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BRIEF 2 ThE STATE OF COLLEgE READINESS AND DEgREE COMpLETION IN NEw YORk CITY: READINESS & ENROLLMENT 

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 working  
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) identifying  
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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New York City’s public  
education system is enormous;  
its 500 high schools educate 
over 325,000 students per year. 
Furthermore, many of these 

students face significant obstacles to pursuing their higher education goals: 
more than three-quarters of them are from low-income households.

Since mayoral control of New York City’s public schools began in 2002, numerous  
reforms have been undertaken in an effort to elevate rates of high school  
graduation and college enrollment. Many high schools, for example, have 
worked to strengthen their college and career counseling by adding staff  
and providing more and better training to existing staff. Nevertheless, not all 
schools have dedicated college counselors, and those that do often have  
too few. More recently, Mayor de Blasio and New York City Schools Chancellor 
Fariña have ushered in a new series of initiatives, restructuring school  
support mechanisms and then rolling out a more comprehensive set of strategies 
known as Equity & Excellence. 

This is the second 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.  
In the first brief, we provided an overview of the  
college readiness and completion landscape,  
summarizing progress made over the last five years 
with respect to these five key indicators. In this  
brief, we will delve more deeply into the first two 
goals: college readiness and immediate college  
enrollment¹ (see Figure 1, page 6). 
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2020 GoalBaseline*

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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The combined results of some of these longer-standing efforts to elevate  
rates of college readiness2 and enrollment have been promising. More  
students than ever are graduating from high school college ready and  
enrolling in a postsecondary institution. In fact, more than three-quarters  
of NYC DOE graduates enroll in college within months of high school  
graduation, and the city ranks above other comparable urban districts with 
regard to this metric.

As we will see in this brief, however, there is still much more progress to be 
made in order to achieve the 2020 Goals.
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REPORTING ON PROGREss
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Consistent with CUNY’s remediation standards, this report defines “college readiness”  
as meeting the following minimum requirements for proficiency in order to begin taking 
college credit-bearing coursework:

• Reading and Writing: a score of 480 or above on the critical reading section  
of the SAT, 20 or above on the ACT English test, or 75 or above on the English  
Regents exam.

• Mathematics: a score of 500 or above on the math section of the SAT, 21 or above  
on the ACT Math test, 70 or above on the Regents Algebra I exam or Common Core 
Algebra exam, or 80 or above on the Regents Integrated Algebra, Geometry, or  
Algebra II/Trigonometry exam, plus successful completion of an Algebra II or  
trigonometry course. 

COllEGE READINEss

In September 2015, Mayor Bill de Blasio 
and Schools Chancellor Carmen Fariña 
announced a set of initiatives designed 
to ensure that all New York City students 
have access to the rigorous preparation for 
college that is required for future success. 
The Equity & Excellence initiatives aim to 
improve academic outcomes and extend 
access to college preparatory courses to all 
students as well as to ensure that each high 
school has a strong college-going culture. 

These efforts (combined with other  
initiatives, such as expanding Pre-K and 
focusing more intensive support on  
struggling schools) are intended to advance 
progress towards two new goals: a high 
school graduation rate of 80% and a college 
readiness rate of 67% for all high school 
graduates by 2026. 

EQUITY & EXCEllENCE 
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Because of changes to the college readiness definition since 2009³, GNYC’s reporting  
baseline for college readiness is 2011. Even over this three-year period, gains were made.  
Between 2011 and 2014, college readiness rates increased by 5 percentage points (Figure 2).

Despite this encouraging progress, however, more than half (53%) of NYC DOE high school 
graduates in 2014 were still not meeting the threshold requirements for college readiness, 
and the rate must increase by another 20 percentage points to reach the 2020 goal of having 
two-thirds of high school graduates be college ready. 

FIguRE 2: COllEGE READINEss RATEs  

(2011 vs. 2014 NYC DOE GRADUATEs)

FINDINg 1
Although college readiness rates have continued to rise steadily, less than half  
of NYC DOE high school graduates were college ready in 2014. 
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The immediate college enrollment goal is 
more modest than the other 2020 Goals.  
This is largely due to the fact that rates of 
enrollment for New York City students are 
already high, especially when compared  
to other urban districts nationally. Inherent  
is the challenge of raising enrollment  
rates without a corresponding increase in 

readiness and completion rates. Although  
immediate college enrollment is a critical 
milestone along the college pathway,  
enrollment without readiness and/or without 
completion can have lasting negative conse-
quences for students. The college enrollment 
goal is therefore most meaningful when 
viewed in connection with the other goals. 

A MODEsT COllEGE ENROllMENT GOAl 

FIguRE 3: IMMEDIATE COllEGE  

ENROllMENT RATEs  

(2010 vs. 2014 NYC DOE GRADUATEs)

In 2014, 77% of NYC DOE high school  
graduates enrolled in college within six months  
of graduating, compared to 73% in 2010  
(Figure 3). The gain of 4 percentage points  
on top of an already high base represents an  
additional 3,022 NYC DOE high school  
graduates immediately enrolling in college.

Additionally, the progress reflects an increase  
in the number of college-ready enrollees: 56%  
of NYC DOE’s 2014 graduates who immediately 
enrolled in any higher education institution 
were college ready, compared to 42% of their 
peers in 2010. In numerical terms, this translates 
to 6,744 more college-ready enrollees in 2014 as  
compared to 2010, versus 3,722 fewer enrollees 
who were not college ready. These higher  
rates of college readiness among those entering  
college have important implications for  
students’ postsecondary options and degree 
completion prospects. 

FINDINg 2
College enrollment rates are high and rising, driven by increased enrollment 
among college-ready graduates. 
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FINDINg 3
College readiness rates are increasing for all racial groups.  
Overall, large gaps persist and are not narrowing. 
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FIguRE 4: COllEGE READINEss RATEs BY RACE  

(2011 vs. 2014 NYC DOE GRADUATEs) 

College readiness rates rose for high school graduates in all racial groups between 2011 and 
2014, with Latino students demonstrating the largest overall gains in terms of the numbers 
of college-ready students and Asian students showing the largest gains in percentage terms 
(Figure 4).

Nevertheless, there are still major gaps in college readiness for black and Latino students  
vis-à-vis Asian and white students. Whereas Asian and white students are already  
nearing or exceeding the 2020 Goal of having two-thirds of high school graduates be  
college ready, black and Latino graduates trail their peers by 30 or more percentage points. 
When one considers that the numbers of black and Latino students in New York City are 
nearly double the numbers of Asian and white students, the urgency of addressing this gap 
becomes even more stark. 
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FIguRE 5: IMMEDIATE COllEGE ENROllMENT RATEs BY RACE 

(2010 vs. 2014 NYC DOE GRADUATEs) 
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As noted earlier, college enrollment rates for NYC DOE graduates are exceptionally high.  
We believe that this has much to do with the unique presence of a system as large, 
affordable, and diverse in its offerings as the CUNY system of 2-year and 4-year colleges.

Across racial and ethnic groups, the differences in rates of immediate college enrollment were  
far smaller than the differences in college readiness rates and have continued to narrow over 
time. Although gaps in immediate enrollment rates persist across racial and ethnic groups 
(Figure 5), gains for black and Latino students exceeded those of white and Asian students 
between 2010 and 2014. This is particularly noteworthy given that black and Latino students 
make up the majority of NYC DOE students.

Examining 2020 Goal categories by race  
is an important starting point in a  
conversation on equity in attainment.  
However, alone it does not illuminate  
other factors that influence college  
readiness and enrollment. For example, 
data disaggregated by school effects, 
students’ socioeconomic status, level of 

English language proficiency (i.e., English 
language learner status), and other  
characteristics are needed to provide a 
more complete picture of the gaps and  
opportunities for addressing them.  
Future reports will examine these myriad 
factors more fully.

A sTARTING PlACE FOR EXAMINING EQUITY
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REPORTING ON PROGREss

FINDINg 4

As will be explored in the third brief in this 
series, students’ college readiness factors  
heavily in the amount of effort required to move  
them to completion. NYC DOE data show  
that half of the graduates who enrolled in CUNY  
in 2014 were college ready, closely hewing  
to overall rates of college readiness among NYC  
DOE 2014 graduates. The large number of  
students requiring developmental education 
has tremendous implications for the resources 
that CUNY is required to offer in order to  
successfully support students’ persistence 
through degree completion.

On the other hand, as shown in Figure 6,  

19% of the students who do not immediately 
enroll in college are, in fact, college ready.  
This represents more than 2,000 students—and 
potentially a missed opportunity for increasing  
enrollment and completion rates among  
students who are prepared for success in college.  
The Research Alliance for NYC Schools, in  
partnership with the NYC DOE and CUNY,  
is currently conducting research on this  
population to better understand the reasons  
for their non-attendance or delayed entrance  
to college. 

Almost equal numbers of college-ready and non-college-ready students 
make up NYC DOE immediate enrollment at CUNY. 

FIguRE 6: COllEGE READINEss RATEs  

BY ENROllMENT TYPE

(2014 NYC DOE GRADUATEs ) 
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FIguRE 7: COllEGE ENROllMENT  

AND READINEss BY RACE  

(2010 NYC DOE COhORT GRADUATEs) 
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SUMMARY 

However, not all racial  
and ethnic groups are  
meeting the college readiness 

and enrollment targets or are on pace to do so. Over the next few years,  the  
ambitious readiness goal will remain a primary focus, since it is integral to 
meeting the completion goal. As mentioned in this brief, Mayor de Blasio’s call 
to action on college readiness—one that calls for 80% of high school students  
to graduate and 67% of these graduates to be college ready, with a focus on  
ensuring equitable progress toward these goals—would mean an increase of  
approximately 9,000 graduates and 15,000 college-ready students over the  
2014 levels.

Equity for all groups should also be a top priority. Although broad gaps  
in readiness persist between black and Latino students and Asian and white  
students, Latino students closed this gap by a couple of percentage points  
between 2011 and 2014. If these goals are to be met as a city, this progress should 
be maintained and accelerated, while investing in eliminating readiness gaps  
for New York City’s black and Latino students in particular.

In Brief 3, we will report on outcome data for students pursuing degrees  
in the CUNY system and explore progress toward the 2020 Goals for college 
completion for associate and bachelor’s degree seekers. 
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Over the past three years, the NYC DOE has met 
the initial 2020 college enrollment target overall 
and made important progress toward the college  
readiness target. In particular, the numbers of 
college-ready matriculants have continued to rise.

1   “Immediate” college enrollment refers to enrollment in a full-time or part-time college program (associate  
or bachelor’s degree) the fall after a student graduates from high school.  

2   Shifts in the definitions of college readiness and enrollment made it prudent to change the baseline year for 
these two metrics. In 2010, the NYC DOE began including college enrollment information from additional  
institutions, supplementing National Student Clearinghouse data. In 2011, additional metrics were added to  
assess college readiness. These definitional changes led to upticks in the numbers.

3   When the NYC DOE expanded the metrics used to determine college readiness (i.e., by adding ACT and  
CUNY assessment metrics to the definition), this resulted in an increase in the number of students categorized  
as college ready. At the same time, CUNY raised math proficiency requirements and changed math  
course requirements.
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