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INTRODUCTION
On Monday, September 16, 2024, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Eric Dinowitz, will conduct an oversight hearing on Engaging CUNY Students in Voting and Civic Activities. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from The City University of New York (CUNY) Administration, the University Faculty Senate, the University Student Senate, the Professional Staff Congress at CUNY (PSC), and other interested stakeholders.

BACKGROUND
Civic Responsibility and Higher Education, edited by leading academic Thomas Ehrlich, defines civic engagement as “working to make a difference in the civic life of our communities and developing the combination of knowledge, skills, values, and motivation to make that difference.”[footnoteRef:2] Developing that combination of “knowledge, skills, values, and motivation” is the job of a variety of societal institutions, including families, places of worship, community organizations, elementary and secondary schools, and institutions of higher education, including CUNY.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  “What Is Civic Engagement?,” Syracuse University website, at https://onlinegrad.syracuse.edu/blog/what-is-civic-engagement/#:~:text=It%20means%20promoting%20the%20quality,personal%20and%20public%20concern% 20that.]  [3:  Id.] 

The Association of American Colleges and Universities notes that civic engagement comprises “activities of personal and public concern that are both individually life enriching and socially beneficial to the community.”[footnoteRef:4] College students can participate in civic activities sponsored by their college or by outside organizations—for example, community volunteer activities championing political, environmental, or social causes—and can practice and hone their civic engagement skills in order to become a better prepared, more engaged adult.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Id.]  [5:  Youth.gov website, “Civic Engagement,” at https://youth.gov/youth-topics/civic-engagement-and-volunteering.] 

Commenting on New York State (NYS) Governor Kathy Hochul’s State of the State address in January 2024, CUNY Chancellor Félix V. Matos Rodríguez said this: “Beyond academic and professional success, public institutions of higher learning were conceived as incubators of civic engagement, what I like to call civic mobility. It’s a legacy that CUNY is ready to advance as part of the Governor’s voter registration efforts and statewide civic service initiative.”[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  CUNY website, “Statement form CUNY Chancellor Félix V. Matos Rodríguez on Gov. Hochul’s 2024 State of the State,” at https://www1.cuny.edu/mu/forum/2024/01/09/statement-from-cuny-chancellor-felix-v-matos-rodriguez-on-governor-hochuls-2024-state-of-the-state/#:~:text=%E2%80%9CBeyond%20academic%20and%20professional%20success,and%20statewide%20civic%20service%20initiative.] 

Almost a year before the Governor’s address, Chancellor Matos Rodríguez had written an op-ed piece on the topic of civic mobility, entitled “Adding ‘Civic Mobility’ to CUNY’s Social Mobility Cred.”[footnoteRef:7] He wrote that civic mobility is “the idea that a key role played by our universities—particularly a great public university like CUNY—is to shape the next generation of citizens.”[footnoteRef:8] He pointed out that CUNY had been an “engine of civic mobility, as well as economic and social mobility” since it was founded as the first free higher education public institution in the United States (U.S.).[footnoteRef:9] He pointed to CUNY’s Hunter College, once the largest public college for women, and to CUNY’s City College, once known as “the Jewish Harvard,” as engines of civic mobility for female students and Jewish students.[footnoteRef:10] He pointed to CUNY’s research institutes for Puerto Rican and LGBTQIA+ studies as possible engines of civic mobility for Puerto Rican and LGBTQIA+ students.[footnoteRef:11] He noted that CUNY hired women as full-time faculty members when other colleges did not yet do so—an engine of civic mobility for female professors.[footnoteRef:12] All of these, he noted, were examples of CUNY’s goal of creating and providing role models of civic mobility for its future students.[footnoteRef:13] [7:  Matos Rodríguez, Félix V., “Adding ‘civic mobility’ to CUNY’s social mobility cred,” AMNY Newsletter (March 28, 2023, available at https://www.amny.com/oped/adding-civic-mobility-to-cunys-social-mobility-cred/.]  [8:  Id.]  [9:  Id.]  [10:  Id.]  [11:  Id.]  [12:  Id.]  [13:  Id.] 

Chancellor Matos Rodríguez pronounced in his op-ed piece that it is CUNY’s job “to turn out graduates who are well-informed, socially aware and actively engaged in the world,” particularly when “our society is so polarized.”[footnoteRef:14] He further explained that CUNY must ensure that its graduates “are not only prepared to participate in society, but also motivated to make it better,” and he noted the large number of New York City (NYC) and NYS public officials who had graduated from CUNY.[footnoteRef:15] CUNY’s colleges were the “incubators of their public service aspirations,” he claimed.[footnoteRef:16] Further, he wrote that CUNY bore a “particular obligation to our diverse student population,” including the many CUNY students who are immigrants or the children of immigrants.[footnoteRef:17] He explained that CUNY has a responsibility to teach them about the “power that individual citizens and communities have in American democracy.”[footnoteRef:18] [14:  Id.]  [15:  Id.]  [16:  Id.]  [17:  Id.]  [18:  Id.] 

In addition to CUNY-sponsored civic and community involvement activities, such as CUNY Service Corps, which places students in work experiences in nonprofit organizations and government agencies, and CUNY students’ efforts to ensure that New Yorkers got COVID vaccinations and were counted in the U.S. Census, Chancellor Matos Rodríguez noted that the CUNY Votes Initiative had fostered and encouraged election awareness and registered thousands of new voters.[footnoteRef:19] Chancellor Matos Rodríguez highlighted the “power that individual citizens …have in American democracy”; that power comes from the right to vote in local, state, and federal elections.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Id.]  [20:  Id.] 


The National Perspective on College Student Voting
With a national presidential election on the horizon in November, efforts by many organizations are under way to register voters, including college students. Community College Commitment, a coalition of private corporations working with nonprofit organizations, has set a goal of registering 500,000 new community college voters by 2028.[footnoteRef:21] Among other initiatives, the coalition gives small grants of $1,000 to $5,000 to community colleges to fund voter registration drives and other activities to encourage students to register and to vote. While the American Association of Community Colleges has encouraged and assisted with voter registration drives in the past, senior vice president of public relations Martha Parham notes a new “national focus on community colleges,” where almost 40 percent of postsecondary students in the U.S. are enrolled.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  Weissman, Sara, “A New Push to Get Community College Students to the Polls,” Inside Higher Education (May 13, 2024), available at https://www.insidehighered.com/news/institutions/community-colleges/2024/05/13/new-push-get-community-college-students-polls#.]  [22:  Id.] 

According to The National Study of Learning, Voting, and Engagement’s Democracy Counts 2020: Record-Breaking Turnout and Student Resiliency, the voting rate for students at community colleges was up from 47 percent in 2016 to 57 percent in 2020—a substantial gain of 10 percentage points, but still barely a majority of community college students.[footnoteRef:23] By comparison, the voting rate for students at public four-year colleges was slightly higher at 62 percent, and the voting rate at private four-year colleges was considerably higher at 75 percent.[footnoteRef:24] Possible reasons for the lower voting rate among community college students include the fact that community college students are more often very busy adults, who have to commute to campus, work part time or full time, and handle family responsibilities.[footnoteRef:25] Clarissa Unger, co-founder and executive director of the Students Learn Students Vote Coalition, which is a member of Community College Commitment and has worked on voter engagement with about 400 community colleges, noted that community colleges tend to be socioeconomically and racially diverse, with a high percentage of first-generation-to-college students.[footnoteRef:26] For that reason, Unger said, promoting voting among community college students would help make the population of college students who do vote “more fully representative of our country.”[footnoteRef:27] [23:  Thomas, Nancy; Gismondi, Adam; Gautam, Prabhat; Brinker, David; for The National Study of Learning, Voting, and Engagement; Democracy Counts 2020: Record-Breaking Turnout and Student Resiliency; Institute for Democracy & Higher Education of the Jonathan M. Tisch College of Civic Life at Tufts University (2021); available at https://tufts.app.box.com/v/democracy-counts-2020.]  [24:  Id.]  [25:  Weissman, supra.]  [26:  Id.]  [27:  Id.] 

Looking at gender and racial/ethnic demographics of all college student voters in 2020, female students’ voting rate was 64 percent compared to male students’ voting rate of 58 percent.[footnoteRef:28] White students’ voting rate was 71 percent compared to 63 percent for Black students, 60 percent for Hispanic students, and 51 percent for Asian students.[footnoteRef:29] Interestingly, the following student voting rates by field of study might be accounted for by the curricula and activities typically engaged in by students in those fields, but also might guide colleges in adjusting curricula and activities in some fields to promote more active voting engagement: 71 percent for students in education and library science, 68 percent in social sciences and history, and 68 percent in agriculture and natural resources compared to 60 percent in business, 58 percent in engineering, and 56 percent in technical fields.[footnoteRef:30]    [28:  Thomas, supra.]  [29:  Id.]  [30:  Id.] 

One piece of promising news about the engagement of college students in the voting process in 2020 is that the national college student registration rate was 83 percent—far higher than the overall national college student voting rate of just 66 percent.[footnoteRef:31] The report’s authors noted that, as a result, “we have been imploring colleges and universities to focus more on motivating registered voters than increasing registration rates”—an important distinction.[footnoteRef:32] [31:  Id.]  [32:  Id.] 


The Local Perspective on College Student Voting
According to The Civics Center, a nonprofit organization working on making voter registration accessible to high school students, the average NYS voter registration rate for 18-year-olds is about 40 percent (ahead of the national average of just 30 percent), but the average NYC rate is below 25 percent.[footnoteRef:33] The voter registration rate for 18-year-olds in the Bronx is only about 19 percent.[footnoteRef:34] This picture for 18-year-olds in NYC is partly a function of the fact that many school districts outside NYC can tie voter registration to getting a driver’s license, which makes the process easy;[footnoteRef:35] NYC’s 18-year-olds are less likely to have a driver’s license.[footnoteRef:36] Laura Brill, founder and CEO of The Civics Center, notes that there are “so many public policy issues that impact young people that we’re just not going to get right as a society if young people’s voices are shut out.”[footnoteRef:37] [33:  Force, Eliot, “Report: NYC has dismal voter registration rates for 18-year-olds,” First Read, City & State (June 21, 2024), available at Report: NYC has dismal voter registration rates for 18-year-olds - City & State New York (cityandstateny.com).]  [34:  Id.]  [35:  Id.]  [36:  Id.]  [37:  Id.] 

NYC high schools bear some of the responsibility for getting 18-year-olds registered to vote in their first election, but CUNY also bears some, both for students who leave high school without registering and for students who are not thinking about registering until they turn 18 after they are enrolled at CUNY. CUNY’s 11 senior colleges and seven community colleges all enroll 18-year-olds.[footnoteRef:38] In fact, there are about 12,000 students who are first-time freshmen in CUNY community colleges and who are recent graduates of NYC public high schools.[footnoteRef:39] These students could be prime targets for voter registration and voter engagement efforts by CUNY, whose legislatively mandated mission is to provide equal access and opportunity for all students—regardless of ethnicity, race, or gender—and to be “of vital importance as a vehicle for the upward mobility of the disadvantaged in the city of New York,” including civic mobility.[footnoteRef:40]  [38:  Mayor’s Office of Operations, Mayor’s Management Report—Preliminary Fiscal 2024 (January 2024), available at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/pmmr2024/2024_pmmr.pdf.]  [39:  Id.]  [40:  New York Education Law, § 6201.] 


CONCLUSION
The Committee is interested in hearing about the variety of initiatives that CUNY has undertaken to support the Chancellor’s concept of civic mobility. In particular, the Committee hopes to learn what steps CUNY has taken—both centrally and on individual campuses—to register student voters and to promote voting for those who are registered. Finally, the Committee seeks an overview of voter engagement efforts that will be continuing up to the October 26 voter registration deadline for the November 5 election. 
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