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My name is Hirah Mir, I am a student at Hunter College and a student intern at Welfare Rights Initiative. On behalf of the staff and student leaders at Welfare Rights Initiative (WRI), we thank the committee for this hearing on youth and access to public benefits.
I graduated from high school in June 2008, extremely excited to be on my way to college. I am the oldest child and the first in my family to be pursuing a higher education in the U.S. Shortly after I turned 18 in the summer of 2008, I was called in by HRA (New York City’s Human Resource Administration) and was told that I would have to participate in a mandatory 35-hr work week and that FWS (Federal Work Study) and Internships could count towards that requirement. 
I was not so flustered by the work requirements because I was planning to do internships in college in order to build my resume. That was when I was referred to WRI and was offered to intern for 22-hrs a week. I thought that this was perfect- I had 13 hours of class, 22 hours of internship, together that makes 35!  Soon after, I learned that my class hours did not count because Hunter College is a 4-year college and that I would have to do WEP (Work Experience Program).  Initially, my case worker told me that I would have to work in transit or sanitation.
                          


When we heard this, my mom and I were heartbroken. My mom was afraid that if I did not participate in WEP, our family's benefits would get cut and I was afraid that I might have to drop out of college, and I hadn't even started classes yet! The only way I was able to get through this time was because of WRI. 
WRI guided me through my appointments, helped me fill out forms, and even spoke to my mom.  Even with WRI by my side, I faced other problems. I was told by one HRA worker that I should cut down a few internship hours to make room for WEP in my schedule. Of course, I knew about the Work Study and Internship Law (thanks to WRI), and I knew that Work Study and Internships/Externships count towards the 35-hr work week requirement. 
 

Nonetheless, I felt for those students who did not have an organization like WRI helping them out. All my life, I have been told how important education is in our society and that education is the quickest way to success and out of poverty. "Education is for everyone," I was told by parents, teachers, leaders, etc. Then, why were there so many obstacles in my way? I was pretty confident and ready for college when I graduated from High School but my confidence was crushed by HRA, even though I had a strong organization supporting me. What about student who do not have an organization to build their confidence, students who do not know that they have a legal right to attend college, and what about those students who think that they have no other option other than WEP?
 

From my experience, I have learned that welfare policies not only affect caregivers or the head of the household, but they affect the children as well. I did not know anything about welfare policy until I received that first letter from HRA, in my name, in the summer of 2008. I was not the only one shaken by this one letter and the many that followed. My younger sister who was a junior in high school at the time was also worried about what would happen to her after she graduated. My mother was worried for herself and her children because one mistake or one missed appointment would get our case closed. 
  

I have had several case workers make contradictory statements like, "You won't have to work because you go to college full-time" and then another would tell me, "Your class hours don't count" and then another would say to cut down my internship hours. Even the letters that came to my house were difficult to understand. I did not know what a "TAG" (Training Assessment Group) appointment was or how the WEP process worked. 
My mom was also confused. Even now I wonder if I would have been able to stay in school if it were not for WRI guiding me through the process. I have always put school first because I understand the importance of education. The time I spent wondering whether I would be able to maintain a good GPA while working 35 hours a week in different locations was unnerving and disheartening. Would I have time to study, to do homework, and to do research? The 35-hr work week requirement does not take into account the amount of school work one has to do outside of school and I think that is a major issue. If I am in college, I want to be able to do well. 
 

Since the moment I turned 18, the HRA-call in process has placed so many obstacles in my way to prevent me from going to college. Pursuing a college degree is the only way I can improve my financial situation and it is the only way I can accomplish my goals. Expanding access to benefits for young adults is an excellent idea; however they will still have to choose between their benefits and higher education, as I did.
WRI has worked in high schools over the last three years to inform students in NYC public schools about their rights to higher education, even if they are receiving welfare.  Most WRI high school students come from low-income and welfare eligible families. What I've found working with high school students is that many are just as unsure as I was yet they are determined to graduate high school and begin college.  They understand how crucial higher education is to their future but fear they will be unable to afford it.

When the majority of good paying jobs with benefits require at least an associate's degree, how can we stand in the way of student's futures?  Not only will they be denied the opportunity to learn, but the chance to grow as individuals and claim their futures.

We know that historically, those with the least education have always been the hardest hit during economic downturns.  We at WRI advocate for greater public policy support for public higher education on not only the city and state levels but the federal level as well. New TANF regulations will be debated this fall.  We at WRI, hope that the NYC Council will work with all NY state and federal representatives to present a united front in promoting federal, state and local policies that focus on the difficulties families like mine face while trying to build a better future for themselves.

We at WRI are not alone in our belief that there are things that government can do to improve economic outcomes for families.   In the last few years, the Mayor’s task force on Poverty “agreed that government must use more of its resources to foster conditions that allow people to enter the workforce and stay in it.” 

Recent Data on Poverty and Incomes are a call to Broaden Income Security Policy Focus.  
According to Legal Momentum’s report in September 2009, the Census Bureau indicates that the national poverty rate rose to 13.2 percent in 2008, the highest rate since 1997.  The people who need financial aid and CUNY are growing.


Education represents an investment that yields significant financial gains.  It also promotes personal growth (e.g., self esteem, confidence, overcoming various problems) and societal returns (e.g., increased civic engagement, asset development, well being in retirement, and reduced public spending).  CUNY has led the country in aiding students to advance in income security.

From sixteen years of mind-numbing policy experience, WRI has come to see that policy-making processes must include people with first-hand experience of welfare in addition to other stakeholders.  

WRI believes dialogue as process can be designed to develop meaningful policy changes and emerge a shared vision for policy by the dialogue participants:  policy-makers, children aging out of foster care and in need of welfare, homeless youth (including gay, lesbian and bi-sexual), state legislators, agency officials, religious leaders, advocates, educators, service providers, philanthropists and people from the community as well as those individuals with firsthand experience of policy impact.  We are convinced that dialogue with a mix of stakeholders is key to the opening of minds and hearts to a mutually beneficial policy, which we define as an expansive vision for the future.  

I know the value and importance of a college education and there are others in this room that do as well. All of us can work together for a greater vision for access to education in NYC.  WRI students, staff and alums stand ready to work with the committee to initiate meaningful policy dialogues on the many intersecting federal, state and city policies that impact families like mine.
Thank you for your time.

