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Mr. Chairman and members of the Committee, thank you for the opportunity 

to provide testimony today. We would also like to thank Representative 

Casimiro for sponsoring this important bill and Representatives Noret, Diaz, 

Roberts, Chippendale, and Morales for co-sponsoring. Rhode Island KIDS 

COUNT would like to voice its strong support for House Bill 5635, which 

would amend the Higher Education Opportunity Incentive Grant program, to 

expand access and eligibility and improve the post-secondary educational 

attainment and related outcomes for current and former foster youth from 

age 14 to 21 and up to age 26. 

 

Rhode Island children in foster care often experience multiple placements, 

lose contact with family members and siblings, and overwhelmingly have 

overlooked educational, physical, and mental health needs. Multiple, 

prolonged, and unstable placements can negatively affect children’s long-

term well-being and academic achievement. 

 

Older youth who age out of foster care without permanency are at risk for 

low educational attainment, homelessness, and unemployment. Nationally, 

an average of 1 out of every 4 youth in foster care will become homeless 

within 4 years of aging out of foster care. Students who experience foster 

care are four times more likely that the general population to struggle with 

prolonged financial insecurity. 

 

As of the 2017-2018 school year in Rhode Island, data on reading and math 

proficiency and high school graduation for students in foster care is publicly 

available. Since this data was made available, we have a clearer picture of 

the disparate educational outcomes youth in foster care experience 

compared to their peers. In 2022, only 17% of third-grade students in foster 

care were meeting expectations in English Language Arts/Literacy, 

compared to 37% of their peers and only 6% of eighth-grade students in 

foster care were meeting expectations in Mathematics, compared to 21% of 

their peers. Most troubling is the high school graduation rate among children 

in foster care. For the Class of 2022, 83% of Rhode Island students 

graduated in four years, but only 52% of students in foster care, the lowest 

rate of any student subgroup. Additionally, less than 1% of youth in foster 

care in Rhode Island obtain a college degree. 

 

We know that many youth who experience foster care possess the 

academic ability and interest to pursue higher education, but face barriers to 

reaching that goal. There are many contributing factors that create barriers  



 

to higher education including lack of educational advocacy during early high school years, lack 

of familial support, lack of access to information about local and federal financial aid they might 

qualify for, and difficulty finding and maintaining affordable housing. These barriers that current 

and former foster youth face often place the dream of higher education out of reach. This makes 

efforts to support access to college among foster youth more important than ever. 

 

We believe House Bill 5635 is an important step in removing barriers to higher education for 

youth who have experienced time in foster care. This important legislation will expand the 

eligibility for those who are able to apply to DCYF’s Higher Education Opportunity Incentive 

Grant program, and would expand the ways in which grant funds can be appropriated to 

address a greater number of nonacademic barriers including transportation, food, housing, 

books and tutoring. Supporting students to and through college means addressing the totality of 

the factors that may keep them from being successful.  

 

Currently, only $200,000 is appropriated annually for the Higher Education Opportunity 

Incentive Grant. This appropriation is based on college tuition estimates from 2003. We support 

an increase to at least $500,000 per year.  
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Source: Rhode Island Department of Education, Cohort Graduation Rates. The 2019 cohort began 9th grade during the 2018-2019 school 

year and would be expected to graduate in spring of 2022. 

 

 

In 2022, a total of 43 students in foster care graduated from high school -- 34 in 4 years, seven 

in 5 years, and two in 6 years. In 2021, a total of 37 students in foster care graduated from high 

school – 28 in 4 years, six in 5 years, and three in 6 years. With appropriate funding, we can 

ensure that our most vulnerable youth are able to both access higher education and have the 

appropriate nonacademic financial supports needed to persist and complete their degrees. 

 

We urge you to pass House Bill 5635, which would enhance the Higher Education Opportunity 

Incentive Grant program, to improve the post-secondary educational attainment and related 

outcomes for current and former foster youth. We also support the inclusion of community-

based youth-serving organizations on the grant award selection committee to ensure that the 

voices of individuals with lived experience are centered in decision making.  

 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify. 

 

Cohort Year # in Cohort 
4-year 

graduates 
5-year 

graduates 
6-year 

graduates 

2016 31 14 3 3 

2017 55 28 6 2 

2018 60 28 7  

2019 66 34   


