
Inclusive school and community cultures with high expectations for all  
 

Currently, young people -- particularly young people of color, young people from low-income 
communities, and other groups traditionally underrepresented in college -- consistently receive both 
implicit and explicit messages that they do not belong in college or that they won’t make it in college. 
Changing this message is critical to achieving equity.  
 
Background and Data 
In the Spring of 2016, #DegreesNYC heard from over 150 people about the barriers to postsecondary 
entry and completion for young people of color and low-income young people in New York City. We 
heard the following about barriers related to norms and messages of schools and communities: 

● Stereotypes about minorities and the message “there is no place for you at college” are 
pervasive both before and during college  

● There are often low expectations for students of color and other groups 
● Many college cultures do not welcome difference and can send the message “this is not the 

place for you” 
● Colleges, particularly outside of the city, are often “white spaces” 

 
From what we heard these messages are pervasive in the experience of young people of color. 
Research on institutional racism and bias supports and clarifies the mechanisms through which these 
messages can be sent. Often, in the experience of counselors and advisors, young people internalize 
these messages and begin to believe that there is no place at college for them or continue to struggle 
with the constant messages making persistence and completion all the more challenging. 
 
Current Effort to Address 
Various initiatives and programs exist which begin to address these issues in addition to other goals 
both within education institutions and within the community. There is no overarching city message or 
coordination around these issues. A few institutional initiatives with large scope include: 

● Black Male Initiative at CUNY 
● Mayor’s Young Men’s Initiative and its education component the Expanded Success Initiative 

at NYC DOE 
● CREAR Futuros at the Hispanic Federation and CUNY 

 
There are an unknown number of organizations, programs and schools that work to address these 
issues both directly and indirectly.  Some mentioned during #DegreesNYC meetings include Alliance 
for Quality Education, CACNY offering Undoing Racism, the school diversity project at My Appleseed, 
“Courageous Conversation on Race” at Leadership and Public Service High School. 
 
Solutions proposed during #DegreesNYC community engagement process 

● System-wide youth leadership and peer-support programs 
● Strong whole-community messages that college is possible and important for all 
● More documentation of the implicit bias in existing policies, practices and people 

 
 
 
 
 



High quality counseling, advising, and supports for all young people and 
families on the path to and through college and career 
 
Many young people -- particularly those traditionally underrepresented in college -- are not receiving 
the advising and support they need to access and complete postsecondary education. Many factors 
have been cited as contributing to this situation - including too few counselors or advisors, too few 
trained knowledgeable counselors and advisors, lack of structure and program oversight of college 
and career services, the unclear role of counseling and advising staff, and a lack of ways to effectively 
collaborate. This issue exists across the K-16 pipeline.  

 
Background and Data 
In the Spring of 2016, #DegreesNYC heard from over 150 people about the barriers to postsecondary 
entry and completion for young people of color and low-income young people in New York City. We 
heard the following loud  messages about barriers related to the counseling, advising and supports 
available for young people: 

● There is the perception of a general lack of counseling, advising and supports to help students 
navigate postsecondary pathways both to and through college and to career  

● Students and professionals noted a lack of counselors/advisors, overwhelmed 
counselors/advisors, counselors lacking the knowledge and skills in particular areas, unclear 
roles of staff on supporting this work, and lack of structure and oversight 

 
There seem to be many conversations going on across our silo-filled-field, particularly around: 

● how to integrate work around postsecondary education and career pathways for all students 
● roles and coordination of staff in K-12 schools, including school counselors, college advisors, 

other staff with college and career responsibilities, community-based and non-profit partners 
● on the college and university level, conversation centers  around the lack of overall advising 

and the critical role that support programs, like ASAP at CUNY, and CBOs are playing to 
provide high quality advising and supports  

● an overarching question that comes up often: What does coherent K-16 advising look like that 
creates a real pipeline and safety net for students? 

 
Current Effort to Address 
New York City has a robust landscape of efforts to improve college and career counseling, advising 
and supports for all young people. Several new and older initiatives are in place at the Mayor’s Office, 
NYC DOE, and CUNY as well as a growing number of programs and initiatives in nonprofits and 
community-based organizations. Some big initiatives include: 

● College Access for All - Mayor’s Office, NYC DOE 
● Single Shepherd Initiative, Mayor’s Office, NYC DOE 
● Systemwide training on high quality postsecondary advising and soon also on career 

pathways, NYC DOE/Goddard Riverside Options Center 
● Support for Peer Leadership, NYC DOE/CARA 
● School Counseling Regulation Revisions pending in front of the NYS Board of Regents 
● ASAP at CUNY 
● Guttman Community College at CUNY 
● Opportunity programs (EOP, HEOP, SEEK, CD) 
● Strive 4 Success, CUNY, CARA, CBO partners 
● Wealth of nonprofits and CBO programs 



 
 
Solutions proposed during #DegreesNYC community engagement process 

● More peer and near-peer mentorship and leadership across the K-16 pipeline 
● Strengthen comprehensive school counseling programs in K-12 
● 9-12 grade required college and career pathways curriculum 
● More training for counselors, advisors, leaders 
● More counselors/advisors 
● Strengthen support for CBO’s and collaboration with K-12 and Colleges/Universities 
● Increase funding and support for ASAP 

 

 
  



Simplified policies and practices in higher education institutions 
 
All students experience some bureaucracy and red tape in the process of getting to and persisting in 
higher education. However, there are a number of institutional policies and practices around 
admissions, financial aid, billing, and registering for classes that have an oversized impact on 
particular young people - specifically, but not limited to, those who are first-generation to college, 
from low-income families, or new in this country. These policies and practices can deter these young 
people from enrolling or persisting to a credential.  
 
Background and Data 
In the Spring of 2016, #DegreesNYC heard from over 150 people about the barriers to postsecondary 
entry and completion for young people of color and low-income young people in New York City. We 
heard the following messages about barriers related to the policies and practices of higher education: 

● Complicated systems to apply for and maintain financial aid across college and universities 
form a large, and at times insurmountable, barrier to student enrollment and completion. This 
is huge area which includes: 

○ how financial aid officers support students,  
○ how academic advisors understand the relation of classes taken to financial aid,  
○ requirements that fall harder on young people from non-traditional households 
○ underlying assumptions in the financial aid system about family composition 
○ how credits are evaluated for TAP  
○ uneven policies around providing financial aid award letters across the board but 

particularly at CUNY  
○ possible negative effects of having taken College Now or other early college courses 

on financial aid once matriculated 
● Traditional admissions processed exclude particular populations 
● Unclear interpretations and presentation of FERPA requirements can prevent students from 

getting the support from adults outside the university/college 
● A myriad of chronic hurdles at CUNY - including around placement tests, billing and CUNYFirst, 

the timing of transfer credit evaluation and the transferring system (see the College Success 
Network testimony at the #DegreesNYC Community Hearing) 

 
Current Effort to Address 
Many colleges and universities across the country have been thinking about these issues. CUNY has 
recently issued a new policy about placement tests cut-offs and processes. 
 
Solutions proposed during #DegreesNYC community engagement process 

● More collaboration between community-based organizations and college and universities on 
identifying and resolving chronic barriers 

● Examine the effects of certain policies on groups of underrepresented students and students 
graduating at substantially lower rates than others  

● Streamline and simplify financial aid paperwork and requirements 
● Financial aid counselors need to be REAL counselors 
● Colleges need to be responsible to ensure students retain financial support through to 

completion 
 
 



Access to an affordable higher education for all 
 
A lack of resources to support our young people in pursuing postsecondary education is a very real 
barrier to increasing the number of young people -- particularly those traditionally underrepresented 
in higher education -- with a quality postsecondary credential.  The college debt crisis, increasing 
tuition, flat state and federal grants are all threatening access to an affordable postsecondary 
opportunity. 

 
Background and Data 
In the Spring of 2016, #DegreesNYC heard from over 150 people about the barriers to postsecondary 
entry and completion for young people of color and low-income young people in New York City. We 
heard the following messages about barriers related to the affordability of higher education: 

● The perception of the cost of college and the fear of debt is a barrier to considering and 
applying to college; many families feel they cannot afford higher education 

● There is a lack of understanding of how to access financial resources 
● College debt is crippling young people’s ability to become self sufficient 
● Requirements to maintain financial aid can be a burden and make postsecondary completion 

impossible for some students  
 
Current Effort to Address 
Many efforts recently have been made on this issue, particularly at CUNY but also by 
community-based and philanthropic communities. 

● CUNY’s move to offer fee waivers on a vastly broader basis to all young people who qualify 
● ASAP, Guttman, and other support programs providing metrocards and other resources 
● Emergency funds at CUNY funded by the Petrie Foundation and others 
● A growing number of community-based programs providing financial resources to college 

students 
 
Solutions proposed during #DegreesNYC community engagement process 

● Expand TAP and other need-based financial aid programs 
● Encourage colleges to commit the funds to open doors to high-need students 
● Pass the Dream Act in NYS allowing undocumented students to receive TAP 
● Reform TAP to ensure guidelines aren’t hurting most vulnerable 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



A robust data and accountability system which supports equity 
 
In order to move collectively toward the goal of equity in postsecondary education, we need to have a 
means to track and report on critical outcomes for young people. As a city, we have a wealth of data 
on our post-secondary pipeline in which students are tracked from high school through postsecondary 
education. We need to leverage existing data, identify and collect additional data, and build ways to 
use that data more effectively to ground and shape our collective and individual actions.  

 
Background and Data 
In the Spring of 2016, #DegreesNYC heard from over 150 people about the barriers to postsecondary 
entry and completion for young people of color and low-income young people in New York City. We 
heard the following messages about data and accountability: 

● We are now playing a crazy numbers game that emphasizes quantity over quality 
● We need data disaggregated in different ways to see what is really going on with groups of 

students - current large racial and income categories don’t allow us to see clearly enough 
● We need better data on what is being provided in college and career as well as what the 

concrete outcomes are 
● We need to understand as a community where we are in this work and how we are moving 

 
 
Current Effort to Address 
For the past many years, the NYC DOE and CUNY supported by the Research Alliance for New York 
City Schools have worked closely together developing data sharing agreements and protocols to 
develop a longitudinal look at what is happening to young people on postsecondary pathways. The 
results are data capacity within these two institutions that is a leading model nationally.  
 
Solutions proposed during #DegreesNYC community engagement process 

● Requirement for schools and institutions to report how college counseling, advising and 
supports are being provided and specific outcomes 

● Disaggregate data by country of origin, immigrant status (1st gen, 2nd gen, etc), ethnicity 
● Establish indicators to track as a collective and public body to understand more deeply how 

our young people are moving on their college and career pathways 


