[bookmark: _GoBack]Committee on Higher Education
Julia Goldsmith-Pinkham, Senior Legislative Counsel
Regina Paul, Senior Legislative Policy Analyst
Florentine Kabore, Finance Unit Head
Allie Stofer, Financial Analyst



[image: Logo

Description automatically generated]


THE COUNCIL OF THE CITY OF NEW YORK


Briefing Paper of the Legislative Division
Andrea Vazquez, Director
Smita Deshmukh, Deputy Director, Human Services


COMMITTEE ON HIGHER EDUCATION
Hon. Eric Dinowitz, Chair


April 29, 2025


Oversight: Removing Small Financial Barriers for CUNY Students








INTRODUCTION
On Tuesday, April 29, 2025, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Eric Dinowitz, will conduct an oversight hearing entitled Removing Small Financial Barriers for CUNY Students. 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 members of the community.

BACKGROUND
[bookmark: _Ref195865695]CUNY’s 25 institutions (11 senior colleges; seven community colleges; and seven graduate, honors, and professional schools) serve over 233,000 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 providing access to college degrees to New Yorkers, including adult learners, who seek degrees, but who often do not have the financial means to work toward and acquire them.[footnoteRef:4] Although CUNY offers more than 1,500 nondegree certificates in a wide range of subject fields, an associate’s or bachelor’s degree is still a requirement for many jobs and, thus, earning one is a goal for many CUNY students.[footnoteRef:5]  [2:  Mayor’s Office of Operations, Preliminary Mayor’s Management Report (January 2025), available at https://dmmr.nyc.gov/.]  [3:  New York Education Law, § 6201.]  [4:  Mayor’s Office of Operations, supra note 1.]  [5:  Id.] 

[bookmark: _Ref195865634]In her State of the City address in March 2025, City Council Speaker Adrienne E. Adams (“the Speaker”) put forward a number of proposals that would increase initial and continued access to CUNY for current and prospective students.[footnoteRef:6] Two of the Speaker’s proposals would remove relatively small financial barriers that prevent some current students from continuing at CUNY and prevent others from applying in the first place.[footnoteRef:7] This hearing will address both of those proposals: (1) CUNY Fresh Start, which would settle unpaid CUNY balances up to $1,000 for students so that they are eligible to re-enroll for classes; and (2) expanding application fee waivers so that more low-income prospective students can apply.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  Adrienne E. Adams, “New York City Council Speaker Adrienne Adams’ Fourth State of the City Address” (March 2025), available at https://council.nyc.gov/state-of-the-city-2025/.]  [7:  Id.]  [8:  Id.] 

[bookmark: _Ref195866011]In addition, CUNY students have noted another relatively small financial barrier at hearings held by the Committee on Higher Education about the cost of commuting by public transportation in New York City (“City” or NYC).[footnoteRef:9] As recently as the Fiscal 2026 Preliminary Budget hearing held on March 13, 2025, CUNY students have testified that the cost of commuting can sometimes mean the difference for a student between attending and not attending a class or between accepting and not accepting an internship position off campus that requires an additional commute during the school day.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Testimony available on video at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/MeetingDetail.aspx?ID=1277208&GUID=6F5CCC08-9DA7-4AFD-8C71-D5AACA743FF6&Options=info|&Search=.]  [10:  Id.] 





CUNY Fresh Start
In November 2024, the Center for an Urban Future (CUF) released a report entitled Helping NYC’s Low-Income Adult Learners Succeed at CUNY (“the report”).[footnoteRef:11] The report notes that almost one-quarter of degree-seeking undergraduate students at CUNY are over the age of 25 and that many of them have to cope with both family and job responsibilities in addition to their academic responsibilities.[footnoteRef:12] CUNY has already taken many steps to help them get past those barriers, including substantial and effective programs like the Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP) for community college students and the Accelerate, Complete, Engage (ACE) program for bachelor’s degree students, though both of these programs are just for full-time students currently.[footnoteRef:13]  [11:  Melissa Lent, Helping NYC’s Low-Income Adult Learners Succeed at CUNY, Center for an Urban Future (November 2024), available at https://nycfuture.org/research/helping-nycs-low-income-adult-learners-succeed-at-cuny. ]  [12:  Id.]  [13:  Id.] 

The report spotlights one challenge for the low-income students over 25 years old: unpaid balances prevent them from reenrolling in college.[footnoteRef:14] According to the report, CUNY administrators observed that a significant number of CUNY dropouts leave before settling their accounts and then do not have the financial means to pay off those balances so that they can reenroll.[footnoteRef:15] Further, the report notes that “[e]xperts say that even an unpaid balance as small as $100 can derail working adults” from returning for the next semester or from returning ever.[footnoteRef:16] Rochelle Sinclair, executive director of the nonprofit OneGoal, explained that what might seem like an insignificant sum to some is “an incredible burden for many of our New Yorkers in terms of making a decision about whether they’re going to persist in their post-secondary path.”[footnoteRef:17] [14:  Id.]  [15:  Id.]  [16:  Id.]  [17:  Id.] 

CUF proposes a City and New York State (NYS) partnership to create a CUNY Fresh Start initiative to reduce or eliminate unpaid balances up to $1,000 for students with some credits but no degree to allow more adult learners to return to college.[footnoteRef:18] The Speaker endorsed this recommendation in her proposals for 2025.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Id.]  [19:  Adams, supra note 5.] 

[bookmark: _Ref195866940]The City’s Response to the Preliminary Budget for Fiscal Year 2026 urged the Administration to restore the funding of CUNY Reconnect—a program that assists adult students return to the CUNY system to complete their degrees and provides debt forgiveness—and enhance it by approximately $2.9 million to incorporate CUNY Fresh Start into CUNY Reconnect.[footnoteRef:20] The proposal would allow CUNY Reconnect to continue to serve students across a variety of barriers and for CUNY Fresh Start to forgive debt for students of all ages to re-enroll and complete their education.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  New York City Council, Response to the Fiscal 2026 Preliminary Budget and Fiscal 2025 Preliminary Mayor’s Management Report (April 1, 2025), available at https://council.nyc.gov/budget/.]  [21:  Id.] 


Application Fee Waivers
According to the Speaker’s 2025 “State of the City” address, over 55 percent of current CUNY students have a household income below the NYC poverty line, and two-thirds of CUNY undergraduates are attending tuition free.[footnoteRef:22] For families of students like these, a $65 application fee can be a significant burden and a barrier to accessing higher education.[footnoteRef:23]  [22:  Adams, supra note 5..]  [23:  Id.] 

The Speaker explained that, in Fiscal Year (FY) 2024, CUNY “provided over 48,000 [application fee] waivers for low-income veterans, foster youth, and public-school students,” but that the NYC Department of Education had pulled its financial support for over 7,000 waivers for students in FY 2025.[footnoteRef:24] The Speaker further explained that “the need for waivers is expected to grow to 55,000” and called for an additional $1.5 million from the NYC budget to make up the missing and necessary funds for FY 2026.[footnoteRef:25] While the Fiscal 2026 Preliminary Budget has $2.1 million guaranteed yearly to provide an application fee waiver for roughly 33,000 applicants, the Council recommended in its Response to the Preliminary Budget an enhancement of $1.4 million in order to guarantee an estimate of 55,000 application fee waivers.[footnoteRef:26] [24:  Id.]  [25:  Id.]  [26:  New York City Council, supra note 19.] 

There was some relief for CUNY applicants both in the fall of 2023 and in the fall of 2024 when NYS Governor Kathy Hochul announced New York State College Application Month, which allowed high school seniors to apply to CUNY campuses, to the State University of New York campuses, and to over 50 private colleges in NYS for free.[footnoteRef:27] In CUNY’s case, application fees were waived for all 25 CUNY campuses for high school seniors in NYC public schools from October 21 to November 15 as well as from November 4 to 15 for all NYS residents applying as freshmen.[footnoteRef:28] NYS Education Commissioner Betty A. Rosa commented that “[w]aiving application fees sends a clear message to all high school seniors who aspire to higher education: … ‘[w]e want you to succeed; we will support you as you follow your dream.’”[footnoteRef:29]  [27:  New York State, “Saving Families Money: Governor Hochul Announces Free SUNY and CUNY Applications for New York Students Starting on October 21” (October 18, 2024), available at https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/saving-families-money-governor-hochul-announces-free-suny-and-cuny-applications-new-york.]  [28:  Id.]  [29:  Id.] 


Commuting Cost Relief
[bookmark: _Ref195866001]In October 2023, Jonathan Bowles and Winston Fisher wrote an op-ed piece entitled “The city should provide free MetroCards to CUNY students” (“the op-ed piece”), and it is as relevant today as it was then.[footnoteRef:30] In the op-ed piece, the authors note that research shows that many CUNY students drop out not because of difficulty with academics or because of tuition costs, but rather because of “non-tuition expenses—from transportation and textbooks to child care—that make it financially prohibitive for CUNY students to continue attending classes.”[footnoteRef:31] The authors further note that they found the cost of a MetroCard was the most often cited non-tuition reason for dropping out.[footnoteRef:32] CUNY students frequently testify to this same finding at hearings for the Committee on Higher Education.[footnoteRef:33] [30:  Jonathan Bowles and Winston Fisher, “Op-ed: The city should provide free MetroCards to CUNY students,” amNY Newsletter (October 16, 2023), available at https://www.amny.com/oped/op-ed-free-metrocards-for-cuny-students/. Bowles is executive director of CUF, and Fisher is a partner at Fisher Brothers and chief executive officer of AREA15.]  [31:  Id.]  [32:  Id.]  [33:  Testimony from City Council Preliminary Budget hearing, supra 8.] 

According to the op-ed piece, about 90 percent of CUNY community college students commute primarily on public transportation; a MetroCard costs almost $1,200 per academic year for full-time students, and 71 percent of CUNY community college students live in households with annual incomes under $30,000.[footnoteRef:34] The op-ed further explains that many of these students had access to free MetroCards when they were in NYC public high schools, but “that crucial support falls away” once they get to CUNY.[footnoteRef:35] It is also noteworthy that CUNY’s much-acclaimed ASAP innovation, which has greatly improved graduation rates for community college students in NYC and which has been replicated across the country by other community colleges, provides a free unlimited MetroCard to participating students at the beginning of each semester.[footnoteRef:36] [34:  Bowles and Fisher, supra 29.]  [35:  Id.]  [36:  Id.] 

The authors conclude that the cost of making a free MetroCard available for all CUNY community college students not currently participating in ASAP (or, today, perhaps a free OMNY card, now used very successfully by NYC public school students[footnoteRef:37]) would be about $50.5 million—“a tiny fraction of New York City’s annual budget,” which would help those students “earn a valuable credential that will lead to a lifetime of increased economic opportunity for them and their families.”[footnoteRef:38] [37:  Amy Zimmer, “Changes to next year’s student OMNY cards? Digital access, more durable cards,” Chalkbeat New York (March 13, 2025), available at https://www.chalkbeat.org/newyork/2025/03/13/student-omny-card-changes-durability-eligibility-and-digital-option/.]  [38:  Bowles and Fisher, supra 29.] 


CONCLUSION
The Committee is interested to learn CUNY’s response to these three ways of eliminating relatively small financial burdens for CUNY students and to understand whether CUNY administrators, faculty, and students believe that the proposals can significantly improve the financial situation of current and prospective students. The Committee is further interested in understanding how the proposals might be funded and what role the City Council might play in advocating for them.
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