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I. Introduction

On December 13, 2017, the Committee on General Welfare chaired by Council Member Stephen Levin, and the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Inez Barron will hold a joint hearing, titled “Oversight: Higher Education Opportunities for Youth Aging Out of Foster Care.” Representatives from the Administration for Children’s Services (ACS), the City University of New York (CUNY), advocates, providers and youth who have spent time in the foster care system have been invited to testify. 
II. Academic Outcomes of Foster Care Youth

College provides an opportunity for young people to secure a job, advance in their careers, achieve economic independence and build important social networks. Unfortunately, students from foster care face unique barriers to accessing and completing higher education. There are an estimated 400,000 young people in foster care nationally.
 Data shows that foster care youth are more likely than their peers to experience low academic achievement and grade retention, and lower high school graduation rates.
 Further, children in foster care are at high-risk of dropping out of school and are unlikely to attend or graduate from college.
 National statistics show that 50% of foster youth finish high school by age 18,
 but only 20 percent of those go on to college,
 and less than 10% attain a bachelor’s degree.
  Numerous studies demonstrate that youth who age out of foster care tend to experience worse outcomes than their peers in a variety of critical areas including education, employment, criminal justice involvement, mental health, income security, and housing.
 Participation in a post secondary education and persistence can enhance their well-being, help youth make more successful transitions to adulthood, and increase their chances for personal fulfillment and economic self-sufficiency.

According to ACS, as of September 2017, there were 8,825 youth in New York City’s foster care system.
 During the 2015-2016 school year, there were 3,966 foster care youth enrolled in New York City public high schools,
 of which 3,353 were still enrolled at the end of the school year and on track to graduate.
 During the same school year, the average school attendance rate was 71% among youth in foster care ages 11-15,
 but only 37% among 16 to 21 year olds.
 According to the 2015 ACS Report on Youth in Foster Care, the latest available data, a total of 369 foster care youth were enrolled in college, of which 85 were 18 years old or younger, 227 were between the ages of 19 and 20, and 57 were over 20 years old.
 Further, in 2015, there were 652 foster care youth who aged out of foster care, of which only 160 completed high school with either a local diploma or Regents diploma, 87 enrolled in college, and 22 obtained a college degree.
 
III.  Higher Education Programs for Foster Care Youth in New York City
According to the United States Department of Education, “a coordinated effort by education agencies and child welfare agencies is necessary to improve the educational outcomes for students in foster care.”
 In recent years, ACS and CUNY have participated in various programs, along with other city agencies and local child welfare organizations to improve access to higher education opportunities for foster care youth.
ACS Initiatives

In 2016, ACS implemented a strategic foster care blueprint to improve outcomes for children and families in the foster care system in various areas, including several initiatives to improve education and employment outcomes for youth in foster care such as the following:

· In January 2016, ACS established new Office of Employment and Workforce Development Initiatives in order to expand services and improve employment outcomes for youth in foster care.
 
· In April 2016, ACS launched the Young Adult Internship Program Plus with the Department for Youth and Community Development (DYCD), which is a specialized internship program for youth in the foster care and juvenile justice systems.
 
· In May 2016, ACS worked with New Yorkers for Children to issue grant to Henry Street Settlement to provide education, career and supportive services for youth in foster care.
 
· In partnership with CUNY and with funding from the Hilton Foundation, ACS launched in Spring 2016 the Transition Age Youth (TAY) program that served 150 students in foster care through a pipeline program from CUNY Start remedial program through CUNY ASAP Accelerated Associate Degree program to CUNY four year schools over the next three years.
 
· ACS also received State funding for the Youth Matter Program (in 2016, funding doubled from $1.5 million to $3 million), which provides support services for foster youth at CUNY and SUNY.
 
Other education resources include the Charles Evans Emergency Education Fund, which provides one-time emergency financial assistance to students who were formerly involved in the foster care system in New York City, ages 21-25,
 and a Back-to-School package that includes computers and school supplies for all foster care youth up to age 25 enrolled in college or an accredited vocational program.
 ACS also participates in the CUNY Foster Care Collaborative, which will be discussed further.
ACS Interagency Taskforce

Pursuant to Local Law 144 of 2016,
 ACS launched the Foster Care Interagency Task Force (“Task Force”) in June 2017 to enhance interagency collaboration, identify key strategies, and improve outcomes for youth in the foster care system.
 The Task Force includes leadership and representatives from ACS, DYCD, the City Council, the Public Advocate, the Department of Social Services (DSS/HRA/DHS), the Department of Education (DOE), the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH), the City Housing Authority (NYCHA), youth and parents involved with the foster care system, foster care agency providers and advocates.
 The Task Force will build upon the work of ACS’ Foster Care Strategic Blueprint.
  In addition, the Task Force will submit recommendations to the Administration and the City Council by early 2018 regarding improving education, housing, health, mental health, employment and permanency outcomes for youth in and aging out of foster care.
 Follow-up reports regarding implementation of the recommendations will follow. 

CUNY Initiatives
As part of CUNY’s commitment to supporting the success of students in foster care or with history in foster care, CUNY manages several initiatives that provide supportive pipelines into and through CUNY degree programs. The CUNY Foster Care Collaborative, which hosts a one-stop website detailing a range of CUNY resources, programming, services and supports available to students served by the foster care system, holds regular meetings with CUNY staff, foster care agencies and advocates to devise ways to improve the college transition and success of foster care youth at CUNY.
 

One of the best known programs, formerly known as the Guardian Scholars program, is the Nicholas Scoppetta Scholarship Program (Nick’s Scholars).
 Operated as a partnership between ACS, New Yorkers for Children and CUNY, Nick’s Scholars is designed to support students with a solid foundation to encourage success and self-sufficiency, to close the educational achievement gap of foster youth, and help them improve their educational and personal outcomes.
 In order to do so, the program provides wraparound support to current and former foster youth enrolled at any CUNY or private college in New York City, including providing youth in foster care with stipends, personal advisement and coordinated access to campus and community resources.

In order to be eligible for Nick’s Scholars, a student must be currently or formerly in foster care in NYC and in good standing with a minimum cumulative GPA of 2.5; meet monthly with the Youth Academic Advisor; and serve as an ambassador for New Yorkers for Children.
 To take part in Nick’s Scholars, foster youth who plan to attend any CUNY school, or who currently attend a private college in NYC and have completed a minimum of one semester, may apply by filling out an application, which includes a 3-4 page personal essay; two letters of recommendation; SAT or ACT scores if available, high school and/or college student copy of transcript; proof of college enrollment; official letter of acceptance or verification from Registar’s Office; and a completed income for (in application).
 The application is then reviewed by New Yorkers for Children.
 Other relevant CUNY initiatives include:
The SEEK/CD Youth Matter (“Youth Matter”) program, which was funded by New York State (NYS) beginning in Fiscal Year (“FY”) 16, offers a structured support system to foster youth who are currently or were formerly in care, orphans and wards of the court who are enrolled in CUNY’s Search for Education, Elevation, and Knowledge (SEEK) and College Discovery (CD) programs.
 Through Youth Matter, students have access to academic, social, financial and psychosocial support above and beyond the support students receive from SEEK and CD (SEEK/CD).
 Youth Matter students are eligible to receive the following services and resources:

· Access to a full-time social worker; 

· MTA MetroCards; 

· Summer or extended day campus meal vouchers;

· Winter/summer tuition (for one course); 

· Single Stop screening for benefits and services;

· Access to an emergency fund (limited resource);

· Life coaching by a mental health practitioner; 

· Social/cultural workshops and events; and

· A laptop and printer loaner program.

With additional support from the State, Youth Matter expects to serve more students, provide certain students year-round room and board, and cover other unmet financial needs.

SEEK/CD were established to provide comprehensive academic support to students who otherwise might not be able to attend college due to their educational and financial situations.
 SEEK/CD students receive personal academic and career counseling; financial assistance in the form of extra semesters of NYS Tuition Assistance Program (TAP); textbook stipends; and student activity fee waivers.
 Students also receive extra academic support, including summer classes prior to first year enrollment to help prepare students for college courses, professional tutoring and consolidated course schedules.

Established via a partnership between ACS and CUNY, the CUNY/ACS Fostering College Success Initiative, which was first funded by the City in FY17, is a college residential support program for youth in care.
 The initiative features a comprehensive dormitory program for youth in foster care attending CUNY, one at the Queens College Summit Residence Hall and the other at the College of Staten Island Dolphin Cove residence.
 Students in the initiative, who may be enrolled at another CUNY college, receive individualized services, including tutoring, mentoring and academic advising within the dormitory.
 The initiative is funded by ACS and contracts with not-for-profit organizations to provide the wrap-around services.
 According to latest available data, the program was scheduled to serve 50 students in FY17 and it is expected to grow to 200 students by FY20.

The CUNY Start-ASAP Foster Care Initiative connects students to CUNY Start and/or the Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP) in a coordinated effort to improve retention and increase their chances of on-time graduation at CUNY.
 This initiative serves students 17 to 21 years old (students between the ages of 21 and 24 may be considered), who

· Are currently being served by the NYC foster care system and would like to pursue an associate’s degree at CUNY;

· Have significant remedial needs as determined by the CUNY Assessment Tests (CAT);

· Have little or no remedial needs based on their CAT scores and are ready to matriculate full time into ASAP.

Students who are a part of the CUNY Start-ASAP Foster Care Initiative are eligible for enhanced services and financial support, including

· Assistance with the CUNY admissions and financial aid process;

· A CUNY application fee waiver, tuition assistance and other financial supports;

· Academic advisement and help with college navigation; 

· Weekly MTA MetroCards; and

· Paid, on-campus internships at $11/hour for up to 15 hours a week.

In order to enroll, a student must first complete the CUNY Start-ASAP Foster Care Initiative Student Referral form with their Case Planner or Guidance Counselor, if under 18 years old, and then complete all CUNY admissions requirements as well as other campus specific enrollment steps.
 For related questions, the CUNY Start-ASAP Foster Care Initiative website lists the contact information for two Program Coordinators.

Students in the CUNY Start-ASAP Foster Care Initiative who have demonstrated significant remedial needs on the CAT are eligible to participate in CUNY Start, an intensive preparation program that includes academic reading/writing, pre-college mathematics, and “college success” advisement specifically for students with significant remedial needs.
 As part of the program, students prepare for college-level coursework and reduce or eliminate any remedial needs prior to starting credit courses.
 CUNY Start offers both a full-time and part-time program, where full-time students attend both pre-college math and reading/writing for 25 hours/week, part-time students attend either pre-college math or reading/writing 12 hours/week, and all students attend a weekly “college success” seminar.
 According to the CUNY Start website, it currently operates on eight campuses: at Borough of Manhattan Community College; Bronx Community College; College of Staten Island; Hostos Community College; Kingsborough Community College; LaGuardia Community College; Medgar Evers Community College; and Queensborough Community College.

Students in the CUNY Start-ASAP Foster Care Initiative who have demonstrated little or no remedial needs on the CAT are then eligible to enroll in CUNY ASAP, a comprehensive program for students pursuing their associate’s degree.
 Designed to help students earn their college degree as soon as possible, the program aims to graduate at least 50 percent of students within three years by providing a range of academic, financial and personal supports.
 The idea behind the program is that by helping to eliminate a variety of stresses and responsibilities that often prevent students from completing their associate degrees on-time, or at all, they may graduate with an Associate in Arts or Associate in Applied Science degree in no more than three years.
 Benefits for ASAP students include:
· A free unlimited MTA MetroCard; 

· A voucher to either reduce or eliminate the cost of textbooks; 

· If in receipt of financial aid, a waiver covering tuition and mandatory fees not already covered by financial aid award;
· A dedicated advisor to guide progress from entry to graduation;
· Special class scheduling options to ensure that ASAP students get the classes they need, are in classes with other ASAP students, and attend classes in convenient blocks of time to accommodate their work schedules; and

· Enhanced career development and academic support services.

According to the CUNY ASAP website, the program currently operates on nine campuses: at Borough of Manhattan Community College; Bronx Community College; College of Staten Island; Hostos Community College; Kingsborough Community College; LaGuardia Community College; Queensborough Community College;  Medgar Evers College; and New York City College of Technology.
 In fall 2015, CUNY ASAP launched Accelerate, Complete, Engage (ACE), a pilot program at John Jay College to support baccalaureate students.

In addition to University-wide initiatives, the Borough of Manhattan Community College (BMCC) and the College of Staten Island (CSI) offer their own programming for students who are currently or have been in foster care. 

The Borough of Manhattan Community College Comprehensive Assistance and Retention Empowerment Services (BMCC CARES), works to strengthen students’ relationships with one another and the school through social events at BMCC that help create relationships with other students who have shared similar experiences.
 Through BMCC CARES’ social events, students get to know one another, develop supportive relationships and make friends.
 Through BMCC CARES, more than 10 BMCC offices include a specially trained staff member to provide a comprehensive suite of services for students with a history in foster care.
 In this way, BMCC CARES provides coordinated access resources that can help students achieve their educational goals.
 Managed through the Office of Student Affairs, BMCC CARES served 50 students in FY16.

Further, First Star, Inc., a national 501(c)(3) public charity that has pioneered support programs to help foster youth achieve productive lives and careers through higher education, partners with child welfare agencies, universities and school districts to ensure foster youth have the necessary academic, life skills and adult supports to successfully transition to higher education and adulthood.
 This includes innovative college-preparatory programs, providing technical assistance to stakeholders, and advocating for policy change.
 In 2016, ACS and CSI collaborated to bring First Star to CSI, the first institution in NYS to host their program.
 The First Star College of Staten Island Academy serves approximately 30 ninth grade students from local foster care agencies in Brooklyn and Staten Island, as identified by ACS, who visit the CSI campus one Saturday each month to participate in academic and life skills development programs.
 Begun in the fall of 2016, the first year of the four-year long program culminated in July 2017, when the group had the opportunity to experience college life for an entire month while living in Dolphin Cove, a CSI dormitory.

The First Star CSI Academy is managed by the Office of the Vice President for Student & Enrollment Services.

IV. Conclusion

At today’s hearing, the Committees seek to learn more about the various education programs available to help our City’s foster youth attain a college degree. The committees will also explore what additional supports are needed to enhance their educational needs, including mentoring services to support the well-being of a student. 
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