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BRIEF 1 THE STATE oF CoLLEgE REAdInESS And dEgREE CompLETIon In nEw YoRk CITY: THE LAST FIVE YEARS

ABoUT GRADUATE NYC

Focused on students who 
attend NYC DOE schools 
and CUNY colleges across all 
five boroughs, GNYC brings 
together institutional and  

organizational players to link and align efforts, advocate for changes in policy 
and practice, increase transparency, and identify and concentrate attention 
on key college readiness, access, and success indicators. GNYC’s role helps to 
maintain a constancy of purpose across institutional and city leadership  
transitions. GNYC is part of a broader movement in cities and communities 
across the country to create a sustained focus on college completion by work-
ing locally on college access and success in close partnership with major public 
education institutions and nonprofit and community-based organizations. 
Our initial set of goals and scope of work were determined by citywide teams 
composed of leaders and experts in K-12, higher education, youth, families, 
and community-based organizations engaged in college access and success 
work. The citywide goals, referenced throughout these briefs as the 2020 Goals, 
became the crux of GNYC’s efforts. Recommendations from the citywide teams 
resulted in the categorization of our work into four priority areas: (1) identify-
ing and disseminating best practices in college readiness and success, (2) data 
sharing, research, and policy, (3) college planning, advisement, and success, and 
(4) academic readiness and curriculum alignment. GNYC is funded by multiple 
private foundations and receives some public funding through the NYC DOE 
and CUNY. New York City, as supported by GNYC, is one of the Lumina  
Foundation’s 75 Community Partnerships for Attainment sites. 

The Graduate NYC (GNYC) Initiative began in 
2010 as an outgrowth of the college readiness 
and success work that the NYC Department of 
Education (NYC DOE), the City University  
of New York (CUNY), and the Mayor’s Office 
had been engaged in together for many years. 
Initially funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation as part of its Communities  
Learning in Partnership portfolio, GNYC works 
closely with its partners on efforts to increase 
rates of college readiness and degree completion.  
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InTRodUCTIon 2010-2015

Since GNYC’s inception  
in 2010, we have seen college  
readiness, access, and degree 
completion priorities emerge 
and gain prominence both  
in New York City and across 
the country. CUNY colleges  
have been adding new  
programs and revising their  
practices to address challenges  
to academic momentum  

and degree completion within their institutions. A growing number of  
organizations and funders have been supporting students, schools, and  
colleges in their efforts to improve college access, readiness, and completion. 
The DOE has implemented a number of new accountability measures and 
professional development offerings, all designed to increase rates of college 
readiness and enrollment. Conversations about accountability in higher  
education have intensified, and policy options for increasing accountability 
are increasingly being explored.

Leadership transitions have also been an important factor in the growing 
emphasis on college outcomes. In 2014, New York City welcomed its first new 
mayor since mayoral control of the public school system began in 2002,  
resulting in the appointment of a new chancellor of the public schools. A few 

BRIEF 1 THE STATE oF CoLLEgE REAdInESS And dEgREE CompLETIon In nEw YoRk CITY: THE LAST FIVE YEARS

This is the first brief in GNYC's three-brief series 
looking at college readiness and completion  
outcomes among NYC DOE and CUNY students 
through the lens of the 2020 Goals—a set of  
indicators established by CUNY, the DOE and the 
Mayor's Office at GNYC's founding in 2010.  
Over the past five years, GNYC has been working 
closely with an array of institutional and  
organizational players across New York City who 
share a commitment to increasing rates of  
college readiness and degree completion, so that all 
students have access to the opportunities that higher 
education provides. Our role is to focus attention 
on key indicators of college readiness, access, and 
success; align efforts; advocate for changes in policy 
and practice; and increase transparency. 
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months later, in an unrelated transition, CUNY also 
welcomed a new chancellor. These new leaders 
began unveiling education priorities that built on 
prior efforts, while focusing on new opportunities 
for impact and investment.

In September 2015, following a major expansion 
of Pre-K education across the city, Mayor de Blasio 
announced a new set of education goals, all  
of which related to college readiness and success. 
Separately, the mayor also made a substantial  
new investment to expand the CUNY Accelerated 
Study in Associate Programs (ASAP), to  
increase associate degree completion at CUNY. 
ASAP has consistently posted three-year associate 
degree completion rates of more than 50%, which is  
more than double the overall rate at the university.  
At full capacity, ASAP will serve approximately 
25,000 students per year, which should have a  
significant impact on degree completion rates.

As this series of briefs will detail, these  
converging forces, and efforts that pre-date them, 
have led to tangible progress. New York City  
has seen gains on the 2020 indicators of college 
readiness, college enrollment, and college  
degree completion for every racial and ethnic 
group, although there has been more progress  
in some areas than others. Two themes deserve 
special emphasis:

1. The increasing number of students  

achieving all milestones:  

Because the number of students in the college 
pipeline continues to swell—due to an  
increasing number of high school graduates 
and high and rising rates of college  
enrollment—the number of students reaching 
college-going and completion milestones  
is also increasing by hundreds or thousands of 
students each year, depending on the metric.

2. The persistence of racial achievement gaps: 

Although all racial groups have made gains  
in college outcomes, large gaps in college 
readiness, enrollment, and completion persist 
and have not narrowed appreciably over  
the past five years.

In this series of briefs—issued at a critical juncture, 
five years after GNYC was formed—we will  
address these narratives more comprehensively in 
light of the 2020 Goals. This first brief will   
highlight the NYC DOE’s and CUNY’s progress 
on each of the indicators and set a path to  
guide the work moving forward. The second brief 
will provide an analysis of DOE outcomes,  
particularly those related to college readiness and 
college enrollment. The third and final brief  
will look at college completion outcomes across the 
CUNY university system.

INTRODUCTION 
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BRIEF 1 THE STATE oF CoLLEgE REAdInESS And dEgREE CompLETIon In nEw YoRk CITY: THE LAST FIVE YEARS

2020 GoalBaseline*

Achieving these goals has the potential to put thousands of additional students on the path to 
college success. In 2014, more than 50,000 students graduated from NYC DOE high  
schools, and almost 40,000 students from the NYC DOE and elsewhere enrolled at colleges 
in the CUNY system. Given the size of the city’s PK-12 and postsecondary systems  
(nearly 1.1 million NYC DOE students and approximately 274,000 degree-seeking students at 
CUNY), a shift of just a few percentage points toward the completion goals has implications 
for changing the life trajectories of large numbers of New York City students. 

2020 GOALS
Earning an associate or bachelor’s degree is increasingly the means by which 
people hope to gain access to a fulfilling career and life. In 2010, inspired by  
work with the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation aimed at doubling the numbers 
of college graduates, the NYC DOE, CUNY, and the Mayor’s Office introduced 
a set of goals for 2020, encompassing the spectrum from college readiness and 
immediate college enrollment through degree completion (Figure 1). 

FIguRE 1: ThE 2020 GOAls  

Increase college readiness  
from 42% to 67%**

COLLEGE READINESS 

IMMEDIATE  
COLLEGE ENROLLMENT

3-YEAR ASSOCIATE  
DEGREE COMPLETION

4-YEAR ASSOCIATE  
DEGREE COMPLETION

6-YEAR BACCALAUREATE  
DEGREE COMPLETION

2020 GOALS

Increase immediate college  
enrollment from 73% to77%

Increase 3-year associate degree 
completion from 10% to 25%

Increase 4-year degree  
completion from 18% to 40%

Increase 6-year baccalaureate  
degree completion from 47% to 61%

*   2009 is the original baseline for the 2020 Goals, and remains so for completion goals. However, due to definition changes 
and additional data sources available, 2010 is the baseline for the college enrollment goal and 2011 is the baseline for  
the college readiness goal. 

10% 15%

18% 22%

47% 14%

42% 25%

73% 4%

0 10040 60 8020

10% 11%4%

18% 18%4%

47% 8%6%

42% 20%5%

73% 4%

0 10040 60 8020

** In 2015, as part of the Equity & Excellence Agenda, Mayor de Blasio set a target of a 67% college readiness rate by 2026.
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When the citywide 2020  
Goals were established for GNYC, the city prioritized 
improving outcomes for all students. In the years since,  
GNYC has become increasingly focused on persistent 
racial achievement gaps across college readiness  
and success indicators. This report draws attention to  
these gaps and opportunities to eliminate them 
through targeted resources and interventions. Increasing  
rates of college readiness, associate degree completion,  
and bachelor’s degree enrollment for black and Latino  
students, specifically, is an urgent priority for  
the city. Focusing on outcomes for black and Latino 
students in these areas will help us increase rates on 
the milestones overall, while ensuring more equitable 
outcomes and opportunities for all New Yorkers. 

EQUiTY 
In oUTComES
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In 2015, at the midpoint of the 10-year goal 
period, there have been promising increases 
for each goal area (highlighted in purple in 
Figure 2). The targets for college readiness 
and associate degree completion were  
especially ambitious, and significant gains 
have been seen in these areas.  

College readiness rates have risen by  
5 percentage points since 2011, and rates of 
associate degree completion (within  
three or four years) have increased by 4 
percentage points since 2009. The bachelor’s 
degree completion rate has increased by 6 
percentage points over the same time period. 

FIndIng 1
The city is making progress in all goal areas, but much more progress  
is necessary to meet the 2020 Goals. 

REPORTING ON PROGREss
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2020 Goal

FIguRE 2: PROGREss TOwARD ThE 2020 GOAls (2009-2014) 

Increase college readiness  
from 42%–67%COLLEGE READINESS 

IMMEDIATE  
COLLEGE ENROLLMENT

3-YEAR ASSOCIATE  
DEGREE COMPLETION

4-YEAR ASSOCIATE  
DEGREE COMPLETION

6-YEAR BACCALAUREATE  
DEGREE COMPLETION

2020 GOALS

Increase immediate college  
enrollment from 73%–77%

Increase 3-year associate degree 
completion from 10% –25%

Increase 4-year degree  
completion from 18%–40%

Increase 6-year baccalaureate  
degree completion from 47%–61%

2014 Progress

2009 Baseline (2010 for college enrollment, 2011 for college readiness)

10% 15%

18% 22%

47% 14%

42% 25%

73% 4%

0 10040 60 8020

10% 11%4%

18% 18%4%

47% 8%6%

42% 20%5%

73% 4%

0 10040 60 8020
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REPORTING ON PROGREss: FINDING 1
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The college enrollment rate, already at 73% of all high school graduates, has 
moved an additional 4 percentage points to the 2020 target of 77%. 

Despite this positive momentum, there is still much progress to be made in  
order to achieve the 2020 Goals. To meet the goal for associate degree completion  
within four years, for example, the rate must rise by an additional 18  
percentage points, and to reach the college readiness goal, the rate must rise  
by another 20 percentage points. 

The college readiness and college enrollment numbers are from NYC DOE data. 
These are inclusive of all 4–year plus summer high school graduates in a given year.

The 3–year and 4–year associate degree and 6–year bachelorʼs degree completion 
rates are from CUNY data.  These are inclusive of all first-time, full and part-time 
freshman across all CUNY colleges.

“Cohort” refers to when a group began high school or college, depending on the context.

“College readiness” refers to CUNY s̓ standard for entry into college credit-bearing  
coursework, defined in Brief 2.

Between 2009 and 2011, the NYC DOE and CUNY revised the “college ready”  
definition to include the various ways in which a student could be deemed proficient  
in the relevant skills areas—for example, by considering his or her SAT and ACT  
scores. With additional data also available starting in 2011, this provided a more  
comprehensive and accurate picture of college readiness.

whY A 2011 COllEGE READINEss BAsElINE?

DATA DEFINITIONs
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REPORTING ON PROGREss

Among city school districts with high concentrations of  
low-income students, high school graduation rates range from 
50–79%1, placing New York City, with a 2014 graduation  
rate of 68.4%2, in the mid-tier of cities and with rates similar to 
Chicago and Los Angeles3. 

According to National Student Clearinghouse data, supplemented 
with CUNY data, New York City has higher rates of college  
enrollment (77%) than other urban low-income/high minority  
districts (53%4), and even exceeds the rates for urban higher  
income/low minority districts (72%5). 

College completion rates are more difficult to compare given  
the limitations of data sources currently available. However, 
CUNY’s six-year graduation rate for first-time freshman enrolling 
in bachelor’s programs either full-time or part-time (53% for  
2008 enrollees) fares well when compared with the federal  
Integrated Postsecondary Data Education System (IPEDS), which 
includes only full-time enrollees at 4-year public institutions.  
The CUNY rate is lower than the average rate for all public 4-year 
colleges (57.5%6), but higher than the average rate of public  
commuter colleges (51.5%7), and public commuter colleges located 
in large cities (51.6%8).

NEw YORK CITY’s hIGh sChOOl GRADUATION, 
COllEGE ACCEss, AND COllEGE COMPlETION 
RATEs wIThIN A NATiONAL CONTEXT 

52%

68%

77%

50-79%

53%

53%

NYC

NYC

CUNY

National

National

National

HIgH ScHool gRaduatIon

collEgE EnRollMEnt

BacHEloR'S dEgREE coMplEtIon

22%20%
National CUNY

CUNY’s four-year associate degree completion rate (22% for first-
time freshman enrolling in 2010) also appears to be slightly better 
than the rate for all public community colleges located in large 
cities (20.1%, according to IPEDS9).  

aSSocIatE dEgREE coMplEtIon
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College-ready grads

FIndIng 2
When disaggregating by race, black and Latino students have lower rates of  
college readiness and enrollment than their Asian and white peers. 

REPORTING ON PROGREss
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FIguRE 3: hIGh sChOOl GRADUATION AND COllEGE  

READINEss RATEs BY RACE  

(2010 NYC DOE COhORT)

FIguRE 4: COllEGE ENROllMENT AND READINEss BY RACE  

(2010 NYC DOE COhORT GRADUATEs) 
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Not-college-ready enrollees Non-enrollees

Black and Latino students 
have lower high school 
graduation rates and college 
readiness rates compared to 
Asian and white students  
by substantial margins (see 
Figure 3). Among entering  
9th graders, less than a 
quarter of black and Latino 
students graduate from high 
school four years later ready 
for college. Among white 
students and Asian students, 
these percentages are two to 
three times higher (at 53% 
and 65%, respectively).

Approximately 71% of black 
and 72% of Latino high school  
graduates from the NYC DOE 
class of 2014 enrolled in  
college, compared to just over 
82% of white graduates and 
nearly 90% of Asian graduates  
(Figure 4). There are even 
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larger gaps across racial groups in the percentages of students who enroll college ready: 
59% of white high school graduates and 74% of Asian graduates were deemed college 
ready, compared to 26% and 31% of black and Latino graduates, respectively. These large  
racial gaps have negative implications for college completion and the type of postsecondary 
options available to black and Latino students. 

REPORTING ON PROGREss: FINDING 2

BRIEF 1 THE STATE oF CoLLEgE REAdInESS And dEgREE CompLETIon In nEw YoRk CITY: THE LAST FIVE YEARS

Increasingly, school districts, postsecondary institutions, and other community partners  
are recognizing the importance of disaggregating data—in other words, looking  
deeper into the data to explore how results compare for different student groups. In this 
report, we present a first attempt at disaggregating data by race in order to understand  
how our public education systems are serving different groups of students. However, we 
recognize that: (1) the four race categories in this report offer an over-simplified  
classification of race, masking tremendous cultural diversity and excluding populations 
such as American Indian/Native Alaskan students; and (2) an analysis of data broken  
out by other student characteristics (such as socioeconomic status and neighborhood  
of residence) would provide further insight into the differences in outcomes across different 
racial and ethnic groups presented in this report. We touch on these factors in this set of 
briefs and will delve deeper into socioeconomic differences in college readiness and  
completion outcomes in future reports. 

A sTARTING POINT FOR DIsAGGREGATING DATA 
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N=2,894 N=3,010

FIndIng 3

As seen in Figure 5, the six-year graduation rates 
 for CUNY students pursuing bachelor’s degrees  
(44% to 62% across racial and ethnic groups) are  
considerably higher than the four-year graduation 
rates for students pursuing associate degrees  
(19% to 29% across the groups). Looking within  
racial and ethnic groups, the differences in  
graduation rates between associate and bachelor's 
degree-seekers are larger for Asian and white  
students (33 to 35 percentage point gap) than for 
black or Latino students (25 percentage point gap).

Looking at differences in graduation rates across 
rather than within the racial and ethnic groups, the 
gaps tend to be wider among those earning  
bachelor’s degrees than among those earning  
associate degrees. For example, the difference in 

graduation rates between black and Asian students 
is 10 percentage points among those earning  
associate degrees within four years, but 18 percent-
age points among those earning bachelor’s  
degrees within six years. Similarly, the difference 
in graduation rates between Latino and white 
students is only 3 percentage points among those 
earning associate degrees, but 13 percentage  
points among those earning bachelor’s degrees.

These findings highlight the importance of  
considering other student characteristics beyond 
race, such as socioeconomic status, to further 
explore opportunities for increasing completion, 
as well as pursuing research to better understand 
these gaps and how to address them. 

There are wider racial disparities among students pursuing bachelor’s degrees  
than among those pursuing associate degrees. Across all racial groups, however,  
those pursuing bachelor’s degrees complete at higher rates. 

REPORTING ON PROGREss
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FIguRE 5: FOUR-YEAR AssOCIATE DEGREE GRADUATEs AND sIx-YEAR BAChElOR's DEGREE 

GRADUATEs BY RACE (2014 COllEGE GRADUATEs) 
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FIndIng 4

The lower associate degree completion  
rates highlighted in Figures 5 and 6 have  
a disproportionate impact on black  
and Latino students compared to white and 
Asian students, given that the vast majority 
(70% in 2014) of those entering associate  
degree programs are black and Latino.  
More than 11,000 black and Latino students 
who started associate degrees in 2010  

still had not completed them by 201410.  
Although we know that approximately  
one-quarter of these students transferred to 
a bachelor’s degree program without  
first completing an associate degree  
between 2010 and 2014, another 20%  
remained enrolled. This raises questions of 
student and institutional factors that affect 
academic momentum and time to degree. 

Because black and Latino students make up a vast majority of  
those pursuing associate degrees, low rates of associate degree completion 
disproportionately impact them. 

Non-graduates4-year graduates

FIguRE 6: FOUR-YEAR AssOCIATE DEGREE GRADUATEs AND NON-GRADUATEs BY 

RACE (2010 COhORT/2014 GRADUATEs) 
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AsIAN 2,052 (71%)842 (29%)

2,643 (77%)794 (23%)

5,054 (81%)1,162 (19%)

6,195 (80%)1,588 (20%)
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SUmmARY 2010–2015 

New York City fares better  
than many other large urban  
areas in aggregate rates of  
college enrollment. When the 

data is disaggregated by race, however, the story shifts. New York City faces 
big readiness, enrollment, and completion gaps for black and Latino students 
compared to Asian and white students. Fortunately, leaders in the Mayor’s 
Office, at the NYC DOE, and within CUNY are strongly committed to greater 
equity and have been taking important steps to eradicate these gaps. The city 
must continue to address these disparities in order to meet the established 
targets for 2020 and ensure that all students have the opportunity to achieve 
their college and career aspirations.

In the subsequent briefs in this series, we will explore in greater depth how 
the NYC DOE and CUNY are doing with respect to key milestones on the path 
to higher rates of college completion. Brief 2 further explores NYC DOE data 
on college readiness and enrollment, shedding additional light on students’ 
entry points into postsecondary institutions. Brief 3 focuses on college  
persistence and completion data for CUNY students, analyzing trajectories 
once they matriculate. We end the series with a set of priorities for New York 
City, as it continues to make progress on college degree completion while  
increasing equity.

Since 2010, the NYC DOE and CUNY  
have made important strides towards  
achieving the 2020 Goals. Amidst several  
leadership changes and a growing number  
of students in both systems, there is  
continued progress in college readiness,  
enrollment, and completion. This progress  
must be accelerated, however, if the  
systems are to meet all of the 2020 Goals and 
respond to the demands the city requires.
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