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INTRODUCTION
On Monday, November 24, 2025, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Eric Dinowitz will conduct an oversight hearing on Examining Student Graduation Rates at CUNY Campuses. 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
[bookmark: _Ref195865695]CUNY’s 26 institutions (11 senior colleges; seven community colleges; and eight graduate, honors, and professional schools) serve over 237,000 degree and nondegree students.[footnoteRef:2] Its legally 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.”[footnoteRef:3] One way that CUNY fulfills its mission is by ensuring that degree-seeking students of all backgrounds have a clear and viable path to graduation so that they can enter the workplace with the advantage of having an associate’s or bachelor’s degree in hand.  [2:  Mayor’s Office of Operations, Mayor’s Management Report (September 2025), available at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2025/2025_mmr.pdf.]  [3:  New York Education Law, § 6201.] 


THE NATIONAL PICTURE
The National Student Clearinghouse (NSC) Research Center’s Yearly Progress and Completion report, published in December 2024, provides completion rates in the United States (U.S.) for “all students who enter postsecondary education for the first time each year, enrolling full-time or part-time at two-year or four-year institutions, and completing at any U.S. degree-granting institution,” including those who transfer and graduate from a college other than the one they started at.[footnoteRef:4] Looking at the just over 2.3 million students who entered college in the U.S. in the fall of 2018, about 71 percent who started at a public four-year institution graduated in six years and about 43 percent who started at a public two-year institution graduated in six years—that is, in 2024.[footnoteRef:5] Students who started at a private nonprofit four-year institution posted the highest six-year completion rate of about 76 percent.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, Yearly Progress and Completion (December 4, 2024), available at https://nscresearchcenter.org/yearly-progress-and-completion/. These institutions include public 4 year institutions, private nonprofit and for-profit 4 year institutions, community colleges, and primarily associate degree granting baccalaureate institutions (PAB).]  [5:  Id.]  [6:  Id.] 

Overall completion rates by each year following enrollment are also available from the NSC Research Center, and show these results for all students entering all U.S. higher education institutions in the fall of 2018 (these data merge both two-year and four-year students and two-year and four-year colleges): about 6 percent graduate after two years, 13 percent after three years, 44 percent after four years, 56 percent after five years, and 61 percent after six years.[footnoteRef:7] Even though these numbers include both two-year and four-year college students, these data show that very few two-year college students graduate in two years or even in three years.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Id.]  [8:  Id. ] 

Other analyses of the national data show that students who had been dually enrolled in college programs while in high school had substantially higher completion rates in college, that full-time students had much higher completion rates than part-time students, and that students from higher-income neighborhoods had “sharply higher” completion rates than students from less affluent ones.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Id.] 

An article by Jon Marcus in The Hechinger Report in October 2021 summed up the national picture of college graduation rates in its title: “Most college students don’t graduate in four years, so college and the government count six years as ‘success.’”[footnoteRef:10] In fact, the U.S. Department of Education goes one step further when providing consumer information on its website for College Scorecard, a tool that compares colleges on many factors, including an eight-year (not six-year) graduation rate.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Jon Marcus, “Most college students don’t graduate in four years, so college and the government count six years as ‘success,’ ” The Hechinger Report (October 10, 2021), available at  https://hechingerreport.org/how-the-college-lobby-got-the-government-to-measure-graduation-rates-over-six-years-instead-of-four/.]  [11:  Id.] 

Marcus noted in his article that students are partly responsible for not hitting the traditional four-year graduation goal of students seeking bachelor’s degrees for a variety of reasons, including coming to college underprepared or unprepared; not taking a full load of courses each term; and having to meet other personal obligations, like working or taking care of family members while in school.[footnoteRef:12] But colleges are also partly responsible for their students’ graduation issues for a variety of reasons, including not scheduling enough sections of required courses in a timely fashion, providing insufficient advising, and being unnecessarily strict in accepting transfer credits.[footnoteRef:13] David Bergeron, former acting assistant U.S. secretary of education for postsecondary education, observed that, with more incoming students bringing in college credits they earned in high school though The College Board’s Advanced Placement courses and through dual enrollment credits and other programs that let students earn college credit while in high school, “the question we should be asking is why does it even take four years? Why doesn’t it just take three?”[footnoteRef:14] [12:  Id.]  [13:  Id.]  [14:  Id.] 

Using the six-year graduation rate as a measure of accountability has a complicated history, starting in 1989 with former basketball star and U.S. Senator Bill Bradley, who questioned the academic performance of college athletes, too many of whom did not ever graduate.[footnoteRef:15] Senators proposed requiring colleges to report their athletes’ five-year graduation rates, given that athletic eligibility lasted five years; soon afterward, the idea was expanded to reporting five-year rates for all students.[footnoteRef:16] But colleges, not wanting to be held accountable, pushed back at having to report any graduation rates.[footnoteRef:17] Finally, Senator Edward M. Kennedy, who had many concerned higher education institutions in his state of Massachusetts, added an amendment to the proposed Senate bill to define “completion” as earning a degree in “150 percent of the standard time for completion of the program”; the law passed in 1990, setting in place the six-year graduation standard for four-year colleges.[footnoteRef:18] Initially, graduation rates were reported for full-time students only; but, that changed in 2017, when part-time students were added into the calculations, effectively lowering graduation rates.[footnoteRef:19] [15:  Id.]  [16:  Id.]  [17:  Id.]  [18:  Id.]  [19:  Id.] 

Reflecting on the value of measuring graduation rates in six or even eight years, former U.S. Representative Peter Smith, author of Stories from the Educational Underground: The New Frontier for Learning and Work and professor at the University of Maryland Global Campus, said that the “mainstream model is shifting to truly lifelong in-and-out, come-and-go education” and that the “counting system we have—six years, eight years—is really telling us about how the traditional system is unable to meet these changing aspirations.”[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Id.] 


THE PICTURE AT CUNY
Two Performance Indicators, which have been reported in the Mayor’s Management Report each year, going back at least to Fiscal Year (FY) 2018, as shown below, are relevant to an examination of graduation rates at CUNY campuses: (1) six-year systemwide graduation rate (%)—CUNY associate degree students; and (2) six-year systemwide graduation rate (%)—CUNY baccalaureate students. [footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Mayor’s Office of Operations, Mayor’s Management Report (September 2022), available at https://www.nyc.gov/asset/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2022/2022_mmr.pdf.] 

These are the six-year graduation rates for students earning an associate’s degree, which show a slight increase and then a slight decrease across the eight-year span, ending up just a bit higher than they started at:[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Id; Mayor’s Office of Operations, September 2025, supra.] 

Fiscal		Percent of 
Year		Students
	FY18		  33.1
	FY19		  36.1
	FY20		  37.2
	FY21		  37.6
	FY22		  38.9
	FY23		  39.8
	FY24		  37.6
	FY25		  36.5

These are the six-year graduation rates for students earning a bachelor’s degree, which again show a slight increase and then a slight decrease across the eight-year span, ending up just a bit higher than they started at:[footnoteRef:23] [footnoteRef:24] [23:  Mayor’s Office of Operations, September 2025, supra.]  [24:  Id.] 

Fiscal		Percent of 
Year		Students
	FY18		  56.6
	FY19		  58.9
	FY20		  60.4
	FY21		  60.2
	FY22		  62.0
	FY23		  61.9
	FY24		  60.0
	FY25		  57.9

CUNY’s graduation rate for associate’s degree earners is lower than the national mark by a difference of about six percentage points, and CUNY’s graduation rate for bachelor’s degree earners is lower than the national mark by almost double that difference.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Id.; National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, supra.] 


CONCLUSION
At this hearing, the Committee is interested in learning the graduation rates of CUNY students year by year after enrollment—not just at the six-year mark. The Committee also seeks an understanding of the response of CUNY administrators to the graduation rates reported over the past eight years and what programming they have put in place to try to improve those rates. Finally, the Committee is interested in any support that the City Council could provide to support CUNY’s efforts.
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