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INTRODUCTION
On Tuesday, April 28, 2026, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Rita Joseph, and the Committee on Children and Youth, chaired by Council Member Althea Stevens, will conduct an oversight hearing on Strengthening CUNY Pathways for Current and Former Foster Youth. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from The City University of New York (CUNY) Administration, the University Faculty Senate, the University Student Senate, the Professional Staff Congress at CUNY (PSC), the New York City (NYC) Administration for Children’s Services (ACS), and other interested stakeholders.

BACKGROUND
[bookmark: _Ref195865695]CUNY’s 26 institutions (seven community colleges; 11 senior colleges; and eight graduate, honors, and professional schools) serve over 237,000 degree and nondegree students.[footnoteRef:2] Its legally mandated mission is to provide equal access and opportunity for all students—regardless of ethnicity, race, or gender—and to be “of vital importance as a vehicle for the upward mobility of the disadvantaged in the city of New York.”[footnoteRef:3] One way that CUNY works to fulfill its mission is through its Foster Youth College Success Initiative (FYCSI), which is designed to ensure that CUNY students with a background in foster care get the support they need “to facilitate academic achievement and nurture personal growth.”[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Mayor’s Office of Operations, Preliminary Mayor’s Management Report (March 2026), available at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/pmmr2026/2026_pmmr.pdf (last visited April 6, 2026).]  [3:  New York Education Law, § 6201.]  [4:  CUNY Office of Student Affairs, “Foster Youth College Success Initiative (FYCSI),” available at https://www.cuny.edu/about/administration/offices/student-affairs/programs-services/foster-youth-college-success-initiative-fycsi/ (last visited April 6, 2026).] 

In order to fulfill its mission of protecting children and youth, ACS contracts with nonprofit organizations to provide foster care services for children and youth who are not safe at home and who need comprehensive support services at any point from early childhood through emerging adulthood.[footnoteRef:5] For youth of college age, the services provided are related to college education and training, jobs and internships, future careers, health, and housing.[footnoteRef:6] Two programs created to assist students with a background in foster care who want to attend a two-year or four-year college are College Choice and Fair Futures.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  Administration for Children’s Services, “About ACS,” available at https://nyc.gov/site/acs/about/about.page (last visited April 6, 2026).]  [6:  Id.]  [7:  Id.] 


CUNY’S FYCSI
FYCSI offers the “academic, social, financial, and psychosocial support” that students with a background in foster care might need to succeed in their studies at a CUNY college.[footnoteRef:8] Started with New York State (NYS) funding in 2015, FYCSI provides financial aid to CUNY students to cover tuition and fees, on-campus housing, transportation, books, and other necessary expenses.[footnoteRef:9] In addition to financial aid, CUNY students meet with master’s degree candidates in social work, who provide individualized counseling on personal and career issues.[footnoteRef:10] FYCSI’s goals include increased retention and graduation rates for foster youth.[footnoteRef:11] [8:  Supra, note 3.]  [9:  Id.]  [10:  Id.]  [11:  Id.] 

To be eligible for FYCSI support, students must be NYS residents and meet one of these criteria: (1) adopted from foster care on or after their 13th birthday; (2) living with a relative or kin under a kinship foster care agreement; or (3) spent at least one night in foster care on or after their 13th birthday.[footnoteRef:12] FYCSI support is available for CUNY students pursuing their first associate’s degree and/or first bachelor’s degree, but not additional associate’s or bachelor’s degrees, graduate degrees, certificates, or vocational credentials.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Id.]  [13:  Id.] 

One success story is former foster youth and CUNY doctoral student Harmony D. Osei, whose dissertation is entitled From Foster Care to College Graduate and Beyond: Exploring the Academic Trajectory of New York State Foster Youth Through Storytelling.[footnoteRef:14] Having earned a bachelor’s degree from the State University of New York (SUNY) at Plattsburgh as a first-generation-to-college student and a master’s degree from New York University, Osei came to the CUNY Graduate Center for doctoral studies and hopes that her work will encourage current foster youth to go to college and become part of a community of college graduates who can support each other.[footnoteRef:15] Osei notes, “In much of the literature, people are speaking for us. I want to find more spaces to bring people with these lived experiences together, so that our voices are centered.”[footnoteRef:16] Osei won a $25,000 Graduate Center Dissertation Year Fellowship and wants to influence more colleges to “establish dedicated liaisons and programs for foster youth, provide housing during academic breaks, and broaden eligibility for aid.”[footnoteRef:17] She also advocates for an expansion of FYCSI by eliminating the eligibility requirement that students must be in foster care at age 13 or older.[footnoteRef:18] She notes a modest improvement in foster youth graduation rates, which have climbed from about 3 to 5 percent to about 8 to 12 percent, according to recent research.[footnoteRef:19] [14:  CUNY Graduate Center News, “She Turned Her Childhood in Foster Care Into Myth-Busting Scholarship” (September 16, 2025), available at https://www.gc.cuny.edu/news/she-turned-her-childhood-foster-care-myth-busting-scholarship (last visited April 6, 2026).]  [15:  Id.]  [16:  Id.]  [17:  Id.]  [18:  Id.]  [19:  Id.] 



ACS’S COLLEGE CHOICE
In 2022, ACS launched the College Choice Program, a comprehensive initiative designed to support youth in foster care pursuing an associate’s or bachelor’s degree at a wide range of public and private colleges nationwide, including 19 CUNY campuses and 30 SUNY campuses.[footnoteRef:20] Prior to the establishment of College Choice, CUNY students in foster care were eligible for housing and academic supports through The Fostering College Success Initiative as well as the Fostering College Success Stipend, which provided them with a $31 daily stipend.[footnoteRef:21] College Choice expands on these offerings by extending similar benefits to all students in foster care, regardless of which college they choose to attend.[footnoteRef:22] Now, students are eligible for College Choice support if they are in foster care with ACS when they enter the program, are enrolled in a two-year or four-year nonprofit accredited college full time (defined as taking 12 or more credits per term), have a 2.0 cumulative grade point average (GPA), and complete all financial aid program applications for which they are eligible.[footnoteRef:23] [20:  Administration for Children’s Services, “About College Choice,” available at https://nyc.gov/site/acs/youth/college-choice.page (last visited April 6, 2026).]  [21:  Office of the Mayor, “Mayor Adams, Administration for Children’s Services Announce ‘College Choice’ Program to Help Cover Cost of College Expenses for Hundreds of Students in Foster Care” (October 4, 2022), available at https://www.nyc.gov/mayors-office/news/2022/10/mayor-adams-administration-children-s-services-college-choice-program-help-cover (last visited March 31, 2026).]  [22:  Id.]  [23:  Id.] 

Students who participate in College Choice receive these benefits: (1) a cash stipend, which continues for six months after earning a degree; (2) tuition support, after accounting for other financial aid awards; (3) housing support in college housing at the college that students are attending or in private off-campus housing; and (4) academic advisement and tutoring as well as career counseling, provided by The New York Foundling’s College Choice Support Service Program.[footnoteRef:24] The financial value of these benefits includes up to $15,000 annually in tuition and fees, up to $30,000 annually in housing expenses, and a daily stipend of $60 while enrolled full time, which continues for six months after graduation.[footnoteRef:25] The program initially served approximately 230 young people in 2022[footnoteRef:26] and was expanded to support 530 young people by 2025.[footnoteRef:27]  [24:  Id.]  [25:  The Center for Fair Futures, “Guide to the College Choice Program,” available at https://resources.fairfuturesny.org/AppendixG13 (last visited April 6, 2026).]  [26:  Supra, note 20.]  [27:  Office of the Mayor, “Mayor Adams, ACS Commissioner Dannhauser Announce Expansion of Programs to Connect Youth in Foster Care to College for Free, Offer Coaches, and Careers, Celebrate Milestones in Serving New York City’s Youth” (November 13, 2025), available at https://www.nyc.gov/mayors-office/news/2025/11/mayor-adams--acs-commissioner-dannhauser-announce-expansion-of-p (last visited April 3, 2026).] 


FAIR FUTURES
Fair Futures was established in 2019 as a partnership between ACS and The Center for Fair Futures. This program, which serves young people in foster care as well as those who have exited the foster care system, is implemented by 26 ACS-contracted foster care agencies.[footnoteRef:28] The program offers one-to-one coaching and support in “social-emotional development, academics, career readiness, housing, and life skills to young people from 6th grade through age 26.”[footnoteRef:29] The Fair Futures model is based on the idea that individualized support provided by coaches, tutors, and specialists can improve outcomes and increase the likelihood of a successful transition to adulthood for youth in foster care.[footnoteRef:30] According to ACS, Fair Futures has been “fully implemented and scaled systemwide” in NYC, with over 450 staff members providing services to over 4,600 young people aged 11 to 26.[footnoteRef:31] Fair Futures is supported through a combination of City funding and private philanthropy.  [28:  Administration for Children’s Services, “Fair Futures,” available at https://www.nyc.gov/site/acs/youth/fair-futures.page (last visited April 6, 2026).]  [29:  Id.]  [30:  Id.]  [31:  Id.] 

Under the administration of then-Mayor Eric Adams, NYC became the first city in the U.S. to provide publicly funded, comprehensive support to young people who have exited foster care through age 26.[footnoteRef:32] A December 2025 study by the Center Child Welfare Data at Chapin Hall, entitled Fair Futures Outcome Study Report, which focused on the high school portion of the Fair Futures initiative, found that “Fair Futures participants had school persistence and graduation rates … that were higher than other, comparable youth.” [footnoteRef:33] In addition to stronger high school graduation rates, the report also noted improved indicators of postsecondary readiness, suggesting stronger pathways into higher education.[footnoteRef:34]  [32:  Id.]  [33:  Center for State Child Welfare Data, Chapin Hall, Fair Futures Outcome Study Report (December 2025), available at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/acs/pdf/child_welfare/2026/fair-futures-outcome.pdf (last visited April 6, 2026).]  [34:  Id.] 


CONCLUSION 

The Committees seek a better understanding of how CUNY coordinates with ACS to support students before and during their time at CUNY and of what metrics are used to evaluate success across the FYCSI, College Choice, and Fair Futures programs. The Committees are also interested in how these programs could be strengthened or expanded to serve more young people transitioning out of foster care. Finally, the Committees seek an understanding of what role the Council can play in advancing policies, funding, and partnerships to support students with a background in foster care so that they can successfully enroll in and graduate from CUNY. 
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