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In April 2017, the Legislature approved Governor Cuomo’s proposal to establish the 
Excelsior Scholarship program, which promised to eliminate SUNY and CUNY tuition 
for undergraduates from state resident households with gross annual incomes up to 
$125,000. In legislation submitted with the FY 2021 Executive Budget, Governor Cuomo 
proposes raising that gross annual income threshold to $135,000 in 2020-21, and to 
$150,000 in 2021-22, at a total additional cost of $35 million. 
 
The proposed increase in the Excelsior Scholarship income cap would build on a 
program that was fundamentally flawed, wasteful and unfair to begin with.   
 
The Legislature should reject this proposal, and instead begin phasing out the Excelsior 
Scholarship program, accepting no new applicants after this year. The entire proposed 
$146 million budget allocation for Excelsior ultimately should be redirected to fund 
expansion of the means-tested Tuition Assistance Program (TAP). 
 
As of 2019-20, Excelsior Scholarships have been awarded to 30,000 students, or less than 
5 percent of total SUNY and CUNY undergraduate enrollment.  But the principal fault 
of the Excelsior Scholarships program is not its failure to deliver on a promise of “free” 
college. Even if the state could afford the multi-billion dollar cost of such an  
entitlement, the elimination of public college tuition would be a highly debatable policy 
priority on grounds of equity and efficiency. 
 
Exaggerated promises and flawed premises aside, the Excelsior Scholarship program is 
objectionable on three grounds. 
 
1. It is regressive. 
 
Excelsior is a “last-dollar” addition to other state-funded and institutional aid 
programs, which already eliminate or significantly reduce tuition for hundreds of 
thousands of lower-income students in New York. But in contrast to those programs, 
the net value of the Excelsior Scholarship increases with the gross income of the 
recipient’s tax-filing household—regardless of family size, living expenses, or marital 
status—before abruptly dropping to zero once income tops $125,000.  
 
Many students currently qualifying for the maximum Excelsior award of $6,470 could 
no doubt afford to pay New York’s relatively low public college tuition rates without 
any added subsidy. Raising the income cap to $150,000—into the top income quintile of 
New York households—would simply offer a generous tuition break to even more 
students who clearly don’t need the help.  
 
 
 
 
 



 
2. It is cumbersome to administer.  
 
Eligibility for Excelsior requires a minimum of 12 credits per semester and a full course 
load of 30 credits a year, which cannot be fully confirmed by campus financial aid 
offices until the year has ended. Excelsior winners also are required to sign a contract 
stipulating that, after graduation, they will live and work in New York State for as 
many years as they received the scholarship. Those who fail to meet the residency and 
workplace requirement will have their grants converted into interest-free 10-year 
loans—a claw-back provision that will be difficult to enforce. 
 
3. It shuts out the private sector.  
 
New York is home to the nation’s largest combination of public and private colleges. 
Among New York residents aiming for four-year degrees, more than 40 percent initially 
enroll in private institutions located in the state, which award more baccalaureate 
degrees than SUNY and CUNY combined. But in a striking departure from Albany’s 
longtime bipartisan commitment to promoting diverse educational options, the 
Excelsior program excludes students at private colleges.  In its place, the state offers 
students at private colleges a more limited “Enhanced Tuition” program with so many 
strings attached that few colleges are choosing to offer it. 
 
Excelsior was promoted as the solution to what the governor portrayed as a college 
affordability crisis, including the frequently cited $30,000 average debt levels. In reality, 
even before Excelsior, barely half of all SUNY undergrads—and barely one out of every 
four CUNY students—graduated with any college loans outstanding. 
 
To reduce the cost of college attendance for New Yorkers who can least afford it, the 
money budgeted for Excelsior could be more effectively spent on expanding the state’s 
existing TAP scholarships. With more than 300,000 recipients and a budget approaching 
$900 million, TAP is the most extensive means-tested scholarship program funded by 
any state—a college affordability boost truly worth boasting about. 
 
Unlike Excelsior, TAP is based on demonstrated financial need, reserving its largest 
benefits to students from lower-income households. It annually subsidizes a fully 
tuition-free SUNY and CUNY education for many more students than now receive 
Excelsior scholarships.  
 
Combined with federal Pell grants and institutional aid, TAP also significantly reduces 
tuition costs for low-income students attending private colleges in the state. It thus 
helps New York students afford the college that best suits their academic interests and 
career goals. 
 
 
 
A more detailed analysis and critique of the Excelsior Scholarship program can be found in the 
attached Empire Center research paper. 
 
Attachment 
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Excelsior
Illusion

 Getting Real About
‘Free’ College in NY

by E.J. McMahon In April 2017, the New York State Legislature approved 
Governor Andrew Cuomo’s proposal to establish the 

Excelsior Scholarship program, which the governor de-
VFULEHG�DV�WKH�QDWLRQ·V�ÀUVW�RIIHU�RI�´WXLWLRQ�IUHHµ�WZR��DQG�
IRXU�\HDU�FROOHJH�WR�WKH�PLGGOH�FODVV�

Excelsior Scholarships promised to eliminate tuition 
FKDUJHG�E\�WKH�6WDWH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�1HZ�<RUN��681<��DQG�
&LW\�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�1HZ�<RUN��&81<��IRU�XQGHUJUDGXDWH�
VWXGHQWV�IURP�VWDWH�UHVLGHQW�KRXVHKROGV�ZLWK�JURVV�DQQX-
DO�LQFRPHV�XS�WR���������³ZKLFK�ZDV�����SHUFHQW�RI�WKH�
VWDWHZLGH�KRXVHKROG�PHGLDQ�DV�RI������1 

&XRPR·V�RIILFH�SUHGLFWHG�WKDW���������1HZ�<RUN�IDPLOLHV�
ZLWK� FROOHJH�DJH� FKLOGUHQ� ZRXOG� TXDOLI\³EXW� WKH� SUR-
JUDP·V� WHUPV� DQG� FRQGLWLRQV� HQVXUHG� LW� ZRXOG� \LHOG� D�
PXFK�VPDOOHU�QXPEHU�RI�DFWXDO�VFKRODUVKLS�UHFLSLHQWV�

$V�RI����������WKH�SURJUDP·V�VHFRQG�\HDU��([FHOVLRU�6FKRO-
DUVKLSV�KDG�EHHQ�DZDUGHG�WR��������VWXGHQWV��RU�����SHU-
FHQW�RI�WRWDO�681<�DQG�&81<�XQGHUJUDGXDWH�HQUROOPHQW���
:LWK�IXOO�LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ�WKLV�\HDU��SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LV�H[SHFW-
HG�WR�ULVH�WR��������IRU���������2 

+RZHYHU��WKH�SULQFLSDO�IDXOW�RI�WKH�([FHOVLRU�6FKRODUVKLSV�
SURJUDP� LV� QRW� LWV� IDLOXUH� WR� GHOLYHU� RQ� ZKDW� VRXQGHG�
OLNH�D�EURDG�SURPLVH�RI� WXLWLRQ�IUHH�FROOHJH� IRU�DOO��:LWK-
RXW�FXWWLQJ�RWKHU�SURJUDPV��WKH�VWDWH�FRXOG�QRW�DIIRUG�WKH�
PXOWL�ELOOLRQ�GROODU�FRVW�RI�WUDQVIRUPLQJ�FROOHJH�HGXFDWLRQ�
LQWR� D� ´IUHHµ� PLGGOH�FODVV� HQWLWOHPHQW�� ,Q� DQ\� FDVH�� WKH�
HOLPLQDWLRQ�RI�SXEOLF�FROOHJH�WXLWLRQ�LV�D�KLJKO\�GHEDWDEOH�
SULRULW\�RQ�JURXQGV�RI�HTXLW\�DQG�HIÀFLHQF\�
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(YHQ� PDNLQJ� DOORZDQFHV� IRU� H[DJJHUDWHG�
promises, the Excelsior Scholarship program is 
REMHFWLRQDEOH�RQ�WKUHH�IXQGDPHQWDO�JURXQGV�

1. It is regressive. 
([FHOVLRU� LV� D�´ODVW�GROODUµ�DGGLWLRQ� WR�RWKHU�
VWDWH�IXQGHG�DQG�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�DLG�SURJUDPV��
ZKLFK� DOUHDG\� HOLPLQDWH� RU� VLJQLÀFDQWO\� UH-
GXFH� WXLWLRQ� IRU� KXQGUHGV� RI� WKRXVDQGV� RI�
ORZHU�LQFRPH� VWXGHQWV� LQ�1HZ�<RUN��%XW� LQ�
contrast to those programs, the net value 
RI� WKH� ([FHOVLRU� 6FKRODUVKLS� LQFUHDVHV� ZLWK�
WKH�JURVV� LQFRPH�RI� WKH�UHFLSLHQW·V� WD[�ÀOLQJ�
KRXVHKROG³UHJDUGOHVV�RI� IDPLO\� VL]H�� OLYLQJ�
H[SHQVHV��RU�PDULWDO�VWDWXV³EHIRUH�DEUXSWO\�
GURSSLQJ�WR�]HUR�RQFH�LQFRPH�WRSV�����������
0DQ\�VWXGHQWV�TXDOLI\LQJ�IRU� WKH�PD[LPXP�
([FHOVLRU�DZDUG�RI��������FRXOG�DIIRUG�WR�SD\�
1HZ�<RUN·V�UHODWLYHO\�ORZ�SXEOLF�FROOHJH�WXL-
WLRQ�UDWHV�ZLWKRXW�DQ\�DGGHG�VXEVLG\�

2. It is cumbersome to administer.  
(OLJLELOLW\� IRU�([FHOVLRU�UHTXLUHV�D�PLQLPXP�
RI� ��� FUHGLWV� SHU� VHPHVWHU� DQG� D� IXOO� FRXUVH�
ORDG�RI����FUHGLWV�D�\HDU��ZKLFK�FDQQRW�EH�IXO-
O\�FRQÀUPHG�E\�FDPSXV�ÀQDQFLDO�DLG�RIÀFHV�
XQWLO� WKH� \HDU� KDV� HQGHG�� ([FHOVLRU�ZLQQHUV�
also are required to sign a contract stipulat-
LQJ�WKDW��DIWHU�JUDGXDWLRQ��WKH\�ZLOO�OLYH�DQG�
ZRUN�LQ�1HZ�<RUN�6WDWH�IRU�DV�PDQ\�\HDUV�DV�
WKH\�UHFHLYHG�WKH�VFKRODUVKLS��7KRVH�ZKR�IDLO�
WR�PHHW�WKH�UHVLGHQF\�DQG�ZRUNSODFH�UHTXLUH-
ment will have their grants converted into 
LQWHUHVW�IUHH����\HDU�ORDQV³D�FODZ�EDFN�SUR-
YLVLRQ�WKDW�ZLOO�EH�GLIÀFXOW�WR�HQIRUFH�

3. It shuts out the private sector.  
New York is home to the nation’s largest 
FRPELQDWLRQ� RI� SXEOLF� DQG� SULYDWH� FROOHJHV��
$PRQJ�1HZ�<RUN�UHVLGHQWV�DLPLQJ�IRU�IRXU�
\HDU�GHJUHHV��PRUH� WKDQ� ���SHUFHQW� LQLWLDOO\�
enroll in private institutions located in the 
state, which award more baccalaureate de-
JUHHV�WKDQ�681<�DQG�&81<�FRPELQHG��%XW�
LQ� D� VWULNLQJ�GHSDUWXUH� IURP�$OEDQ\·V� ORQJ-
time bipartisan commitment to promoting di-
verse educational options, the Excelsior pro-
JUDP�H[FOXGHV�VWXGHQWV�DW�SULYDWH�FROOHJHV��

Excelsior was promoted as the solution to what 
&XRPR�SRUWUD\HG�DV�D�FROOHJH�DIIRUGDELOLW\�FUL-
VLV��LQFOXGLQJ���������DYHUDJH�GHEW�OHYHOV��,Q�UH-
DOLW\��EDUHO\�KDOI�RI�DOO�681<�XQGHUJUDGV³DQG�
FRQVLGHUDEO\� OHVV� WKDQ�KDOI�RI�&81<�VWXGHQWV�
³JUDGXDWH�ZLWK�FROOHJH�ORDQV�RXWVWDQGLQJ���

,Q�HIIHFW�� IXQGLQJ�([FHOVLRU� LV�ZKDW�WKH�JRYHU-
QRU�DQG�/HJLVODWXUH�FKRVH�WR�GR�LQVWHDG�RI�FRQ-
WLQXLQJ�WR�UHVWUDLQ�WXLWLRQ�DW�LWV�IRXU�\HDU�SXEOLF�
FROOHJHV��:LWK�LWV�VKDUH�RI�WKH�QHDUO\������PLO-
OLRQ�DOORFDWHG�IRU�([FHOVLRU�LQ�WKH�FXUUHQW�VWDWH�
EXGJHW��681<�FRXOG�KDYH�DYRLGHG�DW�OHDVW�KDOI�
RI�WKH������LQ�EDVH�WXLWLRQ�KLNHV�LW�KDV�LPSRVHG�
VLQFH����������(YHQ�ZLWK�WKRVH�LQFUHDVHV��681<�
DQG� &81<� FRQWLQXH� WR� FKDUJH� FRQVLGHUDEO\�
ORZHU� WXLWLRQ�DQG� IHHV� WKDQ�SXEOLF� V\VWHPV� LQ�
RWKHU�VWDWHV�

7R� UHGXFH� WKH� FRVW� RI� FROOHJH� DWWHQGDQFH� IRU�
1HZ�<RUNHUV�ZKR�FDQ�OHDVW�DIIRUG�LW��WKH�PRQH\�
EXGJHWHG�IRU�([FHOVLRU�FRXOG�EH�PRUH�HIIHFWLYH-
O\�VSHQW�RQ�H[SDQGLQJ�WKH�VWDWH·V�H[LVWLQJ�7$3�
VFKRODUVKLSV�� :LWK� PRUH� WKDQ� �������� UHFLSL-
HQWV� DQG� D� EXGJHW� WRSSLQJ� �����PLOOLRQ�� 7$3�
is the most extensive means-tested scholarship 
SURJUDP�IXQGHG�E\�DQ\�VWDWH³D�FROOHJH�DIIRUG-
DELOLW\�ERRVW�ZRUWK�ERDVWLQJ�DERXW���

8QOLNH�([FHOVLRU��7$3�LV�EDVHG�RQ�GHPRQVWUDW-
HG�ÀQDQFLDO�QHHG��UHVHUYLQJ�LWV�ODUJHVW�EHQHÀWV�
WR� VWXGHQWV� IURP� ORZHU�LQFRPH�KRXVHKROGV�� ,W�
DQQXDOO\� VXEVLGL]HV� D� IXOO\� WXLWLRQ�IUHH�681<�
DQG�&81<�HGXFDWLRQ�IRU�PDQ\�PRUH�VWXGHQWV�
WKDQ�QRZ�UHFHLYH�([FHOVLRU�VFKRODUVKLSV��&RP-
ELQHG�ZLWK�IHGHUDO�3HOO�JUDQWV�DQG�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�
DLG��7$3�DOVR�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�UHGXFHV�WXLWLRQ�FRVWV�
IRU�ORZ�LQFRPH�VWXGHQWV�DWWHQGLQJ�SULYDWH�FRO-
OHJHV�LQ�WKH�VWDWH��,W�WKXV�KHOSV�1HZ�<RUN�VWX-
GHQWV�DIIRUG�WKH�FROOHJH�WKDW�EHVW�VXLWV�WKHLU�DF-
DGHPLF�LQWHUHVWV�DQG�FDUHHU�JRDOV�

7KLV� UHSRUW�H[SODLQV�ZK\�SROLF\�PDNHUV� VHHN-
LQJ�WR�ERRVW�FROOHJH�DIIRUGDELOLW\�LQ�1HZ�<RUN�
VKRXOG�DEDQGRQ�WKH�´WXLWLRQ�IUHHµ�([FHOVLRU�LO-
OXVLRQ�LQ�IDYRU�RI�H[SDQGLQJ�7$3³D�SURJUDP�
GHVLJQHG� WR� SURYLGH� ÀQDQFLDO� DLG� WR� VWXGHQWV�
ZKR�DFWXDOO\�QHHG�LW�PRVW�
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BACKGROUND

With over one million undergraduates attend-
ing 301 degree-granting institutions, New York 
has the nation’s third largest higher education 
VHFWRU�� ,Q�PRVW� VWDWHV�� WKH� RYHUZKHOPLQJ�PD-
MRULW\�RI�SRVWVHFRQGDU\�XQGHUJUDGXDWHV�DWWHQG�
SXEOLF�FROOHJHV�DQG�XQLYHUVLWLHV��,Q�1HZ�<RUN��
KRZHYHU��SULYDWH�LQVWLWXWLRQV�SOD\�D�PXFK�ODUJ-
HU�UROH�3 

New York has more private schools and col-
OHJHV� ������ HQUROOLQJ�PRUH� SDUW�� DQG� IXOO�WLPH�
XQGHUJUDGXDWHV� ���������� WKDQ� DQ\� VWDWH�4 In-
FOXGLQJ� WZR�\HDU� FRPPXQLW\� FROOHJHV��&81<�
DQG� 681<� FRPELQHG� KDG� IXOO�� DQG� SDUW�WLPH�
XQGHUJUDGXDWH� HQUROOPHQW� WRWDOLQJ� ���������
ZKLFK� ZDV� ��� SHUFHQW� RI� DOO� XQGHUJUDGXDWHV�
LQ� WKH�VWDWH��$V�VKRZQ� LQ�)LJXUH����EHORZ�� WKH�
���SHUFHQW�HQUROOPHQW�VKDUH�RI�1HZ�<RUN·V�XQ-
GHUJUDGV�LQ�SULYDWH��QRQSURÀW�LQVWLWXWLRQV�ZDV�
GRXEOH�WKH�QDWLRQDO�DYHUDJH�VKDUH��

)RFXVLQJ�RQ�IRXU�\HDU�LQVWLWXWLRQV��1HZ�<RUN·V�
���� SULYDWH� QRQSURÀW� FROOHJHV� DQG� XQLYHUVL-

WLHV� �FRPSULVLQJ�ZKDW·V�DOVR�NQRZQ�DV� WKH� LQ-
GHSHQGHQW�VHFWRU��DFFRXQWHG�IRU����SHUFHQW�RI�
XQGHUJUDGXDWHV�DWWHQGLQJ�IRXU�\HDU�VFKRROV�LQ�
the state, compared to 47 percent attending the 
���FDPSXVHV�RI�SXEOLF�LQVWLWXWLRQV��7KH�VWDWH·V�
��� SULYDWH� SURSULHWDU\� �IRU�SURÀW�� VFKRROV� DF-
FRXQWHG�IRU�WKH�UHPDLQLQJ�����SHUFHQW��

1DWLRQDOO\�� PRUH� WKDQ� WZR�WKLUGV� RI� DOO� IRXU�
\HDU� FROOHJH� XQGHUJUDGXDWHV� ZHUH� LQ� VWDWH�
schools, with just over one-quarter in private 
QRQ�SURÀW� LQVWLWXWLRQV� DQG� WKH� UHPDLQLQJ� VL[�
SHUFHQW�LQ�SURSULHWDU\�VFKRROV��2QO\�IRXU�VPDOO�
VWDWHV��,GDKR��0DVVDFKXVHWWV��1HZ�+DPSVKLUH�
DQG�5KRGH�,VODQG���H[FHHGHG�1HZ�<RUN·V�LQGH-
SHQGHQW�VHFWRU�VKDUH�RI�IRXU�\HDU�XQGHUJUDGX-
ates; among the three most populous states, the 
LQGHSHQGHQW� VHFWRU�ZDV� MXVW����SHUFHQW�RI� WKH�
WRWDO�LQ�&DOLIRUQLD�DQG�)ORULGD��DQG����SHUFHQW�
LQ�7H[DV���

3ULYDWH�QRQ�SURÀW�LQVWLWXWLRQV�DFFRXQW�IRU�PRUH�
WKDQ�KDOI�RI� WKH�EDFFDODXUHDWH�GHJUHHV�DZDUG-
HG�LQ�1HZ�<RUN³DQG�WKH\�SOD\�DQ�HYHQ�PRUH�
RXWVL]HG� UROH� DW� WKH� SRVW�JUDGXDWH� OHYHO��ZLWK�
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WZR�DQG�D�KDOI�WLPHV�WKH�FRPELQHG�HQUROOPHQW�
RI�&81<�DQG�681<��3XEOLF�FROOHJHV�DQG�XQL-
YHUVLWLHV� DZDUGHG� ���SHUFHQW� RI� DOO� EDFKHORU·V�
GHJUHHV�LQ�1HZ�<RUN��WKH�VL[WK�ORZHVW�VKDUH�RI�
DQ\� VWDWH�� FRPSDUHG� WR� D� QDWLRQDO� DYHUDJH� RI�
DERXW����SHUFHQW���
 
,QFOXGLQJ� FRPPXQLW\� FROOHJHV�� 681<� DQG�
&81<�DZDUGHG�D�FRPELQHG����SHUFHQW�RI�XQ-
dergraduate degrees in New York, the ninth 
ORZHVW�SXEOLF�VHFWRU�VKDUH�RI�DQ\�VWDWH��7KH�QD-
WLRQDO�DYHUDJH�ZDV�DERXW����SHUFHQW�5 

7KH� VL]H� DQG�GLYHUVLW\� RI� KLJKHU� HGXFDWLRQ� LQ�
1HZ�<RUN� LV� WKH� UHDVRQ�ZK\�SUHYLRXV� JRYHU-
nors and state lawmakers in both parties had, 
IRU� GHFDGHV� SULRU� WR� WKH� ([FHOVLRU� UROORXW�� ID-
vored aid policies designed to give evenhand-
ed treatment to students in both public and pri-
YDWH� SRVWVHFRQGDU\� LQVWLWXWLRQV�� � 6LQFH� 7$3·V�
LQFHSWLRQ����\HDUV�DJR��VWXGHQWV�DW�SULYDWH�LQ-
VWLWXWLRQV�KDYH�EHHQ�HOLJLEOH�IRU�7$3�DZDUGV�RQ�
WKH�VDPH�EDVLV�DV�681<�DQG�&81<�VWXGHQWV��

,Q�DGGLWLRQ��VLQFH�������1HZ�<RUN�KDV�SURYLGHG�
XQUHVWULFWHG�%XQG\�$LG� JUDQWV� WR� SULYDWH� FRO-
leges based on degrees awarded—although, at 

����PLOOLRQ��WKH�SURJUDP�LV�IXQGHG�DW�D�IUDFWLRQ�
RI�LWV�SHDN�YDOXH�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����V��

7KH�VXFFHVV�RI�WKLV�DSSURDFK�LV�UHÁHFWHG�LQ�1HZ�
<RUN·V� UHODWLYHO\�KLJK� FROOHJH� DWWHQGDQFH� UDWH��
)RUW\�VHYHQ� SHUFHQW� RI� 1HZ� <RUNHUV� DJHG� ���
to 24 are enrolled in degree-granting colleges 
DQG� XQLYHUVLWLHV�� 7KDW� UDQNHG� HLJKWK� KLJKHVW�
among states, compared to a national average 
RI����SHUFHQW�7 

1HZ�<RUN·V�SXEOLF�FROOHJH�DQG�XQLYHUVLW\�V\V-
WHP��OLNH�WKRVH�DFURVV�WKH�FRXQWU\��PDLQO\�VHUYHV�
WKH� VWDWH·V� RZQ� UHVLGHQWV�� +RZHYHU�� � 681<·V�
XQLYHUVLW\�FHQWHU�FDPSXVHV�DW�$OEDQ\��%XIIDOR�
DQG� 6WRQ\� %URRN� DWWUDFW� IHZHU� QRQ�UHVLGHQWV�
WKDQ�PRVW�RWKHU�ÁDJVKLS�SXEOLF�XQLYHUVLWLHV�8 

%\� FRQWUDVW�� 1HZ�<RUN·V� SULYDWH� FROOHJHV� DQG�
XQLYHUVLWLHV� DWWUDFW� D� VLJQLÀFDQW� QXPEHU� RI�
QRQ�UHVLGHQWV�� DV� RI� IDOO� ������ ������� ���� SHU-
FHQW�� RI� WKHLU� ÀUVW�\HDU� XQGHUJUDGXDWHV� FDPH�
IURP� RXWVLGH� WKH� (PSLUH� 6WDWH�� In economic 
WHUPV��KLJKHU� HGXFDWLRQ� LV� DQ�H[SRUW� LQGXVWU\�
IRU�1HZ�<RUN³PDLQO\�GXH�WR�WKH�DELOLW\�RI�SUL-
vate sector institutions to attract tuition dollars 
IURP�RWKHU�VWDWHV�DQG�FRXQWULHV�
�

A group of graduates at a recent commencement ceremony at St, John’s University in Queens—part of the largest concentration of 
private colleges in any state, whose students are shut out of the Excelsior Scholarship program. (Photo courtesy of QNS)
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LOW TUITION, HIGH AID

1HZ�<RUN� DOVR� VWDQGV� RXW� LQ� LWV� OHYHO� RI� WD[-
SD\HU�VXSSRUW�IRU�SXEOLF�KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ��7KH�
Empire State’s public colleges and universities 
UHFHLYH� D� GLUHFW� JRYHUQPHQW� DSSURSULDWLRQ� RI�
$8,700 per student, which is 11 percent above 
the national average and the 11th highest 
SHU�VWXGHQW�DSSURSULDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�FRXQWU\�10  

7XLWLRQ�LQ�1HZ�<RUN�LV�DOVR�ORZHU�WKDQ�LQ�RWK-
HU�VWDWHV��$V�VKRZQ�LQ�)LJXUH����DYHUDJH�WXLWLRQ�
DQG� IHHV� DW� 1HZ� <RUN·V� IRXU�\HDU� SXEOLF� FRO-
OHJHV�DQG�XQLYHUVLWLHV�ZDV�HVWLPDWHG�DW��������
LQ��������³ORZHU�WKDQ�FKDUJHG�LQ�DOO�EXW�QLQH�
VWDWHV�� DQG����SHUFHQW�EHORZ� WKH�8�6�� DYHUDJH�
RI����������3XEOLF�IRXU�\HDU�LQVWLWXWLRQV�LQ�1HZ�
York’s neighboring states all charged their resi-
GHQW�VWXGHQWV�PXFK�PRUH��UDQJLQJ�IURP���������
LQ�0DVVDFKXVHWWV�WR���������LQ�3HQQV\OYDQLD���

1RQUHVLGHQW� VWXGHQWV� DW� &81<� DQG� 681<�
SDLG�DQ�DYHUDJH�RI����������ZKLFK�ZDV����SHU-
FHQW�EHORZ�WKH�8�6��DYHUDJH�RI��������� LQ�WKDW�
FDWHJRU\�� 1HZ� <RUN·V� QHLJKERULQJ� VWDWHV� DOVR�
LPSRVHG� DERYH�DYHUDJH� FKDUJHV� IRU� QRQUHVL-

GHQWV�� UDQJLQJ� IURP��������� LQ�1HZ� -HUVH\� WR�
��������LQ�&RQQHFWLFXW�11 

%XW� WKH� VWDWH·V� VXEVLG\� RI� KLJKHU� HGXFDWLRQ�
doesn’t end with low tuition—or with pub-
OLF�VHFWRU� LQVWLWXWLRQV��1HZ�<RUN·V�7XLWLRQ�$V-
VLVWDQFH� 3URJUDP� �7$3�� LV� WKH� ODUJHVW� QHHG�
based college student aid entitlement program 
RIIHUHG�E\�DQ\�VWDWH��SURYLGLQJ�JUDQWV�WR�PRUH�
WKDQ�RQH�WKLUG�RI�WKH�VWDWH·V�WRWDO�SRVW�VHFRQG-
DU\�HQUROOPHQW��

7$3�ZDV�HVWDEOLVKHG�E\�WKH�VWDWH�/HJLVODWXUH�LQ�
������MXVW�EHIRUH�WKH�1HZ�<RUN�&LW\�ÀVFDO�FULVLV�
EURXJKW�DQ�HQG�WR�IUHH�WXLWLRQ�DW�&81<���7$3�
LQLWLDOO\� RIIHUHG� PD[LPXP� DZDUGV� RI� �������
�DGMXVWLQJ� IRU� LQÁDWLRQ�� ������� LQ� ������� DYHU-
DJLQJ� ����� �RU� ������� LQ� FXUUHQW� WHUPV��� � 7$3�
UHSODFHG�WKH�VWDWH·V������YLQWDJH�6FKRODU�,QFHQ-
WLYH�3URJUDP��ZKLFK�RIIHUHG�VPDOOHU�DZDUGV�WR�
D�VLPLODU�QXPEHU�RI�VWXGHQWV��UHJDUGOHVV�RI�À-
QDQFLDO�QHHG�12  

)LJXUH���FKDUWV�WKH�YDOXH�RI�7$3�UHODWLYH�WR�SXE-
OLF�DQG�SULYDWH�FROOHJH�DQG�XQLYHUVLW\�WXLWLRQV�
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$V� VKRZQ� EHORZ�� 7$3� YDOXH� IRU� VWXGHQWV� DW�
SXEOLF�LQVWLWXWLRQV�SHDNHG�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����V�DW�
����SHUFHQW�RI�681<�WXLWLRQ�DQG�����SHUFHQW�RI�
&81<�WXLWLRQ��7KH�PD[LPXP�7$3�DZDUG�KDV�
EHHQ�LQFUHDVHG�RQO\�WZLFH�LQ�WKH�SDVW����\HDUV��
LWV� FXUUHQW� OHYHO� RI� ������� ZDV� HTXLYDOHQW� WR�
���SHUFHQW�RI�681<�WXLWLRQ�DQG����SHUFHQW�RI�
&81<�WXLWLRQ��H[FOXGLQJ�IHHV�LQ�ERWK�FDVHV��DV�
RI� ������7KH�YDOXH�RI�7$3� UHODWLYH� WR� DYHUDJH�
SULYDWH�WXLWLRQ�KDV�GHFOLQHG�VWHDGLO\��KRZHYHU��
IURP����SHUFHQW�DW� WKH�SURJUDP·V� LQFHSWLRQ� WR�
���SHUFHQW�DV�RI�������WKH�PRVW�UHFHQW�\HDU�IRU�
ZKLFK�LW�KDV�EHHQ�FDOFXODWHG�13 

New York’s public universities cite a growing 
´7$3� JDSµ³WKH� GLIIHUHQFH� EHWZHHQ� WKH�PD[-
LPXP�7$3�DZDUG�DQG�DFWXDO�FXUUHQW� WXLWLRQV��
QRZ��������DW�&81<�DQG��������DW�681<��)RU�
VWXGHQWV� WKHPVHOYHV�� KRZHYHU�� 7$3� IXQFWLRQV�
DV�D�´ÀUVW�GROODUµ�DZDUG�WKDW�FDQ�EH�FRPELQHG�
ZLWK�IHGHUDO�3HOO�JUDQWV�WR�FRYHU�IXOO�WXLWLRQ�SOXV�
DGGHG�FRVWV��$V�D�UHVXOW��PDQ\�7$3�UHFLSLHQWV�
DOUHDG\�DWWHQG�FROOHJH�RQ�D�WXLWLRQ�IUHH�EDVLV�

7$3�DSSOLFDQWV�PXVW�EH�KLJK�VFKRRO�JUDGXDWHV�
RU�KDYH�HDUQHG�DQ�HTXLYDOHQF\�GHJUHH��EXW�ZLWK�
no added merit requirement such as a min-

LPXP�KLJK� VFKRRO� JUDGH� SRLQW� DYHUDJH�� 7KH\�
PXVW�KDYH�UHVLGHG�LQ�WKH�VWDWH�IRU����FRQWLQX-
RXV�PRQWKV��DQG�PXVW�EH�D�8�6��FLWL]HQ�RU�´HO-
LJLEOH�QRQFLWL]HQ�µ�$PRQJ�RWKHU�UHTXLUHPHQWV��
WKH\�DOVR�PXVW�

• VWXG\�DW�DQ�DSSURYHG�SRVWVHFRQGDU\� LQVWL-
tution in New York State, public or private 
�LQFOXGLQJ�PRVW�SURSULHWDU\�VFKRROV��

• PDLQWDLQ�DW�OHDVW�D�´&µ�DYHUDJH�
• EH�HQUROOHG�DV�D�IXOO�WLPH�VWXGHQW�WDNLQJ����

or more credits applicable toward the de-
gree program, per semester;

• EH�LQ�FRPSOLDQFH�ZLWK�WKH�WHUPV�RI�DQ\�VHU-
YLFH�FRQGLWLRQ�LPSRVHG�E\�D�1HZ�<RUN�6WDWH�
award; and, last but not least,

• PHHW�LQFRPH�HOLJLELOLW\�OLPLWDWLRQV�

7$3�LV�D�FODVVLF�PHDQV�WHVWHG�SURJUDP��WDUJHW-
LQJ�LWV�ODUJHVW�EHQHÀWV�WR�DSSOLFDQWV�GRFXPHQW-
LQJ�WKH�JUHDWHVW�ÀQDQFLDO�QHHG��7KH�7$3�LQFRPH�
OLPLW�LV�FDOFXODWHG�E\�WDNLQJ�DGMXVWHG�JURVV�LQ-
FRPH��$*,�³WRWDO�ZDJHV��VDODU\��EXVLQHVV�DQG�
investment income—subtracting deductions 
and personal exemptions allowed on the state 
resident personal income tax, and adding back 
DQ\� SHQVLRQ� RU� DQQXLW\� LQFRPH� QRUPDOO\� H[-
FOXGHG�IURP�VWDWH�LQFRPH�WD[HV���
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8QGHUJUDGXDWH� VWXGHQWV� FODLPHG� DV� GHSHQ-
GHQWV� RQ� D�SDUHQW� RU� JXDUGLDQ·V� WD[� IRUP� FDQ�
TXDOLI\�IRU�WKH�PD[LPXP�7$3�JUDQW�RI��������LI�
WKHLU�IDPLO\·V�´QHW�WD[DEOH�LQFRPHµ�LV��������RU�
OHVV��RU�XS�WR��������IRU�ÀQDQFLDOO\�LQGHSHQGHQW�
XQGHUJUDGXDWHV�� 7KLV� WUDQVODWHV� LQWR� $*,� RI�
��������IRU�D�GHSHQGHQW�VWXGHQW�IURP�D�IDPLO\�
RI�IRXU�KHDGHG�E\�D�PDUULHG�FRXSOH��RU���������
IRU�D�GHSHQGHQW�VWXGHQW�IURP�D�IDPLO\�RI�WKUHH�
KHDGHG� E\� D� VLQJOH� SDUHQW� RU� JXDUGLDQ�� )RU� D�
single independent undergraduate, the AGI 
OLPLW�IRU�D�PD[LPXP�7$3�JUDQW�LV�MXVW���������

$V�VKRZQ�LQ�)LJXUH����WKH�VL]H�RI�WKH�7$3�DZDUG�
JUDGXDOO\� GHFOLQHV� DV� LQFRPH� ULVHV�� ÁDWWHQLQJ�
RXW�DW�WKH�PLQLPXP�RI������IRU�WD[DEOH�LQFRPHV�
WKDW�WUDQVODWH�LQWR���������WR���������IRU�D�IDPL-
O\�RI�IRXU��DV�GHVFULEHG�DERYH��$ERYH�WKHVH�OHY-
HOV��RU�MXVW���������IRU�D�ÀQDQFLDOO\�LQGHSHQGHQW�
XQGHUJUDGXDWH���QR�7$3�DZDUG�LV�DYDLODEOH���

$V� VKRZQ� LQ� 7DEOH� ��� DV� RI� ��������� WKH� VWDWH�
DZDUGHG������PLOOLRQ�LQ�7$3�JUDQWV�WR�QHDUO\�
��������VWXGHQWV³DERXW�RQH�WKLUG�RI� WRWDO�HQ-
UROOPHQW�LQ�WKH�VWDWH��DQG�DQ�DYHUDJH�RI��������
SHU� UHFLSLHQW�� 5RXJKO\� ��� SHUFHQW� RI� WKH� WRWDO�
went to students at private colleges; the public 
FROOHJH� VKDUH� ZDV� GLYLGHG� DOPRVW� HYHQO\� EH-
WZHHQ�VWXGHQWV�DW�681<�DQG�&81<���

THE EXCELSIOR PROMISE

2Q�-DQXDU\����������*RYHUQRU�$QGUHZ�0��&XR-
mo mounted a stage at LaGuardia Communi-
W\�&ROOHJH�LQ�4XHHQV�WR�XQYHLO�ZKDW�KLV�RIÀFH�
SURPRWHG�DV�D�´EROGµ�DQG�´ÀUVW�LQ�WKH�QDWLRQµ�
SURSRVDO�WR�PDNH�FROOHJH�´WXLWLRQ�IUHH�IRU�PLG-
GOH�FODVV�IDPLOLHV�µ��

´&ROOHJH�LV�D�PDQGDWRU\�VWHS�LI�\RX�UHDOO\�ZDQW�
WR� EH� D� VXFFHVV�µ�&XRPR� VDLG�� ´$QG� WKH�ZD\�
WKLV� VRFLHW\� VDLG� ¶:H·UH�JRLQJ� WR�SD\� IRU�KLJK�
VFKRRO�EHFDXVH�\RX�QHHG�KLJK�VFKRRO�·�WKLV�VR-
FLHW\�VKRXOG�VD\�¶:H·UH�JRLQJ�WR�SD\�IRU�FROOHJH�
EHFDXVH�\RX�QHHG�FROOHJH�WR�EH�VXFFHVVIXO·�µ��

7KHQ�FDPH�WKH�JRYHUQRU·V�FHQWUDO�SURPLVH��

>:@H·UH� JRLQJ� WR� VWDUW� WKLV� \HDU� WKH� ([FHOVLRU�
6FKRODUVKLS��ZKLFK�VD\V�YHU\�VLPSO\��IUHH�WXLWLRQ�
WR� D� VWDWH� WZR�\HDU� VFKRRO�RU� D� IRXU�\HDU� VFKRRO��
,I�\RX�FRPH�IURP�DQ\�IDPLO\�HDUQLQJ����������RU�
OHVV��WKH�VWDWH�ZLOO�SURYLGH�IUHH�WXLWLRQ�14 

7KH� ([FHOVLRU� 6FKRODUVKLS� SURSRVDO� DGGHG�
1HZ�<RUN�WR�D�OLVW�RI�PRUH�WKDQ�D�GR]HQ�VWDWHV�
WKDW� DOUHDG\� KDG� HQDFWHG� VRPH� YHUVLRQ� RI� D�
IUHH�WXLWLRQ�SURJUDP�IRU�SXEOLF�SRVW�VHFRQGDU\�
HGXFDWLRQ�� DOVR� NQRZQ� DV� ´FROOHJH� SURPLVHµ�
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LOLHV�DQG�LQGLYLGXDOVµ�WKH�JRYHUQRU·V�RIÀFH�VDLG�
ZRXOG�EH�TXDOLÀHG���

5HFLSLHQWV� PXVW� HQUROO� LQ� D� 681<� RU� &81<�
XQGHUJUDGXDWH�SURJUDP��DW�D�WZR��RU�IRXU�\HDU�
college, and take at least 12 credits a semester 
while completing at least 30 credits in an aca-
GHPLF�\HDU��7KH�VFKRODUVKLS�FDQQRW�EH�XVHG�WR�
GHIUD\� WKH� FRVW� RI� VXPPHU� FRXUVHV� QHHGHG� WR�
DFKLHYH�WKH����FUHGLW�SHU�\HDU�UHTXLUHPHQW��

In line with the governor’s original propos-
DO�� ([FHOVLRU� 6FKRODUVKLSV� DUH� D� ´ODVW� GROODUµ�
DZDUG��PHDQLQJ�WKH\�FDQ�EH�XVHG�RQO\�WR�SD\�
IRU�ZKDWHYHU�SRUWLRQ�RI� WXLWLRQ� LV�QRW� DOUHDG\�
VXEVLGL]HG�E\�7$3�DQG�RWKHU�VWDWH��IHGHUDO�DQG�
LQVWLWXWLRQDO�DLG�IRU�ZKLFK�D�VWXGHQW�TXDOLÀHV��
7KH�PD[LPXP�([FHOVLRU�6FKRODUVKLS�LV���������

,I�D�VWXGHQW·V�QHW�WXLWLRQ�EDODQFH�H[FHHGV���������
KLV�RU�KHU�VFKRRO�LV�UHTXLUHG�WR�PDNH�XS�WKH�GLI-
IHUHQFH�ZLWK�D�WXLWLRQ�FUHGLW�RI�XS�WR�������FDO-
culated to close the gap between the maximum 
([FHOVLRU� VFKRODUVKLS� DQG� WKH� �������� 681<�
DQG�&81<�EDVH� WXLWLRQ�RI���������6XEVHTXHQW�
WXLWLRQ� LQFUHDVHV�� ZKLFK� KDYH� WRWDOHG� ����� DW�
681<�DQG������DW�&81<��DUH�QRW�FRYHUHG�E\�
WKH�SURJUDP�� OLNH� WKH�7$3�JDS�� WKH�GLIIHUHQFH�
PXVW�EH�DEVRUEHG�E\�WKH�EXGJHWV�RI�LQVWLWXWLRQV��
DWWHQGHG�E\�([FHOVLRU�DZDUG�ZLQQHUV��

SURJUDPV��:LWK�IHZ�H[FHSWLRQV��KRZHYHU��SUR-
JUDPV�LQ�RWKHU�VWDWHV�ZHUH�IRFXVHG�RQ�HOLPLQDW-
LQJ�WXLWLRQ�IRU�SXEOLF�WZR�\HDU�FRPPXQLW\�FRO-
OHJHV��DQ� LGHD�HPEUDFHG�DV�D�QDWLRQDO�SULRULW\�
E\�WKHQ�3UHVLGHQW�2EDPD�LQ��������&XRPR�VDLG�
KLV� SURSRVDO� DV� ´ÀUVW� LQ� WKH� QDWLRQµ� WR� UHDFK�
VXFK� D� EURDG� VZDWK� RI� IDPLOLHV� IRU� IXOO�WLPH�
IRXU�\HDU�FROOHJH�

Invited to join Cuomo at the Excelsior unveiling 
ZDV�6HQ��%HUQLH�6DQGHUV�RI�9HUPRQW��ZKR�KDG�
PDGH�XQLYHUVDOO\� WXLWLRQ�IUHH�SXEOLF� FROOHJH� D�
FHQWUDO�SODQN�RI�KLV�XQVXFFHVVIXO������FDQGLGD-
F\�IRU�WKH�'HPRFUDWLF�SUHVLGHQWLDO�QRPLQDWLRQ���

6DQGHUV� SUDLVHG�&XRPR·V� SURSRVDO� DV� ´D� UHY-
ROXWLRQDU\�LGHD�IRU�KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ�«�WKDW�LV�
JRLQJ� WR� UHYHUEHUDWH��QRW�RQO\� WKURXJKRXW� WKH�
VWDWH�RI�1HZ�<RUN��EXW�WKURXJKRXW�WKLV�FRXQWU\�
«�WKDW�LV�JRLQJ�WR�SURYLGH�KRSH�DQG�RSWLPLVP�
IRU�ZRUNLQJ�FODVV�IDPLOLHV�DOO�DFURVV�WKH�VWDWH�µ15 

The small print

1H[W�GD\� QHZV� PHGLD� FRYHUDJH� UHÁHFWHG� WKH�
´IUHH� FROOHJHµ� WKHPH�� %XW� DV� TXLFNO\� EHFDPH�
apparent, the Excelsior proposal came with 
VWULQJV� DWWDFKHG�� ZKLFK� VLJQLÀFDQWO\� UHGXFHG�
WKH� QXPEHU� RI� VWXGHQWV� DFWXDOO\� HOLJLEOH� WR� D�
VPDOO�IUDFWLRQ�RI�WKH�´��������PLGGOH�FODVV�IDP-
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Governor Cuomo and Sen. Bernie Sanders of Vermont shared a stage for the January 2017 rollout of Excelsior Scholarships at 
Laguardia Community College in Queens, introduced by CUNY Chair William C. Thompson, Jr. (Photo from governor’s website)

$V�DSSURYHG�E\� WKH�/HJLVODWXUH� LQ�$SULO� �����
DV�SDUW�RI�WKH�)<������VWDWH�EXGJHW�DQG�VXEVH-
TXHQWO\�FRGLÀHG� LQ�6HFWLRQ�����+�RI�VWDWH�(G-
XFDWLRQ� /DZ�� WKH� HQDFWHG� YHUVLRQ� RI� ([FOVLRU�
6FKRODUVKLSV�ZDV�QHDUO\�LGHQWLFDO�WR�ZKDW�&XR-
PR� KDG� LQWURGXFHG� WKUHH�PRQWKV� HDUOLHU�� 7KH�
RQO\�QRWHZRUWK\�DGGLWLRQ�WR�&XRPR·V�RULJLQDO�
ODQJXDJH� ZDV� D� SRVW�JUDGXDWH� UHVLGHQF\� UH-
TXLUHPHQW� IRU� VFKRODUVKLS� UHFLSLHQWV�� 6SHFLÀ-
FDOO\��WKH\�PXVW�

���� DJUHH� WR� UHVLGH�H[FOXVLYHO\� LQ�1HZ�<RUN�VWDWH��
DQG�VKDOO�QRW�EH�HPSOR\HG�LQ�DQ\�RWKHU�VWDWH��IRU�
D�FRQWLQXRXV�QXPEHU�RI�\HDUV�HTXDO�WR�WKH�GXUD-
WLRQ�RI� WKH�DZDUG� UHFHLYHG�ZLWKLQ� VL[�PRQWKV�RI�
UHFHLSW�RI�KLV�RU�KHU�ÀQDO�DZDUG�SD\PHQW��DQG�VLJQ�
a contract with the [Higher Education Services 
&RUS�@�WR�KDYH�KLV�RU�KHU�IXOO�DZDUG�FRQYHUWHG�WR�D�
student loan according to a schedule to be deter-
PLQHG�E\�WKH�FRUSRUDWLRQ�LI�VXFK�VWXGHQW�IDLOV�WR�
IXOÀOO�WKLV�UHTXLUHPHQW��

7KH�UHVLGHQF\�UHTXLUHPHQW�FDQ�EH�GHIHUUHG�IRU�
a student who needs more time to complete 

undergraduate studies or to attend graduate 
VFKRRO�SDUW�WLPH�

$�VHSDUDWH�VHFWLRQ�RI�ODZ�FUHDWHG�WKH�(QKDQFHG�
7XLWLRQ�$ZDUG�SURJUDP� WR�EHQHÀW� VWXGHQWV�DW�
SULYDWH� FROOHJHV� DQG� XQLYHUVLWLHV�� 7KH� LQFRPH�
levels, course credit and post-graduate residen-
F\�UHTXLUHPHQWV�DUH�WKH�VDPH�DV�([FHOVLRU·V��

However, the Enhanced Award is limited to a 
PD[LPXP�RI� ������³OHVV� WKDQ�KDOI� WKH�PD[L-
PXP�([FHOVLRU�JUDQW��&ROOHJHV�DQG�XQLYHUVLWLHV�
must agree to match a recipient’s Enhanced 
DZDUG�DQG�IUHH]H�WKDW�VWXGHQW·V�WXLWLRQ�IRU�WKH�
GXUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�DZDUG��SXWWLQJ�SUHVVXUH�RQ�WX-
LWLRQ�GHSHQGHQW�LQVWLWXWLRQV�WR�UDLVH�WXLWLRQ�IRU�
WKRVH�ZKR�GR�QRW�UHFHLYH�WKH�DZDUG�

$IWHU�WKH�ÀUVW�\HDU�RI�WKH�SURJUDP��WKH�&HQWHU�
IRU�DQ�8UEDQ�)XWXUH�UHSRUWHG�WKDW�WKH�VWDWH�KDG�
UHMHFWHG�PRUH� WKDQ� WZR�WKLUGV�RI�������� LQLWLDO�
DSSOLFDWLRQV� IRU� WKH� VFKRODUVKLS�� 0RVW� RI� WKH�
UHMHFWHG� DSSOLFDQWV� ZHUH� QRW� WDNLQJ� VXIÀFLHQW�
FRXUVH�FUHGLWV�WR�TXDOLI\��WKH�&8)�UHSRUW�VDLG���
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'HVSLWH�WKH�JRYHUQRU·V�EURDG�UKHWRULF��WKH�SUR-
JUDP�ZDV�GHVLJQHG�LQ�VXFK�D�ZD\�DV�WR�PLQL-
PL]H�LWV�EXGJHWDU\�LPSDFW���

,Q���������³�WKH�ÀUVW�\HDU�RI�WKH�SURJUDP��DQG�
WKH� RQO\� \HDU� IRU�ZKLFK� WKH� VWDWH�+LJKHU� (G-
XFDWLRQ� 6HUYLFHV� &RUS�� KDV� UHOHDVHG� GHWDLOHG�
GDWD³D� WRWDO� RI� ������� ([FHOVLRU� 6FKRODUVKLSV�
ZHUH� DZDUGHG�� WRWDOLQJ� DERXW� ����PLOOLRQ��2I�
WKDW�DPRXQW���������VFKRODUVKLSV��RU����SHUFHQW��
ZHQW� WR� 681<� VWXGHQWV�� ,Q� ���������ZLWK� WKH�
LQFRPH� FDS� UDLVHG� IURP� ��������� WR� ����������
WKH� QXPEHU� RI� UHFLSLHQWV�
had risen to 24,000, and the 
total cost was estimated at 
����PLOOLRQ���

:KHQ� WKH� SURJUDP� LV� IXO-
O\� SKDVHG� LQ� GXULQJ� �����
20, with the income cap 
set at its maximum level 
RI� ���������� WKH� VWDWH� LV�
expected to award 30,000 
Excelsior Scholarships at a 
WRWDO�FRVW�WR�WKH�VWDWH�RI�DERXW������PLOOLRQ17—
FRQVLGHUDEO\� OHVV� WKDQ�WKH�JRYHUQRU·V�RULJLQDO�
�����PLOOLRQ�HVWLPDWH�RI�WKH�SURJUDP·V�IXOO\�LP-
SOHPHQWHG�DQQXDO�FRVW����

$VVXPLQJ�WKDW�681<�VWXGHQWV�FRQWLQXH�WR�UH-
FHLYH�WKH�VDPH����SHUFHQW�VKDUH�RI�VFKRODUVKLSV�
DV� LQ���������� WKH�DPRXQW�RI�([FHOVLRU�PRQH\�
VSHQW�WR�GHIUD\�681<�WXLWLRQ�FRVWV�DORQH�LQ�ÀV-
cal 2020 will come to $100 million—or at least 
KDOI�RI�WKH�UHYHQXH�JHQHUDWHG�E\������LQ�WXLWLRQ�
LQFUHDVHV�VLQFH������18  

7KH� WDNH�XS� UDWH� IRU� WKH� SULYDWH� FROOHJH� (Q-
KDQFHG� 7XLWLRQ�$ZDUG� KDV� EHHQ�PXFK� ORZHU���
:KHQ�IXOO\�SKDVHG�LQ�WKLV�\HDU��WRWDO�(7$�SDU-
ticipation is projected to rise to 5,350 students, 
IRU�D�WRWDO�FRVW�RI�MXVW������PLOOLRQ��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�
WKH�'LYLVLRQ�RI�WKH�%XGJHW��� 

Reverse means-testing

8QOLNH�7$3��HOLJLELOLW\�IRU�WKH�([FHOVLRU�6FKRODU-
VKLS�LV�EDVHG�RQ�DGMXVWHG�JURVV�LQFRPH��$*,���
WKH�EURDGHVW�PHDVXUH�RI�ÀQDQFLDO�FDSDFLW\��7KH�

limit applies to the combined gross incomes 
RI�WKH�DSSOLFDQWV�DQG�WKHLU�SDUHQWV�RU�VSRXVHV��
ZLWK� DQ�DEUXSW� FXWRII� IRU� WKH�ÀUVW�GROODU�RYHU�
WKH����������OHYHO��%XW�LW�GRHV�QRW�RWKHUZLVH�GLI-
IHUHQWLDWH� DPRQJ� WD[�ÀOLQJ� KRXVHKROGV� EDVHG�
RQ�WKH�PDULWDO�VWDWXV�RU�WKH�WRWDO�QXPEHU�RI�GH-
SHQGHQWV�LQ�D�IDPLO\��

7KXV�� IRU� H[DPSOH�� D� VWXGHQW�ZLWK� QR� GHSHQ-
GHQWV�ZKRVH�VSRXVH�HDUQV�DQ�$*,�RI����������
LV�HOLJLEOH� IRU� WKH�VDPH�PD[LPXP�VFKRODUVKLS�
DZDUG�DV�RQH�RI�VHYHUDO�GHSHQGHQW�FKLOGUHQ�RI�

D� FRXSOH� HDUQLQJ� �����������
Assuming identical AGIs 
RI��VD\������������D�VWXGHQW�
IURP� D� IDPLO\� RI� VL[� LQ�
high-cost downstate sub-
urb would get the same 
DPRXQW� DV� WKH� RQO\� FKLOG�
RI� DQ� ROGHU� FRXSOH� OLYLQJ�
in low-cost Central New 
<RUN�

,Q�WKH�FDVH�RI�D�KRXVHKROGV�
with gross incomes close to the  $125,000 limit, 
WKH� VFKRODUVKLS� UXOHV�ZRXOG� DFWXDOO\� GLVFRXU-
DJH� VWXGHQWV� IURP� HDUQLQJ� H[WUD�PRQH\� IURP�
a summer job—unless the job paid much more 
WKDQ�WKH�YDOXH�RI�WKH�VFKRODUVKLS���

,Q�HIIHFW��([FHOVLRU�HOLJLELOLW\� LV�EDVHG�RQ�D�UH-
YHUVH�PHDQV� WHVW��DIWHU�GHGXFWLQJ� WKH�YDOXH�RI�
7$3�DQG�3HOO�JUDQWV�� WKH� VFKRODUVKLS� LV�ZRUWK�
PRVW�WR�VWXGHQWV�IURP�KRXVHKROGV�ZLWK�KLJKHU�
LQFRPHV³EHORZ� WKH���������� FXWRII�� DW�ZKLFK�
SRLQW�LW�GURSV�WR�]HUR�

‘Anchor’ aweigh

&LWLQJ� ´DYHUDJH� FROOHJH� GHEW� >RI@� �������� SHU�
VWXGHQW�µ�&XRPR�VXPPDUL]HG�KLV� FHQWUDO� MXV-
WLÀFDWLRQ�IRU�WKH�([FHOVLRU�SURJUDP�DV�IROORZV�

>,@W�LV�LQFUHGLEO\�KDUG�DQG�JHWWLQJ�KDUGHU�WR�JHW�D�
FROOHJH�HGXFDWLRQ�WRGD\��,W�LV�LQFUHGLEO\�H[SHQVLYH�
and the debt is so high it’s like starting a race with 
DQ�DQFKRU�WLHG�WR�\RXU�OHJ�20 

8QGHUVFRULQJ�WKDW�DVVHUWLRQ��WRSSLQJ�LWV�RQOLQH�

Net of any grant from TAP, 
which targets its largest 

awards to students with the 
lowest incomes, an individual 
VWXGHQW¶V�QHW�EHQH¿W�IURP�DQ�

Excelsior Scholarship rises with 
household income—a sort of 

reverse means-testing.



11
Excelsior Illusion

WUDQVFULSW�RI�&XRPR·V�UHPDUNV��WKH�JRYHUQRU·V�
SUHVV�RIÀFH�VXPPDUL]HG�WKH�([FHOVLRU�6FKRODU-
VKLS� SURSRVDO� DV� ´$OOHYLDWLQJ� >WKH@� &UXVKLQJ�
%XUGHQ� RI� 6WXGHQW� /RDQV� DQG� 3ODFLQJ� 0RUH�
1HZ�<RUNHUV�RQ�3DWK�WR�)LQDQFLDO�6HFXULW\�µ

%XW�WKH�EDVLF�IDFWV�RI�KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ�LQ�1HZ�
<RUN�GRQ·W�VXSSRUW�WKH�SUHPLVH��7R�EHJLQ�ZLWK��
DV�QRWHG�DERYH��1HZ�<RUN�KDV�DQ�H[FHSWLRQDOO\�
high college-going rate, and even with recent 
LQFUHDVHV�� 681<� DQG� &81<� WXLWLRQV� UHPDLQ�
ORZ�E\�QDWLRQDO�VWDQGDUGV��
$QG�YLD�WKH�7$3�SURJUDP��
1HZ� <RUN� RIIHUV� WKH� QD-
WLRQ·V� PRVW� JHQHURXV� À-
nancial aid to low-income 
VWXGHQWV�� ,Q� WHUPV� RI� LWV�
EUHDGWK�DQG�H[SHQVH��7$3�
LV� ULYDOHG� RQO\� E\� &DOLIRUQLD·V� VWDWH�IXQGHG�
College Grant program, which in 2017 awarded 
�����ELOOLRQ�LQ�DLG�WR���������VWXGHQWV��+RZHYHU��
like most programs in other states—but unlike 
7$3³&DOLIRUQLD·V� WXLWLRQ�DLG� LV�DOVR� OLQNHG�WR�
D�VWXGHQW·V�JUDGH�SRLQW�DYHUDJH�LQ�KLJK�VFKRRO��

$QG� WKH� �������� DYHUDJH� GHEW� ÀJXUH� FLWHG� E\�
WKH� JRYHUQRU� LV� RQO\� IRU� VWXGHQWV� ZKR� JUDG-
XDWHG�ZLWK� DQ\�GHEW�� ,Q� IDFW�� KRZHYHU�� SXEOLF�
FROOHJH�DQG�XQLYHUVLW\�VWXGHQWV�H[FOXVLYHO\�HOL-
JLEOH�IRU�([FHOVLRU�DLG�WHQG�WR�EH�less dependent 
RQ�ORDQV�

$FFRUGLQJ�WR�D������5RFNHIHOOHU�,QVWLWXWH�VWXG\��
��� SHUFHQW� RI� 681<� JUDGXDWHV� OHDYH� FROOHJH�
GHEW� IUHH³DQG� DPRQJ� WKRVH� ZKR� KDYH� ERU-
URZHG� DYHUDJH� GHEWV� UDQJH� IURP� �������� IRU�
WKRVH� ZLWK� DVVRFLDWH� GHJUHHV� WR� �������� IRU�
WKRVH�ZLWK�EDFKHORU·V�GHJUHHV���$PRQJ�&81<�
VWXGHQWV��WKH�GHEW�IUHH�FRQWLQJHQW�LV�HYHQ�ODUJ-
HU�����SHUFHQW�JUDGXDWH�ZLWK�QR�GHEW��DQG� WKH�
VPDOO�FRQWLQJHQW�ZLWK�DQ\�GHEW�RZH�DQ�DYHUDJH�
RI�MXVW���������21

(GXFDWLRQ�SROLF\�DQDO\VWV�%HWK�$NHUV�DQG�0DW-
thew Chingos have summed up the situation 
WKLV�ZD\�

7KHUH� LV� QR� HYLGHQFH� RI� D�ZLGHVSUHDG�� V\VWHPLF�
VWXGHQW�ORDQ�FULVLV��LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�W\SLFDO�ERUURZHU�

LV�EXULHG�LQ�GHEW�IRU�D�FROOHJH�HGXFDWLRQ�WKDW�GLG�
QRW�SD\�RII��7KH�FULVLV�WKDW�SHUPHDWHV�SXEOLF�GLV-
FXVVLRQ�LV�D�PDQXIDFWXUHG�QDUUDWLYH�EDVHG�ODUJHO\�
RQ� DQHFGRWHV�� VSHFXODWLRQ�� VKRGG\� UHVHDUFK� DQG�
LQDSSURSULDWH�IUDPLQJ�RI�WKH�LVVXH�22 

,Q�DQ�2FWREHU������DQDO\VLV�RI�KRZ�WKH�FROOHJH�
GHEW� EXUGHQ� LV� GLVWULEXWHG� QDWLRQDOO\�� HFRQR-
PLVWV�DW�WKH�)HGHUDO�5HVHUYH�%DQN�RI�1HZ�<RUN�
FRQFOXGHG� WKDW� ´ERUURZHUV� IURP� OHVV� DIÁXHQW�
DUHDV� DUH�PRUH� OLNHO\� WR� VWUXJJOH�ZLWK� UHSD\-

ment and have higher de-
OLQTXHQF\�UDWHV�µ23 

%DVHG� RQ� D� UHYLHZ� RI� � ���
million checking accounts 
in multiple states, research-
HUV� DW� WKH� -�3�0RUJDQ� ,Q-

VWLWXWH� IRXQG� WKDW� ´\RXQJHU� DQG� ORZ�LQFRPH�
IDPLOLHV� DUH� PRVW� EXUGHQHG� E\� VWXGHQW� ORDQ�
SD\PHQWV�µ�DQG�WKDW�IDPLOLHV�ZLWK�LQFRPHV�OHVV�
WKDQ���������DUH�OHVV�OLNHO\�WR�PDNH�FRQVLVWHQW�
ORDQ�SD\PHQWV�WKDQ�WKRVH�ZLWK�LQFRPHV�DERYH�
���������23�,Q�D�1HZ�<RUN�FRQWH[W��ERWK�ÀQGLQJV�
DGG� WR� WKH� JURZLQJ� ZHLJKW� RI� HYLGHQFH� WKDW�
7$3·V� WDUJHWHG�SRSXODWLRQ�FRKRUW�KDV�D�PXFK�
ELJJHU�FROOHJH�ORDQ�SUREOHP�WKDQ�([FHOVLRU·V�

COST AND CONSEQUENCES

$�IXQGDPHQWDO�SUREOHP�EHVHWV�DOPRVW�DOO�LQLWLD-
WLYHV�SURPLVLQJ�IUHH�WXLWLRQ�DW�SXEOLF�FROOHJHV�LQ�
WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��:KLOH�GLUHFW�VWDWH�DSSURSUL-
DWLRQV�WR�SXEOLF�FROOHJHV�FRYHU�SDUW�RI�WKH�FRVW�
IRU�DOO�LQ�VWDWH�VWXGHQWV��JUDQW�DLG�SURYLGHG�E\�
LQVWLWXWLRQV��VWDWHV��DQG�WKH�IHGHUDO�JRYHUQPHQW�
IXUWKHU�GHIUD\V�SULFHV�IRU�PDQ\�VWXGHQWV��7KHVH�
H[LVWLQJ�VXEVLGLHV�DUH�KLJKO\�SURJUHVVLYH��HVSH-
FLDOO\�LQ�1HZ�<RUN��

6WXGHQWV� IURP� ORZHU�LQFRPH� IDPLOLHV� WHQG� WR�
UHFHLYH�WKH�ODUJHVW�EHQHÀWV�WKURXJK�WXLWLRQ�GLV-
FRXQWV�DQG�JUDQW�DLG�ZKLOH�KLJK�LQFRPH�IDPL-
OLHV�UHFHLYH�WKH� OHDVW��7KXV��KLJK�LQFRPH�IDPL-
OLHV�RIWHQ�SD\�WKH�IXOO�´VWLFNHU�SULFHµ�IRU�WXLWLRQ�
ZKLOH� ORZ�LQFRPH� IDPLOLHV� XVXDOO\� SD\� D� VLJ-
QLÀFDQWO\�UHGXFHG�DPRXQW��

7KLV�GLIIHUHQWLDO�SULFLQJ�LV�RSDTXH��FUHDWLQJ�WKH�

More than half of recent SUNY 
graduates—and 79 percent of 

CUNY graduates—have had no 
overhanging college debt. 
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LPSUHVVLRQ�WKDW�FROOHJH�LV�FRVWOLHU�WKDQ�LW�UHDOO\�
LV��DQG�PDVNLQJ�KRZ�D�ZHE�RI�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�DQG�
JRYHUQPHQW�SROLFLHV�DOUHDG\�ZRUN�WR�PDNH�WX-
LWLRQ�DIIRUGDEOH�IRU�ORZHU�LQFRPH�VWXGHQWV��%H-
IRUH�DSSO\LQJ�WR�D�JLYHQ�FROOHJH�DQG�UHFHLYLQJ�
D�ÀQDQFLDO�DLG�SDFNDJH��XVXDOO\�VWXGHQWV�RQO\�
see the sticker price, even though this is much 
higher than what most students will end up 
SD\LQJ�LQ�WKH�HQG�

'LIIHUHQWLDO�SULFLQJ�EHJLQV�ZLWK�WKH�LQVWLWXWLRQV�
WKHPVHOYHV�� 6WXGHQWV� ZKR� DSSO\� IRU� IHGHUDO�
ÀQDQFLDO� DLG� �LQFOXGLQJ� VWXGHQW� ORDQV�� PXVW�
VXEPLW� LQIRUPDWLRQ�RQ�WKHLU� IDPLO\·V�ÀQDQFHV��
including income and assets, to their college 
RU�XQLYHUVLW\��:LWK�DOO�WKLV�LQIRUPDWLRQ��LQVWLWX-
WLRQV�JDLQ�D�JRRG�VHQVH�RI�D�IDPLO\·V�DELOLW\�WR�
SD\�IRU�FROOHJH��&ROOHJHV�DUH�WKHQ�DEOH� WR�SUR-
YLGH�GLVFRXQWV�RII� WKH�FROOHJH·V�SXEOLVKHG� WXL-
WLRQ�WR�VWXGHQWV�ZLWK�ORZHU�DELOLW\�WR�SD\��WKXV�
ORZHULQJ�WKRVH�VWXGHQWV·�QHW�WXLWLRQ�ELOO��)DPL-
OLHV�RI�JUHDWHU�PHDQV�FDQ�DIIRUG�WR�SD\�KLJKHU�
WXLWLRQ��DQG�FROOHJHV�LQ�WXUQ�PD\�RIIHU�WKHP�OLW-
WOH�WR�QR�ÀQDQFLDO�DLG�

3ULYDWH�FROOHJHV�LQ�SDUWLFXODU�EXGJHW�KHDYLO\�IRU�
LQVWLWXWLRQDO� ÀQDQFLDO� DLG�� ,Q� ÀVFDO� \HDU� ������
&ROXPELD� 8QLYHUVLW\� VHW� DVLGH� ����� PLOOLRQ�
IRU�JUDQWV� WR�VWXGHQWV��DQG�&RUQHOO�8QLYHUVLW\�
EXGJHWHG������PLOOLRQ��(YHQ�VPDOOHU�1HZ�<RUN�
private colleges, such as Hamilton College and 
0DU\PRXQW�0DQKDWWDQ�&ROOHJH��UHSRUW�VSHQG-
LQJ� WHQV� RI�PLOOLRQV� RI�GROODUV� DQQXDOO\� RQ�À-

QDQFLDO� DLG��ZKLFK� FDQ� UHSUHVHQW� D� VLJQLÀFDQW�
GLVFRXQW�RII�VWLFNHU�SULFHV��

7DUJHWHG� SULFLQJ� RI� WKLV� VRUW� PHDQV� WKDW� VWX-
GHQWV� IURP� ORZHU�LQFRPH� IDPLOLHV� RIWHQ� SD\�
PXFK�ORZHU�´QHW�WXLWLRQµ�WKDQ�WKHLU�KLJKHU�LQ-
FRPH�SHHUV��$QRWKHU�IDFWRU�LV�H[WHUQDO�ÀQDQFLDO�
DLG��ZKLFK�DOVR� WHQGV� WR�EHQHÀW� ORZHU�LQFRPH�
VWXGHQWV�� )RU� LQVWDQFH�� WKH� IHGHUDO� 3HOO� *UDQW�
SURJUDP� SURYLGHV� DQ� DZDUG� RI� XS� WR� �������
that low- and middle-income students can use 
WR�GHIUD\�WXLWLRQ��IHHV��RU�OLYLQJ�H[SHQVHV��7KH�
grant is means-tested, so a student with low-
HU�IDPLO\� LQFRPH�DQG�ZHDOWK�UHFHLYHV�D� ODUJHU�
DZDUG��7$3��DV�QRWHG��DOVR�SURYLGHV�PHDQV�WHVW-
HG�FROOHJH�DLG�

%HFDXVH�WKH�KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ�V\VWHP�UHOLHV�RQ�
a progressive pricing structure, eliminating tu-
LWLRQ�ZLWK� ODVW�GROODU� IXQGLQJ� DW� WD[SD\HU� H[-
SHQVH� SURYLGHV� JUHDWHU� JRYHUQPHQW� EHQHÀWV�
WR�VWXGHQWV�ZKR�DUH�FXUUHQWO\�SD\LQJ�PRUH� LQ�
WXLWLRQ³WKH�KLJKHVW�LQFRPH�IDPLOLHV��+RZHYHU��
ORZ�LQFRPH�VWXGHQWV��ZKR�DUH�RIWHQ�WRXWHG�DV�
WKH� EHQHÀFLDULHV� RI� IUHH�FROOHJH� SURJUDPV�� DO-
UHDG\�SD\�FORVH�WR�]HUR�WXLWLRQ�DW�LQ�VWDWH�SXEOLF�
FROOHJHV���7KH�EHQHÀWV�RI�IUHH�FROOHJH�WKXV�WHQG�
WR�DFFUXH�WR�VWXGHQWV�IURP�KLJKHU�LQFRPH�IDP-
LOLHV��ZKR� FDQ� DIIRUG� WR� FKLS� LQ�PRQH\�RXW� RI�
SRFNHW�IRU�WKHLU�FKLOGUHQ·V�HGXFDWLRQ�

)UHH�FROOHJH�SROLFLHV�DV�VXFK�DV�([FHOVLRU�PD\�
VRXQG�OLNH�WKH\�DUH�WUHDWLQJ�HYHU\�IDPLO\�HTXDO-

The Academic Podium at the the University at Albany, one of SUNY’s three largest campuses. (Photo from albany.edu)



13
Excelsior Illusion

O\��EXW�UHODWLYH�WR�WKH�FXUUHQW�V\VWHP��WKH�SROL-
FLHV� WDUJHW� EHQHÀWV� WR� KLJKHU� LQFRPH� IDPLOLHV��
$� �����%URRNLQJV� ,QVWLWXWLRQ� DQDO\VLV�PDGH� D�
SRLQW�DERXW�6DQGHUV·�IUHH�WXLWLRQ�SURSRVDO�WKDW�
FRXOG�DSSO\�HTXDOO\�WR�WKH�([FHOVLRU�SURJUDP�

7KH�QRQ�WXLWLRQ�FRVWV�RI�DWWHQGLQJ�FROOHJH��LQFOXG-
LQJ� OLYLQJ� H[SHQVHV�� DUH� ODUJHU� WKDQ� WKH� FRVWV� RI�
WXLWLRQ� DQG� IHHV� IRU�PRVW� VWXGHQWV�� )UHH� FROOHJH��
which does not address these expenses, leaves 
IDPLOLHV� IURP�WKH�ERWWRP�KDOI�RI� WKH� LQFRPH�GLV-
WULEXWLRQ� ZLWK� QHDUO\� ���� ELOOLRQ� LQ� DQQXDO� RXW�
RI�SRFNHW�FROOHJH�FRVWV�WKDW�ZRXOG�QRW�EH�FRYHUHG�
E\�H[LVWLQJ� IHGHUDO�� VWDWH�� DQG� LQVWLWXWLRQDO�JUDQW�
SURJUDPV�25

'HYRWLQJ�QHZ�VSHQGLQJ�WR�HOLPLQDWLQJ�WXLWLRQ�
IRU�DOO�VWXGHQWV�LQYROYHV�D�WUDGHRII�ZLWK�LQYHVW-
LQJ� WKH� VDPH� IXQGV� LQ� WDUJHWHG�JUDQW� DLG� WKDW�
ZRXOG� FRYHU�PRUH� RI� WKH� WRWDO� FRVWV� RI� DWWHQ-
GDQFH�IRU�VWXGHQWV�IURP�OHVV�ZHOO�RII�IDPLOLHV��

,I� WKH� JRYHUQPHQW� DGRSWV� D� EODQNHW� SROLF\� RI�
IUHH� WXLWLRQ� IRU� DOO� LQ�VWDWH� SXEOLF� FROOHJH� VWX-
GHQWV�� KLJKHU�LQFRPH� VWXGHQWV� LQHYLWDEO\� UH-
FHLYH�D�ODUJH�EHQHÀW�DW�WD[SD\HU�H[SHQVH��ZKLOH�
WKH�PHGLDQ� ORZ�LQFRPH� VWXGHQW��ZKR�DOUHDG\�
SD\V�ORZ�RU�]HUR�WXLWLRQ��ZLOO�JHW�QRWKLQJ�

7KLV�LV�HVSHFLDOO\�WUXH�LQ�1HZ�<RUN��ZKHUH�7$3�
LQ� FRPELQDWLRQ� ZLWK� 3HOO� *UDQWV� PDNHV� WKH�
pricing structure at New York’s public colleges 
HYHQ�PRUH�SURJUHVVLYH�WKDQ�LW�LV�QDWLRQDOO\��$O-
though the Excelsior Scholarship has an income 
OLPLW�IRU�UHFLSLHQWV��WKH�IXQGDPHQWDO�HFRQRPLFV�
RI� $PHULFDQ� KLJKHU� HGXFDWLRQ� DOO� EXW� HQVXUH�
WKDW�LWV�EHQHÀWV�ZLOO�EH�UHJUHVVLYH�

In addition, to the extent that Excelsior attracts 
KLJKHU�LQFRPH� VWXGHQWV� WR� &81<� DQG� 681<�
who might otherwise have enrolled in private 
RU� RXW�RI�VWDWH� FROOHJHV�� LW� FRXOG� GLVSODFH� VWX-
GHQWV�IURP�SRRUHU�KRXVHKROGV�ZKR�TXDOLI\�IRU�
7$3�JUDQWV��$W�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��E\�UHGXFLQJ�WKH�
SRRO�RI�DSSOLFDQWV�IRU�1HZ�<RUN·V�SULYDWH�LQVWL-

WXWLRQV��LW�ZLOO�IXUWKHU�VWUDLQ�WKHLU�DELOLW\�WR�VXS-
SOHPHQW� 7$3� DQG� 3HOO� JUDQWV� IRU� ORZ�LQFRPH�
VWXGHQWV�

CONCLUSION

Governor Cuomo’s Excelsior Scholarship pro-
gram was custom-tailored to back up a political 
VORJDQ��´WXLWLRQ�IUHH�FROOHJH�µ�%XW�KLV�SRUWUD\DO�
RI�D�EURDG�FROOHJH�DIIRUGDELOLW\�FULVLV�DIÁLFWLQJ�
PLGGOH�FODVV� 1HZ� <RUNHUV� ZDV� JUHDWO\� H[DJ-
JHUDWHG��IRU�681<�DQG�&81<�VWXGHQWV�LQ�SDU-
WLFXODU�

'XELRXV� SUHPLVHV� DVLGH�� WKH� ([FHOVLRU� 6FKRO-
DUVKLS� LV�GHHSO\�ÁDZHG� LQ� VHYHUDO� UHVSHFWV�� ,W�
LV� UHJUHVVLYH�� RIIHULQJ� D� EHQHÀW� WKDW� KDV�PRUH�
net value to students with higher incomes; it is 
DGPLQLVWUDWLYHO\�FXPEHUVRPH��DQG�LW�VKXWV�RXW�
WKH�ODUJH�VKDUH�RI�1HZ�<RUN�KLJK�VFKRRO�JUDG-
uates who choose colleges in the state’s excep-
WLRQDOO\�ODUJH�SULYDWH�VHFWRU�

8QOLNH�PRVW�VWDWHV��1HZ�<RUN�GRHV�QRW�KDYH�WR�
VWDUW�IURP�VFUDWFK�WR�FRPH�XS�ZLWK�VRPHWKLQJ�
EHWWHU�� D� WLPH�WHVWHG�� ZHOO�IXQGHG� FROOHJH� WXL-
tion aid program that is better designed to pro-
YLGH�VXSSRUW�ZKHUH�LW�LV�PRVW�QHHGHG���

7KDW�SURJUDP�LV�7$3��7KH������PLOOLRQ�WKH�VWDWH�
expects to spend on Excelsior and Enhanced 
7XLWLRQ�SURJUDPV�WKLV�\HDU�VKRXOG�EH�UHGLUHFW-
HG�WR�HQKDQFH�WKH�H[LVWLQJ�7$3�SURJUDP��PRY-
LQJ�IXUWKHU�LQ�WKH�GLUHFWLRQ�SURSRVHG�LQ�VHYHUDO�
ELOOV�LQWURGXFHG�E\�6HQDWH�DQG�$VVHPEO\�PHP-
EHUV�GXULQJ�WKH������OHJLVODWLYH�VHVVLRQ���

%H\RQG� VWXGHQW� DLG�� 1HZ�<RUN� RIÀFLDOV� QHHG�
WR�UHVLVW�´IUHH�FROOHJHµ�VORJDQHHULQJ�DQG�IRFXV�
RQ�EURDGHU�SURJUDPPDWLF�DQG�EXGJHWDU\��SUL-
RULWLHV� IRU� WKH� HQWLUH� KLJKHU� HGXFDWLRQ� VHFWRU��
ORQJ�D�VWUDWHJLF�DVVHW�IRU�WKH�VWDWH��ZKLFK�ZLOO�EH�
IDFLQJ�VWLIIHU�GHPRJUDSKLF�DQG�ÀQDQFLDO�KHDG-
ZLQGV�LQ�WKH�GHFDGH�DKHDG�



14

Is
su

e 
B

ri
ef

  October 2019

;OL�,_JLSZPVY�:JOVSHYZOPW�WYVNYHT�JYLH[LK�H�ZPNUPÄJHU[�
new recruiting and retention tool for New York public 
colleges during a period of increased competition for a 
shrinking cohort of high school graduates in the state. 
In the wake of Excelsior’s heavily promoted 2017 debut, 
student undergraduate headcounts increased for two 
years in a row at four-year SUNY and CUNY colleges. 
During the same period, there was a more accelerated 
decline in the total undergradiuate enrollment of New 
York’s four-year private colleges.

As shown in Figure 5 (below), total SUNY enrollment 
peaked in 2010, at an all-time record of 429,020 
students—then dropped almost 9 percent in the 
next seven years.  The continuing decline in SUNY’s 
undergraduate enrollment between 2017 and 2018—to 
382,488 students, its lowest level since 2006—has been 
concentrated at the community college level. 

CUNY enrollment, shown in Figure 6, has been 
stronger. Between 2000 and 2010, the number of CUNY 
undergrads increased from 167,969 to an all-time high 
of 245,646 in 2014. It has decreased slightly since then, 
but CUNY’s recent enrollment decline (like SUNY’s) has 
been concentrated in the system’s community colleges.

(Z�ZOV^U�I`�-PN\YL����5L^�@VYR»Z�MV\Y�`LHY�UVUWYVÄ[�
college headcounts peaked in 2012 at 352,011, but by 
2018 had fallen to 336,827, the lowest level in 10 years, 
including a decline of more than 13,000 in the two years 
following the introduction of Excelsior Scholarships.a

Enrollment in New York’s preK-12 public schools—the 
primary source of future students for SUNY and CUNY, 
in particular— has been declining since 2000. The most 
recent national projections indicate New York State’s 
cohort of new high school graduates will roughly hold 
steady through the early 2020s, rise again in 2023 and 
2024, then resume declining into the 2030s.b  

The same source projects a faster decline in the college-
going cohort for the rest of the Northeast. That’s a 
looming concern for New York’s mid-sized regional 
private colleges, which (unlike SUNY and CUNY) recruit 
HUK�KYH^�H�ZPNUPÄJHU[�ZOHYL�VM�[OLPY�Z[\KLU[Z�MYVT�
neighboring states.
a�-PUHUJPHS�Z[YLZZLZ�VU�[OL�WYP]H[L�ZLJ[VY�^LYL�YLÅLJ[LK�PU�[OL������JSVZ\YLZ�VM�
+V^SPUN�*VSSLNL�HUK�)YPHYJSPɈL�*VSSLNL��IV[O�VU�3VUN�0ZSHUK��HUK�[OL���� �ZO\[KV^U�
of the College of New Rochelle in Westchester County.   
b Knocking at the College Door, “Projections of High School Graduates Through 
2032, Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education (WICHE). https://
knocking.wiche.edu
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