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Hearing from Youth in Foster Care: Online Learning During the Pandemic 
 
Before the pandemic, students in foster care often encountered greater struggles than their peers with academic engagement 
and achievement. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the challenges that youth in foster care faced were exacerbated by school 
closures, the shift to virtual instruction, and other life stressors. Although many schools have begun to offer some degree of 
hybrid/in-person instruction in April 2021, many students in foster care will potentially continue with online learning full-time 

at least until the end of the school year. We must be mindful of the barriers that students 
in foster care have faced during the pandemic and the challenges they may encounter in 
returning to school in person.  
 
To better understand the experiences of youth in foster care during distance learning and 
their concerns about returning to in-person instruction, Children Now partnered with 
United Friends of the Children (UFC) to conduct a survey of youth in foster care in Los 
Angeles County. The survey was open from February 16 through March 5, 2021, and we 
received responses from 43 students in foster care who access UFC services. Four out of 
five respondents were in high school (81% or 35 youth), and the rest were in middle school 
(19% or 8 youth). 

 
Youth’s Experiences with Distance Learning  

From the beginning of the pandemic, technology access was and continues to be a large topic of discussion and focus of many 
organizations. As online learning continues for many students, it is important to understand the ongoing challenges youth in 
foster care have encountered related to devices and connectivity. The majority of respondents (88% or 38 youth) reported 
having all the technology they need to participate in online learning, while 12% (5 youth) did not have sufficient technology or 
their technology did not work properly. More concerning, however, is that more than 1 in 3 (35% or 15 youth) reported having 
no internet/wi-fi access or bad internet/wi-fi connection. 
 
Youth also identified additional challenges they have faced during distance learning. 
For example, 44% of youth reported that it has been difficult for them to feel 
motivated to participate in online classes, and 51% reported struggling with too much 
offline work or homework. Notably, 1 in 3 youth (33%) reported feeling sad or lonely 
during distance learning. And 1 in 5 (19%) reported not having a quiet space at home 
to participate in online instruction to complete their coursework. Youth reported the 
following additional challenges: trouble managing their time (42%); difficult to reach 
their teachers for questions or support (14%); adults at home are not available to help 

with online learning challenges (12%); and 
trouble using online platforms (7%).  
 
A considerable portion of youth reported that they struggled during distance learning. 
When asked what they enjoy most about online learning, 1 in 5 youth (19%) reported 
that there is nothing they enjoy about online learning and it is better to learn in person. 
When asked to identify their concerns about continuing online learning, 23% of youth 
expressed concern about their grades and said they are overwhelmed with the 
workload. Another 14% of youth said they feel stressed from online learning and have 
trouble focusing and learning in a virtual format. 
 

In the Youth’s Words: What are your biggest concerns about continuing online learning this semester? 

“It’s just the mental stress I get is not working well with online learning.” 

“Losing my social skills and the desire of wanting to interact with people face-to-face.” 
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At the same time, however, a significant portion of respondents said they enjoy online learning. When asked to describe their 
biggest concerns about continuing online learning this semester, 35% of youth reported that they have no concerns and they 
like online learning—the most frequent response for this question. For instance, one respondent said, “I actually don’t have 
any concerns this semester. I am very confident in myself this semester.” Another youth said, “I get to stay home, work in a 
comfortable space, wake up at a decent time, and I have plenty of time to work unlike when I had very little time to work when 
I took the bus back home.” 
 

Returning to In-Person Instruction 

When asked about their biggest concerns related to returning to in-person 
instruction, 1 in 4 youth (26%) reported having no concerns about returning in 

person. However, 1 in 3 youth (33%) 
reported having concerns about 
health and safety for themselves and 
their families in light of the ongoing 
pandemic. Four youth (9%) said it 
would be hard to focus when 
returning to school in person, and 
another four youth (9%) were most concerned about the time and cost of getting to 
their school. Also, 14% of youth were most concerned about the anxiety and 
awkwardness of seeing people again. 

 
 
 
 
 

Recommendations 
 

Drawing on the results of this survey, supporting youth in foster care in the coming months should focus on the following:  
 

1) Frame “learning recovery” with a strengths-based lens. This survey highlighted that many students in foster care 
viewed the learning challenges they experienced as areas where they were personally lacking, such as lack of time 
management skills or lack of motivation, versus the result of external factors. Youth in foster care experienced an 
unprecedented year of struggle in a pandemic, and it is important to focus on recovery through a strength-based 
lens versus a deficit-based approach. Utilizing terms like “learning recovery” versus “learning loss” can strengthen 
youth’s confidence in moving forward, while taking a strengths-based approach meets youth where they are at and 
can empower them in their recovery. 
 

2) Provide opportunities to build and strengthen youth’s confidence, motivation, and academic skills. Many youth 
shared that they have difficulties with time management and motivation. As schools and service providers think 
about supporting youth in foster care during this next phase of the pandemic, providing opportunities to strengthen 
students’ confidence, motivation, and academic skills are vital to recovery.   
 

3) Prioritize mental health and social-emotional wellness. This past year, 1 in 3 students in foster care reported 
struggling with sadness and almost half of the youth reported struggling with motivation. When thinking about 
returning to in-person schooling, 14% of youth reported being worried with social awkwardness and 33% reported 
having anxiety about their health as well as their family’s health. Anxiety about returning in-person can present 
another level of mental health impact on youth. Therefore, as many systems are moving to return to in-person 
engagement, it is important to support youth through this transition. Recovering from the social and emotional 
impacts of the pandemic will be crucial for students as we move forward this year and in the years to come. 
 

4) Incorporate individual input from students in foster care to improve their learning options going forward. Students 
in foster care have been disproportionately impacted by the pandemic and many of them have struggled with 
distance learning for a myriad of reasons. However, the results of this survey show that some youth in foster care 
have done well in online learning due to fewer distractions, eliminated barriers of transportation, and access to a 
different learning modality. It is critical to take an individualized approach to responding to the needs of youth in 
foster care, asking each youth about their experiences to understand how they feel about returning to in-person 
education, including barriers they faced when attending school pre-pandemic. Furthermore, it is important to learn 
from both youth who have struggled as well as youth who have improved in their academic performance during 
online learning in order to incorporate recovery support and new models of learning for students who were 
previously not doing well in traditional in-person settings. 

 

In the Youth’s Words: What are your 
biggest concerns about returning to school? 

“I have social anxiety and it has gotten a 
little bigger.” 

“How I would interact with my friends, 
having less time to work, COVID-19, not 
being used to in-person school as much 
as before.” 


