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INTRODUCTION
	On January 14, 2021, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Inez D. Barron, will conduct an oversight hearing on Housing Insecurity Among Students at the City University of New York (“CUNY” or “University”). At this hearing, the Committee will examine the issue of housing insecurity among CUNY students in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the CUNY Administration, the Professional Staff Congress-CUNY, the University Faculty Senate, the University Student Senate, student groups and organizations, student advocacy groups, various housing advocates, and other interested stakeholders. 
BACKGROUND
CUNY was established in 1961 pursuant to state legislation that united seven existing municipal colleges and a graduate school into an integrated citywide system of public higher education.[footnoteRef:1] CUNY is now the largest urban public university in the United States (U.S.) serving more than 271,000 degree and non-degree seeking students and offering adult and continuing education with over 228,000 course registrations at 25 colleges across the City’s five boroughs.[footnoteRef:2] With more than 1,400 academic programs, 200 majors leading to associate and baccalaureate degrees, and 800 graduate degree programs, CUNY offers learning opportunities at every level, from certificate courses to Ph.D. programs, in a system that now comprises seven community colleges, 11 senior colleges, the Macaulay Honors College, five graduate and professional schools, and an assortment of research centers, institutes and consortia.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  CUNY, Mission & History (n.d.), available at https://www.cuny.edu/about/history/. ]  [2:  Office of New York City Mayor Bill de Blasio, Mayor’s Management Report (Sept. 2020), 239, available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2020/2020_mmr.pdf.]  [3:  CUNY, Academics (n.d.), available at https://www.cuny.edu/academics/. ] 

The COVID-19 pandemic, which set off an economic crisis in the City,[footnoteRef:4] has presented additional challenges for the University at every level of its operations.[footnoteRef:5] In accordance with best practices, CUNY has mostly transitioned to online learning, yet students and faculty across the University have struggled to adjust to the new conditions.[footnoteRef:6] Given that there was a prevalence of housing insecurity among CUNY students prior to the pandemic,[footnoteRef:7] and between pandemic-driven record job loss[footnoteRef:8] and record homelessness in the City,[footnoteRef:9] the Committee is particularly concerned with how these struggles are impacting housing insecure CUNY students. [4:  Patrick McGeehan, “Why N.Y.C.’s Economic Recovery May Lag the Rest of the Country’s” NY TIMES (Oct. 26, 2020), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/26/nyregion/nyc-unemployment.html.]  [5:  See CUNY, Coronavirus Update: 2020-21 Academic Year (Jan. 5, 2021), available at https://www.cuny.edu/coronavirus/.]  [6:  Id.]  [7:  See Sara Goldrick-Rab, Vanessa Coca, Christine Baker-Smith and Elizabeth Looker, City University of New York #RealCollege Survey, The Hope Center (Mar. 2019), available at https://hope4college.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/HOPE_realcollege_CUNY_report_final_webversion.pdf. ]  [8:  See NYC Comptroller Scott M. Stringer, “New York by the Numbers Weekly Economic and Fiscal Outlook: No. 30 – January 11th, 2021” Newsletter (Jan. 11, 2021), available at https://comptroller.nyc.gov/newsroom/new-york-by-the-numbers-weekly-economic-and-fiscal-outlook-no-30-january-11th-2021/. ]  [9:  Coalition for the Homeless, “The Number of Single Adults in New York City Shelters Hits Record-Shattering 20,210” (Dec. 9, 2020), available at https://www.coalitionforthehomeless.org/press/record-high-homeless-adults/. ] 

HOMELESSNESS AND HOUSING INSECURITY AMONG STUDENTS AT CUNY
While “homelessness” refers to the state of having no home, “housing insecurity” is an umbrella term that includes a broad set of housing challenges, from the inability to pay rent/mortgage or utilities to homelessness.[footnoteRef:10] Though most housing insecure individuals may not be living on the street, homelessness is a constant threat brought on by unsafe or unstable conditions in their living situation.[footnoteRef:11] Moreover, housing insecurity goes hand-in-hand with food insecurity, and forces impacted individuals to make decisions about paying rent or buying groceries and paying utilities.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  Sara Goldrick-Rab, Vanessa Coca, Christine Baker-Smith and Elizabeth Looker, City University of New York #RealCollege Survey, The Hope Center (Mar. 2019), available at https://hope4college.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/HOPE_realcollege_CUNY_report_final_webversion.pdf.]  [11:  Id.]  [12:  Id.] 

Prior to the pandemic, housing insecurity among CUNY students was already a known problem.[footnoteRef:13] In a 2018 Student Experience Survey (SES) of nearly 21,000 students, 13 percent of all undergraduate student respondents said that they were “Always,” and 12 percent of student respondents said they were “Usually” worried.[footnoteRef:14] Among community college students, the numbers were slightly greater: 16 percent responded “Always” and 14 percent responded “Usually” overall, with 20 percent of Hostos Community College students responding “Always” and 16 percent responding “Usually.”[footnoteRef:15] All in all, an estimated 25 percent of CUNY undergraduate student respondents, 30 percent of community college student respondents, and 36 percent of Hostos Community College student respondents were regularly worried about their ability to afford their housing.[footnoteRef:16] [13:  CUNY, “2018 Student Experience Survey” Office of Institutional Research (Feb. 6, 2020), available at https://public.tableau.com/profile/oira.cuny#!/vizhome/2018StudentExperienceSurvey/CoverPage.]  [14:  Id.]  [15:  Id.]  [16:  Id.] 

However, according to a 2018 #RealCollege survey assessing basic needs security among college students, in which almost 22,000 CUNY undergraduate students at 19 campuses participated, a staggering 55 percent of respondents experienced housing insecurity (and 49 percent went hungry) in the previous year.[footnoteRef:17] Across schools, rates of housing insecurity range from about 44 to 74 percent.[footnoteRef:18] Additionally, while 11 percent of respondents self-identified as homeless, 14 percent of respondents identified living conditions that indicate homelessness.[footnoteRef:19] Across schools, rates of student homelessness range from approximately eight to 20 percent, with most in the 13 to 18 percent range.[footnoteRef:20] [17:  Sara Goldrick-Rab, Vanessa Coca, Christine Baker-Smith and Elizabeth Looker, City University of New York #RealCollege Survey, The Hope Center (Mar. 2019), 8, available at https://hope4college.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/HOPE_realcollege_CUNY_report_final_webversion.pdf.]  [18:  Id.]  [19:  Id.]  [20:  Id.] 

The 2018 #RealCollege survey also revealed demographic disparities in rates of housing insecurity and homelessness.[footnoteRef:21] Compared to students identifying as male or female, transgender and gender non-conforming and/or non-binary students reported experiencing higher rates of  housing insecurity and homelessness.[footnoteRef:22] Transgender students reported the highest rate of homelessness at 34 percent, approximately double the rate of students identifying as male or female, while 27 percent of gender non-conforming and/or non-binary students identified as homeless.[footnoteRef:23] Compared to students who identified as heterosexual or straight, queer and questioning students reported experiencing higher rates of housing insecurity and homelessness.[footnoteRef:24] Bisexual students reported the highest rate of homelessness at 21 percent, while lesbian, gay and questioning students reported a rate of 19 percent, compared to heterosexual or straight students at 13 percent.[footnoteRef:25] [21:  Id.]  [22:  Id.]  [23:  Id.]  [24:  Id.]  [25:  Id.] 

Significant racial/ethnic disparities were also reported: students who identified as Black, Indigenous and people of color (BIPOC) generally reported higher rates of housing insecurity and homelessness compared to their peers who identified as Asian, white or Caucasian.[footnoteRef:26] Students who identified as African American or Black and American Indian or Alaskan Native reported the highest rates of housing insecurity with 64 percent and 62 percent, respectively.[footnoteRef:27] Twenty-two percent of American Indian or Alaskan Native students and 17 percent of African American or Black students responded that they experienced homelessness in the past year, compared with a low of 13 percent among Other Asian or Asian American and Hispanic or Latinx students (white or Caucasian students reported 14 percent homelessness).[footnoteRef:28] While Hispanic or Latinx students reported the lowest rate of homelessness at 13 percent, they also reported one of the higher rates of housing instability at 59 percent.[footnoteRef:29] [26:  Id.]  [27:  Id.]  [28:  Id.]  [29:  Id.] 

These findings echo earlier studies that also found higher rates of housing instability among CUNY students such as women, those over the age of 25 and those with dependent children.[footnoteRef:30] Additionally, a May 2020 report of the CUNY Urban Food Policy Institute compared 2018 student food insecurity findings with an April 2020 survey taken at the height of the COVID-19 crisis and revealed a greater level of student food insecurity and related concerns.[footnoteRef:31] These findings and the resurgence of COVID-19 this past December[footnoteRef:32] suggest that concerns over these most basic of student needs will continue.[footnoteRef:33] [30:  See CUNY, “2018 Student Experience Survey” Office of Institutional Research (Feb. 6, 2020), available at https://public.tableau.com/profile/oira.cuny#!/vizhome/2018StudentExperienceSurvey/CoverPage; see also previous years.]  [31:  CUNY Urban Food Policy Institute, “The State of Food Security at CUNY in 2020: An Assessment and Recommendations” (May 2020), available at https://static1.squarespace.com/static/572d0fcc2b8dde9e10ab59d4/t/5ee2711f44361d4425414a3d/1591898403740/CUNY-UFPI_food-security_v07_Final.pdf. ]  [32:  NYC Mayor Bill de Blasio, Transcript: Mayor de Blasio Holds Media Availability (Dec. 11, 2020), available at https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/854-20/transcript-mayor-de-blasio-holds-media-availability. ]  [33:  See Testimony from Council of the City of New York, Committee on Higher Education: Oversight - The Impact of Coronavirus (COVID-19) on the City University of New York (Jun. 10, 2020), available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/MeetingDetail.aspx?ID=791192&GUID=1EB993D6-E124-4277-A51E-E5AE255405A5&Options=info|&Search=.] 

ISSUES AND CONCERNS
On March 7, 2020, following growing international and national concern over the outbreak and spread of COVID-19, Governor Andrew M. Cuomo issued Executive Order Number 202, declaring a State disaster emergency for New York.[footnoteRef:34] By March 11, 2020, Governor Cuomo announced that CUNY would implement distance learning, effective March 19 through the end of the spring 2020 semester.[footnoteRef:35] Guidance from the New York State Education Department subsequently extended distance learning through the summer 2020 semester.[footnoteRef:36] Accordingly, each school was directed to develop a plan appropriate for their curriculum-specific needs that also reduced student density on campus.[footnoteRef:37] More recently, the University Board of Trustees passed a resolution approving CUNY’s decision to extend and continue offering courses online and via the distance learning model for degree and non-degree programs through spring semester 2021.[footnoteRef:38] University Chancellor Félix V. Matos Rodríguez expressed support for this measure, noting that distance learning would “protect the health and safety of [CUNY] students, faculty and staff while maintaining academic continuity and safeguarding students’ ability to finish their semester and protect their financial aid.”[footnoteRef:39] [34:  State of New York, Executive Order No. 202: Declaring a Disaster Emergency in the State of New York, Governor Andrew M. Cuomo (Mar. 7, 2020), available at https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/no-202-declaring-disaster-emergency-state-new-york. ]  [35:  See May 11, 2020, Novel Coronavirus Briefing, available at https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/during-novel-coronavirus-briefing-governor-cuomo-announces-new-york-state-will-contract-28.]  [36:  See NYSED, Guidance for Colleges and Universities on Addressing the Needs of Students Impacted by the Coronavirus, (updated Apr. 2, 2020), available at http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/nysed-coronavirus-guidance-colleges-and-universities_0.pdf.]  [37:  Id.]  [38:  See CUNY, “Summary of Actions Taken at the October 26, 2020 Board Meeting” Board of Trustees (Oct. 26, 2020), available at https://www.cuny.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/page-assets/about/trustees/meetings-of-the-board/DISPO102620.pdf. ]  [39:  See CUNY, “An Important Message on Coronavirus from Chancellor Matos Rodríguez” (Mar. 11, 2020), available at https://www.cuny.edu/coronavirus/chancellor-letters/an-important-message-on-coronavirus/. ] 

Distance learning may have allowed some students to maintain academic continuity, but it was nearly impossible for the many students who relied on campus libraries and department lounges for computers, study space and internet access.[footnoteRef:40] In order to address that need, the CUNY Administration distributed 30,000 laptops or tablets to students and implemented an optional credit/no-credit grading system for the spring 2020 semester.[footnoteRef:41] However, as a low-income public university with students coming from the same populations most severely hit by the pandemic, student needs went beyond the provision of laptops/tablets and internet access.[footnoteRef:42] [40:  Daniel DiSalvo, “CUNY’s Future Is Key to New York’s Future” CITY JOURNAL (Dec. 28, 2020), available at https://www.city-journal.org/cunys-future-is-key-to-new-yorks-future. ]  [41:  Ethan Geringer-Sameth, “Challenges, Uncertainty Abound for CUNY System and Its Students, Faculty and Staff” Gotham Gazette (Jun. 11, 2020), available at https://www.gothamgazette.com/state/9483-challenges-uncertainty-cuny-schools-students-faculty-staff-coronavirus#:~:text=To%20help%20transition%20to%20distance,for%20the%20spring%202020%20semester.]  [42:  Council of the City of New York, Committee on Higher Education: Oversight - The Impact of Coronavirus (COVID-19) on the City University of New York (Jun. 10, 2020), available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/MeetingDetail.aspx?ID=791192&GUID=1EB993D6-E124-4277-A51E-E5AE255405A5&Options=info|&Search=.] 

Testimony from the Committee’s June 10, 2020 hearing on the impact of COVID-19 on CUNY revealed intersectional issues related to food, housing and financial insecurity among students.[footnoteRef:43] Students testified about losing jobs and housing, some moved into shelters or crowded living situations while struggling to also keep up with their coursework.[footnoteRef:44] Other students testified about having to take on child or elder care responsibilities, and many testified about having gone hungry at some point during their time at CUNY.[footnoteRef:45] Most students testified that they were worried about a tuition hike at the University.[footnoteRef:46] [43:  Id.]  [44:  Id.]  [45:  Id.]  [46:  Id.] 

Prior to the pandemic, more than half of the undergraduate students that responded to the 2016 SES had a household income of $30,000 or less and nearly half were first generation college students.[footnoteRef:47] Additionally, per the 2018 SES 13 percent of CUNY students (and 17 percent of community college students) responded that they have children that they are financially supporting.[footnoteRef:48] [47:  Note that the 2018 SES does not include questions about students’ socioeconomic status; see CUNY, “2016 Student Experience Survey” Office of Institutional Research (Oct. 17, 2016), available at https://public.tableau.com/profile/oira.cuny#!/vizhome/2018StudentExperienceSurvey/CoverPage.]  [48:  See CUNY, “2018 Student Experience Survey” Office of Institutional Research (Feb. 6, 2020), available at https://public.tableau.com/profile/oira.cuny#!/vizhome/2018StudentExperienceSurvey/CoverPage; see also previous years.] 

A survey of students across six CUNY campuses administered between April 8 and May 2, 2020—when NYC was at the epicenter of the pandemic—found that 11 percent reported having a household member diagnosed with COVID-19, 26 percent reported losing their jobs, and 52 percent said that they were experiencing financial problems.[footnoteRef:49] The pandemic has had a profound effect on the University but the negative consequences are higher among marginalized populations represented in the CUNY student body.[footnoteRef:50] [49:  Sasha Rudenstine, Kat McNeal, Talia Schulder, et al., Depression and Anxiety During the COVID‐19 Pandemic in an Urban, Low‐Income Public University Sample, Wiley Online Library (Oct 12, 2020), available at https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/jts.22600. ]  [50:  Id.] 

Now, as the COVID-19 infection rate has once again been increasing in NYC and public health experts warn of a deadly winter,[footnoteRef:51] it is vital that CUNY students are not left without safe and stable housing, which could be the difference between dropping out of school and degree attainment.[footnoteRef:52] [51:  Patrick Adcroft, “City’s Seven-Day Coronavirus Infection Rate Average Remains at Five Percent” NY1 (Dec. 5, 2020), available at https://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/news/2020/12/05/city-s-seven-day-coronavirus-infection-rate-average-remains-at-five-percent. ]  [52:  Supra note 49.] 

CONCLUSION
At today’s hearing, the Committee on Higher Education is interested in learning about the full impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on housing insecure students. This includes understanding the current number of housing insecure CUNY students, and how this status impacts, or has impacted, their enrollment and academic standing. The Committee is also interested in gaining a better understanding of the support services offered by the University, and on each campus. In addition, the hearing will explore how the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted these resources and what the University is doing to help students address these challenges.
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