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Element 1 - Project Proposal
My Project Title: Comparing Mental Health Outcomes and Academic Success Among Foster Care and Non-Foster Care Graduates

Aim 
To conduct a systematic literature review comparing mental health outcomes and academic success between graduates with vs. without foster-care histories, identify key disparities and protective factors, and produce actionable recommendations for universities, services, and policymakers.
Objectives 
· To define and examine the key mental health challenges experienced by foster care graduates compared to their non-foster care peers, drawing on existing academic literature and policy reports.
· To analyse the relationship between mental health outcomes and academic performance, with particular attention to patterns of resilience and barriers to success in both groups.
· To evaluate the extent to which existing educational and support interventions address the unique needs of foster care graduates in higher education contexts.
· To provide recommendations for policymakers, educators, and mental health professionals on strategies to enhance academic achievement and psychological wellbeing among foster care graduates.
Background/Rationale
Care-experienced young people often face disrupted schooling, housing instability, and elevated exposure to adversity, factors linked to poorer mental health and educational attainment (Ellis and Johnston, 2024). Yet many universities globally and in England report successful completion among care-experienced students when appropriate supports are available (Harrison, 2019). The literature is sizeable but scattered: some studies focus on school-age cohorts or “care leavers” prior to higher education (Pecora and O’Brien, 2019), while others aggregate adversity without distinguishing foster care histories (Kothari et al., 2021). Graduate-level outcomes remain under-synthesised, particularly the joint picture of mental health and academic achievement post-graduation. For health and social care and for widening participation teams, clear, comparative evidence is needed to identify where the biggest gaps persist and which interventions close them. This review addresses that need by collating studies that explicitly compare foster care and non-foster care graduates, integrating mental-health and academic endpoints, and highlighting contextual levers (placement stability, financial aid, targeted services). Findings will inform trauma-aware practice, degree-to-work transitions, and resource allocation within universities and community providers.
Methods 
Data sources
Peer-reviewed journal articles, grey literature (government/NGO reports), and policy documents.
Eligibility
2010–2025; samples including graduates (post-secondary completers) with explicit foster-care history; a comparator non-foster cohort; outcomes on mental health and/or academic success; quantitative, qualitative, or mixed methods.
Search & screening
Systematic searches in PubMed/MEDLINE, PsycINFO, Scopus, ERIC, CINAHL; PRISMA flow for identification to inclusion. Data extraction table for screening and arranging studies.
Table 1: Data extraction Table
	Study 
	Aim 
	Method 
	Findings 

	
	
	
	



Analysis
Thematic analysis (manual coding) to integrate mechanisms and moderators; quality appraisal via CASP tools to weight conclusions.
Ethics
Secondary analysis only; transparent methods; accurate citation; avoidance of plagiarism; reflexive commentary on assumptions and positionality.
Resources 
Databases: PubMed, PsycINFO, Scopus, ERIC, CINAHL
Institutional e-library access
Excel/Google Sheets for coding
Timescale 
	Period
	Task

	Oct 2025 (Weeks 1–2)
	Finalise question & protocol; set criteria; supervisor sign-off.

	Nov 2025 (Weeks 3–6)
	Run database searches; manage refs; de-duplicate; pilot screening.

	Dec 2025 (Weeks 7–10)
	Screen titles/abstracts → full texts; draft PRISMA; start extraction template.

	Jan 2026 (Weeks 11–14)
	Complete extraction; CASP/JBI appraisal; begin thematic coding/mapping.

	Feb 2026 (Weeks 15–18)
	Synthesis; write Methods/Results; build tables/figures; draft Discussion.

	Early Mar 2026 (Week 19)
	Full draft → feedback; revise; finalise recommendations.

	Mid Mar 2026 (Week 20)
	Proof, format, reference check; Turnitin; submit.



Self-reflection 
I bring strong synthesis, organisation, and clear writing. As a foster carer (of children under 10), I have practical insight into care systems, which motivates this topic but may introduce bias. I aim to strengthen critical appraisal and reflexivity, seeking supervisor/peer feedback to challenge assumptions and ensure balanced interpretation.
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