


















TESTIMONY OF PUBLIC ADVOCATE JUMAANE D. WILLIAMS
TO THE NEW YORK CITY COUNCIL COMMITTEE ON HIGHER EDUCATION

Good morning,

My name is Jumaane D. Williams, and I am the Public Advocate for the City of New York. I
thank Chair Dinowitz and the members of the Committee on Higher Education for holding this
hearing today.

Since the early days of our republic, colleges and universities have been a cornerstone of our
democracy, educating our youth and playing a key role in numerous movements across our
nation’s history. When it comes to civic engagement and voter participation, we’ve seen the way
urban centers and localities in proximity to colleges and universities are influenced by the swells
of student voters with 2 in 3 college counties growing more Democratic since 2000.1 In 2020,
researchers at Tuft University found that college students have a voting rate of 66% nationally.2

From 2016 to 2020 alone, the voting rate increased 14% with students mobilizing around issues
such as climate change and gun control. Building on this momentum however is especially
critical with ballot access being challenged in states across the country and efforts to suppress the
student vote.

This makes initiatives like CUNY Votes all the more important. A comprehensive non-partisan
initiative, CUNY Votes promotes student voter registration, increases voter participation and
voter awareness through campus based activities, external partnerships and University-wide
campaigns. CUNY has conveniently placed information on their webpage promoting “CUNY
Votes” that informs the CUNY community on how to register to vote, become a poll worker, and
become a CUNY Registration Coordinator. Moreover, the page has information on who can
register to vote and on the various political parties that exist in New York State.

2 Paredes, Ingrid. “Student Voter Turnout: Key Data on Recent Trends and Opportunities”. Union of
Concerned Scientists.
https://blog.ucsusa.org/ingrid-paredes/student-voter-turnout-key-data-on-recent-trends-and-opportunities/

1 Mahtesian, Charles; Alexander, Madi. “‘This Is a Really Big Deal’: How College Towns Are Decimating
the GOP”. Politico.
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2023/07/21/gop-college-towns-00106974?template_id=OTJIR2
CRKUD6&variant_id=OTVPXN5JGTYRX&is_login_link=true

https://blog.ucsusa.org/ingrid-paredes/student-voter-turnout-key-data-on-recent-trends-and-opportunities/
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2023/07/21/gop-college-towns-00106974?template_id=OTJIR2CRKUD6&variant_id=OTVPXN5JGTYRX&is_login_link=true
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2023/07/21/gop-college-towns-00106974?template_id=OTJIR2CRKUD6&variant_id=OTVPXN5JGTYRX&is_login_link=true


As we speak here today about civic engagement, it is also important to recognize that we are
more polarized in our politics today than ever before. In enabling our youth to vote, in preparing
our future leaders, we face the difficult task of not only grappling with the complexity of issues
ourselves but also fostering a society where we are learning from one another across the lines of
race, age, gender, sexuality, religion, etc.

Making sure our youth feel heard, fostering the right to organize and protest, participating in
democratic debate are some of the most effective means of increasing civic engagement. We
need to do better by our students and doing better also means fully funding CUNY so that our
students aren’t attending classes in crumbling buildings with rodents, mold and leaks. Thank
you.























Greetings Honorable Council Members, 

 

My name is Samantha Ventura, and I am an Early Childhood Education major at Bronx 
Community College, expecting to graduate in 2025. As a student leader and advocate, my goal is 
to foster a more engaged and proactive student body. Student leadership, staying informed, and 
advocacy are essential to building this vibrant community. Through leadership, we take 
responsibility for addressing the challenges our peers face; staying informed allows us to 
navigate these issues with clarity and purpose; and advocacy ensures that our voices are 
represented in decisions that shape our education and future. 

Equally important is student participation in civic activities, particularly voter registration and 
engagement. Voting provides us with the power to influence policies that impact not only our 
education but also our broader communities. Our parents, many of whom immigrated to this 
country leaving behind their entire lives, did so with the hope of providing us with a better 
future. Their sacrifices underscore the importance of us taking an active role in shaping the 
society we live in. By encouraging voter registration and civic involvement, we honor their 
journey and ensure that our voices are heard. 

To enhance student engagement in voting and civic activities, I would like to see increased voter 
education programs, more accessible voting information, and dedicated campus resources for 
civic involvement. Additionally, CUNY and New York City need to improve access to voter 
registration resources on campus and support student-led civic initiatives to empower students 
fully. By fostering leadership, advocacy, and civic participation, we create a stronger, more 
inclusive community that is better equipped to meet the needs of all students. 

  

Sincerely, 

Samantha Ventura   

Bronx Community College Student Senator   

New York Public Interest Research Group Board Member   

University Student Senate Alternate 
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