transitioning from foster care to adulthood, the Colorado 
Department of Human Services (CDHS), Division of Child Welfare (DCW) is proposing a bill to change the way 
Colorado serves youth/young adults (ages 18-21) who participate as a child in child welfare cases.  
 
Under this proposal, starting in SFY 2022, child welfare services for young adults (age 18-21) will be 
developmentally appropriate, client-directed, and voluntary for the young adult. To reflect and support young 
adults’ emerging adulthood and decision-making, eligible 18-year-olds who have recently left foster care will have 
the option to return to child welfare if they determine they need and want help. The bill creates a taskforce to 
convene in SFY 2021 to plan the implementation of this proposal.  More details on the proposal are at the end of 
this document. 
 
Why is this needed? 
 
In Colorado’s National Youth in Transition (NYTD) survey of 19-year-olds who were currently or recently in foster 
care, 25% reported experiencing homelessness and 9% had their own children. By the time this group turned 21, 
36% reported experiencing homelessness and 29% had their own children. Only 1 out of 4 Colorado youth who are 
in foster care at any point during high school earn their diploma. Colorado has the opportunity and need to support 
young people during critical years of early adulthood and, for many, parenthood. 
 
Like many emerging adults, young people leaving foster care often believe they are ready to be on their own and 
then, after trying out their independence, realize they need and want more support. Research on extended foster 
care has shown that for each additional year a youth is in care, the better their outcomes in all domains.1  
 
Specifically, for each year past 18 a young person stays in care, they are: 

• Less than half as likely to be homeless 
• 2.5 times more likely to earn their high school credential 
• 2.8 times as likely to be enrolled in college 
• 2.5 times as likely to have assets in any account 
• Half as likely to receive public benefits in the last year (and those who 

did receive benefits got less) 
• Half as likely to be involved in the criminal justice system 

 
Other studies have also shown extended time in foster care is associated with delayed pregnancy and increased 
involvement of noncustodial fathers with their children. 
 
How much will it cost to allow 18-year-olds to return to child welfare? 
 
Colorado law and the state’s Title IV-E plan already allow youth to remain in a child welfare case until age 21. 
Although this proposal would impact the manner of delivering services to all young adults 18-21, the only 

                                                 
1 Chapin Hall Issue Brief (March 2017): https://www.chapinhall.org/wp-content/uploads/CY_EF_IB0317.pdf 
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additional costs would come from the part of the proposal re-establishing jurisdiction for 18-year-olds who would 
otherwise not have been served. Cost estimates for allowing courts to re-establish jurisdiction for young adults 
depend primarily on three key variables: 1) the number of young adults who return; 2) the percent who are Title 
IV-E eligible; and 3) the cost per case. 

 
Each of these is unknown but can be estimated based on Colorado data and the experiences of other states. By 
starting with only allowing re-entry for young adults who are currently 18 years old, Colorado can better assess the 
true utilization rates and program costs with a small subset of the potential population. 
 
Title IV-E eligibility of young adults should be determined based on the young adult’s income as a household of 
one. It is anticipated that the vast majority of young adults returning to child welfare for support will be Title IV-E 
eligible, since a lack of financial resources will be the driving factor for their decision to seek support. 
 
CDHS’s current best cost estimates are as follows: 

• A high estimate is that fifty-four 18-year-olds would return to child welfare in SFY 2022 
• Approximately 4 out of 5 of these young adults would be Title IV-E eligible as a household of one 
• The total cost per case is estimated at ~$9,550 
• Based on the above, the costs in SFY 2022 would be $515,987 total with the following breakdown: 

o Federal: $206,395 
o State: $247,674 
o Counties: $61,918  

 
How was this proposal developed? 
 
In 2018, the Colorado legislature passed HB 18-1319 to create a steering committee charged with making bold 
recommendations to improve the lives of young people, ages 18 to 21, who are exiting foster care. One of those 
recommendations was the following. See the complete report here. 
 
 
Allow youth ages 18-21, who have left foster care, to return if they decide they need continued support  
 
In Colorado, if a young person has his or her child welfare case closed, they cannot currently return to child 
welfare for additional services and supports after their 18th birthday. Young adults who are not involved with child 
welfare usually “try on” their independence with the financial and emotional safety net of their families, including 
returning to live in their parents’ homes well into their twenties.  
  
In contrast, independence is a one-way street for youth exiting foster care, who often have nowhere to turn when 
plans go awry. While it is developmentally appropriate and expected for young people to want to be out on their 
own at age 18, a developmentally normal experience also includes a safety net of natural supports. In 
acknowledgement of this discrepancy in the experience of youth who emancipate from foster care, the committee 
recommends creating a process for young people who emancipate to return to access child welfare supports in 
certain circumstances.  
 
The committee recommends a workgroup of county, state, non-profit, and youth stakeholders continue 
meeting to consider the details necessary to implement this complex change. Ensuring the process is 
developmentally appropriate for this population will require this workgroup to carefully consider changes to 
legislation and rule, existing training and practice models, and even messaging to young people about their 
options. The committee recommends the following as a baseline for further exploration: 
 

• Create a statutory process for young people ages 18-21 to return to child welfare under certain 
circumstances. 

• Determine the criteria for a young person 18-21 to return. For consistency, the committee recommends 

https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb18-1319
https://co4kids.org/sites/default/files/FFCY%20Steering%20Committee%20Recommendations_FINAL.pdf
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mirroring eligibility for Chafee services: those who exited care through adoption/guardianship after age 
16 and youth who exited for any other reason after age 14. 

• Determine the specific case requirements for youth who return to child welfare between ages 18-21, 
considering differences, if any, between cases for returning youth and cases for youth who have been 
continuously involved.  

• The committee recommends any option for youth to return to child welfare be designed to allow federal 
Title IV-E reimbursement for eligible youth. This would include meeting the minimum case management 
practices and court oversight necessary to draw down federal IV-E funding.  

• Participation with child welfare agencies should be voluntary for youth over age 18, regardless of whether 
they are returning to child welfare or have been continuously involved. Committee members expressed a 
concern that youth over age 18 are currently involved involuntarily in some cases, due to the uncertainty 
about their current readiness to successfully enter adulthood and their inability to return for future help 
if the case is closed. If a process for returning is established, youth-serving professionals may feel more 
comfortable supporting a young person’s wishes to have their cases closed.  

• Services for young people over age 18 must be youth-driven and developmentally appropriate. See the 
Pillars of Practice section in this report for more discussion on these issues. 

 
In response to the above recommendation, a follow-up work group convened from June 2019 thru December 2019. 
The group included representatives from: 
 

• Colorado Department of Human Services 
• Boulder County 
• Denver County 
• El Paso County 
• Gunnison & Hinsdale Counties 
• Jefferson County 
• Larimer County 
• Mesa County 
• Pueblo County 
• Washington County 

• Weld County 
• Office of the Child’s Representative 
• Adoption Exchange 
• University of Denver’s Fostering Healthy 

Futures Project 
• Fostering Great Ideas 
• Lutheran Family Services 
• Rocky Mountain Children’s Law Center 
• Unfolding Directions 

 
Key provisions of the proposal 
 
SFY 2020-21 

• Establishes SFY 2020-21 as a planning year; creates a time-limited task force to address necessary rule 
and practice issues. 
 

Starting SFY 2021-22 
● Allows the juvenile court to re-establish jurisdiction for 18-year-olds who had recent, prior child-welfare 

involvement. 
○ Eligible young adults include those who were in foster care and/or adjudicated dependent or 

neglected on or after their 16th birthdays, whose cases closed, and are currently 18 years old.  
○ Consistent with current statute on continuing jurisdiction, the young adults must also meet Title 

IV-E requirements for education or employment activities, and once jurisdiction is established, it 
may continue until the young adult turns 21. 

○ Expansion to include re-entry for youth who are 19 or 20 years old would require a future bill. 
○ Young adults who return to child welfare will participate voluntarily in the same manner as 

young adults who never left, as provided below. 
○ Eligible young adults may opt in to this program by simply stating their request either verbally or 

in writing to the county where they self-attest that they reside, or intend to reside (e.g., if they 
are in a shelter in county A but intend to live in the neighboring county B, they can attest that 
they reside in county B). The county then files a petition in the juvenile court. 
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○ Venue for court and services are in the county where the eligible young adult self-attests that 
they reside, as above. 

● Provides young adults, as of their 18th birthdays, the right to client-directed legal representation 
appointed by Office of the Child’s Representative (versus a guardian ad litem representing best interests).  

● Allows young people who turn 18 while in foster care to choose whether to enter into a voluntary services 
agreement to continue receiving support from child welfare or to emancipate. A hearing to formalize the 
decision will be held on or within 30 days after their 18th birthday. 

○ Voluntary services agreements 
 Lists the types of services counties make available to participating young adults. Young 

adults do not have to receive every service. Services will be documented in the 
Roadmap to Success, which is part of the case plan. There is no need for a traditional 
“treatment plan.” Services include support securing safe and stable housing, accessing 
public benefits, building or maintaining permanent connections, and other services 
already required or offered to this population such as accessing vital documents, 
financial literacy, accessing health and education records. 

 The young adult will be dismissed from the prior case (or the case will be closed, as 
relevant for siblings) and a new case opened with only the young adult as a party.  

○ Emancipation & discharge hearings 
 Requires a discharge hearing for young people who are emancipating from foster care. 

In the discharge hearing, county departments of human/social services will submit, and 
the court will review, emancipation transition plans for young adults whose 
emancipation is imminent. 

 If the young adult is emancipating on/soon after their 18th birthday, this may be the 
same hearing as above. 

 For young adults emancipating following participation in a voluntary services 
agreement, cases will be closed when: 

● The young adult requests to have their case closed; 
● The county department requests to have the case closed due to the young 

adult not meeting requirements and the court agrees to dismiss the case; or 
● The last day of the month in which the young adult turns 21. 

 Young adults who are transitioning to adult services and lack capacity to make decisions 
due to disability will remain with child welfare while adult services get in place. 

● Establishes when a case may be closed when a youth in foster care has run away: county departments 
may petition for cases to be closed when youth between ages 16 and 18 have run away and, despite 
reasonable efforts to locate them, are still missing after 90 days. 

 
How will this program be evaluated? 
 
CDHS will evaluate the number of youth served through extended foster care, the number who exit care and return 
for help, and the outcomes for these young people. DCW will track service utilization, permanency outcomes, 
homelessness rates, and educational outcomes. DCW will use Trails, data sharing agreements (i.e., with Colorado 
Department of Education and the Department of Local Affairs), Division of Housing, and the NYTD survey. DCW will 
review outcomes on this program at least annually to ensure it is reaching the young people who need the services 
and having the desired impacts on their well-being. 
 


