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Abstract
Youth in foster care interact at the intersection of multiple systems. Experiences and relation-
ships within each system may facilitate or hinder youths’ trust. Importantly, trust has been iden-
tified as a potential contributor to improved school and life outcomes for youth in foster care.
This explanatory sequential mixed methods study used surveys and focus groups to examine lev-
els of trust and barriers or facilitators to the development of trust across systems for high
school foster youth with and without disabilities. Rasch model item statistics revealed low levels
of trust in the legal system (foster care system, courts, and police) and relatively low levels of
trust in the education system. Youth reported high levels of trust in family and friends within
their social networks. Black male youth with disabilities reported the lowest levels of trust over-
all. Focus groups with youth revealed experiences that created barriers to trust, such as school,
foster care system, and court personnel being dishonest, not allowing youth to engage in deci-
sion-making, and unfair treatment. Interactions that facilitated trust included demonstrating
care, advocating for youth, and being a consistent presence. Implications for practice and future
research are provided.

Keywords
mixed methods, foster care, relationships, trust

Of the over 500,000 youth served by the foster
care system in the United States, only half
graduate from high school (Font & Gershoff,
2020; Thompson et al., 2025; U.S.
Department of Health & Human Services,
2023). Additionally, up to 50% of children in
foster care receive special education services
(Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2022). Youth
with disabilities in foster care also report lower
academic performance and poorer transition
outcomes than youth without disabilities in
foster care (Canha et al., 2024; Palmer et al.,
2022).

Research with youth in foster care consis-
tently identifies strong social networks and
trusting, caring relationships as related to

improved outcomes, including high school
graduation (e.g., Nesmith & Christophersen,
2014; Skobba et al., 2018). However, recent
research has identified challenges related to
the development of trusting relationships for

1Department of Wellness and Inclusive Services in
Education, Rowan University, Glassboro, NJ, USA
2Department of Teaching and Learning, University of
Miami, FL, USA
3University of Miami Law School, FL, USA

Corresponding Author:
Wendy Cavendish, Department of Wellness and Inclusive
Services in Education, Rowan University, 201 Mullica Hill
Dr, Glassboro, NJ 08028, USA.
Email: Cavendish@rowan.edu

Special Issue: On Mixed Methods & Equity in Special Education

Exceptional Children
1–16

© The Author(s) 2026

Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions

DOI: 10.1177/00144029261485614
journals.sagepub.com/home/ecx

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2229-2246
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2569-6967
mailto:Cavendish@rowan.edu
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/ecx
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F00144029261485614&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-09-06


youth in foster care. Heyman et al.’s (2020)
study identified youths’ feelings of powerless-
ness and a lack of trust in relationships with
adults as well as limited trust in the overall fos-
ter care system. In addition, youth have noted
“stigma” associated with being served in foster
care and have reported having an expectation
of harm based on past experiences that leads
to trust challenges (Eldridge et al., 2020).
These challenges of trust are often magnified
by racial, socioeconomic, and educational dis-
parities. Negative social contextual interactions
with other racialized systems such as the edu-
cation and legal/court systems disparately
exacerbate issues of trust (Font & Gershoff,
2020; Scott et al., 2011).

Importance of Trust
Research has demonstrated a relationship
between trust and well-being across the life-
span (e.g., Glatz & Eder, 2020). However,
recent research has suggested that this relation-
ship may be especially strong for vulnerable
adolescents. Bi et al. (2025) conducted a
large-scale, multilevel meta-analysis examin-
ing the association between trust and subjective
well-being and found that across studies with
over 2 million participants, based on 991 effect
sizes, interpersonal trust, generalized trust, and
institutional trust were associated with subjec-
tive well-being. Of note, Bi et al. (2025)
reported that the association between trust
and well-being among children/adolescents is
critical, with trust playing a crucial role in
forming and maintaining supportive social
relationships.

Heyman et al. (2020) found the concept of
trust to be essential for developing support
for the transition and independence of youth
in foster care. They not only noted that most
youth in foster care reported a lack of trust in
adult relationships but also reported the impor-
tance of building trusting peer and adult rela-
tionships within the foster care system as the
“foundation for adolescents in developing crit-
ical thinking, problem-solving skills, and a
healthy self-esteem” (p. 5).

Trust in Systems. Recent research has begun to
examine the relationships of youth in foster

care with system personnel including volunteer
advocates. Thompson et al. (2025) reported
that prior negative experiences in the complex
child welfare system influence youths’ trust
and, thus, honesty and open communication
by court actors and advocates over time are
necessary to build reciprocally trusting rela-
tionships. Saarnik et al. (2023) interviewed
31 youth in foster care about their experiences
in the home removal process, and most
reported feeling excluded from the decision-
making process. Of note, the youth shared
that their case managers did not involve them
in the placement decisions and that “there
was no trustworthy adult to talk to” about the
process (Saarnik et al., 2023, p. 4). The critical-
ity of youth involvement in foster care hearings
and placement decisions, particularly as related
to the perceived fairness of the process and
resultant trust in the court process, has been
reported in prior research (Weisz et al., 2011).

Also of note, living/home instability (place-
ment changes) in foster care occurs more often
in adolescence and for youth receiving special
education services under the label emotional
behavior disorder (Maguire et al., 2024).
Research has shown that these home changes
contribute to a breakdown in trust for youth
in foster care (Ben-Shlomo et al., 2025). A
recent report in Texas highlighted the critical
role of permanency in placement and develop-
ing positive relationships with caregivers, and
that limited trust with caregivers was related
to increased stress and anger and reduced well-
being of youth (Ball et al., 2023).

Negative experiences with agencies and
institutions exacerbate issues of trust, and spe-
cifically, negative social contextual experi-
ences are related to low satisfaction with
child welfare services as well as mistrust of
mental health professionals (Scott et al.,
2011). The impact of negative experiences
has also been extensively reported related to
youths’ experiences with the legal system, par-
ticularly for Black students and police. For
example, Evans et al. (2022) reported that
Black youth report the lowest level of trust in
the police, compared with every other ethnic
group and Black adults.

The role of trust is also important in school
settings with “trust emerging as the most

2 Exceptional Children 0(0)



important facilitator” in students’ willingness
to ask for help from school social work services
(Pfiffner et al., 2023, p. 5). In addition, recent
research has examined the importance of trust
in schools as related to improved outcomes
for youth. Students’ trust in teachers has been
linked to decreased dropout risk and increased
school belonging (Fenizia & Parrello, 2025)
and increased engagement and well-being
(Holzer & Daumiller, 2025). The limited
research with students with disabilities examin-
ing trust in school has also supported the
importance of trust. Zolkowska and
Kaliszewska (2021) probed students with dis-
abilities’ views of the social interactions and
patterns within school that contributed to the
development of trust, and they identified the
examples of honesty and responsibility as crit-
ical to student–school trust.

Purpose and Framework
Youth in foster care interact at the intersection
of multiple systems (child welfare, education,
and legal systems), and experiences and rela-
tionships within each system may facilitate
or hinder youths’ trust and thus influence
their trajectories toward successful transition
(Cavendish et al., 2024; Stewart & Cavendish,
2021). As trusting relationships are related to
improved transition outcomes for youth in foster
care (e.g., Nesmith & Christophersen, 2014),
our overarching purpose was to identify the
level of trust and to center youth voices related
to facilitators or obstacles to the development
of trust in social institutions/systems (family,
school, courts/legal system) for high school
youth with and without disabilities in foster
care. In this study, we focus on particularized
trust—trust that is relational in nature. Heimer
(2001) suggests that particularized trust is devel-
oped and managed relative to the stake in social
interactions that people have. Heimer notes that
to “trust means to accept the hypothesis that
another actor (person, group, organization) will
follow ethical rules about such matters as truth-
telling and avoiding harm to others” (p. 44).
Youth with much at stake in interactions (such
as youth in foster care and youth with disabili-
ties) may manage their “uncertainty and vulner-
ability” in these interactions with system

representatives (courts/legal system and schools
if sites of previous difficulty) by decreasing trust
in the systems.

Rationale and Research Questions
Asnoted byLeko et al. (2023), “methodological
transparency is particularly salient” in mixed
methods research design (p.7). Thus, we outline
our transformative paradigmatic stance based
on our axiological (values), ontological (nature
of reality), and epistemological (what consti-
tutes knowledge) beliefs that framed our mixed
methods design. The transformative paradigm
(Mertens, 2012), in contrast to positivism, holds
that social phenomena should be addressed
through the subjectivity of social actors. As
researchers drawing from the transformative
paradigm, we affirm that our research is not
ideologically neutral because its goal is to
increase equity and social justice (Mertens,
2012). We understand that the world is shaped
by power relationships within historical, social,
political, cultural, and economic conditions
(Mertens, 2012). Our positionality is shaped
by our experience as women (one White, one
Latinx, and oneBlack) and as legal and commu-
nity advocates and educators working with
youth and families in the intersecting contexts
of special education, community programs and
advocacy, and legal settings.

We also recognize that ontologically, multiple
realities are socially constructed, and we
acknowledge the social, political, cultural, eco-
nomic, ethnic, racial, gender, and dis/ability val-
ues that define the realities of our research
partners/participants (Guba & Lincoln, 1994;
Mertens, 2012). In terms of epistemology, as
transformative scholars, we adhere to the notion
that the way of acquiring knowledge is both
transactional and subjectivist (Crotty, 2003).
We believe that the dialogic and dialectical
nature of mixedmethods allows us as researchers
to challenge some of the social injustices experi-
enced within intersecting systems by multiply
marginalized students. Mertens (2007) noted
that “mixed methods within the transformative
paradigm are crucial to obtaining an understand-
ing of reality as it is experienced in culturally
complex communities” (p. 224). This approach
provides the potential to see beyond current
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boundaries of thought and radically rethink how
we engage with intersectional diversity
(Cavendish et al., 2020). Thus, our research, as
informed by this framework, aims to critique
and to transform, not to achieve neutrality or
objectivity, but to challenge injustice (Creswell
& Plano Clark, 2018; Mertens, 2021). The
research questions that guided this study include
the following:

1. Quantitative Research Question: What
is the level of trust in social institutions
of youth in foster care for those receiv-
ing and not receiving special education
services? What differences exist across
demographic groups?

2. Qualitative Research Question: How is
trust developed or thwarted across
contexts?

3. Mixed Methods Question: What are the
facilitators or barriers to trust develop-
ment in the contexts/social institutions
with the highest and lowest trust levels?

Method
Our research design was informed by quality
components of mixed methods research in spe-
cial education outlined by Leko et al. (2023)
and the mixed methods design core quality indi-
cators by Hirose and Creswell (2023). The core
quality criteria developed from these sources
that are adhered to in our study are as follows:

1. Provision of a rationale for the use of
mixed methods methodology

2. Written quantitative, qualitative, and
mixed methods questions/aims

3. Identification of the type of mixed
methods design and presented within a
diagram/figure

4. Reporting the quantitative and qualita-
tive data separately

5. Data integration provided in a joint dis-
play (adapted from Hirose & Creswell,
2023, pp. 15–16).

We used an explanatory sequential mixed
methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark,
2018) to examine youth in foster care levels

of trust. In the quantitative phase, we collected
youth responses to a Trust Survey. In the qual-
itative phase, we developed interview ques-
tions based on responses to the Trust Survey
and held focus groups with youth to learn about
their experiences that developed or thwarted
trust in school, family, and legal/court systems.
In the final phase, we integrated the quantita-
tive and qualitative data. A diagram of the
phases of our study is outlined in Figure 1.

Participants
Participants in the quantitative phase included 53
high school youth in foster care who participated
in a multiyear transition support program at a
university that provides programming to support
high school completion and transition prepared-
ness. The program consists of monthly sessions
during the academic year and a 3-week summer
residency on the university campus. Informed
consent procedures included obtaining parent/
guardian consent from all youth participants’
guardians. Youth assent procedures were con-
ducted by a member of the research team. The
three research team members participated in the
program orientation when the youth joined the
program and were known to the youth. The
research team members provided an overview
of the project and a review of risks/benefits, con-
fidentiality protocols, and a voluntary basis for
participation. The demographics of the 53 youth
as reported in their program enrollment and
school records were 46% male, 54% female,
72% Black (includes African-American and
Haitian-American designations on paperwork),
and 28% Latinx (White Hispanic designation
on paperwork). Regarding school services
received, 52% of youth did not receive special
education services, and 35% received special
education services based on individual education
programs (IEPs) or 504 plans. This proportion of
students receiving special education services is
roughly equivalent to the national estimates of
youth in foster with disabilities (approximately
40%) (Powers et al., 2018). All student partici-
pants were on a standard diploma track and par-
ticipated in primarily general education settings,
including students receiving special education
support services. There were missing school
data for seven youth.
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Thirty of the youth who completed the
quantitative Trust Survey also participated in
the qualitative focus groups. These youth
were selected from across all quartiles of trust
levels reported. Ten youth within each quartile
were invited to participate, and we over-
sampled within each quartile to ensure repre-
sentation of youth served in special
education. Thirty youth agreed to participate

in the focus groups. These youth are relatively
representative of the larger sample demograph-
ics: 57% female; 56% Black, 44% Latinx; and
46% receiving special education services.

Quantitative Data Sources and Analyses
Trust Survey. We drew from the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development

Figure 1. Model of sequential explanatory mixed methods design.
Source: adapted from Henderson and Green (2014).
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measurement of social capital project item
bank to build the Trust Survey (ESS, 2013).
The item bank is focused on the judgments
people make about the quality of their social
networks, for example, the extent to which
they judge them to be fair and how much social
institutions are trusted or not. We identified and
adapted 20 items from the Trust domain items
of the social capital survey. The items are
scaled on a six-level Likert scale that ranges
from very strongly disagree to very strongly
agree. Across the item response categories,
scores of 1.00–2.99 indicate a lack of agree-
ment/lack of trust, and scores of 3.00–6.00 rep-
resent agreement/level of trust. Examples of
Trust Survey items include “I personally trust
my school” and “The courts make fair, impar-
tial decisions based on the evidence made
available to them.”

Rasch Model Analysis. Rasch analysis is a psy-
chometric technique developed to improve
the precision of instrument construction
(Boone, 2016). In this study, we used the
Rasch rating scale model to determine the uni-
dimensionality of the Trust Survey measure
(Bond & Fox, 2007). The Rasch model was
run using jMetrik software that performed a
logarithmic transformation on the item and per-
son data. This process converts nonlinear raw
data to a linear scale (Boone, 2016). As the
Trust Survey includes a Likert rating scale,
the raw score data cannot be considered as
equidistant between response categories (e.g.,
between the ratings of strongly disagree, dis-
agree, agree, and strongly agree), and the
Rasch analysis allowed us to obtain Rasch
measure scores (essentially scores that are con-
verted to equal adjacent response categories
across the survey instrument).

The Rasch model analysis was also used to
obtain difficulty statistics for each item and
measure score for each person in the sample
and to determine the reliability of scores across
persons and items. We used the Rasch measure
scores in all analyses (Bond & Fox, 2007). We
further obtained item statistics from the Rasch
model analysis to identify Trust items with
the highest and lowest levels of agreement by
youth (trust in social domains—family, school,
and courts/legal system).

Descriptive Statistics and Group Comparisons.
We examined the mean scores and standard
deviations of the Rasch measure scores on
the Trust Survey. Next, we used univariate
analysis of variance procedures (ANOVA) to
examine differences in the Trust Survey
Rasch measure scores across the categorical
variables of school services received (received
special education support services via an IEP
or 504 plan or did not receive special education
as did not have an IEP or 504 plan), race/eth-
nicity (Black or Latinx), and gender (male/
female). Data were normally distributed, and
the assumptions for a standard parametric
ANOVA were satisfied. Finally, we conducted
a post hoc analysis using Tukey’s HSD proce-
dure to determine if there were interaction
effects between the grouping variables.

Qualitative Data Sources and Analysis
Four focus groups (N= 30 youth; 6–8 youth
within each focus group) were conducted by
the research team using a semistructured inter-
view guide to explore youth perspectives on
trust across various systems. The interview
guide was developed from the Trust Survey
responses. We identified and adapted 12 items
from the 20-item survey to elicit responses
related to the perspectives of trust in social
institutions and the person and/or processes
that facilitated or thwarted trust development.
Examples of interview guide questions include
“Who are the people that you trust at your
school? What do the people you trust do or
say that makes you trust them?” The focus
group transcripts were transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis included qualitative coding of
all interview transcripts using a constant com-
parative approach (Corbin & Strauss, 2015).
The coding was conducted by two research
team members to ensure coding reliability
throughout the process. Using the process sug-
gested by Charmaz (2006), the coding process
moved from concrete to more abstract levels.
We used a three-tiered constant comparative
process that included (a) assignment of individ-
ual codes to chunks of data that carried discrete
meaning; (b) grouping of these codes into
“family” codes; and then (c) statements of
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thematic category convergence across partici-
pants. Member checks were conducted with
representative participants to ensure coding
adherence to the intended meaning of
participants.

Data Integration Procedures
Data integration procedures occurred during
the data interpretation and inference stage of
the analytic process (Leko et al., 2023). In
this final analytic phase of the study, we deduc-
tively sorted the thematic categories reported
by youth into domains of the Trust Survey:
trust in school, trust in the legal system, and
social network supports. We then cross-walked
the grouped categories with supporting in vivo
quotes with the items with the highest and low-
est levels of agreement based on the Rasch item
statistics for integration and interpretation. The
integrated data were then assembled in a joint
display. We followed the joint display recom-
mendations by Guetterman et al. (2021): (1)
The visual joint display is self-explanatory;
(2) the visual joint display avoids unnecessary
complexity and prioritizes clear communica-
tion of integrated findings; (3) the visual joint
display improves the clarity of reporting the
integration process and the outcomes as com-
pared to a nonvisual display; and (4) the main
text of the article describes the content of the
visual joint display and how to interpret it
(p. 7).

Findings

Quantitative Trust Score Means
The Rasch measure score (the logarithmic
transformation of the raw scores) means and
standard deviations on the Trust Survey are
reported in Table 1. A lower score indicates
lower levels of trust. The Rasch measure score
means reported were lower for males and stu-
dents receiving special education services and
slightly lower for Black students.

However, there were no statistically signifi-
cant group differences (no main effects of
grouping variables) on the Trust scores
(F(1,44)= .152, p= .69; F (1,44)= .312, p=
.58; F(1,44)= 3.22, p= .08, respectively).

There were also no two-way interaction effects.
However, we found a statistically significant
three-way interaction between receiving spe-
cial education services*race/ethnicity*gender
on youth Trust scores (F(1,44)= 5.29, p=
.03). Thus, there is a statistically significant dif-
ference representing a lower level of trust for
Black males receiving special education
services.

Scale Quality and Item Statistics of Trust
Survey
The reliability for the Trust Survey was exam-
ined via the Rasch model analysis. The Trust
Survey scale item reliability was .93 (analo-
gous to Cronbach’s alpha), and the reliability
estimate for persons in this sample was .79.
The separation index was 3.67; a separation
index value greater than 3 is considered good
(Fisher, 2007). The Rasch item difficulty
scores (representing the level of agreement
with each item on the scale) ranged from
−.76 to .66 (raw score means of 1.8–4.1 on
the six-level Likert scale), which reveals a
wide range of agreement across items in the
Trust Survey scale. Scores below 3.0 indicate
a lack of trust, and scores 3.0 or higher indicate
increasing levels of trust. For ease in interpre-
tation, we report the raw score means and stan-
dard deviations in aggregate by domain in
Table 2.

The social network items with the highest
level of agreement by youth were related to
the importance of family and friends (example
item: “My family is important in my life”),
with a mean domain score of 3.58. This repre-
sents a relatively high level of trust in social
network persons (over 3.0 on the Likert scale
represents agreement with items). Items related
to generalized trust (example item: “Most peo-
ple can be trusted”) revealed a general lack of
trust by the youth with a mean domain score
of 2.38. Items within domains related to partic-
ularized trust in systems included school and
the legal system. Trust in school (example
item: “I personally trust my school”) domain
score of 2.69 represents a somewhat low level
of trust. However, youth responses within this
domain were somewhat variable as these

Cavendish et al. 7



domain items also included the highest stan-
dard deviation (1.26). Trust in legal systems
(example item: “The courts make fair, impar-
tial decisions based on the evidence made
available to them”) revealed a complete lack
of trust by youth, as represented by the domain
mean score of 1.96.

Qualitative Findings
The three-level coding process resulted in 69
open codes, 9 family codes, and 3 thematic cat-
egory codes. The three thematic categories and
related family codes that emerged were as fol-
lows: (1) Unfair Treatment Across Various
Systems (family codes: discrimination by law
enforcement, unfair legal system experience,
support and challenges within foster care sys-
tem; (2) Trust in School Environments (family
codes: variable teacher trustworthiness, vari-
able peer trustworthiness; inconsistent rules/
procedures); and (3) Supportive Social
Networks (family codes: peer supports, sibling
relationships, and parent/guardian support).

Thematic Category 1: Unfair Treatment Across
Various Systems. The youth expressed various
experiences with the foster care system that ran-
ged from a few youth feeling supported to many
of the youth reporting feeling like “a number”
within the system. For example, one youth noted
a lack of rapport with their case manager, who
they felt wasn’t interested in their experiences
but instead stated, “It’s their job so they doing
it.” Another youth described their beliefs about
the foster care system as, “I already lost trust in
them like six years ago.” Some of the specific

foster system challenges they noted were related
to experiences with foster parents and group
home managers, where some youth reported not
feeling trusted or respected in the foster homes.
For example, one female described being accused
in her foster placement, “Sheaccusedmeof sleep-
ing with her grandchildren, and they were like
wayolder thanmeat this time too.”Anotheryouth
recalled that in her placement shewas “accused of
going in her [foster parent’s] room at night and
cutting her hair.”

Almostallof theyouthexpressedadeepdistrust
of the legal system, courts, and especially the
police. Although some youth reported feeling sup-
ported by the guardian ad litem [A guardian ad
litem is a certified volunteer appointed by the court
to represent the best interests of a child in a court
proceeding] in the court setting, other youth
reported not having their voices heard. One youth
shared, “I kept telling the court like that I wanted
to staywithmyfosterparents, [but] theykept trying
to putmewithmy dad, and hewas abusingme…”
Another youth expressed racial discrimination as a
significant concern, stating, “One person gets sen-
tenced to this [amount of] time, and another person
can get sentenced to another…[based on] the color
of their skin.”

The youth reported racial discrimination as
central to most of their interactions with the
police, noting that they “target minorities.”
One youth described a traffic stop involving
multiple police cars on the scene and suggested
the increased police cars for a headlight outage
were related to the race of the youth in the car.
The youth noted:

I feel like if it was different, if [my friend, the dri-
ver] didn’t have a tattoo and he didn’t look the

Table 1. Rasch Scores on the Trust Survey.

Group N Mean Score (SD)

Gender
Male 25 0.929 (.78)
Female 28 1.363 (1.12)

Race
Black 39 1.164 (.89)
Latinx 14 1.171 (1.39)

School services received*
Special education 19 1.103 (.67)
General education 27 1.226 (1.18)

Note. *Missing school data for seven youth.

Table 2. Mean Trust Survey Scores Across
Domains.

Number of
Items

Difficulty
Mean (SD)

Generalized trust
items

6 2.38 (1.19)

School trust items 3 2.69 (1.26)
Trust in legal

institutions items
3 1.96 (1.22)

Trust in social
networks

8 3.56 (1.23)
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way he did… ‘cause I was confused on why they
had to bring up more cops especially when it was
kids, you know? They brought a bunch of cars
and yeah … overkill.

Overall, the sentiment expressed related to
the youths’ trust in interactions with the police
was negative. For example, one youth noted
that police were “drunk with power.” This neg-
ative perception was true whether in personal
interactions or based on what they witnessed
related to family members with one youth not-
ing she witnessed her pregnant mother being
arrested and the police who “sprayed her and
they bruised her, and handcuffed her and
choked her, and threw her on the ground….”

Thematic Category 2: Trust in School
Environments. The level of trust in school envi-
ronments expressed by youth was varied.
Some of the youth identified trustworthy indi-
viduals such as supportive teachers who have
“open door” policies where youth feel they
can talk to them “about anything,” including
their “life stories.” One student specified that
evidence of caring helped to build trust, as
one student mentioned, “I kind of trust my
teachers. My perfect teacher is Ms. A…she
wanted to know me.” A student receiving spe-
cial education services mentioned the school
trust counselor as being supportive and who
“if I’m struggling, she’ll go and talk to the
teacher for me.”

However, several youth expressed limited
trust in their schools. Many students shared
negative interactions related to “favoritism”
and “dishonesty” among teachers and peers.
One student noted, “[Teachers] gossip about
students. Students gossip about students. So
there really isn’t anyone you can trust.”
Additionally, contributing to the general lack
of trust, some of the youth perceived unfair
treatment by teachers and insincere administra-
tors who were deemed “fake.” For example,
one youth indicated that school personnel
“say one thing, but then they mean another,
or they do something else.”

Thematic Category 3: Supportive Social
Networks. In addition to the several youth
who identified supportive teachers or

counselors in school environments, all of the
youth reported the importance of relationships
with family and friends and spoke about how
those relationships provided a network of
encouragement and assistance. This support
was crucial in helping them navigate the trust
issues and challenges with school and legal
systems. For example, one youth specified
that “if you’re struggling with something
[and] you need help,” her friends were always
there for her.

Youth described family members, particu-
larly siblings and parents, as playing a crucial
role in providing emotional and practical sup-
port. Regardless of living/home placements,
many youth mentioned their siblings, uncles,
aunties, and biological parents as being worthy
of trust and providing support. As one youth
noted, “You only have one mom really.”
Another youth mentioned that her parents
“support me when I’m at all my school activi-
ties. They come to my dance competitions,
cheer me on.” Several youth also noted the
importance of support provided by their sib-
lings, particularly older siblings who “because
they’re already in college” can “help [the
youth] understand what it’s like.”

Data Integration and Joint Display Results
The linkage between the quantitative results
(Trust Survey means) and the qualitative find-
ings (thematic categories and representative
in vivo quotes) is mapped in the joint display
(see Figure 2). The Trust Survey items with
the lowest agreement converged with the the-
matic categories of Unfair Treatment Across
Systems and Trust in School Environments.
The Trust Survey items with the highest agree-
ment converged with the thematic category of
Supportive Social Networks. The Trust
Survey items with the lowest agreement repre-
sent raw mean scores below 2.25, and the high-
est represent items with scores above 3.5. We
report raw mean scores in the joint display
for ease of interpretation (Guetterman et al.,
2021) as the Trust Survey is a six-level Likert
scale with 3.0 or higher representing agreement
with items.

The integrated data demonstrate that youth
in foster care report low levels of trust in
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institutions (the legal and school systems) and
high levels of trust in social network actors
such as family and friends. The thematic cate-
gories and in vivo quotes reveal youths’ views
of the supportive actions/roles of family and
friends that build trust. The qualitative findings
also provide examples of specific experiences
that thwarted trust development in the foster
care and court systems as well as troubling

examples of unfair treatment in interactions
with the police. In addition, the results of the
group comparison that revealed an interaction
of race/ethnicity, gender, and receiving special
education services, and the qualitative findings
as reflected in the in vivo quotes provide details
related to experiences that possibly contribute
to lower levels of trust for Black males with
dis/abilities in particular.

Figure 2. Joint display of trust survey items and thematic categories.
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Discussion and Implications for
Policy and Practice
Youth in foster care live at the intersection of
multiple systems, all of which shape trust
development. This study highlights the value
of mixed methods for examining particularized
trust (Heimer, 2001) by aligning both quantita-
tive patterns and qualitative accounts that illu-
minate how trust is experienced and
constructed across overlapping institutional
systems by youth with and without disabilities
in foster care. Knowledge of trust development
is important to inform practice, as previous
research has demonstrated the relationship
between trust and positive educational and
well-being outcomes (e.g., Bi et al., 2025;
Skobba et al., 2018). The results from this
study demonstrate the importance of youth par-
ticipation in decision-making within foster care
systems, legal systems, and school systems and
illuminate the barriers and facilitators of trust
development in interactions and experiences
across these systems.

Legal System
Both the quantitative and qualitative data in
this study reveal the importance of youth
voices in decision-making regarding place-
ments within the foster care system and within
the court system proceedings (e.g., Ball et al.,
2023; Heyman et al., 2020). As demonstrated
in the Trust Survey item statistics, the youth
in this study reported low levels of trust in
the legal system and in the fairness of court
decisions. The interviews with youth provided
examples of not feeling heard in court relative
to placement decisions, and youth identified
specific examples of perceived dishonesty by
foster parents and case managers. Our findings
support the previous research that has high-
lighted the importance of youth ownership in
decision-making (e.g., Spencer et al., 2020).
Our findings further support the criticality of
“encouraging youth voice and choice” to facil-
itate trust in system actors and to position
youth “as leaders and experts in their own
lives” (Raemakers et al., 2025, p. 5).

The integrated data also revealed very low
trust levels in the police, and the youth

experiences shared provide troubling examples
of racialized interactions with the police. This
finding is aligned with the deep history of mis-
trust in the police in communities of color (e.g.,
Pryce & Chenane, 2021). While this complex
issue is beyond the scope of this study, our
findings do point to the need to consider the
intersectional identities of youth and their
experiences in overlapping systems. Youth in
this study reported the lowest levels of trust
in legal systems (police and courts) and
schools, and this pattern aligned with qualita-
tive accounts describing unfair treatment, lack
of voice, and dishonesty as factors eroding
trust in institutional systems (Cashmore,
2002; Cashmore & Parkinson, 2008). These
findings align with previous research that sug-
gests that youth are selectively distrustful
based on system behavior and the role of the
system actors, such as police, guardians ad
litem, educators, or foster parents (Heimer,
2001). Our findings also support earlier
research that indicates trust is shaped by insti-
tutional practices and interactions with system
actors based on their role, not necessarily by
individual youth dispositions (Soss &
Weaver, 2017; Tyler & Jackson, 2014). As a
result, responsibility for trust building must
be understood as a system-level obligation,
particularly for institutions that make decisions
about youth without their control or consent.

Education System
The youth responses from the quantitative data
reflected relatively low levels of school trust,
but the qualitative data revealed variability in
youth experiences that built or thwarted trust
within schools. Some of the youth identified
supportive teachers and counselors within their
school settings and described the trustworthy
behaviors as being related to demonstrating
caring and advocacy with other school person-
nel. However, many youth recounted specific
system behaviors (inconsistency and, in some
cases, lying or gossiping) as contributors to
youth disengagement and mistrust, which
may be understood as a self-protective
response to the circumstances and systems
that youth are required to navigate (Samuels
& Pryce, 2008; Unrau, 2007). In educational
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settings, our findings indicated that trust
depended heavily on the actions of individual
adults, efforts to support relational continuity,
educator accountability, and safe spaces for
youth disclosure. These actions may be partic-
ularly important, as recent research has identi-
fied trust in teachers as being linked to
increased school engagement, decreased risk
of dropping out, and increased student well-
being (Fenizia & Parrello, 2025; Holzer &
Daumiller, 2025). Our findings of a significant
three-way interaction between gender, race/
ethnicity, and receipt of special education ser-
vices related to trust highlight the importance
of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) and the
need to view youth through this lens when
interpreting youth behavior. Rather than per-
ceiving the behavior of vulnerable youth who
have experienced trauma as evidence of youth
disengagement or dis/ability, education system
actors might understand these behaviors as
functional responses to dysfunctional systems
(Fader et al., 2014; Samuels & Pryce, 2008).

Support System
Importantly, family bonds and supportive
friend networks were reported by youth
through both the Trust Survey item statistics
reflecting the highest levels of trust, as well
as in the interview responses, highlighting
instrumental and emotional support provided
by friends and by biological family members.
These fundamental family relationships, as
noted by youth, contradict the often deficit-
based narratives on family separation (e.g.,
Leber & LeCroy, 2012) and support earlier
research with youth in foster care that found
that “despite some of the difficulties that
occurred in their family of origins, youth and
caregivers repeatedly stressed the importance
of staying connected to biological family mem-
bers” (Heyman et al., 2020, p. 5). Youth per-
spectives on the importance of maintaining
family connections while youth are in care
have been previously reported (e.g., Collins
et al., 2010; Thompson et al., 2025), and recent
research has demonstrated that kinship
involvement is associated with positive out-
comes for youth and plays “a vital role in sup-
porting youth thriving” (Hodgkinson et al.,

2025, p. 1). Collins et al. (2010) have recom-
mended family-focused interventions to enable
reconnection with biological family as part of
transition-age services provided for all youth
aging out of foster care. Harwick et al. (2020)
provide recommended resources to support
these connections that include a family engage-
ment toolkit designed for foster care case man-
agers and other system personnel (see https://
www.nccwe.org/toolkits/family-engagement/
introduction.htm).

Summary
Across systems, trust should be treated as an
indicator of institutional functioning rather than
an individual characteristic that youth are
expected to develop on their own (Tyler &
Jackson, 2014). Trust can be cumulatively
eroded by perceived dishonesty and system fail-
ures (Samuels & Pryce, 2008). Thus, systems
should adopt procedural justice and ethical prac-
tices (e.g., Weisz et al., 2008), including system-
level monitoring of commitments to youth to
reduce overpromising and enhance follow-
through, which were strategies identified by
youth as critical to experiencing or maintaining
trust over time. Training for system actors may
help prevent and repair breaches of trust, but it
should be role-specific (e.g., caseworker, foster
parents, judges, and educators) rather than
generic “trauma-informed” training, which has
become a standard of practice in many systems.
Our findings highlight the need for institutional
practices that promote transparency, consistency,
and youth participation across systems (e.g.,
Cashmore & Parkinson, 2008). In courts and
child welfare processes, these practices may
include clear explanations of decisions, struc-
tured opportunities for youth voice and decision-
making, continuity of representation, and
acknowledgment of harm, especially for youth
who experience intersecting marginalization
and trauma.

Limitations
While the mixed methods design allows for the
examination of the complex and multidimen-
sional concept of trust, there are some limita-
tions in this study. The participant sample is
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relatively small (N= 53 and N= 30) and
includes only high school students, which
may limit the generalizability of the quantita-
tive results. Also of note, the qualitative focus
groups included students served in both gene-
ral and special education, and therefore, stu-
dent responses do not include specific
identification of teachers (whether general edu-
cation or special education support personnel).
This is a limitation of our study, as there is con-
siderable research literature related to the
importance of decision-making involvement
for students served in special education (e.g.,
Test et al., 2004). The Trust Survey is a newly
developed measure, and although the Rasch
model analysis provides promising unidimen-
sionality and reliability estimates for the mea-
sure, the developing psychometric properties
require additional research.

The Promise of Mixed Methods for Future
Research
The use of mixed methods was necessary to
examine the level of trust in social institutions
by youth with and without disabilities in foster
care and allowed us to center the perspectives
of youth related to facilitators and barriers to
trust development across contexts. The mixed
methods outcomes revealed that youth in foster
care report low levels of trust, but qualitative
responses provided deep insights related to
the with whom and why of trust development.
Future research could examine trust as a
system-level outcome and explore how trust
changes over time and across systems. This
would allow for the examination of the poten-
tial relationship among institutional practices
such as transparency, youth participation in
decision-making, and relational continuity
that are associated with improved engagement
and long-term outcomes for youth in care.

The results of the Trust Survey measure are
promising, but there is a need for additional
research to replicate and/or expand on the mea-
sure’s psychometric properties.

Future studies should consider how systems
could measure their own trustworthiness and
develop metrics to monitor support services
and evaluate the implementation of strategies

that may develop and/or repair trust of youth.
A focus on youth trust has the potential to
transform both individual well-being outcomes
for vulnerable youth as well as foster more
humanizing and supportive practices across
systems.

ORCID iDs
Wendy Cavendish https://orcid.org/0000-0003-
2229-2246
Deborah Perez https://orcid.org/0000-0003-
2569-6967

Funding
The authors disclosed receipt of the following finan-
cial support for the research, authorship, and/or pub-
lication of this article: This work was supported by
the Spencer Foundation (grant number 202200191).

Declaration of Conflicting Interests
The authors declared no potential conflicts of inter-
est with respect to the research, authorship, and/or
publication of this article.

References
Annie E. Casey Foundation. (2022). 2022 Kids

Count Databook: State trends in child well-
being. https://assets.aecf.org/m/resourcedoc/
aecf-2022kidscountdatabook-2022.pdf

Ball, B., Marra, L., Belseth, T., & Faulkner, M.
(2023). A new model for promoting wellbeing
in child welfare: Texas youth permanency study.
Texas Institute for Child and Family Wellbeing.

Ben-Shlomo, S., Levin-Keini, N., & Meir, Y.
(2025). “Still in transition”: Young adults’ retro-
spective accounts of foster care breakdown dur-
ing adolescence. Children and Youth Services
Review, 177, 1–9. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
childyouth.2025.108478

Bi, S., Maes, M., Stevens, G., de Heer, C., Li, J.,
Sun, Y., & Finkenauer, C. (2025). Trust and
subjective well-being across the lifespan: A
multilevel meta-analysis of cross-sectional and
longitudinal associations. Psychological Bulletin,
151(6), 737–766. https://doi.org/10.1037/
bul0000480

Bond, T. G., & Fox, C. M. (2007). Applying the
Rasch model: Fundamental measurement in the
human sciences (2nd ed.). Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.

Cavendish et al. 13

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2229-2246
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2229-2246
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2229-2246
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2569-6967
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2569-6967
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2569-6967
https://assets.aecf.org/m/resourcedoc/aecf-2022kidscountdatabook-2022.pdf
https://assets.aecf.org/m/resourcedoc/aecf-2022kidscountdatabook-2022.pdf
https://assets.aecf.org/m/resourcedoc/aecf-2022kidscountdatabook-2022.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2025.108478
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2025.108478
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2025.108478
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000480
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000480


Boone, W. (2016). Rasch analysis for instrument
development: Why, when, and how? CBE-Life
Sciences Education, 15(4), 1–7. https://doi.org/
10.1187/cbe.16-04-0148

Canha, L., Owens, L., Simoes, C., Rodrigues, R., &
Goncalvos, M. (2024). Youth with disabilities in
residential care in the community: Perceptions
and experiences in the transition period.
Children and Youth Services Review, 161, 1–12.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2024.107591

Cashmore, J. (2002). Promoting the participation of
children and young people in care. Child Abuse
& Neglect, 26(8), 837–847. https://doi.org/10.
1016/S0145-2134(02)00353-8

Cashmore, J., & Parkinson, P. (2008). Children and
young people’s involvement in family law
decision-making. Federation Press.

Cavendish, W., Connor, D., Gonzalez, T., Jean-
Pierre, P., & Card, K. (2020). Troubling “The
Problem” of racial overrepresentation in spe-
cial education: a commentary and call to
rethink research. Educational Review, 72(5),
567–582. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.
2018.1550055

Cavendish, W., Stewart, K., Schreiner, N., & Perez,
D. (2024). The relationship between self-regula-
tion and high school graduation for youth with
and without disabilities in foster care.. Remedial
and Special Education, 47(3), 241–250. https://
doi.org/10.1177/07419325241302

Charmaz, K (2006). Constructing Grounded
Theory: A Practical Guide through Qualitative
Analysis. Sage Publications.

Collins, M., Spencer, R., & Ward, R. (2010).
Supporting youth in the transition from foster
care: Formal and informal connections. Child
Welfare, 89, 125–143.

Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2015). Basics of qualita-
tive research: Techniques and procedures for
developing grounded theory (4th ed.). Sage
Publications.

Crenshaw, K. (1991). Mapping the margins:
Intersectionality, identity, politics, and violence
against women of color. Stanford Law Review,
43(6), 1241–1299. https://doi.org/10.2307/1229039

Creswell, J. W., & Plano Clark, V. L. (2018).
Designing and conducting mixed methods
research (3rd ed.). Sage Publications.

Crotty, M (2003). The Foundation of Social
Research: Meaning and Perspective in the
Research Process. Sage.

Eldridge, H., Quinn, C. A., Dallos, R., &
Stackhouse, E. (2020). The experience of trust
in foster care: A qualitative study of young peo-
ple’s perspectives. Clinical Child Psychology
and Psychiatry, 25(2), 319–334. https://doi.org/
10.1177/1359104519884138

European Social Survey. (2013). OECD guidelines
on measuring trust. OECD Publishing. https://
www.oecd.org/statistics/OECD-guidelines-on-
measuring-trust.htm

Evans, A., Olijede, P., Ross, I., & Clements, J.
(2022). Forgotten voices: Policing, stop and
search and the perspectives of black children.
Crest Advisory.

Fader, J., Kurlychek, M. C., & Morgan, K. A.
(2014). The colors of juvenile justice: Racial dis-
parities in dispositional decisions. Social Science
Research, 44, 126–140. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
ssresearch.2013.11.006

Fenizia, E., & Parrello, S. (2025). School trust and
sense of belonging: Restoring bonds and pro-
moting well-being in schools. International
Journal of Environmental Research and
Public Health, 22(4), 498–511. https://doi.org/
10.3390/ijerph22040498

Fisher, W. (2007). Rating scale instrument quality
criteria. Rasch Measurement Transactions, 2,
1087–1096.

Font, S. A., & Gershoff, E. T. (2020). Foster care:
How we fail children and how we could do bet-
ter. Social Policy Report, 33(3), 1–40. https://doi.
org/10.1002/sop2.8

Glatz, C., & Eder, A. (2020). Patterns of trust and
subjective well-being across Europe: New
insights from repeated cross-sectional analyses
based on the European Social Survey 2002–
2016. Social Indicators Research, 148,
417–439. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-019-
02212-x

Guba, E G, & Lincoln, Y S (1994). Handbook of
qualitative research (pp. 105–117). Sage
Publications.

Guetterman, T., Fabregues, S., & Sakakibara, R.
(2021). Visuals in joint displays to represent
integration in mixed methods research:
A methodological review. Methods in
Psychology, 5, 1–8. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
metip.2021.100080

Harwick, R., Unruh, D., & Lindstrom, L. (2020).
Transition to adulthood for youth with disabili-
ties who experienced foster care: An ecological

14 Exceptional Children 0(0)

https://doi.org/10.1187/cbe.16-04-0148
https://doi.org/10.1187/cbe.16-04-0148
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2024.107591
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2024.107591
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0145-2134(02)00353-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0145-2134(02)00353-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0145-2134(02)00353-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2018.1550055
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2018.1550055
https://doi.org/10.1177/07419325241302
https://doi.org/10.1177/07419325241302
https://doi.org/10.2307/1229039
https://doi.org/10.2307/1229039
https://doi.org/10.1177/1359104519884138
https://doi.org/10.1177/1359104519884138
https://doi.org/10.1177/1359104519884138
https://www.oecd.org/statistics/OECD-guidelines-on-measuring-trust.htm
https://www.oecd.org/statistics/OECD-guidelines-on-measuring-trust.htm
https://www.oecd.org/statistics/OECD-guidelines-on-measuring-trust.htm
https://www.oecd.org/statistics/OECD-guidelines-on-measuring-trust.htm
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2013.11.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2013.11.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2013.11.006
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph22040498
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph22040498
https://doi.org/10.1002/sop2.8
https://doi.org/10.1002/sop2.8
https://doi.org/10.1002/sop2.8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-019-02212-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-019-02212-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-019-02212-x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.metip.2021.100080
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.metip.2021.100080
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.metip.2021.100080


approach. Child Abuse & Neglect, 99, 1–10.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2019.104310

Heimer, C. A. (2001). Solving the problem of trust.
In K. S. Cook (Ed.), Trust in society (pp. 40–88).
Russell Sage Foundation.

Hendersen, D, & Greene, J (2014). Using mixed
methods to explore resilience, social connected-
ness, and re-suspension among youth in a com-
munity based alternative-to-suspension
program. International Journal of Child, Youth
and Family Studies, 5(3), 423–446.

Heyman, M., Hinshaw, S. P., & Heller, S. S. (2020).
Trust in the system: Foster youth’s views of the
child welfare and legal systems. Children and
Youth Services Review, 118, 1–10. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105360

Hirose, M., & Creswell, J. W. (2023). Applying
Core Quality Criteria of Mixed Methods
Research to an Empirical Study. Journal of
Mixed Methods Research, 17(1), 12–28. https://
doi.org/10.1177/15586898221086346

Hodgkinson, N., Masuda, T., & Leon, S. C. (2025).
The role of kinship involvement in developing
strengths for youth in the foster care system.
American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 96(3),
283–294. https://doi.org/10.1037/ort0000840

Holzer, A., & Daumiller, M. (2025). Building trust
in the classroom: Perspectives from students
and teachers. European Journal of Psychology
in Education, 40, 62–71. https://doi.org/10.
1007/s10212-025-00961-7

Leber, C., & LeCroy, C. (2012). Public perception
of the foster care system: A national study.
Children and Youth Services Review, 34, 1–6.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2012.04.
027

Leko, M., Hitchcock, J., Love, H., Houchins, D., &
Conroy, M. (2023). Quality indicators for mixed-
methods research in special education.
Exceptional Children, 89(4), 432–448. https://
doi.org/10.1177/00144029221141031

Maguire, D., May, K., McCormack, D., & Fosker,
T. (2024). A systematic review of the impact
of instability on emotional and behavioural
outcomes among children in foster care.
Journal of Child and Adolescent Trauma, 17,
641–655. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40653-
023-00606-1

Mertens, D. M. (2007). Transformative Paradigm.
Journal of Mixed Methods Research, 1(3), 212–225.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1558689807302811

Mertens, D. M. (2012). Transformative Mixed Methods.
American Behavioral Scientist, 56(6), 802–813.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764211433797

Mertens, D. M. (2021). Transformative Research
Methods to Increase Social Impact for
Vulnerable Groups and Cultural Minorities.
International Journal of Qualitative Methods,
20. https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069211051563

Nesmith, A., & Christophersen, K. (2014).
Smoothing the transition to adulthood: Creating
ongoing supportive relationships among foster
youth. Children and Youth Services Review, 37,
1–8. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2013.
11.028

Palmer, L., Font, S., Herd, T., Prindle, J., &
Putnam-Hornstein, E. (2022). Rates of emotional
disturbance among children in foster care:
Comparing federal child welfare data and
Medicaid records in two states. Child
Maltreatment, 29(1), 8–13. https://doi.org/10.
1177/10775595221118931

Pfiffner, R., Windlinger, R., & Hostettler, U. (2023).
When do pupils talk about their problems?
Explaining pupils’ intentions to seek help from
school social work services. Children and
Youth Services Review, 152, 1–9. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2023.107077

Powers, L., Fullerton, A., Schmidt, J., Geenen, S.,
Oberweiser-Kennedy, M., Dohn, J., Nelson, M.,
Iavanditti, R., & Blakeslee, J. (2018). Perspectives
of youth in foster care on essential ingredients for
promoting self-determination and successful transi-
tion to adult life:My lifemodel.Children andYouth
Services Review, 86, 277–286. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.childyouth.2018.02.007

Pryce, D., & Chenane, J. (2021). Trust and confi-
dence in police officers and the institution of
policing: The views of African Americans in
the South. Crime & Delinquency, 67(6), 808–-
838. https://doi.org/10.1177/0011128721991823

Raemakers, A., Nuytiens, A., & Hermans, K.
(2025). The contribution of the social network
of care leavers to a successful transition to adult-
hood: A realist review. Children and Youth
Services Review, 177, 1–9.

Saarnik, H., Sindi, I., & Torros, K. (2023). “Well,
the child can’t choose, right?”: Foster children’s
participation experiences of child protection
removal practices. Child and Adolescent Social
Work Journal, 14, 1–12. https://doi.org/10.
1007/s10560-022-00911-y

Cavendish et al. 15

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2019.104310
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2019.104310
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105360
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105360
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105360
https://doi.org/10.1177/15586898221086346
https://doi.org/10.1177/15586898221086346
https://doi.org/10.1037/ort0000840
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10212-025-00961-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10212-025-00961-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10212-025-00961-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2012.04.027
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2012.04.027
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2012.04.027
https://doi.org/10.1177/00144029221141031
https://doi.org/10.1177/00144029221141031
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40653-023-00606-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40653-023-00606-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40653-023-00606-1
https://doi.org/10.1177/1558689807302811
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764211433797
https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069211051563
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2013.11.028
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2013.11.028
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2013.11.028
https://doi.org/10.1177/10775595221118931
https://doi.org/10.1177/10775595221118931
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2023.107077
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2023.107077
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2023.107077
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.02.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.02.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.02.007
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011128721991823
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10560-022-00911-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10560-022-00911-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10560-022-00911-y


Samuels, G. M., & Pryce, J. M. (2008). “What
doesn’t kill you makes you stronger”:
Survivalist self-reliance as resilience for youth
in foster care. Children and Youth Services
Review, 30, 1198–1210. https://doi.org/10.1016/
j.childyouth.2008.03.005

Scott, L. D., Munson, M. R., McMillen, J. C., &
Ollie, M. T. (2011). The role of race and trust
in child welfare permanency planning: A qualita-
tive study of young African American males.
Children and Youth Services Review, 33(6),
882–890. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.
2010.12.014

Skobba, K., Moorman, D., & Meyers, D. (2018).
Foster youth and college housing: The impact
of campus housing on foster youth outcomes.
Children and Youth Services Review, 85, 1–9.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.11.029

Soss, J., & Weaver, V. (2017). Police are our gov-
ernment: Politics, political science, and the polic-
ing race-class subjugated communities.
American Political Science Review, 20,
565–591. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-
polisci-060415-093825

Spencer, R., Gowdy, G., Herrera, C., Heubach, J.,
Slep, A., & Cavell, T. (2020). Web-Based
Training for School-Based Mentors of Military-
Connected Youth: A Multi-Phase Development
Study. The Journal of Primary Prevention,
41(6), 567–583. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10935-
020-00616-x

Stewart, K, & Cavendish, W (2021).
Intersectionality in education: Toward more
equitable policy, research, and practice.
Teachers College Press.

Test, D., Mason, C., Hughes, C., Konrad, M., Neale,
M., & Wood, W. (2004). Student involvement in

individualized education program meetings.
Exceptional Children, 70(4), 391–412. https://
doi.org/10.1177/001440290407000401

Thompson, H., Cooley, M., Cesar, G., Backstrom,
L., & Colvin, M. (2025). Forming relationships
with youth in foster care: Perspectives of guard-
ian ad litems. Journal of Child and Family
Studies, 34, 68–82. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10826-024-02980-2

Tyler, T. R., & Jackson, J. (2014). Popular legiti-
macy and the exercise of legal authority:
Motivating compliance, cooperation, and legal
engagement. Psychology, Public Policy, and
Law, 20(1), 78–95. https://doi.org/10.1037/
a0034514

Unrau, Y. A. (2007). Research on placement moves:
Seeking perspectives of foster children. Children
and Youth Services Review, 29, 122–137. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2006.08.003

U.S. Department of Health & Human Services.
(2023). The AFCARS Report-No. 30. https://acf.
gov/sites/default/files/documents/cb/afcars-repor
t-30.pdf

Weisz, V., Wingrove, T., Beal, S., & Faith-Slaker,
A. (2011). Children’s participation in foster
care hearings. Child Abuse & Neglect, 35(4),
267–272. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2010.
12.007

Weisz, V., Wingrove, T., & Faith-Slaker, A. (2008).
Children and procedural justice. Court Review,
44(1/2), 36–43.

Zolkowska, T., & Kaliszewska, K. (2021). Trust is
knowing that… The subjective meanings and
sense of experience-based foundations of trust
of students with intellectual disabilities.
International Journal of Special Education, 36,
121–128.

16 Exceptional Children 0(0)

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2008.03.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2008.03.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2008.03.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2010.12.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2010.12.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2010.12.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.11.029
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.11.029
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-060415-093825
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-060415-093825
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-060415-093825
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10935-020-00616-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10935-020-00616-x
https://doi.org/10.1177/001440290407000401
https://doi.org/10.1177/001440290407000401
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-024-02980-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-024-02980-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-024-02980-2
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0034514
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0034514
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2006.08.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2006.08.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2006.08.003
https://acf.gov/sites/default/files/documents/cb/afcars-report-30.pdf
https://acf.gov/sites/default/files/documents/cb/afcars-report-30.pdf
https://acf.gov/sites/default/files/documents/cb/afcars-report-30.pdf
https://acf.gov/sites/default/files/documents/cb/afcars-report-30.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2010.12.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2010.12.007

	Outline placeholder
	 Importance of Trust
	 Trust in Systems

	 Purpose and Framework
	 Rationale and Research Questions

	 Method
	 Participants
	 Quantitative Data Sources and Analyses
	 Trust Survey
	 Rasch Model Analysis
	 Descriptive Statistics and Group Comparisons

	 Qualitative Data Sources and Analysis
	 Data Integration Procedures

	 Findings
	 Quantitative Trust Score Means
	 Scale Quality and Item Statistics of Trust Survey
	 Qualitative Findings
	 Thematic Category 1: Unfair Treatment Across Various Systems
	 Thematic Category 2: Trust in School Environments
	 Thematic Category 3: Supportive Social Networks

	 Data Integration and Joint Display Results

	 Discussion and Implications for Policy and Practice
	 Legal System
	 Education System
	 Support System
	 Summary
	 Limitations
	 The Promise of Mixed Methods for Future Research

	 References

