[bookmark: _GoBack]Committee on Higher Education
Sahar Moazami, Legislative Counsel
Regina Paul, Legislative Policy Analyst
Florentine Kabore, Finance Unit Head
Carolina Gil, Principal Financial Analyst

Committee on Education
Nadia Jean-François, Legislative Counsel
Jan Atwell, Senior Policy Analyst
Chloë Rivera, Senior Policy Analyst
Andrew Lane-Lawless, Legislative Financial Analyst
Monica Saladi, Principal 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

COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION
Hon. Rita Joseph, Chair


February 27, 2024


Oversight: Streamlined College Acceptance of NYC Public High School Graduates

Introduction
On Tuesday, February 27, 2024, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Eric Dinowitz, and the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Rita Joseph, will conduct a joint oversight hearing on CUNY’s streamlined acceptance of New York City (NYC) public high school graduates. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the NYC Department of Education (DOE), the City University of New York (CUNY) Administration, the CUNY University Faculty Senate, the CUNY University Student Senate, the Professional Staff Congress at CUNY (PSC-CUNY), and other interested stakeholders.

Background
CUNY’s 25 institutions (11 senior colleges; seven community colleges; and seven graduate, honors, and professional schools) serve over 225,000 degree and nondegree students.[footnoteRef:2] Its 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.”[footnoteRef:3] CUNY fulfills its mission, in part, by its outreach to students in NYC’s public high schools. The connection between CUNY and the DOE is strong: About 60 percent of DOE high school graduates who attend college choose a CUNY college, and almost 80 percent of first-time freshmen at CUNY colleges are DOE graduates.[footnoteRef:4] [2: Mayor’s Office of Operations, Mayor’s Management Report—Fiscal 2023 (September, 2023), available at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2023/2023_mmr.pdf.]  [3: New York Education Law, § 6201.]  [4: CUNY Office of K16 Initiatives website at https://k16.cuny.edu/.] 

One aspect of cooperation between CUNY and the DOE is the CUNY application and admission process. According to the Brookings Institution (“Brookings”), college applications are ranked as the most stressful academic experience for over half of the student population.[footnoteRef:5] Brookings notes that the various obstacles created by the college application process—including managing multiple deadlines across portals, submitting necessary documentation, and coordinating recommendation letters—serve as a barrier for many students to applying and enrolling in college.[footnoteRef:6] These barriers are particularly amplified for students of color, those from low-income backgrounds, and those who will be the first in their family to go to college.[footnoteRef:7]  [5:  Taylor Odle et al., Complex applications create barriers to college – some are trying to change that, The Brookings Institution (October 23, 2023), available at https://www.brookings.edu/articles/complex-applications-create-barriers-to-college-some-are-trying-to-change-that/. ]  [6:  Id. ]  [7:  Id. ] 

Some states have begun to combat this issue with “direct admissions” programs. Direct admissions programs proactively admit high school seniors for the following fall term, based on a list of eligibility standards, which could include eligibility to graduate, GPA, and standardized test scores.[footnoteRef:8] Some direct admissions programs at statewide public higher education systems further stratify their programs by automatically admitting all students to open access institutions, such as their community colleges, and then admitting certain students to their more selective institutions, based on a different set of pre-identified threshold criteria, such as class ranking.[footnoteRef:9] Typically, acceptance is communicated to students through letters sent on behalf of the higher education institution, which include other relevant information to help guide the enrollment process.[footnoteRef:10] In 2015, Idaho adopted the nation’s first direct admissions program, admitting all high school graduates to in-state public institutions.[footnoteRef:11] Since 2015, nine other states have adopted a form of direct admissions programs, including New York through CUNY and the State University of New York (SUNY).[footnoteRef:12]  [8:  Taylor Odle et al., Direct Admissions: Reimagining College Applications to Promote Equity, The Campaign for College Opportunity (October 2023), page 3, available at https://collegecampaign.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/FINAL-EIA-Direct-Admissions-comp.pdf.  ]  [9:  Id. ]  [10:  Id.]  [11:  Id. at 6. ]  [12:  Id. ] 

Advocates note that direct admissions program can provide necessary and tailored information to students in advance of college application enrollment and can show students that they are guaranteed a spot in at least one higher education option after completing high school.[footnoteRef:13] Studies of existing direct admissions programs have shown an increase in enrollment in higher education institutions as well as an increase in the number of graduating high school seniors who immediately enrolled in college.[footnoteRef:14] The initial evaluation of the Idaho program has not yet found that direct admissions has raised the number of low-income students who enrolled in college.[footnoteRef:15] However, as more information about the impact of these programs has emerged, institutions have grown increasingly curious about them. In fall 2023, for example, California State University, Fresno expanded the basic framework of direct admissions by launching an unusually early direct admission program that guarantees admission to students as soon as they enter high school.[footnoteRef:16]  [13:  Supra, note 7 at 6. ]  [14:  Id. at 11. ]  [15:  Id. ]  [16:  Liam Knox, “A (Very) Early Admission Guarantee,” Inside Higher Ed (January 22, 2024), available at Fresno State guarantees admission to ninth graders (insidehighered.com).] 


CUNY and SUNY Streamlined Acceptance Programs
In May 2023, CUNY announced that it would partner with the DOE in the 2023-2024 school year to send letters to eligible public school seniors to welcome them to CUNY, lay out their college options at CUNY, and invite them to submit a CUNY application.[footnoteRef:17] Starting in October 2023, letters were emailed or handed out to approximately 65,000 seniors who were on pace to graduate between January and August 2024; the letters contained a QR code that directed students to CUNY’s online application.[footnoteRef:18] The letters also included links and financial aid tools to help students navigate the costs associated with attending CUNY.[footnoteRef:19] In June 2023, SUNY announced that it would be sending letters to 125,000 graduating New York State (NYS) students who lived outside of NYC to accept them automatically to their local community college.[footnoteRef:20]  [17:  “CUNY and NYC Public Schools Team Up to Transform College Application Process for Seniors,” The City University of New York (May 4, 2023), available at https://www1.cuny.edu/mu/forum/2023/05/04/cuny-and-nyc-public-schools-team-up-to-transform-college-application-process-for-seniors/. ]  [18:  Id. ]  [19:  Id. ]  [20:  “Governor Hochul Announces Transformation in Higher Education Enrollment Offering All New York High School Seniors A Place At SUNY and CUNY,” The State University of New York (June 1, 2023), available at https://www.suny.edu/suny-news/press-releases/6-23/6-1-23/enrollment.html. ] 

In addition, as the new school year began, CUNY waived application fees for NYC public school students applying to CUNY in the month of October and for all other NYS residents from October 16 through the end of the month; SUNY also waived all application fees from October 16 through October 29.[footnoteRef:21] As a result, at least in part, CUNY applications jumped dramatically—nearly 41,000 applications in October 2023 compared to 8,420 applications in October 2022, with about 83 percent from NYC public school students.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  Johanna Alonso, “Scores of N.Y. Colleges Wave Application Fees in October,” Inside Higher Ed (October 10, 2023), available at https://www.insidehighered.com/news/quick-takes/2023/10/10/scores-ny-colleges-waive-application-fees-october. ]  [22:  Julian Shen-Berro, “CUNY sees ‘enormous’ October application spike, as efforts to boost enrollment continue,” Chalkbeat (November 20, 2023), available at https://www.chalkbeat.org/newyork/2023/11/20/cuny-application-spike/.] 

Inasmuch as the CUNY and SUNY streamlined acceptance programs launched in 2023, initial information about the programs should begin to be available. However, January 2024 brought new plans when New York Governor Kathy Hochul announced an expansion of the SUNY program through which students in the top 10 percent of their graduating classes would receive an automatic acceptance to four-year SUNY institutions, and it was further noted that CUNY expects to expand its program as well.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Cayla Bamberger, “SUNY, CUNY to automatically admit top NY students under Hochul proposal,” New York Daily News (January 9, 2024), available at https://www.nydailynews.com/2024/01/09/suny-cuny-to-automatically-admit-top-ny-students-under-hochul-proposal/. ] 


Conclusion
At this hearing, the Committees are interested in exploring outreach efforts made by CUNY to increase NYC public high school student enrollment in CUNY institutions, such as the current and future streamlined acceptance initiatives. The Committees expect to hear from representatives of the DOE and CUNY on the implementation of the first year of the streamlined acceptance program, including the information contained in the letters, feedback from students who received the letters, DOE assistance provided to students who received the letters, and enrollment updates based on the initiative. The Committees also expect to hear about any initial discussions about the expansion of CUNY’s program to include acceptance at four-year institutions.   
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