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INTRODUCTION

On Thursday, June 12, 2014, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Inez Barron, will hold an oversight hearing to review need and merit based scholarship programs at the City University of New York (CUNY). Representatives from CUNY, student advocates, and other interested parties have been invited to testify. BACKGROUND

The Benefits of Higher Education

Students who attend institutions of higher education obtain a wide range of personal, financial, and other lifelong benefits. Likewise, taxpayers and society as a whole derive a multitude of direct and indirect benefits when residents have access to postsecondary education.
 For members of all demographic groups, average earnings increase measurably with higher levels of education.
  Over their working lives, typical college graduates earn about 73 percent more than typical high school graduates, and those with advanced degrees earn two to three times as much as high school graduates.
  

In addition to the individual benefits received from attaining a post-secondary education, it has been reported that college graduates contribute more than others to the public treasury and to social well-being.
 The societal benefits of higher levels of education correspond to lower levels of unemployment and poverty, higher contributions to tax revenue, and decreased dependence on social safety-net programs, generating decreased demand on public budgets.
 College graduates are also said to have lower smoking rates, more positive perceptions of personal health, and lower incarceration rates than individuals who have not graduated from college.
  Higher levels of education also correlate with higher levels of civic participation, including volunteer work, voting, and blood donation.

The Costs of Higher Education

Notwithstanding the public benefits of higher education, the cost of obtaining a college degree comes at a significant and rapidly increasing cost often borne by students and their parents.  According to The College Board, for the 2013-14 school year the average tuition at private nonprofit four-year institutions, inclusive of fees, was $30,094, reflecting a 3.8% increase from the 2012-13 school year.  During the same period, the average in-state published tuition and fees at public four‑year institutions was $8,646, 2.9% more than the previous year. At public two-year colleges average tuition and fees increased from $3,154 to $3,264, a 3.5% increase.  Additional costs for room and board range, on average, from almost $7,500 at public two-year colleges to almost $11,000 at private four-year colleges. 
Although CUNY’s tuitions and fees, $6,030 for full time students at senior colleges and $4,500 for full-time students at community colleges, are lower than national averages,
 students attending CUNY schools have to contend with the fact that New York City has the highest cost of living in the entire country.
  For the 2014-14 school year, CUNY estimates that students living at home will spend approximately $7,200 in books and living expenses in addition to tuition, while students not living at home will spend approximately $20,000 on such expenses, nearly twice the national average.

Student Loan Debt

In the last ten years, the amount of outstanding student debt in the United States has tripled to over $1 trillion dollars.
 Of that, $864 billion can be attributed to federal government loans and $150 billion to private loans.
  Nobel laureate Joseph Stiglitz called the rising debt “an educational crisis” that is “affecting our potential future growth.”  New data shows that this debt may be having an adverse effect on the housing market.  According to the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, starting in 2012, 30 year-old student borrowers were less likely to take out home mortgages than non-student borrowers.  Last month former Treasury Secretary Lawrence Summers said that student loan debt was “taking the life out of the housing recovery.”  Part of this may be due to the expense of the loans themselves.  But it may also be due to the impact that missed loan payments have on credit for both people trying to obtain mortgages and renters trying to obtain apartments.
   
CUNY boasts that after accounting for Federal Pell Grants and the New York State Tuition Assistance Program (TAP), nearly 6 in 10 full-time undergraduates pay nothing out of pocket for tuition (excluding books and living expenses).  Compared with other students at many public and private institutions nationwide, 85 percent of CUNY’s full-time students are considered student loan debt free.  However, according the CUNY website, in the 2010-11 school year, 41,844 students did rely on $276.5 million in federal student loans, for an average loan amount per year of over $6,600, or in excess of  $26,000 over four years.
   
For CUNY students who do take out federal loans, their debt burden appears to be similar to that of students graduating from other public and private institutions.  The College Board reported that about 60% of students who earned bachelor’s degrees in 2011-12 from the public and private nonprofit institutions at which they began their studies graduated with debt and that on average they had borrowed $26,500 (in 2012 dollars).
  According to that report, approximately 57% of public four-year college bachelor’s degree recipients graduated with debt in 2011-12, having borrowed on average $25,000 each.
 The same report stated that during the same period, 65% of students who graduated with bachelor’s degrees from private nonprofit four-year colleges graduated with debt, and that those students had each borrowed an average of $29,900.
  

CUNY’S History of Free Tuition
CUNY dates back to the 1847 founding of the Free Academy by Townsend Harris, an early champion of public education. The Academy set upon a mission to, in Harris’ words, “let the children of the rich and the poor take their seats together and know of no distinction save that of industry, good conduct, and intellect.”
 Despite the City’s limited resources, demand for public higher education continued to grow during the Great Depression era.
 Additional CUNY schools were created to accommodate the growing immigrant population. The colleges created night divisions that charged affordable tuition while offering students the opportunity to work toward their degrees or raise their grades to the levels required to enter the colleges’ free baccalaureate programs.
 In 1961, the New York State Legislature formally established CUNY, uniting what by then had become seven municipal colleges into a formally integrated system, and authorizing the University to offer doctoral programs.
 Merit-based free tuition was reinstituted during the 1960s through the mid-1970s. Admission to the senior colleges was granted to any New York City resident with a high school diploma or general equivalency degree (GED). 
In the autumn of 1976, amid the turmoil of a dire fiscal crisis, the City discontinued the free-tuition policy under pressure from the Federal and State governments, and the financial community rescuing the City from bankruptcy.
 To alleviate the financial burden of running CUNY, New York State took control of the University.  The State took responsibility for funding CUNY’s senior colleges, and instituted tuition for students at all CUNY colleges.
  
To help students exhibiting financial need pay the new tuition, the State’s need-based Tuition Assistance Program, or TAP, which had been created during the early 1970s to help private colleges, expanded its eligibility criteria to include CUNY students.
 Full-time students were permitted to receive TAP, ensuring that financial hardship would deprive no CUNY student of a college education for the first time since the elimination of the free tuition policy.
 Within a few years, the Federal government would create its own need-based program, known as Pell Grants, providing the neediest students with a tuition-free college education.
  

College Discovery and SEEK Programs at CUNY
To offset tuition costs, CUNY offers additional programs to help students pay for college. College Discovery is a program at the two-year CUNY colleges. It was established to provide comprehensive academic support to assist capable students who otherwise might not be able to attend college. To be eligible for College Discovery, you must: (i) be a legal resident of New York City for at least one year prior to entering college; (ii) be a high school graduate or recipient of a state-approved equivalency diploma; (iii) be a first-time freshman or previously enrolled in a Higher Education Opportunity Program (“HEOP”) or Education Opportunity Program (“EOP”) program; (iv) have a gross family income that meets the New York State guidelines; and (v) have earned a College Admissions Average (CAA) of less than 80 percent or a rank in the class at the 65th percentile or lower.







The College Discovery Program has been a part of the City University since 1964 when it was established by a resolution of the Board of Higher Education.
 The program began as a five year experiment which sought to demonstrate that, with the proper supportive services, students who were being excluded from the University because of existing admissions criteria could attain a college degree.
  In 1969, the Program was extended beyond its experimental phase and became a permanent University vehicle in the community colleges for developing college potential among disadvantaged students.
 The success of College Discovery is reflected in the performance of its students. Retention and graduation rates consistently exceed those of regularly admitted students.
 
SEEK, which stands for Search for Education, Elevation, and Knowledge, is offered at CUNY’s senior colleges. It provides comprehensive academic support to assist capable students who otherwise might not be able to attend college. To be eligible for SEEK, you must: (i) be a legal resident of New York State for at least one year prior to entering college; (ii) be a high school graduate or recipient of a state-approved equivalency diploma; (iii) be a first-time freshman or previously enrolled in an HEOP or EOP program; (iv) have a gross family income that meets the New York State guidelines; and (v) be inadmissible according to the freshman admissions criteria established for the CUNY senior college you want to attend.
 The SEEK program began as a pre-baccalaureate program at CUNY in 1965.
  It was signed into law by the New York State legislature in 1966.
  The legislation was a result of the efforts of social activists and progressive politicians whose vision was to provide access to CUNY for poor students, then largely African-American and Puerto Rican, who graduated from high schools that had not prepared them for the rigors of college.
  Today there are eleven SEEK Programs across the University; one program in each of the seven senior and four comprehensive colleges.
  The SEEK and College Discovery programs also offer a pre-freshman summer program that students must attend for 6 weeks with instruction in reading, writing, math and sciences, as well as programs including basic skills, for students throughout their undergraduate studies.
  In over forty years of existence at the City University, the SEEK and College Discovery programs have enrolled approximately 230,000 low-income students.
  The shared mission of SEEK and College Discovery is intended to increase the level of education, social capital, and workforce expertise in our City and State. The major objectives that have been identified to achieve this mission are: 
 

· To provide on each campus a permanent, structured program. 

· To assist selected students with specifically defined educational and economic needs to achieve a quality college education and expand their social and career capabilities.

Peter Vallone Scholarship

The Peter Vallone Scholarship Program, named for the former New York City Council Speaker, was a City Council initiative that awarded students on the basis of academic achievement.  The scholarship program began in autumn 1998 (Fiscal year 1999) and ended in spring 2011 (Fiscal Year 2011). The scholarship was available to full-time students who enrolled directly into a CUNY college within a year of graduating from a New York City high school, public or private, with a B average, and for a time covered the full cost tuition for its recipients.  As long as the student maintained a B average every year at a CUNY institution, the student would continue to receive an award. Baccalaureate candidates were eligible for Vallone scholarships for up to ten semesters, and candidates for associate degrees were eligible for six semesters.
 

The Peter Vallone Scholarship began in Fiscal Year 1999 at a funding level of approximately $4.3 million for an award of $1,500 a year per student.
 That year, 5891 students received an award. Funding for the Vallone Scholarship significantly increased in subsequent years, as did the number of recipients.
 By Fiscal Year 2002, funding had increased to approximately $8.8 million, awarding 12,203 students.
   In Fiscal Year 2003, the City Council was unable to restore the same funding level as the previous year; consequently, the award amount was reduced to approximately $6.1 million, for an award of $1,000 per year.
 However, the number of recipients increased to 12,276. 
As funding levels increased in Fiscal Years 2004 and 2005, the award amount remained at $1,000 due to the increase in the number of recipients.
 In Fiscal Year 2006, funding levels increased to approximately $11 million dollars and the award to each student was raised to $1,250 per year. In Fiscal Year 2008, the Vallone Scholarship had reached its highest funding level of approximately $12.5 million, but the award to each student had decreased to $1,090.
 There were 22,276 recipients that year. In Fiscal Year 2009, during the time of the economic recession, the City Council was only able to restore approximately $5.8 million and the award amount decreased to $500 per year, but the number of recipients continued to increase.
 By Fiscal Year 2011, the Vallone Scholarship had reached an all-time low in funding at $3.7 million, and was eventually discontinued.

CONCLUSION

CUNY students are confronted with many unique financial pressures living in America’s most expensive city.  CUNY institutions were created to make a college affordable to those who otherwise could not afford to attend one.  But rising college costs and living expenses, and the debts students incur to pay for them, may make it more difficult for students to achieve not only their academic goals, but to pursue their dreams afterward. The purpose of this hearing is to explore options that may help students better afford college so that their educations would better serve not only the students themselves, but society as a whole.
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