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Fostering Youth Success Alliance ~ Children’s Aid 
Prepared for the Joint Oversight Hearing by the  

Committees on General Welfare and Higher Education on 
 “Higher Education Opportunities for Youth Aging Out of Foster Care”  

Wednesday, December 13, 2017 
 

Good afternoon, my name is Yolanda McBride, director of public policy at Children’s Aid. I am 

testifying on behalf of the statewide Fostering Youth Success Alliance (FYSA), housed and managed 

by Children’s Aid. I would like to thank the Chair Stephen Levin and Chair Inez Barron and members 

of the General Welfare and Higher Education Committees for the opportunity to testify about higher 

education opportunities for current and former youth in care.    

FYSA is a statewide advocacy group that, through collaboration, advocacy, and youth empowerment, 

aims to improve the socioeconomic, physical and mental health, housing, and educational outcomes 

for youth in and aging out of foster care and their successful transition to independence. The alliance 

is comprised of concerned providers, activists, and youth who are committed to advocating for policy 

changes and improved, expanded programs and services for youth in and aging out of care in New 

York.  

Children’s Aid works to ensure that kids of every age living in our targeted neighborhoods can 

capitalize on their potential and talent, and that there are no limits to their achievement. We have 

been helping young people and their families succeed and thrive for over 160 years by always 

focusing on how we can do a better job and supporting those communities where our experience and 

expertise is needed most. Today, we have concentrated our work in four neighborhoods—Harlem, 

northern Staten Island, the South Bronx, and Washington Heights. Every day, we build well-being 

through our work in four areas: education, health and wellness, social and emotional supports, and 

family stabilization. Additionally, we provide family, therapeutic, and medical foster care, and adoption 

services. In FY 17, we served about 850 children and youth in family-based foster homes and 

completed 74 adoptions.  

Youth in Foster Care in New York State 

In New York State there are approximately 16,000 children and youth in foster care, of which 40% 

are adolescents and young adults ages 14 and above.1 Many youth leave care without the support of 

a caring adult or family, and when barriers or emergencies arise, many don’t have savings, relatives, 

or friends to rely on. When discharged, youth are expected to learn how to be an adult through trial 

and error. When presented with obstacles, youth are left to navigate the complexities of the adult 

public services and benefits systems. 

                                                           
1 New York State Office of Children and Family Services CCR Data as of January 1, 2103.  
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For any youth seeking to go to college, the college and financial aid application processes are often 

daunting tasks. For youth in the foster care system and those who have aged out of care, those 

responsibilities might seem like insurmountable obstacles. Many lack supportive adults to help 

navigate confusing applications and processes before ultimately making huge decisions. Even 

generous financial aid packages still leave gaps that do not cover the full costs of attending college.  

The Foster Youth College Success Initiative 

Recognizing the challenges that youth in care were facing accessing college, the Foster Youth 

College Success Initiative (FYCSI), was established by the state in April 2015 with the goal of 

closing the financial gaps youth face in attending, but also providing the necessary on-campus 

academic and social support services. To date, the state has appropriated a total of $9 million for the 

program. Under the oversight of the New York State Education Department (NYSED), currently, 

there are nearly 500 students attending 71 college campuses across three systems 

statewide, the City University of New York (CUNY), the State University of New York (SUNY) and 

private colleges and universities.  

Since the state made this investment, much progress has been made to implement this program. For 

the current fiscal year (2018), $4.5 million was allocated to continue support for two cohorts of 

students and also to establish cohort 3. In New York City, CUNY has about 110 youth in care 

accessing this program. Under the statute establishing FYCSI, only youth in care attending 

opportunity programs (EOP/HEOP/SEEK/College Discovery) at participating higher education 

institutions can access the funding. Through this initiative, schools across the state are able to 

provide additional academic and supportive services on campuses. Because youth in foster care face 

huge gaps in resources, funding from FYCSI can be used to meet basic needs, such as paying for 

housing (either on campus or off), funding transportation, to providing funds to assist in covering 

food and personal care. By removing financial barriers, foster youth now have the opportunity to 

focus more intently on their academics instead of juggling multiple jobs to pay for college as they 

often do.    

At the city level, the Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) and CUNY have received both public 

and private funding to support the ability of our city’s youth in care to access and graduate from 

college. The CUNY Dorm Project provides a critical resource – housing - that many youth in care 

seeking a higher education degree need in order for them to focus on their studies. The funding that 

CUNY receives from the state’s college initiative and private foundations, we believe is expanding 

programming and supports for youth in care in their SEEK, College and Discovery programs on 

college campuses.  New York City is moving in the right direction and has a prime opportunity to 

ensure that youth in the foster care system can transition to independence, and a college degree is 

critical for that to happen. 

Making College Success a Reality  

Central to the success of the programs that support youth in care in college is the ability to identify 

youth in care who would benefit from opportunity programs. Due to lack of awareness, inconsistent 

information and sometimes a need to disconnect from the identity of being in foster care, youth often 

do not apply to opportunity programs on their college applications during the admission process. 
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Although, the number of current and former foster youth enrolling in college across the state and in 

NYC is on an upward trend, many students are forever locked out of opportunity programs even at 

the graduate level. We know based on data from the Tuition Assistance Program (TAP) and the ETV 

program that statewide there are about 2,000 young people enrolled in college and about 470 youth 

are attending CUNY schools. However, the schools participating in FYCSI statewide, have struggled to 

properly identify youth in care on their campuses.  

Recommendation: That CUNY create a standardized process for students to self-identify 

on the central admissions application. FYSA has been working to establish within all three 

sectors an identification mechanism on the central application for the admissions process. Our goal is 

to remove the identification barriers for youth in care. Basically, we can’t serve the youth if we do not 

know that they exist. We believe that to do this accurately requires a three-pronged approach:  

1. Self-identification on the admission application which triggers consideration for specialized 

programs (SEEK, CD, START or ASAP); 

2. Develop a memoranda of understanding (MOU) that facilitates a data sharing agreement 

between the New York State Office of Children and Family Services and/or ACS and CUNY to 

facilitate the verification of foster care experience; and 

3. Central office or campus based linkages with community-based providers. 

The language used on the application should be foster youth friendly, and should indicate that there 

are additional financial aid and services available. Additionally, an MOU is needed to use the self-

identification and consent information captured in the admission applications process to allow for 

either ACS or OCFS to verify a student’s involvement in foster care.  

Furthermore, by creating an identification mechanism, schools can better track outcomes and 

retention rates for youth in foster care. Having access to this data will better equip the city and the 

state to develop interventions and programs to support successful paths out of foster care. We 

currently, have very little information about how youth in foster care specifically are faring on college 

campuses. Specifically, at CUNY, we don’t know if youth in care are persisting, graduating or 

accumulating credits at the same rates as their peers.   

Conclusion 
 
Foster youth face so much uncertainly in their lives, that having continuous support to obtain a 

college degree should not be an area of concern. The city is moving in the right direction with the 

various programs and supports that they have put into place to support youth in care. However, we 

must work together to ensure that all students already in the college pipeline can continue on. We 

know that if youth in foster care are provided opportunities to develop skills and access resources, 

they can and will succeed.  

 
Thank you again for the opportunity to submit and I welcome any questions regarding testimony. 
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Greetings, Chairperson Stephen Levin, Chairperson Inez Barron, and members of the New York City Council 

General Welfare and Higher Education Committees.  The Council of Family and Child Caring Agencies, also known 

as COFCCA, represents over fifty New York City child welfare agencies, organizations that provide foster care, 

juvenile justice and child maltreatment prevention services to many thousands of families.  Our members range 

from large multiservice agencies to small community-based preventive services programs in community districts 

throughout the city.   All of our members, regardless of size, work to assist children, youth and families to 

maximize their potential and join in what makes New York City great. 

 

We need not explain to either of your two committees the benefits of higher education and how it relates to 

measures of adult self-sufficiency such as employment.  Older youth who are in foster care or have aged out of 

foster care deserve the opportunity to get a higher education, but often face numerous barriers.  Some of these 

obstacles are the general obstacles faced by low-income families, such as affording costs (tuition, school supplies, 

books, room and board).  Other stumbling blocks are specific to foster youth, such as needing housing, income, 

and, most especially, the kind of support upon which students with well-functioning families can already rely.  

 

While the recent New York State Excelsior Scholarship provides tuition for low-income students, it does not 

supply funding for books, supplies, or room and board.  It also requires students enroll for twelve credits per 



 
 

 

semester and complete 30 credits per year, which can be difficult for aging-out foster youth, who have myriad 

other responsibilities and worries.  New York State also offers Education Training Voucher grants for federal 

funding-eligible youth that can be applied to tuition, room and board, books and supplies, and a computer, for a 

maximum of $5,000 per year.  What these two state programs do not provide is the “soft support” a youth or 

young adult needs to succeed in college – supports such as tutoring or mentoring, a place to spend college breaks, 

a person who is invested in a youth’s success enough to provide the encouragement and sometimes necessary 

straight-talking that keeps struggling students in school.  As found in the recent Center for the Study of Social 

Policy study, “Transformation Relationships for Youth Success,” young people themselves will tell you 

overcoming problems and achieving success can be traced back to “an individual worker who believed in them; 

kept showing up even when they were in trouble; challenged them to make better decisions without judging 

them” – the non-material supports that we who are parents recognize we have provided our own children.  

COFCCA has been on the steering committee of the Fostering Youth Success Alliance (FYSA), which has been 

advocating for these soft supports for foster youth statewide. 

 

At the City level, the CUNY/ACS fostering College Success Initiative provides residential support with wrap-

around services including tutoring and mentoring; nonprofits like our member agency, The New York Foundling, 

provide these services under contract with ACS.  This program is scheduled to serve 200 students a year by FY20.  

CUNY also offers the Start/ASAP Foster Care Initiative to streamline admissions to the Accelerated Study in 

Associate Programs at eight city schools.  Students receive support with the financial aid process, applying for 

waivers, transportation, transition support, and paid internships.  The program plans to serve a total of 325 

youth over four years with funding from the Hilton Foundation.   Please note that we are limited to providing 

information regarding the programs’ plans, but not information regarding actual services delivered thus far.  We 

have not seen city-wide data on how many youth have received which services, and we ask the Committee to 

encourage CUNY to make this data publicly available. 



 
 

 

 

These financial and non-financial supports are a good start, but they are limited in duration and in the number of 

youth they serve.  While the city’s foster care numbers are down, 444 youth left ACS’ care in “non-permanency 

discharges” in the past year (ACS November 2017 Flash Report); we can assume many of these youth aged out of 

care and some percentage are youth who could benefit from higher education assistance.  Additionally, youth 

with foster care histories have, by definition, trauma histories; almost daily, new studies show the effects of 

trauma on brain development, decision-making, and other cognitive skills.  Youth at the edge of adulthood 

without foster care histories often struggle to navigate the transition to independence, and past trauma makes it 

even more difficult for our youth.  Nationally, of the foster youth who graduate high school, only 20% enroll in 

college and only 2-9% attain a bachelor’s degree (Foster Care to Success, Research Highlights on Education and 

Foster Care, Jan 2014).  If we are to move the needle on these numbers, we need to provide the supports that 

ensure these students have secure housing, sufficient financial resources, appropriate educational services when 

necessary, and perhaps most importantly the moral support, advice and encouragement they need to stay in 

school when it feels difficult for them to do so.   

 

We at COFCCA would be happy to respond to any questions the Council members may have, or to arrange for 

members to see their local child welfare agencies in action.  We thank you for allowing us to submit our 

testimony. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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