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From Foster Care to 
Fearless Futures

Riverdale Ribbon-Cutting
A ribbon-cutting ceremony was held in August to celebrate our new Day 
Habilitation Program facilities in Riverdale. The new location includes 
classrooms, a sensory room, and recreational areas supporting over 60 people 
with intellectual and/or developmental disabilities (I/DD). It also serves as 
the hub for I/DD services staff working in our Community Programs. People 
supported, their families, Rising Ground staff, and members of our Board 
of Directors were in attendance. They were joined by the Commissioner of 
the Office for People with Developmental Disabilities, Willow Baer, State 
Assemblymember Jeffrey Dinowitz, Council Member Eric Dinowitz, and Rabbi 
Barry Dov Katz, Eric Saidel, and Susan Schwartz from our new neighbors, 
the Conservative Synagogue Adath Israel of Riverdale, for the occasion, all of 
whom expressed their support for Rising Ground’s vital work in the community.Longtime Rising Ground Day Habilitation 

participant, Matthew Valiplackal, 
prepares to cut the ribbon in Riverdale.
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Young people yearn for the freedom and independence of adulthood.  
In movies like Big and Freaky Friday, child and teenage protagonists 
achieve their wish to “grow up” only to discover that independence  

comes with obligations and responsibilities for which they are not ready. Rising 
Ground’s Chief Program Officer (CPO), Susan Sampogna, says that 
     for many young people, 18 is the magic age that often resonates: “They go off to 
       college and they have the experience of making decisions on their own – they have to  
        budget their money, they have to figure out their meals, they have to set their own 
       alarm – they have to do all these things that prepare them for life.”



For young people in foster care, turning 18 can be 
different. In New York, young people can remain in 
foster care until they are 21. However, from the age 
of 18, they are required to give their written consent. 
Some choose to be discharged and return to living 
with family members. Others transition from care 
to be fully independent. In all cases, youth are 
required to work with a case manager on a plan that 
addresses housing, income, and creates a network 
of supports in their community before a family court 
judge will release them from care. Rising Ground’s 
Supervised Independent Living Program (SILP), 
started in June 2024, provides a new pathway, 
taking care of essential needs as the young person 
pursues their goals and works towards a permanent 
living situation.

“Many youth who are in care at age 18 have been 
in care for a very long time and they’re thinking 
about what their adult life is going to look like,” says 
Sampogna. “The SILPs create an opportunity for 
young people to have normative, transitional adult 
experiences, with a safety net.”

Rising Ground’s SILP operates from three 
apartments in The Bronx housing up to 12 female 
or female identifying young people aged 18-21. 
Each young woman is given her own bedroom and 
shares living spaces and facilities with three other 
program participants. However, unlike group homes 
or other Rising Ground residential services, they are 
free to come and go as they wish and live in these 
apartments with greater autonomy. 

“The rent is paid, and basic personal needs are 
addressed,” says Sampogna. “Here they have 
greater control over their lives, while at the same 
time having a support system to back them up.”

To be selected for the SILP, the young woman must 
		   be able to demonstrate that they  
		          are ready for this experience.  
		              This can include being in  
			   school or having a job. As  
			     participants, they meet  
			     weekly with a case  
			    planner and attend  
			   workshops on topics such as  
		               budgeting and financial  
		            wellness, food preparation 

and nutrition, and career growth. Support can 
also include assistance with obtaining essential 
documents such as social security cards or birth 
certificates and help with applications for education, 
employment, and housing. For the program 
participants, the  
commitment to nurturing  
their goals is clearly evident  
and the program’s  
requirement of taking  
ownership is welcomed. 

Director Aneka Mathieson  
emphasizes that the SILP is  
focused on tapping into the  
individual’s strengths and  
goals. As case planner  
Johanna Polanco describes:  
“Our program is more than  
just housing. We provide  
opportunities for hope,  
growth, and independence.  
What makes this work so impactful is that our 
team members show up with heart, patience, and 
purpose. With the right balance of support and 
self-reliance, the youth can build a strong future for 
themselves, breaking cycles of instability, poverty, 
and homelessness. I am proud of what we are 
accomplishing here.”

For 21-year-old Eliana, the SILP provided an 
environment where she could turn a skill into a 
career: “I’ve always been creative and artistic. I lived 
the broke life growing up.  My family couldn’t afford 
for me to get my nails done.  So I did them myself. 
People would say they liked them and ask me to do 
theirs. I started doing nails for others and have stuck 
with it.”

In January Eliana opened her own nail studio 
in Harlem. She also works as a nail technician 
at another beauty shop while studying for her 
cosmetology license. Program staff express their 
admiration for Eliana for her commitment, her 
focus, and her planning. They also applaud her for 
weathering the challenges of running a business 
and for continuing her education to ensure longevity 
and success in her chosen field. Eliana credits the 
financial workshops for encouraging her to save the 
money to open her business. 
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Twenty-year-old Destiny was referred to the SILP 
from a foster care group home in White Plains. She 
says she draws motivation from the SILP staff: 
“They want to see me progress, and I want to show 
them that I can do it and that I can see it through. I 
feel like I found a real supportive home here.”

Nineteen-year-old Savannah says she was a young 
person who could not wait to be out on her own. She 
found it especially disheartening when she felt she 
was demonstrating independence at a young age by 
doing things on her own like shopping and laundry, 
but was still living with restrictions due to her age. “I 
told the judge and my lawyer that I wanted to be in 
a peaceful setting with no one telling me what to do 
or where to go and where I could show that I could 
do things by myself.”

Savannah found that peace in the SILP and says 
it allows her to focus on building a foundation for 
her future success. Now working, saving money, 
and awaiting approval for an apartment, greater 
independence has not come without setbacks. 
At one point she lost all her savings and had to 

start from scratch, but she says the rewards of 
independent living are worth the risks: “I chose this, 
and I can handle this.”

CPO Sampogna says the program’s  
low level of direct supervision and  
high degree of independence  
differentiates it from other  
programs and requires putting a  
great deal of trust in the  
participants: “Owing to the  
selection process we have  
in place and the culture  
that has been fostered by  
the department that is  
committed to their  
personal growth,  
achievement, and success,  
the young people have truly  
flourished. They’ve proved that we are right to put 
our trust in them and they’re using the experience 
as a successful springboard into adult life.” ▪

Program Updates

Our work supporting runaway and homeless youth is expanding with the opening of a new 
residence on Audubon Avenue in Washington Heights to house 17 homeless young adults ages 
21–24. Audubon will join our nine Transitional Independent Living (TIL) programs which house and 

support 163 youth ages 16–24, as well as a Crisis Shelter for 20 youth ages 16–20. Given the demands 
for supports and services for young people who are runaway or homeless, we are pleased to expand our 
offerings to this population, which also include our drop-in centers in Jamaica and Far Rockaway. 

Rising Ground has been awarded a contract that will grow our  
JustUs program. Currently serving youth in Brooklyn, the  
expansion will replicate the model in The Bronx supporting  
48 young women, gender non-confirming, and nonbinary youth  
who are involved, or at risk for involvement, with the criminal  
justice system. The program will be in the storefront space of  
the Willis Avenue apartment building in The Bronx that also  
houses one of our runaway and homeless youth residences  
our three Supervised Independent Living Program (SILP)  
apartments for older youth leaving foster care, and a  
supportive apartment that is home to individuals with  
intellectual and developmental disabilities.

JustUs at Denim Day 2025.




