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School can be difficult to navigate for any child, especially in the middle and high school years.  Typical school challenges are compounded for youth who have been involved in the foster care system, who generally come into the child welfare system after facing years of housing instability, food insecurity, violence in the home, or absent/inconsistent caregivers.  The National Foster Youth Institute reports that 40% of youth in foster care face educational difficulties and the Nevada Department of Education reports that only 50% of youth in foster care graduated from high school in 2020.  Nationwide, only 2-10.8% of youth who have been in foster care graduate from a 4-year college.
In response to this crisis, the Nevada Board of Regents began the Foster Youth Success Initiative in 2018.  The primary mission of the Foster Youth Success Initiative is to recruit, support, and retain youth who have been in the foster care system to enter and graduate from one of the seven Nevada System of Higher Education (‘NSHE’) colleges and universities.  CASA volunteers can be instrumental in discussing college opportunities with high school youth and connecting eligible youth in high school to the NSHE Foster Youth Success Initiative contacts, who can assist youth in learning more about financial aid for college.  
	The Foster Youth Fee Waiver provides youth who have been in foster care course registration fee waivers (think “tuition” fee waiver) for an NSHE college or university.  In order to initially qualify, a youth must meet the following requirements:
1. Have been in the care of a Nevada child welfare agency at or after the age of 14;
2. Have a High School Diploma or, for 5 of the 7 schools, obtain a GED, HiSET or TASC; 
3. Be under 26 years of age; and
4. Complete the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA).  
[bookmark: _GoBack]  Youth who were placed out of state by a Nevada child welfare agency for treatment, or with extended family or fictive kin through an Interstate Compact for the Placement of Children (‘ICPC’), are eligible for the fee waiver if they did not achieve permanency prior to their 18th birthday (i.e., were not adopted or placed under a guardianship).  Foster youth or former foster youth who are receiving (Voluntary) Court Jurisdiction or FAFFY (‘Funds to Assist Former Foster Youth’) benefits and/or Chafee Educational and Training Vouchers (‘ETV’) remain eligible for the Foster Youth Fee Waiver program.
NSHE’s seven two- and four-year universities provide the Foster Youth Fee Waiver, including:
1. University of Nevada, Las Vegas	(High School Diploma required)
2. University of Nevada, Reno		(High School Diploma required)	
3. Nevada State College
4. College of Southern Nevada
5. Great Basin College
6. Truckee Meadows Community College
7. Western Nevada College
The Foster Youth Fee Waiver is one key resource for qualifying students, but it takes multiple forms of funding to cover a student’s full costs to attend college.  It is vital for students to complete the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) as early as possible, every year, beginning in their senior year of high school.  The FAFSA opens on October 1st each year, for the following academic year (nine months in advance).  The FAFSA will also allow students to access federal financial aid (including the Pell Grant), as well as foster care-specific Chafee Educational and Training Vouchers (‘ETV’), state-funded and institution-specific grants and scholarships, and some third-party scholarships.   Students who were in foster care at or after age 13, in any state, are deemed “independent” for financial aid purposes (when they accurately indicate this status on their FAFSA) and therefore do not complete the parental income section of the FAFSA (even if someone is claiming them on their taxes).  This is key, because it means that only the student’s income is considered when determining eligibility for a variety of financial aid resources. 
The fee waiver covers academic credit-bearing courses that lead to a degree or certificate, including distance education (online) courses, independent learning and continuing education classes; it also covers laboratory fees associated with all courses numbered below the 300 level. The fee waiver does not include per semester fees, such as the Health Service fee; special course fees for purposes other than class supplies; fees for actual class cost in excess of $100; and technology fees. While these fees may be minimal, they can be cost prohibitive for a youth with limited resources and therefore, it is vital that students be encouraged to keep in contact with the Foster Youth Success Initiative contacts, who can help a youth locate alternative financial aid to cover these fees.
 	To find out more about the Foster Youth Success Initiative, including the Foster Youth Fee Waiver, contact NSHE Foster Youth Ambassador Laura Obrist at lobrist@nshe.nevada.edu or 702-522-7035, or go to https://nshe.nevada.edu/initiatives/foster-youth.  Each college/university also has a fee waiver contact listed on the initiative website and on the fee waiver form; the most updated version of the form can always be directly accessed at https://nshe.nevada.edu/wp-content/uploads/Academic-Affairs/NSHE_Foster_Youth_Fee_Waiver.pdf or downloaded from the website.  Laura can also connect people with additional campus-based contacts at each school, who can help youth who have been in the foster care system navigate college applications and enrollment, secure financial aid, and access campus- and community-based resources and support services throughout their college careers, to support their path to graduation.  Additionally, the initiative has a part-time Peer and Community Educator position, held by a college student who was in foster care who works closely with Laura on a variety of projects to support Nevada students who have spent time in foster care.  
So … now you know, share the knowledge!

