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INTRODUCTION
On Tuesday, September 30, 2025, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Eric Dinowitz will conduct an oversight hearing on Pathways for CUNY Students into the Arts and Cultural Jobs Sector. 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), arts and cultural groups and organizations, independent artists, and other interested stakeholders.

BACKGROUND
An Overview of the Arts in NYC Colleges Today
According to a July 8, 2025, article by Hannah Frishberg in the Gothamist entitled “NYC art schools see record-high application numbers as Gen Zers clamber to enroll,” the application rates are high for fine arts programs both at private colleges with high tuition costs and at public universities, even though careers in the arts that might be available to those programs’ graduates are “notoriously hard to attain.”[footnoteRef:2] Applications are up at three well-known private arts colleges in NYC—the School of Visual Arts, Parsons School of Design, and Pratt Institute, which boasts a waiting list for its painting and drawing programs; but, CUNY’s Hunter College and LaGuardia Community College and The State University of New York’s Fashion Institute of Technology (FIT) also have seen a recent rise in interest in fine arts majors.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Frishberg, Hannah, “NYC art schools see record-high application numbers as Gen Zers clamber to enroll,” Gothamist (July 8, 2025), available at https://gothamist.com/arts-entertainment/nyc-art-schools-see-record-high-application-numbers-as-gen-zers-clamber-to-enroll.]  [3:  Id.] 

This growth, after about 10 years of waning interest in arts majors, is an unexpected reversal, according to FIT’s Troy Richards, an executive committee member of the National Association of Schools of Art and Design, an accrediting agency.[footnoteRef:4] A variety of theories might explain the change, including that students are now especially interested in fields where Artificial Intelligence might not have such a threatening impact; that many students want to enter a field that is both vocational and creative; and that some students feel that they might as well choose what they love most, given that they face such uncertainty in the future economy anyway.[footnoteRef:5] Visual and performing arts degrees accounted for just over 4 percent of bachelor’s degrees awarded in 2022—a number that could change if the current increase in interest lasts.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Id.]  [5:  Id.]  [6:  Id.] 


The Arts at CUNY
[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:7] 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:8] One way that CUNY fulfills its mission is by providing access to the arts for all of its students and, for those interested, access to pathways into arts and cultural careers.  [7:  Mayor’s Office of Operations, Preliminary Mayor’s Management Report (January 2025), available at https://dmmr.nyc.gov/.]  [8:  New York Education Law, § 6201.] 

According to its website, the mission of the CUNY Arts initiative is “to expose CUNY students to the wonders of the arts in NYC.”[footnoteRef:9] Believing that the arts improve students’ critical and strategic thinking skills, CUNY Arts was established to provide opportunities for all CUNY students to “experience the richness” of NYC’s arts and cultural institutions.[footnoteRef:10] The goals of CUNY Arts are to integrate arts throughout the CUNY curriculum; to view NYC arts and cultural institutions as an “extended campus,” which can offer students free access to museums and participation in cultural events; and to provide paid internships during the academic year for interested students through programs such as the CUNY Cultural Corps.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  CUNY Arts website at CUNY Arts – The City University of New York.]  [10:  Id.]  [11:  Id.] 

CUNY Chancellor Félix V. Matos Rodríguez affirmed the CUNY Arts mission when he said, “NYC is the world’s cultural nerve center and CUNY is committed to helping our students gain valuable exposure to the arts. We are proud to partner with NYC’s most renowned cultural institutions through paid internships, events, performances and other special opportunities.”[footnoteRef:12] Public higher education institutions, like CUNY, which bring in thousands of first-generation-to-college students, low-income students, and students of color, are the vehicles by which so many of those students gain access to a wide range of studies related to cultures and the arts of the past and present just as students of greater privilege can do at private elite universities. [12:  Id.] 

Echoing Matos Rodríguez and his vision for CUNY students, Ignacio M. Sánchez Prado, a humanities professor at Washington University in St. Louis, noted that limiting access to the arts and other humanities studies at the college level continued the “similar gutting of such programs at the K-12 level,” which is especially true in school districts with high percentages of first-generation-to-college students, low-income students, and students of color.[footnoteRef:13] In his article in the Los Angeles Review of Books, Sánchez Prado explained that “the arts must be accessible to everyone, particularly students coming to the university without ever having had access to them.”[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Sánchez Prado, Ignacio M., “The Humanities Are Worth Fighting For,” Los Angeles Review of Books (July 14, 2023), available at https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/the-humanities-are-worth-fighting-for/.]  [14:  Id.] 


Internships as an Important Pathway for Students
Internships have long been seen by educators and employers as a valuable pathway for helping students enter a career field of interest. The National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE) reported that, according to its survey of graduating college seniors, about 67 percent of graduating seniors complete an internship—the highest percentage in recent years.[footnoteRef:15] However, it is worth noting that the percent of college students completing internships at “elite universities” is much higher, such as at the University of Pennsylvania where nearly 90 percent of seniors in 2023 completed internships compared to just 35 to 40 percent of seniors at CUNY’s City College of New York.[footnoteRef:16] Employers responding to NACE’s survey rated highly the importance of a job candidate’s having an internship experience; they also “made it clear that internship experience is the top factor they consider when deciding between two otherwise equally qualified candidates.”[footnoteRef:17] [15:  Gray, Kevin, “Students Recognize the Importance of Gaining Internship Experience,” NACE Center (September 23, 2024), available at https://www.naceweb.org/job-market/internships/students-recognize-the-importance-of-gaining-internship-experience.]  [16:  Agrawal, Nina, “Internships matter more than ever—but not everyone can get one,” The Hechinger Report (March 30, 2024), available at https://hechingerreport.org/internships-matter-more-than-ever-but-not-everyone-can-get-one/.]  [17:  Gray, supra.] 


CUNY Cultural Corps as an Internship Experience
On May 18, 2015, Mayor Bill de Blasio signed Local Law 46, requiring the creation of a comprehensive cultural plan for NYC.[footnoteRef:18] That plan, known as CreateNYC, was designed to be “a roadmap to guide the future of arts and culture in NYC,”[footnoteRef:19] including “a more sustainable, inclusive, and equitable cultural sector” for all New Yorkers.[footnoteRef:20]  [18:  Local Law 46 of 2015, available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=1853941&GUID=15689E9B-3860-4882-B9D3-F67A4C896AAC&Options=ID|Text|&Search=46 (Local Law 46). ]  [19:  DCLA, “History,” CreateNYC: A Cultural Plan for All New Yorkers, available at http://createnyc.org/en/about/history/. ]  [20:  Id. ] 

Local Law 46 requires the NYC Department of Cultural Affairs (DCLA) to submit updates to CreateNYC every two years, “detail[ing] progress made on the recommendations, initiatives, and priorities that result from the cultural plan.”[footnoteRef:21] DCLA issued its first update in the form of its 2019 Action Plan.[footnoteRef:22] The Action Plan highlighted the City’s progress in carrying out specific actions across a range of areas, but it also condensed dozens of objectives and strategies from CreateNYC into just five objectives and 25 strategies to guide DCLA’s work moving forward.[footnoteRef:23] Objective 2 of the plan is to “Cultivate inclusive practices in the cultural sector.” Strategy B for this objective is to “expand pathways to and advancement in careers in arts and culture for students from underrepresented communities.”[footnoteRef:24]  [21:  Local Law 46, supra.]  [22:  DCLA, CreateNYC: 2019 Action Plan (2019), available at https://createnyc.cityofnewyork.us/the-action-plan/.]  [23:  Id.]  [24:  Id.] 

The CUNY Cultural Corps—originally a partnership of CUNY, DCLA, and The Rockefeller Foundation—is an example of a college internship program that addresses Strategy B for Objective 2 in the 2019 Action Plan.[footnoteRef:25] The CUNY Cultural Corps was actually launched in 2016, before CreateNYC was written, in response to a lack of diversity in the staffs of NYC arts and cultural institutions; the CUNY Cultural Corps originally placed 70 CUNY graduates in part-time one-year paid internships in Cultural Institutions Group (CIG) member organizations, which are partly supported by DCLA funding.[footnoteRef:26] Since then, the number of CUNY students placed in paid internships with cultural organizations has become one of the key indicators DCLA uses to track progress in reaching Action Plan goals; the last number published by DCLA was for 2020-2021, which indicated that 539 CUNY students had been placed in paid internships since 2016-2017.[footnoteRef:27]  [25:  Id.]  [26:  DCLA, “CUNY Cultural Corps,” available at https://www.nyc.gov/site/dcla/programs/cuny-culture.page.]  [27:  DCLA, “Key Indicators,” CreateNYC: 2019 Action Plan, available at https://createnyc.cityofnewyork.us/action-plan-key-indicators/.] 

Interest forms are available on CUNY’s website for undergraduate students and graduate students (through a Rockefeller Fellowship) who are interested in a CUNY Cultural Corps internship and who will eventually go through an application and interviewing process before selection.[footnoteRef:28] Students choose from five CUNY departments for completing their internship: Communications and Marketing, Education and Public Programs, Development and Fundraising, Curatorial and Exhibitions, and Production Management (for performances and events).[footnoteRef:29] Some interns, depending on their department and organization placement, can earn course credit for their internship; all interns earn $20 per hour for up to 150 hours during the semester.[footnoteRef:30] In the 2023-2024 academic year, interns were placed with 88 partner organizations, offering 194 jobs; those partners included a wide variety of large and small museums, theaters, foundations, media outlets, advocacy nonprofits, galleries, dance companies, musical groups, botanical gardens, public libraries, and more.[footnoteRef:31] [28:  CUNY Cultural Corps website at https://www.cuny.edu/academics/current-initiatives/cultural-corps/#q6.]  [29:  Id.]  [30:  Id.]  [31:  CUNY Cultural Corps website at https://www.cuny.edu/academics/current-initiatives/cultural-corps/program-partners/#1639432381157-ac6c511d-3130.] 


CONCLUSION
At this hearing, the Committee is interested in hearing testimony from administrators, faculty, and other experts who work in the arts about the current state of arts programming and enrollment at CUNY. The Committee seeks an understanding of what has happened with the CUNY Cultural Corps and whether CUNY and DCLA are still cooperatively funding and operating it. The Committee is also interested in what metrics are being used to judge the effectiveness of arts programming in helping CUNY students prepare for and achieve career success in the arts and cultural jobs sector.
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