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RES. NO. 500-2024 	By Council Members Joseph, Schulman, Avilés, Cabán, Salaam, Banks, Narcisse, Sanchez, Ossé, Abreu, Krishnan, Lee, Nurse, Ayala, Louis, Brooks-Powers, Brewer, Feliz, Gutiérrez, and Stevens

TITLE:	Resolution calling on the New York State Legislature to introduce and pass, and the Governor to sign, legislation entitled The New York State College Safety Act to require that all campuses of The State University of New York and The City University of New York permit autoimmune and immunocompromised students and faculty to learn and teach via remote instruction in as many courses as feasible whenever students or faculty are dealing with an unpredictable or temporarily debilitating impact of their condition

INTRODUCTION
On Tuesday, October 28, 2025, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Eric Dinowitz will conduct an oversight hearing on The Reading and Writing Crisis Among College Students. The Committee will also hear Resolution Number (Res. No.) 500-2024, sponsored by Council Member Rita Joseph, calling on the New York State Legislature to introduce and pass, and the Governor to sign, legislation entitled The New York State College Safety Act to require that all campuses of The State University of New York and The City University of New York permit autoimmune and immunocompromised students and faculty to learn and teach via remote instruction in as many courses as feasible whenever students or faculty are dealing with an unpredictable or temporarily debilitating impact of their condition. 
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 all of its students leave CUNY with the reading and writing skills needed to succeed in further education and/or in a career of their choice.  [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.] 

According to an August 27, 2025, opinion piece in The Washington Post, columnist George F. Will noted that many college students now characterize a writing assignment of 750 words as “long”[footnoteRef:4]—even though that is just 100 words more than the 650-word personal essay that many of them had to write as part of the Common App application that got them into college.[footnoteRef:5] He went on to point out that, in 2024, 51 percent of college freshmen said that they had been given no writing assignment longer than five pages, and 51 percent of seniors said that they had been given no writing assignment longer than 11 pages in their final year of college.[footnoteRef:6] Looking at expectations for reading skills, Will observed that the College Board was cutting the 500- to 750-word reading passages in its Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) down to no more than 150 words, so that the passages would be “suited to the attention spans of young minds formed by browsing social media.”[footnoteRef:7]  [4:  George F. Will, “Too many college students,” The Washington Post (August 27, 2025), available at https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2025/08/27/college-students-degrees-jobs/.]  [5:  Common App website at https://www.commonapp.org/apply/first-year-students.]  [6:  Will, supra.]  [7:  Id.] 


THE READING CRISIS
Beth McMurtrie’s “Is This the End of Reading?” in the May 9, 2024, edition of The Chronicle of Higher Education highlights the reading related concerns of a variety of professors from a variety of colleges, including elite colleges like Wellesley College and the College of William and Mary, where typical entering students score over 1400 on the SAT.[footnoteRef:8] The professors whom McMurtrie cited in the article made these observations, among others:[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Beth McMurtrie, “Is This the End of Reading?,” The Chronicle of Higher Education (May 9, 2024), available at https://www.chronicle.com/article/is-this-the-end-of-reading.]  [9:  Id.] 

· It is no longer possible to plan a class based on the assumption that students will have done the assigned readings. If the professor goes over in class what students should have read as homework, students will participate. But then, one professor noted, she would “feel like a cruise director organizing games of shuffleboard.”
· Many traditional-aged students do not have adequate reading stamina to get through long assignments or a sufficiently rich vocabulary to understand them.
· Even students who actually do the reading assignments outside of class are often not able to handle complex or lengthy texts.
· Students’ expectations of what constitutes “a reasonable amount of work” outside of class has “dropped noticeably” in recent years.
· After reading assigned texts, students now are less able to organize information from those texts into categories, process that information, see patterns, and apply principles to new situations.

McMurtrie also cited some possible explanations that professors have given regarding the cause of these problems, including concerns about current K-12 education:[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Id.] 

· Learning loss and a decline in student motivation as a result of the pandemic, perhaps directly as a result of a lowering of academic expectations during the pandemic.
· Whole-language reading instruction in elementary schools, which de-emphasized phonics and hurt reading fluency.
· An over-attentiveness to standardized tests, which use only relatively short reading excerpts, with associated questions.
· A decline in the number of 13-year-olds who said they read for fun almost daily—from 35 percent in 1984 to 17 percent in 2020, according to the National Assessment of Educational Progress.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Katherine Schaeffer, “Among many U.S. children, reading for fun has become less common, federal data shows,” Pew Research (Nov. 12, 2021), available at: https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2021/11/12/among-many-u-s-children-reading-for-fun-has-become-less-common-federal-data-shows/.] 

· The rise of smartphones and apps, which do not require focused engagement with long written pieces.

Writing in The Atlantic, Rose Horowitch’s article, entitled “The Elite College Students Who Can’t Read Books,” offered another explanation.[footnoteRef:12] She noted that Nicholas Dames, who has taught Literature Humanities, a required great books course at Columbia University, for 25 years, had increasingly noticed that first-year students seemed unable to cope with his expectation of reading multiple books during the semester; one of his students explained that her public high school had never required her to read a whole book, but rather simply “excerpts, poetry, and news articles.”[footnoteRef:13] Dames also observed that when he asked first-year students to name their favorite book, students used to cite classics like Wuthering Heights and Jane Eyre, whereas now almost half name young-adult books instead.[footnoteRef:14] A majority of the 33 professors whom Horowitch interviewed for the article, including professors from Princeton, the University of Virginia, and Georgetown University, told stories about students’ poor vocabulary skills, difficulty in understanding challenging works, and trouble focusing.[footnoteRef:15] [12:  Rose Horowitch, “The Elite College Students Who Can’t Read Books,” The Atlantic (October 1, 2024), available at https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2024/11/the-elite-college-students-who-cant-read-books/679945/.]  [13:  Id.]  [14:  Id.]  [15:  Id.] 

Horowitch noted that Carol Jago, a national literacy expert working on curriculum design with teachers, has said that teachers have stopped teaching long-admired classic novels, like My Ántonia and Great Expectations, perhaps in the face of increased focus on State and federal testing standards.[footnoteRef:16] Mike Szkolka, a long-time educator in Boston and New York schools, remarked, “There’s no testing skill that can be related to . . . Can you sit down and read Tolstoy?”[footnoteRef:17] Although private middle and high schools have abandoned the reading of entire books more slowly than public secondary schools, the trend is still there; while private schools produce many students who attend the elite colleges Horowitch wrote about, private schools do not yield nearly as many CUNY students, meaning that the negative effects on the CUNY student body of the trend in reading fewer entire books might be even greater.[footnoteRef:18] [16:  Id.]  [17:  Id.]  [18:  Id.] 

Amid many articles about the reading crisis and what it looks like in colleges across the U.S., there are also articles in the education press about what professors should do to make the readings do they assign more accessible, more relevant, more interesting, and, basically, more likely to be read. For example, Kerry L. O’Grady, director of teaching excellence at Columbia University’s business school, provided ideas for professors to try in his article, “How to Get Your Students to Read,” in The Chronicle of Higher Education, including these:[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Kerry L. O’Grady, “How to Get Your Students to Read,” The Chronicle of Higher Education (July 10, 2024), available at https://www.chronicle.com/article/how-to-get-your-students-to-read.] 

· “Reconsider your readings and explain your choices”—for example, demonstrating critical reading skills for students and explaining the reasoning behind each required reading selection
· “Give students options”—for example, letting students choose their own supplemental readings or letting them choose the format for completing assignments (e.g., by audiobook, by podcast) 
· “Make your assignments about more than reading”—for example, establishing book clubs, appointing student discussion leaders, or inviting the author of the reading assignment to come to class for a discussion
· “Put AI to good use”—for example, grading AI’s answers to questions about the assigned reading or asking AI to respond to questions in the voice of the author of the assigned reading

Horowitch explained that some professors say that they are now changing with the times: including more short literary works in their syllabi, trimming their reading lists to far fewer books, and accepting that students will miss out on some of the classics while hopefully reading the remaining books in greater depth.[footnoteRef:20] Interviewed by Hanna Rosin, an editor at The Atlantic and host of Radio Atlantic, in “Why Reading Books in High School Matters,” Horowitch commented on why it is important to make the case for reading books: [20:  Horowitch, supra.] 

“I think that students . . . aren’t getting the message as to why reading is important. They’re . . . being told that they need to be using high school to prepare for college, and college to prepare for a job, and not that they need to be using all of these times to sort of just prepare to live.”[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Hanna Rosin, “Why Reading Books in High School Matters,” The Atlantic (December 19, 2024), available at https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2024/12/the-books-we-read-in-high-school-part-1/681086/.] 


THE WRITING CRISIS
In “Student Writing: Strategies to Reverse Ongoing Decline,” Michael J. Carter and Heather Harper referenced “a slew of empirical studies conducted over the past thirty years [that] provided ample evidence that those who believe that writing continues to decline are indeed correct.”[footnoteRef:22] That decline comes even after poor results on the first writing assessment in the 1990s by the National Assessment of Educational Progress of secondary school student’s writing abilities, which led Gary W. Phillips, the associate commissioner at the National Center for Educational Statistics, to remark that “writing is not very good in the nation” and that “[e]ven the best is mediocre.”[footnoteRef:23] An examination 20 years later of college graduate students, using the SAT II Writing Test, Part B, found that their writing was not much better than the average high school senior.[footnoteRef:24] [22:  Michael J. Carter and Heather Harper, “Student Writing: Strategies to Reverse Ongoing Decline,” National Association of Scholars, Academic Questions (Fall 2013), available at Student Writing: Strategies to Reverse Ongoing Decline by Heather Harper | NAS.]  [23:  Id.]  [24:  Id.] 

Writing in 2017, Marc Tucker, president emeritus of the National Center on Education and the Economy, wrote an article for EducationWeek entitled “Our Students Can’t Write Very Well—It’s No Mystery Why.”[footnoteRef:25] Complaining about the inability of his organization to find and hire college graduates who could write a one-page summary of a report, Tucker noted that high school students are rarely asked to write anything “of significant length” because they are not tested on that—meaning, he said, that “they are not asked to submit to the testing authorities 10- or 15- or 20-page papers in which they are expected to present a thesis, defend it, analyze something complicated from multiple points of view and draw a reasoned conclusion, or put together a short story in which characters are developed in some depth and insights are revealed.”[footnoteRef:26] He continued by explaining that students would need to be required to do that kind of writing over and over again in order to improve enough to do it well and that such demanding writing requirements were not in evidence in American secondary schools.[footnoteRef:27]  [25:  Marc Tucker, “Our Students Can’t Write Very Well—It’s No Mystery Why,” EducationWeek (January 12, 2017), available at Our Students Can't Write Very Well—It's No Mystery Why (Opinion).]  [26:  Id.]  [27:  Id.] 

Community college adjunct instructor Lisa Lieberman wrote an article in The Chronicle of Higher Education last year, entitled “AI and the Death of Student Writing,”[footnoteRef:28] She detailed her interactions with recent students who had used Grammarly and other AI programs to do their writing assignments for her classes and about her subsequent realization that about one-third of her students were doing so.[footnoteRef:29] In a world where AI is getter better and better, Lieberman wondered whether schools would eventually stop teaching writing altogether if computers could simply do it for you and whether Hollywood would eventually use AI to write all of its screenplays and television scripts.[footnoteRef:30] She remarked on her colleagues’ uses of AI, including grading students’ essays with AI—or, as she put it, “[s]tudents will write their papers with AI and teachers will grade them with AI.”[footnoteRef:31] [28:  Lisa Lieberman, “AI and the Death of Student Writing,” The Chronicle of Higher Education (June 7, 2024 ), available at https://www.chronicle.com/article/ai-and-the-death-of-student-writing.]  [29:  Id.]  [30:  Id.]  [31:  Id.] 

Beckie Supiano, a senior writer at The Chronicle of Higher Education, wrote in “How One Professor Demystifies Writing” about Kerry L. Beckford’s experiences as an English professor of almost 30 years at Connecticut State Community College-Tunxis.[footnoteRef:32] Just as it is hard to convince today’s college students of the importance of reading, Beckford explains that students do not see themselves as writers and that “the advent of generative artificial-intelligence tools that can crank out students’ writing assignments for them has made it harder to convince them that writing, while intimidating and difficult, is worth the effort.”[footnoteRef:33] Beckford notes that she starts by admitting to her students that she, too, sometimes hates writing because it is hard and that being a good writing takes continued practice—just like being a good athlete.[footnoteRef:34] The omnipresence of AI has caused Beckford to do more in-class writing assignments as well as to ask her students to tell her, in writing, what their own opinions are to help them find their own voices.[footnoteRef:35] [32:  Beckie Supiano, “How One Professor Demystifies Writing,” The Chronicle of Higher Education (September 19, 2025), available at https://www.chronicle.com/article/how-one-professor-demystifies-writing.]  [33:  Id.]  [34:  Id.]  [35:  Id.] 

In a recent “Teaching” newsletter from The Chronicle of Higher Education, McMurtrie wrote about Jacob Levy, a professor at McGill University, who created a tech-free classroom for his 300-student introductory political theory course and uses a series of in-class essays to teach and persuade students that they can write without AI.[footnoteRef:36] Levy believes that students cheat by using AI when they are panicked or up against a deadline and when they believe that everyone else is cheating, too.[footnoteRef:37] Hence, he created a level playing field by assigning in-class structured essays to help build students’ writing skills and confidence before assigning one final take-home paper.[footnoteRef:38] While it is costly for Levy and his three teaching assistants to provide feedback on each of the in-class essays, he notes that students express the positive feeling that “we’re all doing the same thing here…and doing [it] honestly.”[footnoteRef:39] [36:  Beth McMurtrie, “Teaching,” The Chronicle of Higher Education (May 22, 2025), available at https://www.chronicle.com/newsletter/teaching/2025-05-22.]  [37:  Id.]  [38:  Id.]  [39:  Id.] 

Historian and professor Steven Mintz in “Writing With Style, Force, Flair and Impact” stated:
“Writing, as I have argued many times, is (or should be) a key part of the thinking process. The very process of writing helps us formulate and develop our ideas and arguments. But writing should also be an act of artistry and creativity. We need to do more to help our students revel in language’s richness, grandeur and musicality and learn how to play with sentences’ phrasing, tone, inflections, rhythm, repetitions, tempo and cadences.”[footnoteRef:40] [40:  Steven Mintz, “Writing With Style, Force, Flair and Impact,” Inside Higher Education (January 23, 2024), available at https://www.insidehighered.com/opinion/columns/higher-ed-gamma/2024/01/23/writing-style-force-flair-and-impact.] 



CONCLUSION
At this hearing, the Committee is interested in hearing about the experiences of CUNY administrators, faculty, and students in meeting and working through the reading and writing crises that have affected colleges nationwide. The Committee seeks an understanding of what metrics are being used to judge the effectiveness of reading and writing instruction at CUNY and to evaluate the quality of CUNY students’ reading and writing skills. Finally, the Committee is interested in any support that the City Council could provide to improve CUNY’s efforts in this area.




Res. No. 500

Resolution calling on the New York State Legislature to introduce and pass, and the Governor to sign, legislation entitled The New York State College Safety Act to require that all campuses of The State University of New York and The City University of New York permit autoimmune and immunocompromised students and faculty to learn and teach via remote instruction in as many courses as feasible whenever students or faculty are dealing with an unpredictable or temporarily debilitating impact of their condition

By Council Members Joseph, Schulman, Avilés, Cabán, Salaam, Banks, Narcisse, Sanchez, Ossé, Abreu, Krishnan, Lee, Nurse, Ayala, Louis, Brooks-Powers, Brewer, Feliz, Gutiérrez and Stevens

Whereas, According to the National Institutes of Health’s Office of Autoimmune Disease Research, approximately 8 percent of Americans, or more than 25 million individuals, have an autoimmune disease, with almost 80 percent of those affected being women; and
Whereas, According to the Workers with Autoimmune Ailments Alliance, about 1.5 million of those individuals affected are college students; and
Whereas, There are between 80 and 150 conditions that are classified by various sources as autoimmune diseases, which produce chronic and sometimes debilitating symptoms and which have no known cure; and
Whereas, Some autoimmune diseases, such as Addison’s disease or type 1 diabetes or Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, target a specific organ while others produce symptoms throughout the body, such as rheumatoid arthritis and lupus; and 
Whereas, In addition to being diagnosed with an autoimmune disease, individuals can become immunocompromised as a result of a variety of medical situations, such as being treated for some cancers or receiving an organ transplant; and
Whereas, Autoimmune and immunocompromised individuals who take or teach college courses can find themselves, at least from time to time, in need of remote instructional arrangements to protect their health, such as during flare-ups of an autoimmune illness or when dealing with the side effects of necessary medications; and 
Whereas, Putting pressure on college students to attend class on campus or on college faculty to come to campus to teach class when they are dealing with a serious immediate impact of their condition is both inhumane and potentially dangerous to their well-being; and 
Whereas, If introduced in and passed by the New York State Legislature, The New York State College Safety Act, initially proposed as a broader piece of federal legislation by the Workers with Autoimmune Ailments Alliance, would alleviate that pressure on both students and faculty and would ensure that their heath is not further jeopardized by coming to a class in person; and
Whereas, The New York State College Safety Act would require that all campuses of The State University of New York and The City University of New York permit autoimmune and immunocompromised students and faculty to learn and teach via remote instruction in as many courses as feasible whenever students or faculty are dealing with an unpredictable or temporarily debilitating impact of their condition; and
Whereas, The New York State College Safety Act would require that The State University of New York and The City University of New York adopt clear regulations and policies regarding how remote instructional arrangements would be made for students and faculty on their campuses, including the length of time any such accommodation may last and an explanation for any courses in which class sessions cannot from time to time be taken or taught remotely; and
Whereas, The New York State College Safety Act would include an annual reporting mechanism to the State Legislature and a delineation of penalties to be incurred by The State University of New York and The City University of New York for noncompliance with the Act’s provisions; now, therefore, be it
	Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York calls on the New York State Legislature to introduce and pass, and the Governor to sign, legislation entitled The New York State College Safety Act to require that all campuses of The State University of New York and The City University of New York permit autoimmune and immunocompromised students and faculty to learn and teach via remote instruction in as many courses as feasible whenever students or faculty are dealing with an unpredictable or temporarily debilitating impact of their condition.
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