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Colorado Pathways to Success Formative Evaluation Findings Research Brief

This brief shares findings from Colorado’s Youth At-risk of Homelessness (YARH) Phase II formative
evaluation. Colorado’s Pathways to Success program serves youth and young adults who have been
involved in the foster care system and are at risk of homelessness. Collecting and sharing these
lessons with organizations that have similar missions is one step in developing evidence on how to
meet the needs of this population.
This report is funded under a cooperative agreement from the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, Administration for Children and Families, Children’s Bureau to the State of Colorado Division
of Child Welfare. The views expressed in this report are those solely of the authors and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the Children’s Bureau or the Colorado Department of Human Services,
Division of Child Welfare.

“Everyone starts somewhere—though no
one chooses where they start, every
person chooses where they go.
Fears open the possibility for courage—
hardships make way for triumphs!”
— Pathways youth
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Overview
In September 2013, the US Department of Health and Human Services Children’s Bureau funded a multi-phase
program designed to measure success of new interventions to prevent homelessness among youth and young
adults who have been involved in the foster care system. This program, referred to as Youth At Risk of
Homelessness (YARH), was developed in response to a growing body of literature indicating that many youth
who “age out” of child welfare services when they turn 18 tend to spend a period of time unstably housed or
homeless. Evidence suggests that these young adults are also likely to have limited access to education and
work skill development and may be at disproportionate risk of mental health or substance use issues due to
past trauma. In response to the problem, YARH stakeholders identified the three target populations, two major
goals, and four key areas of focus listed below:

Summary of YARH
1

1

2

1
2
3
4

YARH’s three target populations:
1. Adolescents who enter foster care between
ages 14–17
2. Young adults aging/transitioning out of foster
care
3. Homeless youth/young adults with foster care
histories up to age 21
YARH’s two major goals:
1. The development of comprehensive service
models to prevent homelessness among youth
and young adults involved in the child welfare
system
2. To test the models in order to build the
evidence base on promising strategies

1.
2.
3.
4.

YARH’s four key areas of focus:
Safe and stable housing
Permanent connections
Education and employment
Health and well-being

The initial YARH Phase I planning grant was awarded to the Colorado Department of Human Services, Division
of Child Welfare (CDHS/DCW) along with 17 additional agencies nationwide. During Phase I planning,
CDHS/DCW convened a steering committee of youth leaders, cross-system providers, state and local public
agencies, advocates, and community members. All steering committee members were associated with at least
one of YARH’s specific outcome areas of housing, education, employment, well-being, and permanent
connections. The committee identified the needs of transition-age youth in Colorado and brainstormed
strategies for meeting those needs. Youth leaders then prioritized the various interventions and ultimately
guided the creation of the model strategy – Colorado Pathways to Success: Youth-Shared Practices Model
(Pathways). Following the development of Pathways, CDHS/DCW was one of six nationwide agencies awarded
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the YARH Phase II Implementation grant to refine, implement, and test the model intervention through a
formative evaluation.
CDHS/DCW hoped to build a homelessness prevention model that would be effective across the geographically
diverse state of Colorado. Therefore, Pathways was implemented in three demonstration sites including urban
(Denver County), suburban/second city (Boulder County), and rural (Northeast Colorado) counties. These sites
were intentionally chosen for their range in geographic characteristics and accurate representation of
Colorado’s varied communities, allowing Pathways to be tested for efficacy in rural, suburban, and urban
settings. Each site was represented by a collaborative consisting of a county Department of Human Services
and Runaway and Homeless Youth (RHY) service providing agency.
This brief provides an overview of the Pathways model intervention, the research questions developed and
tested through the formative evaluation, short-term outcomes, and lessons learned from YARH Phase II.

The Pathways Intervention
The Pathways model intervention is youth driven, strengths-based, and guided by the individualized needs of
youth participants. The core of the intervention is the Navigator; a trained provider who engages youth in a
coach-like way to develop goals, access services, and broadly achieve objectives in the target areas of housing,
education, employment, wellbeing, and permanent connections. Each youth participant enrolled in Pathways
is assigned one Navigator with whom they develop rapport and a supportive relationship. Pathways is unique
in that youth direct the intervention, while Navigators act to support and deploy the strategies identified.
Interventions may include mentoring, transitional living/housing assistance, sexual and relationship health
education, and a number of other supports. All services and intervention strategies within Pathways are
tailored to each youth’s unique circumstances, goals, and needs. Pathways is meant to be a short term,
intensive intervention and is designed to continue only until youth are prepared for a less intensive care
management model or until they feel the intervention is complete.
Coach-like engagement is the specific technique used by Navigators to facilitate youth-driven goal
development and a collaborative relationship. Navigators maintain a small active caseload of approximately 10
youth, allowing them to provide intensive one-on-one services within in the Pathways framework. Some youth
enter the program during a period of crisis, such as while unhoused, in which case the Navigator’s primary
focus is crisis stabilization. Once immediate safety and housing needs are met the Navigator shifts to supporting
youth in future-oriented goal development. Navigators are equipped with a range of evidence-informed tools
to help assess needs and opportunities for growth as they collaborate with youth to develop at least two
specific goals relative to the target outcome areas.
In addition to coach-like engagement, Navigators access a number of skills and resources to support youth in
achieving their individualized goals. One such resource is “flex funding”; small-scale financial assistance that
allows youth to meet pressing, goal-related needs. Additionally, Navigators are responsible for making referrals
to appropriate services and offering a bridge to ongoing supports. It is important that Navigators be tapped
into local resources and well networked with partners so they can help youth make lasting and impactful
connections with other providers. Ultimately, securing safe and stable housing is a high priority for most youth,
and Navigators may support these efforts with a range of interventions, such as assisting with housing voucher
applications, connecting youth with landlords, and helping youth to build sustainable relationships with friends
or family who offer a consistent place to stay.
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(Core) Engaging youth in a coach-like way: Each Navigator carries a small caseload (up to 10 youth
for a full-time Navigator), which allows them to provide intensive and consistent support to the youth in
their caseload. The key feature that sets coach-like engagement apart from typical intensive case
management models is that it is youth driven and future focused. When Navigators act as coaches, they
build a supportive relationship with the youth that encourages them to set their own individual goals,
plan, and pace.

Crisis stabilization: Some youth, especially those who are experiencing homelessness, enroll in
Pathways during a period of crisis. When this occurs, the primary focus of the Navigator is crisis
stabilization. This involves using all other components of the intervention to address immediate safety
and/or housing needs before setting a path to developing and achieving their goals.

Establishing goals: Youth work with the Navigator to develop two goals during the intervention. These
relate to one or more of the outcome areas and guide the work the Navigator and youth do together.

Case planning and assessment tools: To assess youth’s needs and opportunities for growth,
Navigators are equipped with a variety of evidence-informed tools.

Small-scale financial assistance: Access to supports is key to helping youth stay on track in achieving
goals. Therefore, Navigators must be able to provide immediate resources for youth in need. For this
purpose, each collaborative site is set up with flex funds (which are described in greater detail in the
Resources section). These funds can be used to provide immediate assistance to youth when all other
resources have been tapped and they have an unmet need.

Referrals: No agency or organization is a one-stop shop for helping foster care youth overcome the many
challenges necessary to be equipped for independence. Therefore, Navigators must be tapped into a wide
referral network of partners in the human services field and in the community.

Securing and maintaining safe and stable housing: This can take many forms depending on the
state of housing the youth are experiencing. In some cases, a young person has a plan to live with a friend
or family member, in which case the Navigator acts as a facilitator for building and maintaining supportive
relationships. More directly, Navigators can provide assistance by helping youth to acquire housing
vouchers and by building connections with landlords or developments that will rent to youth with
challenges (such as juvenile records, no rental history, low income, or special needs).

“[Pathways] is a program that helps me achieve what I want to achieve in
my life… [it’s] super focused around what I want and need, instead of
what the system wants me to do”
-Pathways Youth
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Implementation of the Pathways Model Intervention
Entry into Pathways
Across the three implementation sites, youth who met the target population criteria were identified and
referred to the Pathways program by their county child welfare caseworkers (42%), or their Chafee workers
(23%). Upon referral, the case manager, caseworker, or Navigator administered the Pathways screening tool;
a 12-item, yes-or-no survey intended to gauge risk factors for homelessness. A total of 216 individuals were
screened with over half (59%) indicating at least one risk factor and subsequently enrolling in Pathways.

Table 2. Referral and Enrollment Data
Total
Screenings
Number Screened
Percentage Enrolled
216
59%
Referral Source
Caseworker
Chafee Worker
Client Manager
Community Worker
Shelter Staff

42%
23%
4%
15%
16%

Enrollment
Number of Youths Enrolled
128

The number of risk factors identified by referred youth was high, with an average of 4.9 risk factors, a median
of 5 and a range from 1 to 10 risk factors. Most strikingly, over half of youth enrolled in Pathways reported the
following risk factors:
•
•
•
•

Using marijuana before age 12 years
Using a shelter or housing assistance in the past
Having a biological father with a history of incarceration
Having a biological mother with a history of incarceration, running away

Profile of Pathways Youth
Once implemented to fidelity, the Pathways model intervention served 128 youth in the target population
between July 2016 and September 2019. This group was geographically diverse with representation from
urban, suburban, and rural communities across the State of Colorado. The intervention was successfully
implemented in each of these settings; youth from urban communities (Denver) accounted for nearly half of
the enrollments, while the rural collaborative accounted for 31%, and the suburban enrollees accounted for
26%. Key demographic background characteristics of those youth enrolled in the program are highlighted in
Table 1 below.
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Table 1. Demographic Profile of Youth Enrolled in
Pathways
Total
(N=128)
Collaborative Site
Boulder Collaborative
Denver Collaborative
Rural Collaborative
Average Age at Enrollment
Range
Gender Identity
Man
Woman
Non-Binary
Trans Male or Female
Sexual Orientation
Gay or Lesbian
Bisexual or Pansexual
Straight
Other
Ethnicity
White, Non-Hispanic
African American or Black
Hispanic or Latino
Native American or Alaska Native
Multi-Racial
Children, Pregnant, Expecting
No
Parent
Pregnant or expecting
Primary Language
English
Spanish
Other
Disability (Any)
Any type
Physical
Mental
Behavioral
Trafficked (Labor or Sex)
Department of Youth Services Involvement

26%
43%
31%
18.1
14–21

Key Demographic Background

•
•

•

44%
52%
2%
4%
7%
18%
73%
2%
50%
17%
22%
1%
11%
83%
9%
5%
97%
2%
1%

The average age of youth were aged 18
years old, with a range in age from 14-21.
Youth were primarily divided between
those who describe themselves as male
(44%) and female (52%), with only 2%
describing themselves as non-binary and
4% as trans.
Just less than three-quarters of the youth
chose “straight” to describe their sexual
orientation. However, 27% said “gay or
lesbian,” “bisexual or pansexual,” or
“other.”

•

Half of the youth self-identify as white,
non-Hispanic. Nearly 20% of youth
reported being Hispanic, and a similar
percentage chose African American.

•

English was the primary language for all
but 3% of the youth.

•

At the time of enrollment, 14% of the
youth said they either had a child or were
expecting a child.

•

Over one-quarter (28%) reported some
type of disability, most commonly a
mental health issue.

•

Fifteen percent of youth reported having
been labor or sex trafficked.

•

Just under half (42%) of youth reported
prior involvement with youth corrections.

28%
2%
24%
4%
15%
42%

“[Pathways] is a program that helps me achieve what I want to
achieve in my life… [it’s] super focused around what I want and
need, instead of what the system wants me to do”
-Pathways Youth
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Child Welfare History
To better understand service needs for youth in the Pathways intervention, it is important to understand their
child welfare history. Prior research suggests that certain child welfare experiences may contribute to risk of
homelessness and housing instability for youth aging out of foster care. For example, youth who experience
many foster placements tend to be at higher risk of homelessness than youth who only experience one
placement or are placed with a family member1. The child welfare history of youth enrolled in the Pathways
intervention were analyzed and are presented below. An analysis of Pathways youth foster care histories, with
a focus on factors associated with an increased risk of homelessness are highlighted below. Common
experiences included:

•
•

The average age at which youth were first assessed for child welfare services was 8 years old.
The average age for the first removal from the home was 13.3 years and over three-quarters (76%)
were first removed at age 13 or older.

•

The most common reason for the last removal was the child’s behavior (42%), followed by neglect
(25%) or a parent who was unable to cope (22%).

•

The average amount of time the youth was involved with child welfare was 822 days, or just over
two years.

•

The average length of out-of-home placement was nearly 34 months.

•

At the time the data extract was completed, 6% of the youth were still in placement. About half
(48%) were emancipated and 22% had been reunified with parents.

•

The average number of months elapsing between removal from the home and the development of a
first Independent Living Plan was 34 months.

“The way she lays things out and
helps us get them done, not only is it
just getting done, but I’m seeing what
she’s doing and how to do it, so I can
do this on my own, and in turn that
gives me self-confidence.”
– Pathways Youth

1.

Shah, M. F., Liu, Q. Eddy, M. J., Barkan, S., Marshall, D., Mancuso, D., Lucenko, B., & Huber, A. (2017). Predicting
homelessness among emerging adults aging out of foster care. American Journal of Community Psychology. 60(1-2),
33-43.
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Research Questions and Data Collection Points
The Pathways Phase II formative evaluation was conducted over 36 months. Data were collected regularly and
methodologically over the implementation phase, intended to measure potential improvements in the YARH
target areas of housing, employment, education, wellbeing, and permanent connections. Specifically, the
formative evaluation was designed to address the primary research questions outlined below:
• How well does the Pathways recruitment and enrollment process identify, refer, and enroll members of
the target populations into the intervention?
• Was the model intervention implemented as intended across sites?
• Were there differences in implementation between sites and/or between populations?
• What services and activities did Navigators provide, and how did they connect to youth goals established?
• To what extent did youth complete the intervention, and to what extent were youth goals achieved?
• To what extent are expected short-term outcomes related to permanency, housing, health and wellbeing,
education, and employment being achieved?
• How successful was coach-like engagement in increasing youths’ ability to manage independence?
To answer the research questions, the research team designed data collection instruments and tools and used
a variety of methods to collect information on the youth served in Pathways. The following data collection
points were used to gather information for the evaluation.

Screening Assessment completed with all youth who met the target population criteria, documented risk
factors associated with youth homelessness.
Baseline Survey completed upon enrollment in Pathways and collects baseline demographic data, and
housing and child welfare history.
Youth Connections Scale (YCS) and Empowerment and Engagement Scale (EES) evidence-based tools used
to measure permanency, and youth’s perceptions of their engagement and feelings of empowerment.
Pathways Management Information System (PMIS) the research team developed a secure online
management information system that served to collect detailed information for the evaluation and served
as a case management system to aide Navigators in providing services to youth. PMIS allows for the
documentation of a youth’s progress in the program and serves as a record of how often and for what
purpose Navigators were in contact. These records include information about the topics discussed,
outcomes, and services or funds provided.
Follow-Up Telephone Survey conducted 12 months post-program enrollment with all enrolled youth.
Interviews and Focus Groups with key stakeholders, project staff, and youth.
Administrative Data Systems information related to foster care history was extracted from the Statewide
Automatic Child Welfare Information System (SACWIS) to gather information on Pathways youth foster care
experiences and measures related to case outcomes.
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Program Completion
Program completion criteria were
Figure 8. Program
Figure 1:Status
Program Status
developed by key stakeholders and
youth participants early in YARH
Active
Phase II implementation. These
criteria guided the creation of four
Inactive, May Return
categories for program exit, which
17%
35%
were applied at the end of the
Completed/Graduated
evaluation period. Categories
12%
included: active, inactive (but may
Did Not Complete
return), completed/graduated, and
did not complete. Figure 1 shows the
36%
final case status of youth as they
exited the program or at the final
data collection point - some youth
continued to actively participate in Pathways and receive services beyond the evaluation period. Findings
indicate:

• Over one-third of the youth had completed the program.
• Another 17% were still actively engaged.
• About one-third had their case close without graduation, often through a referral to another agency.
• A few individuals were not actively participating in the program, but their cases had not yet been closed.
Table 3 excludes those youth who were still enrolled or inactive at the time of data collection and compares
demographic information only for those youth who completed the program and those who did not. Age at
enrollment did not appear to be a factor in whether the youth completed the program. Nor was completion
of the program related to the number of risk factors on the intake form. Further, those who were living on the
street or in a homeless shelter at intake were not significantly less likely to complete Pathways than were youth
in more stable living situations at enrollment.
Table 3. Comparing Youth Who Graduated and Those Who Had a Case Closed

Average Age at Intake
Average Risk Factors at Intake
Living in a Shelter or Street at Intake
Gender
Male
Female
Employment at Intake
Unemployed
Employed Full- or Part-Time


p<0.05

Graduated
(N=46)

Case Closed
(N=45)

18.1 years
4.9

18.3 years
4.9

46%

53%

43%
60%

57%
40%

50%
50%

82%
18%
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There is some evidence that females were more likely to complete Pathways relative to males. Youth who
graduated from Pathways were also more likely to have been employed at the time of enrollment than those
who did not complete. Among those employed full or part-time, 74% graduated from Pathways. By contrast,
39% of those unemployed at baseline graduated.

Key Findings
Securing safe and stable housing was a primary goal for most youth in the program. Table 4 shows significant
improvements in the housing arrangements of Pathways youth 12 months post-participation, when just under
half of all youth participants (40%) had secured housing and were living in a place of their own such as an
apartment. Additionally, there was a significant decrease in reported homelessness; the number of
participants living in a shelter, hotel room, or the street fell from 37 percent at enrollment to 10 percent 12
months post-enrollment.

“[Without my Navigator] I’d have a nervous
breakdown. The support she’s given me has
been amazing. If I didn’t have those when I got
out of the system, I don’t know where I’d be.”
– Pathways Youth

Table 4. Housing Arrangement (Pre-Post Youth Only, N=61)
Baseline

Follow-Up

54%
10%
37%

34%
51%
10%



Current Living Arrangement
With Family or Friend, Foster Home, or Group Home
Live in Their Own Place
Homeless or in a Shelter, Hotel, Other


p<0.05

Relational permanency for youth served by Pathways represents another primary outcome. Ensuring youth
have strong connections and healthy relationships with supportive adults outside of the professional
environment is an important safety net for youth who are aging out of foster care. At both the intake and
follow-up interviews, youth were asked how often they had contact with their parents or other relatives such
as grandparents or aunts and uncles. While the Pathways intervention did not seem to help youth identify
more supportive adults in their lives, it did seem to help increase the number and frequency of contacts with
relatives.

• Youth who had no contact with relatives prior to entering Pathways (33%) generally reported no contact
at the time of the follow-up interview (30%).
• Similarly, the program does not appear to have had a significant impact on those youth who were in touch
with one or two relatives when they completed the baseline interview.
• However, the program did increase the number of youth with contact with three or more relatives.
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Table 5. Number of Relatives Youth Reports Seeing at Least Once a Month (Pre-Post Youth Only, N=61)
No Relatives
One Relative
Two Relatives
Three or More Relatives

Baseline

Follow-Up

33%
30%
31%
6%

30%
26%
28%
16%

Pathways improves economic security and employment for youth participants. The percentage of youth
unemployed fell 14% at the 12-month follow-up interview. The percentage of youth employed either full- or
part-time at the 12-month follow-up interview stood at 59%. While still very low, the average monthly earnings
reported by youth also saw a significant increase following participation in Pathways, jumping from an average
of $627 per month to $1,052 per month at 12 months post intervention. A significant number of participants
also opened a checking and/or savings account while enrolled in Pathways.

“[Without my Navigator], I’d be
sleeping on the side of the streets.”
– Pathway Youth

Table 6. Employment Status (Pre-Post Youth Only, N=61)
Employment
Employed Part-Time/Multiple Jobs
Employed Full-Time
Unemployed
Monthly Income (For Those Reporting)
Average
Median
Range
Banking
Have a Checking Account
Have a Savings Account
Feel “Very Prepared” to Manage Their Money


p<0.05

Baseline

Follow-Up

30%
15%
55%

34%
25%
41%

$627
$540
$16–$1,750

$1,052
$1,000
$300–$3,200

44%
43%
49%

70%
58%
53%
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Pathways improves health and well-being; youth report feeling better prepared to arrange for their own health
care following participation in Pathways. There was also a significant increase in the proportion of youth who
have medical coverage, encompassing a notable 90% of youth who were interviewed during the follow-up
survey.
According to Pathways youth who participated in researcher-led focus groups, youth overwhelmingly respond
favorably to the Pathways intervention. Youth reported that Pathways encourages them to reach their full
potential, and that the program is a steppingstone that helps them “get to a better place in their lives.”

Table 6. Reports of Feeling Prepared at Baseline and Follow-up (Pre-Post Youth Only, N=61)

Percentage Reporting They Feel “Very Prepared” to:
Find Housing
Arrange Health Care
Handle an Emergency if It Comes
Get a Job
Plan for Your Future
Manage Your Money
Complete Your Education
Live on Your Own

Baseline

Follow-Up

Percentage
Change

23%
37%
46%
71%
55%
50%
61%

58%
59%
65%
79%
60%
53%
61%

54%

49%

152%
59%
41%
11%
9%
6%
0%
-9%

Youth were asked a series of questions related to their level of satisfaction with how things were going in their
life. Figure 2 shows responses to a series of statements related to life satisfaction at baseline and follow up. It
shows considerable declines in the percentage of youth who respond to indicators of low life satisfaction, such
as:

83%
73%

77%

72%

67%

82%

63%
56%
47%

45%

44%
26%

32%

My life is going My life is just I would like to I wish I had a I have a good I have what I
well
right
change many different kind
life
want in life
things in my
of life
life
Baseline

Follow-Up

Figure 2. Completion of Follow-Up Survey by Selected Characteristics

37%

My life is
better than
most youths
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• “I would like to change many things in my life.”
• “I wish I had a different kind of life.”
And shows sizeable increases in the percentage of youth who respond to positive indicators, such as:
• “My life is just right.”

• “I have what I want in life.”

Lessons Learned
This formative evaluation is foundational to building the evidence needed to support programs that promote
successful outcomes for older youth, particularly those in the process of aging out of foster care. Short-term
outcomes in this evaluation centered the five core areas outlined by the U.S. Interagency Council on
Homelessness (USICH): education, employment, permanency, housing, and health and well-being. Research
from the Pathways formative evaluation indicated improvements in all five of these key outcome areas.

I’m a visual learner, you have to really show me for me to catch on. Pathways is not just
like “here’s your resources,” it’s “let me show you how to do this,” so later on down the
line when the [Navigator] isn’t there, you still know.”
-

Pathways Youth

The Pathways’ formative evaluation provides several implications for future systems-level intervention. First,
when developing a program or intervention that serves youth, youth themselves should be considered critical
stakeholders and decision makers. Many of the techniques typically used to integrate youth voice fall short;
conducting focus groups or consulting a small number of individuals for their input on programming is not
enough to promote full youth engagement. Rather, youth must be interwoven into all aspects of development
- this may include sitting on project management committees, providing input and feedback on service delivery,
guiding program staff hiring qualifications, and offering recommendations for programmatic adjustments. A
youth-driven intervention must be youth-designed to generate full participation.
Secondly, a continuous quality improvement process (CQI) allows monitoring of enrollment and engagement
levels to ensure the program is operating as designed. Beyond ensuring that youth are receiving the services
to fidelity, the process allows programs to guarantee that youth are on track to achieve the short- and mediumterm outcomes as designed. CQI is an essential element of thorough and effective program implementation.
Finally, systemic change takes time, commitment, and cross-systems buy-in. Alone, a child welfare agency is
unable to make significant change in service delivery - collaboration between county agencies, other
government administrators, and runaway and homeless youth (RHY) service providers is critical to identifying,
serving, and achieving targeted outcomes. Through these cooperative efforts it is possible serve youth at risk
of homelessness in a variety of settings including rural, urban, and suburban locations, as successfully
demonstrated throughout Colorado. This formative evaluation begins to build the evidence base for
interventions that prevents homelessness among youth aging out of the foster care system. Based on these
findings, the Pathways intervention offers potential for an evidence-based, cross-system, and geographically
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versatile model for improving outcomes in housing, education, employment, wellbeing, and permanent
connections for youth exiting foster care.

•

“Pathways had me in this mindset
that I’m trying to prove something
and that I don’t want to let [my
Navigator] down because of that
relationship we developed.”
-

Pathways Youth

