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A2471/S2323 – Access to Education Programs for 

Public Assistance Recipients
Welfare Rights Initiative (WRI) is a student activist and leadership training program at Hunter College, City University of New York (CUNY) and we strongly support passage of Bills A2471/S2323

Given the current economic downturn, more than ever, women and men living in poverty need the skills and credentials of a college degree to secure meaningful employment with a livable wage, health benefits and child care.  Research supports the strong correlation between access to education and a family’s economic stability.  Recent findings show that over 88 percent of women receiving welfare were able to move out of poverty as a result of obtaining their college degrees.  Most importantly, the research revealed the powerful ripple effect of college access on children who are being raised in households supported by public assistance.  In fact, over 90 percent of WRI’s students are women with dependent children receiving welfare. 
 
The vast majority of people receiving welfare do not have a high school diploma.  The bill can expand access to GED, ESL and ABE programs for poor New Yorkers who want to pursue the hard work of gaining skills and credentials through education and training.

In past legislative sessions, both Democrats and Republicans voted to add four-year colleges to the list of approved activities for families and individuals receiving public assistance benefits in New York.  However, at the end of the sessions the bills did not become law.  A2471/S2323 will merely allow New York State to conform its program to the federal welfare regulations and expand access to education and training. 

Currently, New York State law stands in the way of people attaining a four-year college degree even though federal regulations allow it. Passing these bills can change that now.  For example, in NYC, WRI students are told every day that they cannot count their classes for the mandated 35-hours weekly work activity.  The impact of the bill on students who are currently enrolled in 4-year degree programs will be positive and immediate.  WRI students include teenagers on their family's welfare budget, young people transitioning from foster care to public assistance, students who have exhausted unemployment benefits, as well as mothers with young children who are trying to change their lives through higher education.  Successful passage of A2471/S2323 will allow all students to enroll in classes at four-year colleges, and have their class hours count towards the federal work participation rate for the first time in NYS—a win-win outcome for welfare districts and students. 

This modest bill can make a difference for NYS—families and every individual who will not have the dream of higher education deferred.  In addition, there are no fiscal implications in passing the bill.

We believe that each senator knows and values the life-changing impact of higher education, and most want to keep education access at the forefront of NYS policy work.  We urge you to co-sponsor the bills and vote in support of A2471/S2323.
