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My name is Arthur Cheliotes, I am the Business Manager and former President of CWA 
Local 1180 and current Chair of the Labor Advisory Board of the CUNY School of Labor 
and Urban Studies. 
 
SLU’s Labor Advisory Board consists of leaders of 22 unions, representing more than half a 
million workers in New York State. 

In 2018, we worked in collaboration with the City Council, State Legislature, the Governor 
and CUNY officials to create a labor school that builds upon CUNY’s long legacy of building 
economic mobility for New Yorkers and stands side-by-side with its distinguished schools of 
journalism, law and public health.   

The support of the City Council was key to establishing the School of Labor & Urban Studies 
as the 25th and newest unit of CUNY, and it is the only one specifically dedicated to public 
service and social justice.  

The School provides undergraduate and graduate degree programs that prepare the next 
generation of labor and community leaders and collaborates with other units of the 
University to provide a wide range of educational opportunities and career pathways for 
workers and their families. In these challenging times, no goals could be more worthy.  

The members of the Labor Advisory Board are proud of our collective role in 
establishing the School and helping to ensure its continued success within CUNY, one of 
the great institutions of higher education.  

Given today’s tumultuous economic, political and social climate, as well as the increasing 
interest in and support for unions and working people, the education and opportunities 
SLU provides have never been more essential. 

As you know, this hearing - in fact, this entire budget process – coincides with the 
planning and implementation of regressive, dangerous policies that threaten to bolster 
the interests of an ultra-rich few at the expense of workers already frustrated by their 
inability to achieve the economic security for their families that had been enjoyed by 
prior generations.  
 
Their frustration is due, in no small part, to the failure to educate workers about the true 
reasons for their misery and how rich elites manipulate the media, the economy and our 
political system.  
 
A few sobering statistics: 
 

 In 2021, the top 1% of households had nearly one-third of the country’s wealth, 
while the bottom 50% had only 2.6%. 
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 This explosion of inequality coincided with an on-going, relentless assault on 
unions. At their height, unions represented one-third of all U.S. workers. In 
2024, that figure has been reduced to 9.9 percent, according to the US Bureau of 
Labor Statistics.  

 
 Sadly, this decline has persisted despite the growing popularity of the labor 

movement. In a 2024 Gallup poll, 71 percent of Americans said they approve of 
unions, nearly a 60-year high.   

 
It is against this national backdrop of mounting income inequality, declining union 
membership and increasing union popularity that the Labor Advisory Board urges the 
Council to continue to support the growth of the CUNY School of Labor & Urban 
Studies. 

The School of Labor and Urban Studies (SLU) traces its roots within CUNY to the 
Murphy Institute and focuses on expanding higher educational opportunities for 
workers, developing the next generation of labor and community leaders, and serving 
the educational needs of the labor movement and the broader community. To 
accomplish its mission, SLU stands on four foundational pillars: 

1) Workforce Development: Providing educational opportunities for 
workers while meeting the economic needs of the City and State, 

2) Labor Studies: Offering certificate and degree programs that focus on 
the study of work, workers, and worker organizations, 

3) Urban Studies: Offering certificate and degree programs that focus on 
urban problems as well as the policies and practices designed to alleviate 
those problems, 

4) Service to the Community: Providing public programming; publishing a 
national journal; developing educational materials; conducting applied 
research; and offering civic engagement and leadership development 
programs to the community. 

 
SLU currently enrolls more than 1,700 students, including nearly 600 students in its 
core academic programs and more than 1,100 students in the workforce development 
programs it offers, with your support, in collaboration with other CUNY schools.  

 
SLU serves a diverse student population: 61% are women and 81% are persons of 
color. Enrollments at SLU have grown an average of 10% annually since the School 
was established in 2018 and 15% annually in the past two years.  

 
The core programs enroll both traditional-age and working-adult students in 
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undergraduate and graduate programs in Labor Studies and Urban Studies. At the 
same time, SLU’s Worker Education program serves the needs of workers who seek 
educational programs that will help them advance their careers. SLU prides itself on 
small classes, a dedicated faculty, pro-active counseling, specialized tutoring, and an 
array of academic support mechanisms. 

Supplemental funding from the City has been essential to the 
establishment and growth of the School.  

In FY ’26, we ask the Council to support the restoration and enhancement of the 
Worker Education program that currently enrolls more than 1,100 students from 
across the City, for a total of $1.4 million.  

We also ask that you help build a CUNY SLU program that, thanks to CM Selvena 
Brooks-Powers and in partnership with Challenge Charter High School, began in the 
2023-2024 academic year and helped bring higher education to Far Rockaway. This 
innovative collaboration aims to enhance educational opportunities for students, 
parents, and staff through specialized workshops and certificate programs. The program 
is currently funded at $177,000. We are asking to increase that to $325,000.  

Finally, we come to the Council with a proposal to develop a Public Service Training 
Corps for students in at-risk high schools. This program encourages civic values and 
community leadership while providing pathways to college and successful careers in 
public service and social justice advocacy. It is conceived as an alternative to the Junior 
Reserve Officers Training Corps (ROTC) programs that are currently offered in 3,500 
high schools across the country. We believe that the military should not be the only way 
up and out for high school students from low-income households. Advocating for one’s 
community, equality and democracy is just as powerful an expression of patriotism. We 
look forward to discussing this proposal with you in the weeks ahead.  
 
The cost of supporting student scholarships and stipends for up to 125 students in five 
cohorts, one in each borough, is approximately $2.8 million. Ninety-two percent of the 
funding for this program will go directly to the students participating in the program.   
 
What we have achieved to date is the fulfillment of a unique and exciting vision that 
distinguishes the CUNY School of Labor and Urban Studies from any other in the 
nation. Our focus is on the development of the next generation of labor and community 
leaders, by expanding higher educational opportunities for workers seeking career 
advancement in the public service as career civil servants, in the non-profit community 
services sector and in the private sector as advocates in the workplace.   
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The challenge now is to build on that vision, despite the obstacles that are likely to be 
placed in our way during the next four years. Thank you for the support you have 
already provided, and I respectfully urge you to continue your support for the School of 
Labor Studies and for CUNY systemwide.  
  

#  #  # 
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Testimony of Dainma Martínez 
 Student Government Association President, Hostos Community College 
 New York City Council Higher Education Budget Hearing 
 March 13, 2025 

Good afternoon, Council Members. My name is Dainma Martínez, and I am the President of the 
Student Government Association at Hostos Community College and the University Student 
Senate Vice Chair for Community Colleges. I am honored to testify today on behalf of my fellow 
students regarding the devastating impact of the proposed budget cuts to CUNY community 
colleges. 

CUNY is often referred to as the "people's university," and for good reason. It provides 
countless first-generation, low-income, and minority students, like myself. With access to higher 
education, economic mobility, and a path to a better future. But Mayor Adams’ proposed $95.5 
million in cuts to CUNY community colleges, including $10 million from Hostos alone, 
would threaten that mission. 

These cuts would result in larger class sizes, fewer course offerings, and a reduction in 
essential student services like academic advising, mental health support, and career 
counseling. Many of us rely on these resources to navigate college while juggling jobs, family 
responsibilities, and financial hardships. 

I am a first-generation college student, a student leader, and someone who has faced many of 
the struggles that CUNY students endure daily. I know firsthand how critical programs like 
tutoring centers, emergency grants, and food pantries are to student success. Slashing 
funding would force students to make impossible choices—choosing between attending school 
and working extra shifts just to afford basic necessities. 

At Hostos, a college that serves a predominantly Black and Latinx student body, these cuts are 
more than just numbers. They are a direct attack on the success of historically 
marginalized communities. Many of my peers already face systemic barriers to education, 
and these budget reductions would only widen the gap between opportunity and access. 

New York City cannot afford to balance its budget at the expense of its students. Investing in 
CUNY is an investment in the future of this city. We are not asking for a favor, we are 
demanding that you uphold CUNY’s promise of accessible, high-quality education. 

On behalf of the students of Hostos and all of CUNY, I urge this Council to reject these cuts 
and fight for full funding for our community colleges. Our future and the future of New York 
City depends on it. 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 
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My name is Madison Pinckney, and I am a Legal Fellow in the Disability Justice Program at 

New York Lawyers for the Public Interest (NYLPI). Thank you Chair Dinowitz and members of 

the Council for the opportunity to testify today. 
  

The Trump administration poses an unprecedented threat to the rule of law and to New Yorkers’ 

freedoms, civil rights, and access to services.  New York City legislators must now leverage the 

substantial power of local government to uphold and protect our laws and rights, and to make the 

major investments needed to protect and strengthen infrastructure and public institutions.   

  
New York City’s FY 2026 Budget 
  
The New York City Independent Budget Office and State Comptroller DiNapoli have both found 

that New York City’s economic outlook remains strong, and they project significant budget 

surpluses for FY 2025.    

  
In recent years, the City Council has played a critical role in defending vital city services, 

investments, and infrastructure from budget cuts and flat-lining.    

  
At the same time a federal administration hostile to people with disabilities, immigrants, LGTBQ 

individuals, and climate science threatens New York City communities, and has already begun to 

seize funds allocated to our City.  It is more critical than ever that the City’s budget makes bold 

investments for all its residents, and it is more critical than ever that our Mayor and the City 

Council stand up for New York City’s communities and for independence.   

 

Immigrant Health Initiative  

   

We ask the Council to continue and enhance support for the Immigrant Health Initiative, which 

continues to save lives and improve health across our city. This program is funded at $2.43M in 
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FY25 and supports more than 20 organizations, including NYLPI programs aimed at improving 

the health and well-being of New Yorkers and their families through direct legal representation, 

litigation, community education, strategic partnerships with public hospitals, and non-legal 

advocacy. Through vigorous client and community advocacy and wraparound services, NYLPI 

improves health outcomes, increases access to healthcare, and provides critical and timely 

education for communities, healthcare providers, and legal service advocates.   

   

Such access to essential healthcare often results in cost savings for the City, the State, and our 

safety net health care system when people are able to resume work and productive lives.  

   

As increasing numbers of New Yorkers are detained in immigration jails, we are one of the few 

organizations focused on medical advocacy and the acute health hazards of immigration 

detention. In addition, in the face of continued attacks on the asylum process, we have offered 

culturally competent legal representation, including to those who identify as transgender, gender-

expansive, or live with HIV.  

    

Nonprofit Rapid Response Network  

   

The new federal administration is focusing tremendous power on mass deportations, revocation 

of racial justice initiatives, claw backs of climate and environmental justice funding, and 

retribution against those who stand up to it. The human cost to New York’s disadvantaged 

communities will be staggering. Nonprofits and CBOs serving or employing immigrants and 

other marginalized groups will form a critical shield but are also becoming direct targets of 

federal agencies attempting to conduct raids, chill advocacy, and cut services to people in 

need.[1]  

   

With support from a Speaker’s request and Protect NYC Families, the Nonprofit Rapid Response 

Network will strengthen and protect New York City’s nonprofit sector by providing 

informational resources, relationship-building, practical training, and legal advice and 

representation to nonprofits and CBOs. It will foster collaboration, build capacity, and distribute 

essential resources and legal advice to help nonprofits survive attacks by the federal 

administration.  

  

Higher Education for Students with Disabilities  

 

Individuals with disabilities face enormous barriers to accessing higher education and are thus 

underrepresented in these settings. This creates financial instability and a dearth of individuals 

with disabilities in leadership positions with decision-making power, further perpetuating 

discriminatory policies, inaccurate media portrayals, and lack of access. If students with 

disabilities partake of higher education services, they are often met with discriminatory 

accommodation policies, a lack of physically accessible campus spaces, and stigma. 

 

To respond to these issues, NYLPI commenced a higher education accessibility campaign in 

2024, representing students with disabilities who experience discrimination in pursuit of higher 

education. This campaign advocates for students with disabilities when they are denied 

reasonable accommodations, face disability-based harassment, and experience physical, 

https://word-edit.officeapps.live.com/we/wordeditorframe.aspx?ui=en-US&rs=en-US&wopisrc=https%3A%2F%2Fnylpi1.sharepoint.com%2Fsites%2Fstaff%2F_vti_bin%2Fwopi.ashx%2Ffiles%2F6c9067aedee3431f9b5d832f6e64dc65&wdorigin=TEAMS-WEB.p2p_ns.rwc.Sharing.ServerTransfer&wdexp=TEAMS-TREATMENT&wdhostclicktime=1741269065743&wdenableroaming=1&mscc=1&hid=63DE87A1-10A6-8000-198F-223D8765EC61.0&uih=sharepointcom&wdlcid=en-US&jsapi=1&jsapiver=v2&corrid=c044f3ce-eb03-4af2-c3eb-a086c6300350&usid=c044f3ce-eb03-4af2-c3eb-a086c6300350&newsession=1&sftc=1&uihit=docaspx&muv=1&cac=1&sams=1&mtf=1&sfp=1&sdp=1&hch=1&hwfh=1&dchat=1&sc=%7B%22pmo%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fnylpi1.sharepoint.com%22%2C%22pmshare%22%3Atrue%7D&ctp=LeastProtected&rct=Normal&csc=1&instantedit=1&wopicomplete=1&wdredirectionreason=Unified_SingleFlush#_ftn1
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communication, and other accessibility barriers on campuses. NYLPI is the only nonprofit in 

New York City offering these services, and unfortunately, has found that the assistance we 

provide is desperately needed. 

 

NYLPI Findings 

 

Over the past six months, NYLPI has received numerous complaints from students with 

disabilities at City University of New York (CUNY) campuses. These students report that their 

campuses have repeatedly failed to provide and implement reasonable accommodations in 

accordance with the Americans with Disabilities Act, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, New 

York State’s Human Rights Law and New York City’s Human Rights Law.  

 

These complaints also noted multiple professors across CUNY campuses who actually refuse to 

implement accommodations that are approved by CUNY Disability Service Offices. Further, the 

students shared that these professors harassed them when they attempted to advocate for 

themselves about the accommodations they were denied.   

 

Moreover, students reported facing dismissive and hostile attitudes when working with CUNY’s 

Disability Service Offices, especially when seeking to obtain their approved accommodations. 

Students with disabilities already face massive obstacles in higher education and should feel 

empowered when approaching disability services offices to exercise their rights. This behavior 

indicates a systemic lack of respect and understanding for the rights of students with disabilities 

across CUNY campuses.  

 

Funding Recommendations 

 

1. Disability Service Offices on CUNY campuses are intended to benefit students with 

disabilities and ensure they can achieve their educational goals. However, many offices 

are currently falling short of legal obligations and ethical standards. We urge City 

Council to dedicate its resources to investigating and addressing the disability 

discrimination occurring on CUNY campuses.  

 

2. Students with learning disabilities and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 

report that they cannot access accommodations because CUNY Disability Service Offices 

require an evaluation documenting their disability that can cost up to $10,000. These 

prohibitively expensive evaluations leave students with learning disabilities and ADHD 

without accommodations for their disabilities. NYLPI urges the Council to allocate 

funding for CUNY campuses to provide these evaluations to students at no or low 

cost.  

 

3. In its FY 2026 budget requests to New York City, CUNY requested $2.1 million to 

support its disability services.1 CUNY Disability Service Offices are significantly 

understaffed and undertrained, which is evident in the complaints NYLPI has received 

 
1 https://www.cuny.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/media-assets/FY2026-CUNY-Budget-Request.pdf.  

https://www.cuny.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/media-assets/FY2026-CUNY-Budget-Request.pdf
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from students with disabilities. NYPLI supports CUNY’s funding request to the 

extent that it aims to increase staff and create a professional development program 

to improve the problems we highlighted above.   

 
Thank you for hearing my testimony today. I am happy to discuss any of these issues and would 

particularly welcome the opportunity to collaborate with you to find sustainable solutions for 

students with disabilities. I can be reached at Mpinckney@NYLPI.org. 
  
For almost 50 years, NYLPI has fought to protect civil rights and achieve lived equality for 

communities in need. Led by community priorities, we pursue disability, health, immigrant, and 

environmental justice. NYLPI combines the power of law, organizing, and the private bar to 

make lasting change where it is needed most.  

 

NYLPI’s Disability Justice Program works to achieve equality of opportunity, self-determination, 

and independence for people with disabilities. Our educational rights advocacy focuses on 

higher education, special education, and professional licensing to ensure students with 

disabilities receive the support and accommodations necessary to succeed.   

 
For more information visit:  www.nylpi.org. 

 

https://www.nylpi.org/
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Good Afternoon, Esteemed Members of the New York City Council Committee on Higher 
Education,  

My name is Akkeem Polack, and I proudly serve as the Vice Chair for Legislative Affairs for 
CUNY University Student Senate, representing over 245,000 CUNY students across 25 colleges. 
I am a student at York College, majoring in Communication Technology. I’m also a student from 
Jamaica.   

Like many of my peers, I chose CUNY because its reputation for providing working class people 
with an affordable and quality education precedes the institution. Indeed, the university has a 
global reputation for being a vehicle of socio-economic class mobility. While CUNY is full of 
opportunities, many of our students still struggle with financial and structural barriers that 
threaten our success. 

One of the most pressing challenges facing CUNY students today is the sharp rising cost of 
living. This, of course, is not unique to New York City. We have seen rents, homes, cars, and 
groceries skyrocket over the post covid pandemic world. One thing that makes NYC different 
from the rest of the nation is that we have the largest and most reliable system of public transit in 
the country. And we could use our public transit system as a tool to bring much needed relief to 
the students of CUNY.  

Many of us travel long distances—sometimes up to two hours each day—just to get to class. 
Public transit is not optional for us; it is a necessity. However, with increasing subway and bus 
fares, commuting costs have become an unbearable burden for thousands of students. 

That is why the USS is calling on the Legislature to fund FREE METROCARDS for CUNY 
students. 
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Access to transportation is access to education. A student who cannot afford a MetroCard cannot 
attend class. A student who cannot afford to travel cannot take an internship, participate in 
research, or engage in civic life. Without reliable and affordable transportation, students are 
forced to make impossible choices—do I go to class today, or do I save that swipe for work so I 
can afford rent? This is a daily reality for too many CUNY students, and it is one that New York 
State has the power to change. 

While transportation is a critical issue, it is just one piece of a larger puzzle. If we truly want to 
support student success, we must also: 

● Expand the CUNY CARES Project to address food insecurity, housing instability, and 
access to health and mental health services. A MetroCard is crucial, but so is ensuring 
that students are not hungry or homeless while pursuing their education. 

● Enhance academic and career advice to help students navigate their studies and prepare 
for the workforce. We need more advisors, mentors, and career resources to ensure that 
students graduate with the skills and opportunities they deserve. 

● Increase support for disability services by funding additional staff, assistive technology, 
and accessibility improvements across campuses. Every student, regardless of ability, 
should have the tools they need to succeed. 

● Improve IT infrastructure across CUNY, ensuring students have access to modern 
technology, reliable Wi-Fi, and updated digital resources that enhance learning. 

Since Fiscal Year 2021, CUNY has faced $94.1 million in budget reductions through the 
Program to Eliminate the Gap (PEG), a 15% decline in city funding, which will grow to $95.4 
million in Fiscal Year 2025. These cuts have led to reductions in instructional and student 
services staff, directly impacting academic advisement, counseling, library staffing and hours, 
career services, and financial aid offices. As a result, students struggle to navigate course 
selections, access support services, and stay on track for graduation, ultimately affecting their 
earning potential. To ensure student success, it is critical to reverse these cuts and restore funding 
to essential programs. 

CUNY has long been the engine of social mobility for New York’s working-class and immigrant 
communities. Investing in CUNY is investing in New York’s future. 

We urge you to fund Free MetroCards for CUNY students and to continue investing in policies 
that remove barriers to education. The return on investment is clear—when students can afford to 
access their education, they graduate, they contribute to the economy, and they strengthen our 
state. 
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Thank you for your time and commitment to higher education. I look forward to working with 
you to ensure that every CUNY student has the support they need to succeed. 
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Dear Esteemed Members of the New York City Council Committee on Higher Education, 

My name is Daniel Reden, and I have the honor of serving as the Chairperson of the University 
Student Senate (USS) and as a Student Trustee on the City University of New York (CUNY) 
Board of Trustees. Today, I stand before you, representing over 200,000 CUNY students across 
our 25 campuses—students who, despite facing numerous challenges, are unwavering in their 
pursuit of higher education. I implore you to fully fund CUNY, recognizing that this investment 
is not just in an institution but in the very future of New York City. 

The USS Commuter Grant Pilot Program: Bridging the Transportation Gap 

Transportation costs present a significant barrier to student success. Many CUNY students 
struggle to afford commuting expenses, leading to missed classes and lower graduation rates. To 
address this, the USS has proposed a Student Commuter Grant Pilot Program, included in the 
CUNY City Budget request for $500,000. This initiative aims to provide MetroCards to students 
based on their program affiliations, thereby alleviating financial stress and promoting equitable 
access to education. 

Transportation is a major barrier to student success. The 2025 Black, Puerto Rican, Hispanic, and 
Asian Caucus People's Budget also recommends extending free or reduced-cost Metrocards to 
the amount of $75.5 Million Dollars, for all CUNY students, recognizing the critical need for 
transportation equity. A state-funded partnership between CUNY and the MTA would: 

● Reduce fare evasion, which disproportionately impacts low-income students. 
● Improve graduation rates by ensuring students can attend class. 
● Strengthen the workforce by supporting student retention and success. 
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The Dire State of CUNY Facilities: A Crisis of Health, Safety, and Academic Integrity 

Our campuses are in a state of disrepair that is both alarming and unacceptable. Students, faculty, 
and staff contend daily with leaking ceilings, pervasive mold, and facilities that are not 
accessible to all. These hazardous conditions are more than mere inconveniences; they are 
barriers to learning, threats to health, and stark indicators of neglect. Such environments are 
antithetical to academic excellence and compromise the safety and well-being of our community. 

The Ripple Effect: How Facility Neglect Undermines Recruitment, Retention, and 
Excellence 

The condition of our facilities extends beyond immediate health concerns; it profoundly impacts 
CUNY's ability to attract and retain both students and esteemed faculty. Prospective students are 
deterred by dilapidated campuses, leading to decreased enrollment. Current students, 
disheartened by their surroundings, may disengage or leave, affecting retention rates. Similarly, 
high-caliber faculty and staff are less likely to join or remain at an institution that does not 
prioritize its infrastructure, thereby diminishing the quality of education and research. 

A Call to Action: $200 Million Annually to Restore and Revitalize CUNY 

To address the extensive deferred maintenance and to elevate our facilities to a state of good 
repair, CUNY requires a substantial investment of $200 million in capital funding annually. This 
funding is not a luxury but a necessity to ensure that our campuses are safe, functional, and 
inspiring places of learning. It is an investment that will yield immeasurable returns in student 
success and institutional prestige. 

The Broader Economic Implications: New York City's Future at Stake 

The neglect of CUNY's infrastructure and the financial burdens on its students have 
repercussions that resonate beyond the confines of our campuses, threatening the economic 
vitality of New York City: 

● Diminished Graduation Rates: Substandard facilities and financial hardships contribute 
to lower student morale and success, resulting in fewer graduates entering the workforce. 

● Underqualified Workforce: A decline in CUNY graduates leads to a workforce that 
lacks essential skills and credentials, making the city less competitive. 

● Reduced Business Attraction: Companies seeking a skilled labor pool may look 
elsewhere, bypassing New York City due to a perceived lack of qualified candidates. 
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● Shrinking Tax Base: Fewer graduates and lower-paying jobs mean diminished personal 

income and business tax revenues, straining public services. 
● Increased Demand for Social Services: An undereducated populace is more likely to 

require city services, burdening already stretched resources. 

Conclusion: Investing in CUNY is Investing in New York City's Prosperity 

Fully funding CUNY is not merely an educational imperative; it is an economic and moral one. 
By allocating the necessary capital to repair and modernize our facilities and by supporting 
initiatives like the USS Commuter Grant Pilot Program, we affirm our commitment to health, 
safety, and academic excellence. We ensure that CUNY remains a beacon of opportunity, capable 
of attracting and nurturing talent. In doing so, we safeguard the economic future of New York 
City, maintaining its status as a global leader. 

Thank you for your time and unwavering commitment to supporting our students and faculty. I 
welcome any questions and look forward to collaborating to achieve these critical goals. 
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Good Afternoon, Esteemed Members of the New York City Council Committee on Higher 
Education,  
 
My name is Davia Willis, and I am a Criminal Justice major at John Jay College of Criminal 
Justice, with plans to graduate in Spring of 2027. I chose to attend CUNY because of its cost 
effectiveness and diverse opportunities. As a First-Generation college student, my career goals 
are to become a lawyer and a politician erecting my own firm and to be elected to serve those I 
represent. My experience at CUNY has been a mixture of challenges and opportunities. One 
significant challenge I have faced is the financial constraints of which one is the logistical 
difficulties associated with commuting. 
 
Currently, I commute to campus using both the bus and the subway, which costs me $132 per 
month. I am an international student and given that I must be responsible for all my living, 
academic and housing expenses this adds greatly to the monthly expenditure. Not everyone is an 
international student, but everyone has a variety of expenses and is some way inconvenienced by 
the added cost of transportation. Many students are forced to skip classes, limit extracurricular 
involvement, or turn down internships because they cannot afford to travel. 

To address these issues, I urge the Legislature to FUND FREE METROCARDS for CUNY 
students. Ensuring free fares for students would: 

● Reduce financial barriers to education, allowing students to focus on their studies 
instead of worrying about transportation costs. 

● Improve access to academic and professional opportunities, ensuring students can fully 
participate in their education. 

● Promote retention and graduation rates, as students with reliable transit options are 
more likely to complete their degrees on time. 

As students, we should not have to choose between quality education and our ability to afford the 
transportation needed to access it. I strongly encourage the Legislature to invest in equitable 
transit solutions that support student success. 
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Thank you for your time and consideration.  
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Good Afternoon, Esteemed Members of the New York City Council Committee on Higher 
Education,  
 
My name is Samantha Ventura, and I am an Early Childhood Education major at Bronx 
Community College, set to graduate in May 2025. I chose CUNY because I was born and raised 
in New York City, and I take immense pride in being part of this shared experience. City life is 
unpredictable, but CUNY has been my constant. It has been an oasis despite the challenges I 
have faced. 

I write to you because I know our resources are limited, and for many students, the difference 
between success and failure is access to those resources. Before attending Bronx Community 
College, I had to withdraw from university due to personal and financial hardships. I live with 
complex PTSD, ADHD, OCD, severe generalized anxiety disorder, and major depressive 
episodes. At one point, I struggled with agoraphobia. Students like me rely on increased funding, 
not just for education, but for survival. Our struggles are increasing, and the resources we need 
must increase alongside them. 

CUNY made it possible for me to continue my journey. Through Bronx Community College, I 
accessed personal counseling, free psychiatric care, and a support network that allowed me to 
persist in my education. The Offices of Student Success, Personal Counseling and Student Life 
nurtured me, ensuring I had the guidance and resources to stay on track.  

I fear the day I run out of grants. I fear having to choose between working to survive and 
continuing my education. I fear facing housing instability again. I do not want to stop my 
progress, but without sufficient funding, regression is the reality not just for me, but for 
thousands of students like me. We need free transportation. We need better advisement. We need 
accessibility. We need CUNY CARES.  

Asking students to do more with less is not sustainable. There are more students like me than 
students who are not like me. We are the future educators, healthcare workers, social workers, 
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and leaders of this city. At USS, we already dedicate our careers to helping those who come after 
us, with the goal that they in turn help those who come after them. We want you to assist us in 
ensuring that every CUNY student has the support they need to succeed.  

Thank you for your time and commitment to higher education.  
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Good Afternoon, Members of the New York City Council Committee on Higher Education, 
 
My name is Tahisha Fields. I am a student at Baruch College, majoring in mental health 
counseling with plans to graduate in May 2025. I chose CUNY because it offers the most 
affordable and diverse educational opportunities compared to private institutions, making it 
accessible for students like me. 
 
As a nontraditional, older student, my career goals are to become a fully licensed mental health 
counselor and pursue my PhD in social work. My time at CUNY has been both rewarding and 
challenging. While completing my degree, I am also in my final year of a clinical internship, 
which, due to state regulations, is unpaid. The financial strain is exacerbated by my full-time 
academic load and the time-consuming commute to both my internship and classes. 
 
I am also deeply involved in student government as the president of the Baruch Graduate 
Student Assembly and the Vice Chair for Fiscal Affairs for CUNY University Student Senate. 
However, balancing these responsibilities and my studies leaves me with very little time to work 
a part-time job, further compounding my financial challenges. 
 
CUNY has always been a beacon of affordable education, but rising costs, particularly in 
transportation, continue to be a significant barrier to student success. As a commuter, I, along 
with many others, spend hundreds of dollars monthly just to access my education. This expense 
limits opportunities, such as participating in internships or extracurricular activities, and forces 
students to choose between attending class and meeting their basic needs. 
 
To alleviate this burden, I urge the Legislature to fund FREE METROCARDS for CUNY 
students. Reliable and affordable transportation is essential for students to succeed in their 
academic and professional endeavors. 
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In addition to transportation, the University Student Senate also advocates for: 
 

● Supporting the CUNY CARES Project to address food insecurity, housing instability, and 
access to health and mental health services. 

● Enhancing academic and career advice to better prepare students for successful careers 
after graduation. 

● Expanding support for disability services, including increasing staff and improving 
access to adaptive sports, assistive technology, and campus accessibility. 

● Improving IT infrastructure to ensure all students have the technological resources they 
need to succeed. 

 
By investing in these areas, New York State can ensure CUNY continues to be a world-class 
institution that serves all students equitably. We appreciate your ongoing commitment to higher 
education and look forward to working together to eliminate barriers that hinder student 
success. 
 
Thank you. 
 

 



Testimonial to the New York City Council 
Committee on Higher Education 
Submitted by CRI: The LGBTQIA+ Public History Project 
Date: March 14, 2025 

Honorable Members of the New York City Council, 

On behalf of LaGuardia Community College, CUNY, and the LGBTQIA+ Public History 
Project, we extend our deepest gratitude for your continued support for LGBTQIA+ education, 
public history, and community-building initiatives across CUNY. Your support has been 
instrumental in expanding our reach from five campuses in 2017 to all 25 CUNY campuses in 
2024. The LGBTQIA+ Public History Project, and its flagship the CUNY LGBTQIA+ 
Consortium is one of the most important organizations ensuring that LGBTQIA+ students and 
the public have access to affirming spaces, meaningful programming that explores 
intersectionality and health, and historical preservation efforts that uplift our community’s legacy 
and future. 

During the fiscal year 2024, the CUNY LGBTQIA+ Consortium supported hundreds of 
programs with over 15,000 attendees, and we are on target to reach the same number this fiscal 
year. On many campuses, this funding constitutes the main support of LGBTQIA+ 
programming, and these events are lifelines to our students. This includes the borough-wide 
LGBTQIA+ student leadership conferences, the Queeribbean Crossings initiative in partnership 
with the Caribbean Equality Project, and the Queens Borough-Wide Lavender Graduation. 

We also support long-term infrastructure for LGBTQIA+ students, faculty, and staff across 
CUNY. Currently only 14 of the 25 campuses have a dedicated LGBTQIA+ center, and eight of 
these centers were supported by the CUNY LGBTQIA+ Consortium. We have also expanded 
access to scholarships, internships, and mental health programming.  

Despite these accomplishments, the demand for LGBTQIA+ student services, educational 
programming, and public history projects continues to grow. At a time when LGBTQIA+ rights 
face increasing national and local challenges, it is critical that the City Council maintain and 
increase funding to the LGBTQIA+ Public History Project. Currently this CUNY Research 
Institute is funded at a quarter of similar research institutes, but we could achieve tremendous 
change with the support of the Council Committee on Higher Education. 

The CUNY LGBTQIA+ Consortium has proven that the City Council saves lives through its 
funding choices. We urge the Council to continue its unwavering support so that we may sustain 
and expand this essential work. Thank you for recognizing the value of investing in LGBTQIA+ 
communities and for ensuring that New York City remains a leader in equity, inclusion, and 
justice. 

Sincerely, 
Dr. Allie Brashears 
Director CUNY LGBTQIA+ Consortium 





TESTIMONY BEFORE THE NYC CITY COUNCIL COMMITTEE ON HIGHER EDUCATION 
 Re: Expanding Apprenticeship Pathways for CUNY & SUNY Students 
 Presented by: Kevin Ly, Resident of Forest Hills, NY 
 Date: March 13, 2025 

 

Chairperson Eric Dinowitz, Members of the Committee, and Fellow New Yorkers, 

My name is Kevin Ly, and I am a resident of Forest Hills, Queens. I am testifying today to advocate for a 
comprehensive, structured, and fully paid apprenticeship model that integrates pre-apprenticeships and 
registered apprenticeships throughout a student’s entire higher education journey at the City University 
of New York (CUNY) and the State University of New York (SUNY). 

The traditional model of higher education often requires students to take on significant debt while juggling 
unpaid internships, part-time jobs, or low-wage work that is unrelated to their career goals. We need a 
paradigm shift—one that ensures students can earn while they learn throughout their entire college 
experience. 

Proposal: A Seamless Apprenticeship Model for CUNY & SUNY Students 

I propose a structured apprenticeship pathway that begins before a student even steps onto campus and 
continues through post-graduation, ensuring that New Yorkers have clear economic mobility while completing 
their degrees. This model includes: 

1. Paid Pre-Apprenticeship (Summer Before Freshman Year) 
 

○ High school graduates would participate in paid, structured pre-apprenticeships aligned with 
their intended field of study. 

○ These pre-apprenticeships would introduce students to industry skills, workplace expectations, 
and career exploration before college begins. 

2. Year-Round Pre-Apprenticeship (First Two Years of College) 
 

○ In the first two years of college (freshman and sophomore years), students would continue their 
paid pre-apprenticeship experiences alongside their coursework. 

○ These experiences would help students build technical skills, develop professional networks, 
and gain real-world exposure in their fields. 

3. Paid Registered Apprenticeship (Junior & Senior Year) 
 

○ Starting in their junior year, students would transition into registered 
apprenticeships—structured, paid programs with employer partnerships that provide on-the-job 
training, mentorship, and a direct pipeline to employment. 

○ This would align students with their industry of choice and provide direct connections to 
potential full-time employment post-graduation. 

4. Post-Graduate Apprenticeship or Continuation in Graduate School 
 

○ For students requiring additional years of training, or for those who wish to continue their 
apprenticeships while pursuing graduate education, the program would offer a post-graduate 
apprenticeship track. 



○ This would ensure that college graduates are not left without direction or financial support as 
they transition into the workforce. 

Why This Model is Necessary 

● Increases College Affordability & Reduces Student Debt 
 

○ A structured, paid apprenticeship pathway would enable students to earn income while 
pursuing their degrees, reducing their reliance on loans and alleviating financial stress. 
 

● Aligns Higher Education with Workforce Needs 
 

○ Many students graduate without the work experience necessary for competitive job markets. An 
apprenticeship model ensures that all students graduate with hands-on industry experience 
and professional connections. 
 

● Expands Access to Economic Mobility 
 

○ This program would particularly benefit low-income, first-generation, and underserved 
students by providing them with financial stability and career readiness while still in school. 
 

● Strengthens New York’s Economy 
 

○ Investing in apprenticeship programs fosters a highly skilled, local workforce that is prepared 
to meet industry demands, keeping talent in New York State and supporting economic growth. 

Call to Action 

I urge the NYC Council Committee on Higher Education to: 

1. Partner with CUNY & SUNY to Establish a Citywide Apprenticeship Framework 
 

○ Work with institutions to develop industry-aligned, scalable apprenticeship programs that 
ensure students receive both education and paid work experience. 
 

2. Secure Funding & Incentives for Employers to Expand Apprenticeship Opportunities 
 

○ Provide financial support, tax incentives, and funding to encourage employer participation in 
the program. 
 

3. Ensure Industry Representation in Higher Education Decision-Making 
 

○ Collaborate with labor unions, businesses, and workforce development organizations to 
ensure that apprenticeship programs align with industry needs. 
 

4. Expand Access to All Fields & Majors 
 

○ Ensure that apprenticeship opportunities exist across all disciplines, including STEM, 
healthcare, education, public service, the arts, and business. 



This is a bold but necessary step toward ensuring that every CUNY and SUNY student has the opportunity to 
graduate with a degree, real-world experience, and a clear path to economic security. 

Conclusion 

New York must lead the way in rethinking how college students enter the workforce. A fully integrated 
apprenticeship system will position our students for long-term success, address student debt, and strengthen 
our local economy. 

Thank you for your time and consideration. I look forward to your leadership in making this vision a reality. 

Respectfully submitted, 

Kevin Ly 
 Resident, Forest Hills, NY 
  
 Forest Hills, NY 11375 
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