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Abstract 

Drawing from the 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 administrations of the California Healthy 

Kids Survey, this study explored the relationships between school climate and depression 

tendency and suicidal ideation among foster youth in California public schools. This research 

also evaluated the data for the secondary purpose of examining the possible differences in the 

levels of depression tendency and suicidal ideation among foster youth by race and gender. 

Findings indicated a positive school climate is associated with lower rates of depression 

tendency and suicidal ideation among foster youth. In addition, female foster youth reported 

higher rates of depression tendency and suicidal ideation when compared to their male 

counterparts. We also discovered foster youth of color were significantly less likely to report 

depression tendency and suicidal ideation than their White peers. Results of this study stand to 

inform current and future school-based programs and supports for foster youth.  

Keywords: foster youth, depression, suicidal ideation, school climate     

1. Introduction 

Over half a million children are currently placed in foster care in the U.S. (Pilowsky & 

Wu, 2006). The foster care system is considered a hub for behavioral care systems, given the 

disproportionate number of children with clinically significant emotional and behavioral issues 

(Pilowsky & Wu, 2006). Research has found that foster youth cope with daily life challenges, 

including unstable household environments, neglect, lack of social support, and school mobility 

(Pilowsky & Wu, 2006; Stoner, Leon, & Fuller, 2015; Zetlin, MacLeod, & Kimm, 2010). Not 

surprisingly, studies have revealed youth in the foster care system were more likely to have 

emotional and behavioral disorders (Pilowsky & Wu, 2006; Stoner, Leon, & Fuller, 2015; Zetlin, 
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MacLeod, & Kimm, 2010). Zetlin et al. (2010) concluded foster youth were more likely to have 

academic and mental health problems. Moreover, children and adolescents in the foster care 

system were more likely to engage in substance use and abuse when compared to the general 

youth population (Pilowsky & Wu, 2006; Stoner et al., 2015). Long-term psychological issues 

such as depression, anxiety, or posttraumatic stress syndrome disorder (PTSD) stemming from 

trauma, abuse, or neglect were common among foster youth (Harris, Jackson, O’Brien, & 

Pecora, 2010; Pilowsky & Wu, 2006). 

Within the larger foster youth population, smaller subgroups contend with even greater 

risk of mental health problems (Pilowsky & Wu, 2006; Stoner et al., 2015). Racial minority 

youth in foster care system not only face challenges that foster youth typically experience, but 

they also encounter daily episodes of racial discrimination in schools, communities, and other 

social contexts (Brand, Felner, Shim, Seitsinger, & Dumas, 2003; Elliot, Cornell, Gregory, & 

Fan, 2010; Huang, Eklund, & Cornell, 2016; O’Malley, Voight, Renshaw, & Eklund, 

2015;Thapa, Cohen, Guffey, & Higgins-D’Allesandro, 2013).  In addition, when compared to 

male youth, research has found that female youth have higher levels of depression tendency and 

suicidal ideation (Cyranowski et al., 2000). To date, studies have yet to systematically examine 

racial differences in mental health problems among youth in foster care. Such knowledge would 

be useful for practitioners working with foster youth.  

Research has established that a positive school climate plays a protective role in the 

social and emotional outcomes of youth facing adversity (Brand, Felner, Shim, Seitsinger, & 

Dumas, 2003; Elliot, Cornell, Gregory, & Fan, 2010; Huang, Eklund, & Cornell, 2016; 

O’Malley, Voight, Renshaw, & Eklund, 2015;Thapa, Cohen, Guffey, & Higgins-D’Allesandro, 
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2013). However, only a few studies have explored the relationship between school climate and 

academic outcomes among youth in foster care (Huang et al., 2016; O’Malley et al., 2015).  

This study addresses these research gaps by exploring racial and gender differences in mental 

health outcomes and associations between school climate, depression, and suicidal ideation in a 

diverse statewide sample of youth. 

1.1 The life challenges of foster youth 

Foster youth experience tremendous stress as a result of barriers and challenges in the 

foster care system and the schools they attend (Stoner et al., 2015; Sullivan, Jones, & Mathieson, 

2010). For instance, research has brought to light multiple entities—school districts, child 

welfare services, legal services—coordinate the educational placements of foster youth; delays in 

schools receiving timely information about students in the foster care system occur often 

(Sullivan et al., 2010). School professionals wait an average of two months to retrieve a student’s 

record from the foster care system (Sullivan et al., 2010). Not only is the information on foster 

youth often delayed, but research has also reported that some records are inaccurate. Foster youth 

may also experience multiple school placement changes, which adversely impact healthy student 

development and proper cultivation of relationships with teachers and peers (Sullivan et al., 

2010)). Furthermore, foster youth experience multiple changes in the family structure throughout 

the foster care process (e.g., foster family, biological and/or legal parent, or guardian), which 

place them at a higher risk of lower academic achievement, and increased instances of 

depression tendency and suicidal ideation (Stoner et al., 2015; Sullivan et al., 2010). Overall, 

accumulated stress from challenges in school, the foster care system, and other contexts 

increases the risk of foster youth to developing damaging mental health (O’Malley et al., 2015; 

Stoner et al., 2015). 
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1.2 Mental health problems among foster youth 

The life challenges of foster youth adversely impact their social and emotional well-being 

and mental health (O’Malley et al., 2015). Stoner et al. (2015) discovered that foster youth were 

nearly eight times more likely to have a diagnosis of mental illness when compared to non-foster 

youth. Their study further indicated that adolescents in foster care demonstrate significantly 

higher rates of past-year psychiatric symptoms than those never placed in foster care. In a 

national study of mental health and substance use disorders, Pilowsky and Wu (2006) concluded 

adolescents in foster care were about four times more likely to have attempted suicide in the past 

12 months. Depression tendency and suicidal ideation, in the long-term, can have an adverse 

impact on an array of behavioral and academic outcomes among foster youth (Keller, Salazar, & 

Courtney, 2010). As an example, findings from Keller et al. (2010) pointed out that depression in 

adolescence was associated with elevated rates of substance use, academic underachievement, 

employment difficulties, risky sexual behavior, and teenage pregnancy among foster youth. 

Further, a national study of adolescents found that within the foster youth population, depressive 

symptoms were associated with a higher likelihood of substance use (Pilowsky & Wu, 2006). 

The current study contributes to the growing literature base on mental health outcomes of foster 

youth by placing a focus on depression tendency and suicidal ideation, two indicators of mental 

health problems among adolescents.  

1.3 Differences in mental health outcomes among foster youth by race and gender  

  Research on racial differences in mental health outcomes among foster youth continues to 

emerge. However, of the available studies, results have been mixed (Daining & DePanfilis, 

2007; Dworsky et al., 2010; Harris et al., 2010). Research has found that White foster youth were 

nearly three times more likely than Black foster youth to have a lifetime diagnosis of depression 
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(Sullivan, Jones, & Mathiesen, 2010). Similarly, Harris et al. (2010) found that Black foster 

youth had significantly lower odds of lifetime mood and anxiety disorders than White foster 

youth. Their study went on to suggest that Black foster youth had greater persistence of any 

chronic disorder and chronic anxiety when compared to White foster youth. In contrast, Harris   

et al. (2010), have reported no differences, in terms of race, in past-year depression tendency 

among foster youth (Dworsky et al., 2010). As discussed, available research has generated mixed 

results around racial differences and past-year depression tendency among foster youth. On that 

note, this study aims to shed light on racial differences in depression tendency and suicidal 

ideation among foster youth.  

Within the foster youth population, girls may also be especially at risk of depression 

tendency and suicidal ideation. To the author’s knowledge, there are no studies, at present, that 

have investigated gender differences in mental health outcomes among foster youth. There, 

however, exists research that has addressed gender differences in the general youth population 

(Cyranowski, Frank, & Young, & Shear, 2000; Nolen-Hoeksema & Girgus, 1994). Nolen-

Hoeksema and Girgus (1994) theorized that the causes of depression among girls become 

prevalent in early adolescence. Before early adolescence, girls are more likely than boys to carry 

risk factors for depression. Along the same line, Cyranowski et al. (2000) discovered females, by 

the age of 15, are nearly twice as likely as males to have experienced depression. Their data also 

suggested the risk factors for depression in female adolescents, as compared to their male peers, 

can persist upwards of 35 to 40 years. Results further acknowledge that females are more likely 

than males to become depressed when faced with negative life events (Cyranowski et al., 2000). 

The current study addresses a gap in the research by examining gender differences in depression 

tendency and suicidal ideation among foster youth.  
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1.4 The potential role of a supportive school climate in the lives of youth in foster care  

As a psychologically strained youth population, youth in foster care may benefit from a 

supportive and caring school environment. Decades of research have highlighted the effects of a 

caring school climate on the well-being of youth populations, especially those facing adversity 

and stress in their home, school, and other social contexts (De Pedro et al., 2014; Thapa et al., 

2013; Vacca, 2008). School climate research and the theories they generate span over almost a 

century. Their philosophical roots appeared in the writings of Dewey and Piaget, early advocates 

of the critical role supportive school environments have on youth. Translating these findings into 

school reform, scholars and practitioners have developed and led school and community-wide 

programs that promote healthy social and psychological development for youth in high poverty 

communities. From the late 19th century into the 20th century, reform efforts such as Hull House 

in Chicago, Comer’s (1984) School Development Program in the New Haven School District in 

the 1970s and 1980s, and Dryfoos’s (1995) framework of a full-service urban school have 

provided school practitioners with strategies to support youth facing adversity. More recently, 

research on trauma-informed approaches in schools has explored the significance of a positive 

school climate for students exposed to high levels of family and environmental stress (Anderson, 

Blitz, & Saastmoinen, 2015, Brand, Felner, Shim, Seitsinger, & Dumas, 2003; Elliot et al., 2010; 

O’Malley et al., 2015; Thapa et al., 2013).  

More and more, researchers have argued for studies to utilize measures that assess the 

multiple dimensions of school climate (Anderson, Blitz, & Saastmoinen, 2015, Brand, Felner, 

Shim, Seitsinger, & Dumas, 2003; Elliot et al., 2010; O’Malley et al., 2015; Thapa et al., 2013). 

The current study draws from multiple components of school climate, which have been assessed 

in previous studies, such as caring relationships, high expectations from school adults, perceived 
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safety, and meaningful participation. These dimensions of school climate promote well-being, 

academic success, and pro-social behavior among youth, in general (Elliot et al., 2010; Marachi, 

Astor, & Benbenishty, 2006; Thapa et al., 2013; Wilson, 2004). A positive and caring social and 

emotional school climate has also been associated with a wide array of outcomes – some positive 

and some negative – among youth (Cornell & Huang, 2016; Thapa et al., 2013). Outcome types 

include academic (i.e., attendance, motivation, and test scores), risky behaviors (i.e., bullying, 

aggression, risky sexual behavior, alcohol, and drug use), and psychological (i.e., depression, 

anxiety, and psychiatric disorders) (Cornell & Huang, 2016; O’Malley et al., 2015; Huang et al., 

2017). School climate has a protective effect on youth facing adversity in various geographical 

contexts (Astor, Benbenishty, & Estrada, 2009; Cohen, McCabe, Michelli, & Pickeral, 2009; De 

Pedro, Astor, Gilreath, Benbenishty, & Berkowitz, 2015; Thapa et al., 2013). As evidenced 

above, even with all the available research to date, there still remains a lack of studies that have 

examined school climate as it pertains to foster youth outcomes; moreover, of the extant 

research, the focus has been on academic outcomes (Huang et al., 2017). As one example, Huang 

et al. (2017) found that academic expectations and student support were highly associated with 

grade point average among students not living with any parent. This current study builds on past 

research by exploring the relationship between school climate and depression tendency and 

suicidal ideation among foster youth in a large statewide sample of youth attending California 

schools. 

1.5 Study objectives 

Existing research has yet to determine the role of school climate on the mental health 

outcomes of foster youth. Furthermore, there has only been a limited number of studies, which 

have examined differences in mental health by race and gender within the foster youth 
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population. Given these gaps in the research, our study explores the relationships among school 

climate, depression tendency, and suicidal ideation among foster youth. More specifically, we 

will draw from a sample of racially diverse foster youth attending California public schools to 

examine differences in depression tendency and suicidal ideation by race and gender. Taking into 

consideration past research, we posit that rates of depression tendency and suicidal ideation will 

be higher among female foster youth when compared to male foster youth. We also anticipate 

that higher levels of school climate are associated with lower odds of depression tendency and 

suicidal ideation among foster youth, controlling for demographics (i.e., race, gender, and grade 

level). Given limited research on racial differences among foster youth, it is not feasible to 

provide a hypothesis. 

The following research questions guide the current study:  

1. Do race and gender influence rates of depression tendency and suicidal ideation 

among foster youth?  

2. Controlling for student demographics (i.e., race, gender, and grade level), what is 

the relationship between school climate and depression tendency and suicidal 

ideation among foster youth in California schools? 

2. Methods 

This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in the public, 

commercial, or not-for-profit sectors. This study is a secondary analysis of the 2013-2014 and 

2014-2015 administrations of the California Healthy Kids Survey (CHKS). The California 

Department of Education (CDE) and WestEd (a nonprofit and nonpartisan research, 

development, and service agency) led the 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 administrations of the 
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CHKS. The CHKS is the largest statewide survey of elementary, middle, and high school 

students’ perceptions of school support, bullying, substance use, and resiliency in the U.S. 

(Austin, Bates, & Duerr, 2014). The survey is comprised of a required core module that assesses 

student demographic characteristics (e.g., foster youth, grade, biological sex, and race and 

ethnicity), mental health (e.g., suicidal ideation), peer victimization at school, and health risk 

behaviors (Austin et al., 2014). The CDE requires that school districts administer the survey to a 

district-wide representative sample of students in the 5th, 7th, 9th, and 11th grades. The present 

study included 9th and 11th graders, and excluded 5th and 7
th

 graders as the CHKS did not ask 

5th and 7th graders any survey items on whether or not they were in foster care.  

The CHKS sampling procedure included: 1) All (100%) district schools participate; or all 

(100%) selected schools from an approved sampling plan take part in the survey; 2) The district 

identified a class session where all participants were in attendance; 3) All (100%) selected 

classrooms participated; and 4) The number of completed, usable answer forms obtained per 

grade was 60% or more of the sample; or 5) If a district obtained active parental consent, 70% or 

more parents within each grade’s selected sample returned signed permission forms, consenting 

or non-consenting to their child’s participation in the survey.  

2.1 Participants and consent procedures  

Prior to the administration of the CHKS, Wested and CDE obtained a completed consent 

from a parent and/or guardian (i.e., foster parent) from each student participant from each school 

district. School staff familiar with the CHKS survey administration or WestEd proctors (if a 

school site decided to hire professionally trained survey proctors) administered the CHKS to 

student participants. WestEd and CDE provided all survey administrators with proctoring 

instructions before the survey administration. As scripted, proctors read an introduction to the 
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survey to all student participants, encouraged students to answer all questions honestly, and 

stated that all responses would be anonymous. Proctors also informed student participants that 

they were permitted to withdraw from the survey at any time. The CHKS took approximately 50 

minutes to complete. 

This study utilized data from the 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 administrations of the 

CHKS. Specifically, this study drew from the overall sample of students who participated in the 

survey (N = 323,715) and  a subsample of students who identified as living in a foster home, 

group care, or waiting for placement (n = 1354). In addition to the CHKS consent-obtaining 

process, administrators also followed district-level consent procedures. Given that the CHKS is a 

publicly available, de-identified database, the current study did not require oversight from the 

university institutional review board. A weighing procedure was used to adjust the total number 

of grade level respondents to represent the total district enrollment for the particular grade levels 

of interest. Additionally, district level clustering was also taken into account.  

2.2 Measures 

This study included two dependent variables to assess depression tendency and suicidal 

ideation, which previous studies have used (Cederbaum et al., 2014; Moore, Benbenishty, Astor, 

& Rice, 2017). The CHKS asked students whether or not they felt so sad or hopeless almost 

every day for two weeks or more that they stopped doing some usual activities during the past 12 

months. The survey also asked students to report whether or not they seriously considered 

attempting suicide during the past 12 months.  

The current study also examined student self-reported demographic variables—grade 

level, race and ethnicity, and gender. Ninth grade was used as the reference category and 11th 

grade was used as the dummy variable. As one category, race and ethnicity was represented by 
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White as the reference category, and the dummy variables were Black, American Indian/Alaskan 

Native, Asian/Pacific Islander (PI), Latino, and multiracial. 

Items related to the four dimensions of school climate—school connectedness, caring 

relationships, high expectations, and meaningful participation—were also included. These scales 

have been validated and used as measures of school climate in previous research (De Pedro, 

Esqueda, & Gilreath, 2017; De Pedro et al., 2015; De Pedro, Gilreath, & Berkowitz, 2016). The 

school connectedness scale was a summed scale that included three items (α = .80). Students 

reported whether they felt close to people at their school; are happy to be at their school; or feel 

like they are part of their school. The possible responses for these items were assessed in a four-

point Likert scale, with 1 = Not At All True; 2 = A Little True; 3 = Pretty Much True; and 4 = 

Very Much True. Values for this scale ranged from a minimum of 3 to a maximum of 12. The 

caring relationship scale was also a summed scale, consisting of three self-reported items (α = 

.78).  Students reported whether there is a teacher or some other adult at school who tells them 

when they do good; who notices when they’re not there; or who listens to them when they have 

something to say. The responses to these items were on a four-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 

= Not At All True; 2 = A Little True; 3 = Pretty Much True; and 4 = Very Much True. The high 

expectations scale included three self-reported items (α = .82).  Students reported whether at 

school there is a teacher or some other adult who tells them they do a good job; who always 

wants them to do their best; or who believes they will be a success. The responses to these items 

were on a four-point Likert scale, with 1 = Not At All True; 2 = A Little True; 3 = Pretty Much 

True; and 4 = Very Much True. The meaningful participation scale consisted of three items (α = 

.74). They include: I do interesting activities at school; I help decide things like class activities; 

or I do things that make a difference. The possible responses to these items were on a four-point 
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Likert scale and ranged from 1 = Not At All True; 2 = A Little True; 3 = Pretty Much True; and 

4 = Very Much True.    

2.3 Analytical plan 

We used IBM SPSS Version 24 to perform all analyses. Descriptive and multivariate 

analyses were conducted to address the goals of this study. We first conducted bivariate analyses 

(chi-square tests of association) to explore differences in rates of depression tendency and 

suicidal ideation by race and gender. Multivariable logistic regression analyses were then 

conducted to assess the relationship between multiple components of school climate and 

depression tendency and suicidal ideation, controlling for grade level, biological sex, and race 

and ethnicity. A hierarchical linear model was considered for this study. Several school climate 

studies have accounted for between-school variation. However, we found that intra-class 

correlation coefficients were well below .01, indicating that there was more within-school 

variation than between-school variation in school adult support and school connection. As such, 

perceived school adult support and perceived school connection were analyzed as individual-

level variables. 

3. Results 

3.1 Sample characteristics 

The subsample of foster youth was racially diverse (see Table 1). Over half of the sample 

(54.5%) identified as Latino. About 13.6% of the participants reported multiracial identity, while 

9.2% identified as Black and 3.1% identified as American Indian/Alaskan Native. Moreover, the 

foster youth sample was about 58.3% female  and 41.7% male. About 51.5% of foster youth 

were in the 9th grade, while 48.5% reported being in the 11th grade. Roughly 29.7% of the 
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sample reported suicidal ideation in the past 12 months, while 42.5% reported feeling sad in the 

past 12 months.  

3.2 Differences in Suicidal Ideation and Chronic Sadness by Race and Gender  

Results from chi-square tests of association indicated significant racial differences in 

depression tendency (X
2 

= 14.26, df = 5, p < .01) and suicidal ideation (X
2 

= 20.41, df = 5, p < 

.01) and in the foster youth subsample. Over half of White foster youth (52.5%) reported past-

year depression tendency, compared to 30.2% of American Indian youth, 40.7% of Asian/PI 

youth, 37.5% of Black youth, 43.7% of multiracial youth, and 43.4% of Latino youth. About 

40.7% of White foster youth reported past-year suicidal ideation, compared to 24.5% of 

American Indian youth, 22.6% of Asian/PI youth, 25.3% of Black youth, 33.0% of multiracial 

youth, and 28.1% of Latino youth. The results showed significant differences in suicidal ideation 

(X
2 

= 46.89, df = 1, p < .01) and depression tendency (X
2 

= 54.60, df = 1, p < .01) by gender. 

About 50.5% of female foster youth reported depression tendency, compared to 32.7% of male 

foster youth. More than one-third (36.3%) of female foster youth reported suicidal thoughts, 

compared to 21.0% of male foster youth.   

3.3 Multivariable results 

Results from the multivariable logistic regression analyses indicated some racial 

differences in suicidal ideation and feeling sad among foster youth (see Table 2). When 

compared to White peers, Latino foster youth were 46% less likely to report suicidal ideation 

(AOR = 0.54; CI = 0.37-0.79) and 35% less likely than White peers to report depression 

tendency (AOR = 0.65; CI = 0.45-0.94). Also, Asian/PI foster youth were 62% less likely than 

White peers to report suicidal ideation (AOR = 0.49; CI = 0.28-0.83). Black foster youth were 

also significantly less likely to report depression tendency than White peers (AOR = 0.49; CI = 
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0.28-0.83) and suicidal ideation (AOR = 0.36; CI = 0.20-0.65). The results also indicated 

differences by gender. Female foster youth were 70% more likely to report depression tendency 

(AOR = 1.70; CI = 1.30-2.23) and 96% more likely to report suicidal ideation (AOR = 1.96; CI = 

1.45-2.64). Also depicted in Table 2, by controlling for student demographics, results showed 

school connection was also associated with a decreased likelihood of depression tendency (AOR 

= 0.94; CI = 0.91-0.97) and suicidal ideation (AOR = 0.93; CI = 0.90-0.96). In addition, caring 

relationships was significantly related to lower odds of suicidal ideation (AOR = 0.85; CI = 0.77-

0.93). High expectations were associated with a higher likelihood of suicidal ideation (AOR = 

1.13; CI = 1.03-1.24).  

4. Discussion and implications  

Past research has found that foster youth experienced an array of challenges (i.e., family 

neglect, constant changes in foster care placements, and multiple school transitions) as they 

navigate the foster care and schooling systems (Harris et al., 2010; Pilowsky & Wu, 2006). 

These life events place foster youth at an increased risk of mental health problems, including 

depression tendency and suicidal ideation (Keller, Salazar, & Courtney, 2010; Stoner et al., 

2015). A caring school climate where students feel connected to their school community and are 

supported by teachers and other school adults, plays a protective role in the social and emotional 

well-being of youth experiencing adversity (e.g., LGBTQ youth, military-connected youth) (De 

Pedro et al., 2015; Elliot et al., 2010; Marachi et al., 2006; Thapa et al., 2013). In alignment with 

past research on school climate, this study posited that a positive school climate is associated 

with lower rates of depression tendency and suicidal ideation among foster youth.  
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In this study, we also acknowledge the diversity of foster youth. As such, we explored 

race and gender as factors that may influence rates of depression tendency and suicidal ideation 

within the foster youth population.  

4.1 Protective role of school climate 

The results of this study indicated that a positive school climate—school connection and 

caring relationships—is associated with lower rates of suicidal ideation among foster youth. 

These results are in alignment with past school climate research. A large number of studies 

conducted on youth facing adversity has found that students who feel a strong sense of belonging 

in school, and who have trusting relationships with teachers and other school staff demonstrate 

enhanced well-being and a lower likelihood of depression tendency and suicidal ideation (Cohen 

et al., 2009; Thapa et al., 2013). In addition, research on foster youth found that some foster 

youth view schools as sanctuaries—places where they can find social and emotional support and 

belonging when they face challenging life events (e.g., constant change while within the foster 

care system, abuse, and neglect) (Hass & Graydon, 2009). School connection and caring 

relationships with school adults may also play a role in promoting prosocial behavior among 

youth facing adversity (Thapa et al., 2013). Future studies could explore the development and 

implementation of programs and practices aimed at supporting the well-being of foster youth and 

their impact on the well-being and pro-social behaviors of youth in foster care.  

One unexpected finding was the positive association between high expectations and suicidal 

ideation.  

ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT



AC
CEP

TE
D M

AN
USC

RIP
T

 

 

4.2 Gender differences in mental health among foster youth 

The results of this study indicated that female foster youth had higher rates of depression 

tendency and suicidal ideation when compared to male foster youth. While no previous studies 

have examined gender differences in the foster youth population, scholars have written 

extensively about the varied mental health outcomes among boys and girls in the general youth 

population. Researchers have found marked differences in mental health outcomes as they relate 

to gender, beginning in early adolescence. As an example, Rosenfeld & Mouzon (2013) 

concluded that adolescent girls suffer more than boys from internalizing disorders, which often 

transform into feelings of depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation. They also noted that 

adolescent girls struggle with a greater sense of loss, hopelessness, and feelings of helplessness 

when it comes to attempting to improve their conditions. Future research is necessary for 

exploring other targeted differences in mental health outcomes among foster youth, including 

marginalized subgroups within the female foster youth population (i.e., lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender youth, immigrant students, youth living in poverty).  

The current study also revealed about 50.5% of female foster youth reported depression 

tendency, compared to 32.7% of male foster youth, while 36.3% of female foster youth reported 

suicidal thought, compared to 21.0% of male foster youth. This rate of suicidal ideation is 

startling and is higher than other vulnerable groups analyzed in the CHKS (e.g., LGBTQ youth), 

warranting the attention and support of school mental health professionals and other school staff. 

More research is necessary to examine risk and protective factors influencing mental health 

among female foster youth. Knowledge about risk and protective factors can be used to design 

and tailor suicide prevention programs and supports for female foster youth.  
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4.3 Racial differences in mental health among foster youth 

This study examined racial differences in the rates of depression tendency and suicidal 

ideation among foster youth. The bivariate analyses indicated that Black, Asian/PI, multiracial, 

American Indian, and Latino foster youth reported lower rates of depression tendency and 

suicidal ideation than White foster youth. Findings from our research add to past research 

comparing mental health outcomes of Black foster youth (Harris et al., 2010; Sullivan et al., 

2010). Sullivan et al. (2010) discovered that White foster youth were nearly three times as likely 

to have a lifetime diagnosis of depression compared to Black foster youth. Further, Black foster 

youth had significantly lower odds of lifetime mood, anxiety, and substance use disorders than 

White foster youth (Harris et al., 2010). Some studies have shown that other sources of cultural 

capital and familial and community support can help youth of color navigate challenging life 

events and systems (i.e., schools, foster care) (Carter, 2003; Yosso, 2005).  

While past studies have focused on comparisons between Black and White foster youth, 

this study explored depression tendency and suicidal ideation among other racial minority 

groups. Results from the multivariable logistic regression analyses indicated that when compared 

to White foster youth, Latino foster youth were less likely to report depression tendency and 

suicidal ideation, after controlling for other demographic factors. Given that Latinos are the 

largest racial minority group in the American youth population, more research exploring mental 

health outcomes among Latino foster youth is warranted. Also, findings found that Black youth 

had lower rates of depression tendency and suicidal ideation, when compared to White peers. 

Other studies have found that Black youth have culturally-based assets that may contribute to 

their well-being. In one study on low income Black youth, Carter (2003) examined the 

coexistence of dominant and non-dominant cultural capital among low-income Black youth.     
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According to Carter (2003), the dominant cultural capital was critical to the social, 

academic, and economic attainment for youth. Also, the non-dominant cultural capital was 

instrumental in the status positioning within socially marginalized groups. Therefore, this may 

imply that foster youth of color who are placed in custody with those of another race, possess 

cultural capital that may contribute as a form of support. Yosso (2005) constructed a model of 

community and cultural wealth, articulating how youth of color persist through experiences of 

racism and institutional barriers to achieve academic success and emotional well-being. We 

recommend that future research and theoretical frameworks explore protective factors 

influencing the emotional well-being of foster youth of color.  

4.4 Limitations and future directions  

This study does have limitations. First, the data are cross-sectional, and thus causality 

cannot be explored. Second, as with much research on school climate, this study assesses school 

climate through self-reported survey items. The CHKS is comprised of only student self-reported 

items. Objective measures of school climate such as presence of police officers, video 

surveillance systems, average years of teachers’ experience, and student-teacher ratio may have 

been beneficial to the measurement of school climate in this study. However, the CHKS does not 

include these items. Third, the study sample was majority non-White, and the setting was 

California schools, a unique cultural context. Fourth, foster youth experience more school 

transitions than the general youth population, impacting their access CHKS. To that point, this 

study may have underreported the number of foster youth where the CHKS was administered. 

This may have introduced error in the study’s results. Also, the CHKS does not include an item 

assessing number of school transitions. Future studies should look to account for the number of 

school transitions when examining the mental health and school climate perceptions of foster 
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youth. Past research has found a negative association between school transitions and school 

climate. Fifth, two items were utilized to assess emotional distress. While suicidal ideation and 

feelings of sadness and hopelessness are indicators of emotional distress symptoms, it is 

recommended that future studies utilize standardized scales to more reliably capture emotional 

distress symptoms among foster youth. Sixth, the 2013-2014 and the 2014-2015 administrations 

of the CHKS did not include a variable assessing socioeconomic status. Studies have found that 

poverty is directly correlated with mental health and school climate. We recommend that future 

studies examining mental health and school climate, if possible, account for poverty. Seventh, 

this study did not incorporate a comparison group (i.e., youth living with parents and not in 

foster care). We recommend future studies utilize a comparison group to compare gender and 

racial differences in mental health in both populations and assess the potential differential impact 

of school climate on the mental health of youth in foster care and those living with parents. Last, 

we recognize that because some districts required informed consent, the CHKS may have an 

underrepresentation of youth in foster care; some foster youth may not have had access to 

guardians to provide consent for their participation in the study.  

5. Conclusion 

Youth in foster care often face challenges in the foster system and schools, including 

multiple home placements, school transitions, and emotional neglect from parents and guardians. 

These life stressors place foster youth at an increased risk of depression tendency and suicidal 

ideation. A caring and affirming school climate, specifically a sense of connectedness to a school 

and teacher and school adult support, could play a protective role in the mental health and well-

being of foster youth. However, few studies have examined school connectedness and adult 
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support on the mental health outcomes of foster youth. Additionally, few studies have explored 

differences in school climate and emotional distress by race and gender. This study found 

alarming rates of suicidal ideation and feelings of sadness and hopelessness among female foster 

youth. Results also pointed to racial minority foster youth showing a significantly lower rate of 

suicidal ideation and depression tendency when compared to White peers. Also, higher levels of 

school connectedness and school adult support were associated with lower odds of suicidal 

ideation and chronic sadness among foster youth.  

The findings in this study could inform current programs aimed at enhancing the climate 

of schools. First, as evidence from this study suggests, when implementing programs and 

strategies that promote connectedness and teacher-student relationships, it is critical that these 

programs consider the needs of foster youth, especially girls in the foster care system. 

Practitioners could be trained to become more aware of the unique needs of foster youth, 

specifically issues pertaining to school mobility and challenges within the foster care system. 

Second, current programs for youth in foster care tend to focus on mental health referrals. The 

findings of this study suggest, in addition to school counseling, mental health professionals and 

school leadership work together to devise strategies to enhance school connectedness and caring 

adult relationships for foster youth. Third, this study drew from the CHKS, which, in addition to 

researchers, is available to school professionals. As such, we encourage school practitioners and 

leaders to use these readily accessible data to track the school climate perceptions and rates of 

depression tendency and suicidal ideation among foster youth attending their schools; doing so 

could better inform the allocation of resources for foster youth. 
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Table 1 

Demographic Characteristics of Study Sample  

Variable Foster Youth
a 

 

 

Youth with Parent 

or Guardian
b
 

Overall
c
  

 

Grade 
9th 

11th 

 

51.5 

48.5 

 

51.8 

47.8 

 

52.4 

47.4 

 

Gender  

Female 

Male 

 

58.3 

41.7 

 

51.8 

48.2 

 

51.9 

48.1 

 

Race/Ethnicity 

White 

Asian/PI 

Black 

Multiracial 

Latino 

 

 

15.5 

5.0 

8.4 

14.3 

56.8 

 

 

24.0 

13.3 

3.7 

8.9 

51.1 

 

 

 

22.9 

13.2 

3.8 

8.8 

51.2 

 

Mental Health Outcomes  

Feeling Sad 

Suicidal Ideation  

 

42.5 

29.7 

 

17.6 

30.8 

 

18.2 

31.5 

Note: Please add here a note of where the data came from, name the self-reported demographic 

variables used, and specific analyses you ran to generate the numbers above (see the notes I 

added to Table 2 as an example). 

a 
n = 1,354. 

b
 n = 322,361. 

c
 N = 323,715. 
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Table 2 

 

Associations Among Demographics, School Climate, Suicidal Ideation, and Feeling Sad Among 

Foster Youth in California Public Schools in Years 2013-2014 and 2014-2015 

Variable 

Depression 

Tendency  

        Suicidal  

          Ideation 

Race/Ethnicity 

White (ref) 

 

1.00 

 

1.00 

Asian 

.85 (.45-1.60) .31* (.12-.78) 

.38* (.17-.82) 

Black .64 (.38-1.07) .36* (.20-.65) 

Multiracial .63* (.41-.98) .63 (.39-1.04) 

Latino .67* (.48-95) .54* (.37-.79) 

 

Biological Sex  

  

 (ref)  1.00 1.00 

Female 

*  1.96* (1.45-2.64) 

.98 (.88-1.11) 

 

 

School Protective  

Factors 

School connection 

 

.94* (.91-.97) .93* (.90-.96) 

 

.85* (.77-.93) 

1.13* (1.03-1.24) 

1.04 (.98-1.10) 

Notes. Using logistic regressions, we examined the associations among demographics, school 

climate, suicidal ideation, and feelings of sadness among foster youth in California public 

schools.  

n = 1823. 

*p < .05. 
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Highlights 
 

 A positive school climate is associated with lower rates of depression tendency and 

suicidal ideation among foster youth 
 

 Female foster youth reported higher rates of depression tendency and suicidal ideation 

when compared to their male counterparts. 
 

 Foster youth of color were significantly less likely to report depression tendency and 

suicidal ideation than their White peers 
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