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Excelsior Scholarship 
Serving Very Few New York 
Students

The Excelsior Scholarship program promises free tuition at 

CUNY and SUNY colleges. But only 3 percent of public college 

students are able to take advantage of Excelsior, and students 

in New York City are especially neglected.

by Tom Hilliard

Governor Cuomo and the State Legislature established New York’s Excelsior Scholarship program with the admirable goal of 

providing free tuition to a large number of low- and middle-income New Yorkers, but our analysis of data from the state’s 

Higher Education Services Corporation shows that the program is serving very few of the students who could benefit the 

most from free tuition. According to our analysis, barely 4,000 of the 242,000 students attending public colleges and 

community colleges in New York City have benefited from New York’s Excelsior Scholarship program.

Only 20,086 students statewide received an award from the Excelsior program—or just 3.2 percent of the 633,543 

undergraduates statewide. But our analysis shows that significantly fewer students in New York City have benefited. Of all 

students statewide who received an Excelsior Scholarship, only 20.7 percent attend CUNY institutions—even though CUNY 

students make up 38 percent of all undergraduate enrollment in the state. 

Overall, 3,335 students attending CUNY’s senior colleges received awards from the Excelsior program—or just 2.3 percent of 

all those enrolled at CUNY’s senior colleges. Meanwhile, 820 students attending CUNY’s community colleges benefited from 

the program—just 0.9 percent of the 95,951 community college students enrolled at CUNY. 

At four of New York City’s community colleges, 100 or fewer students have received an Excelsior award: Hostos Community 

College (34 students receiving an award) Guttman Community College (36 students), Bronx Community College (61 

students), and Kingsborough Community College (100 students). At all seven community colleges in New York City 

combined, just 820 students received an Excelsior Scholarship. In fact, four senior colleges in upstate New York each 

obtained more Excelsior Scholarships than the entire community college system in New York City. 



Meanwhile, only two of CUNY’s senior colleges—Hunter College and John Jay—saw more than 3 percent of enrolled 

students obtain an Excelsior award. At ten CUNY schools, fewer than 2 percent of enrolled students received funds.

A disproportionate share of the state’s low-income college students attend schools in the five boroughs. Indeed, 60 percent of 

CUNY students report household income below $30,000, including 71 percent of community college students. 

Data on rejected applications reveals that the Excelsior program’s heavy credit requirements were the main obstacle for most 

students. Almost twice as many applicants were rejected for “not sufficient credits” as received Excelsior awards this year. 

The requirement that all students earn at least 30 credits in every year of enrollment is screening out the majority of 

applicants for the Excelsior Scholarship. 

Governor Cuomo and legislative leaders should make critical reforms to the Excelsior Scholarship Program to ensure that 

more students who need financial assistance to attend college and earn a credential are able to qualify for this well-intended 

but flawed program. They should also take other steps to support student success at colleges and community colleges 

across the state—including helping low-income students overcome non-tuition related financial barriers. Currently, far too few 

of the students who enroll at SUNY and CUNY end up getting a credential. They should also take other steps to support 

student success at colleges and community colleges across the state—including helping low-income students overcome non-

tuition related financial barriers. Currently, far too few of the students who enroll at SUNY and CUNY end up getting a 

credential.

The Center for an Urban Future has written extensively about the increasing importance of a college credential in New York 

State and the barriers that prevent students from achieving college success. Our recent work has documented both the 

tuition and non-tuition costs of college, and examined strategies that can ensure more students enrolled in college can 

graduate with a degree. 

 

 

Excelsior Across New York

The Excelsior Scholarship program awarded 20,086 scholarships in 2017-18, 3.2 percent of the 633,543 
undergraduate students in New York.
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 Just 20.7 percent of all scholarship recipients statewide are enrolled at CUNY, even though CUNY students make up 
38 percent of all undergraduate enrollment in the state.

Students at senior colleges were far more likely to obtain Excelsior Scholarships than community college students. 
Community colleges account for 48 percent of all undergraduate students in New York, but only 27 percent of 
Excelsior Scholarships.

Only two of CUNY’s senior colleges—Hunter College and John Jay—saw more than 3 percent of enrolled students 
obtain an Excelsior award.

At ten CUNY schools, fewer than 2 percent of enrolled students received funds.

At three CUNY community colleges, fewer than 61 students obtained an award.

Overall, of the seven community colleges in New York City, just 820 students received an Excelsior Scholarship this 
year. 

 

Center for an Urban Future 



Excelsior Scholarships and Undergraduate Enrollment at SUNY and CUNY Institutions,

2017–2018 School Year

Sector Excelsior Awards Undergraduate Enrollment % of Total Enrollment

SUNY      

Community Colleges 4,603 209,233 2.2%

Senior (State Op.) Colleges 11,328 181,956 6.2%

SUNY Total 15,931 391,189 4.1%

CUNY      

Community Colleges 820  95,951 0.9%

Senior Colleges 3,335 146,403 2.3%

CUNY Total 4,155  242,354  1.7%

Community Colleges 5,423 305,184 1.8%

Senior Colleges 14,663 328,359 4.5%

New York Total 20,086 633,543 3.2% 

Sources: NYS Higher Education Services Corporation; City University of New York Office of Institutional Research; State 

University of New York.2 

Excelsior at Individual Colleges

The college with the highest rate of Excelsior Scholarship awards was SUNY-Fredonia (12 percent), followed by 
SUNY’s Geneseo, Cobleskill, Oswego, and Cortland campuses, all with 9 percent.

The college with the lowest rate of Excelsior Scholarship awards was Hostos Community College (0.5 percent), 
followed by SUNY-Empire State College and Bronx Community College, both with 0.6 percent.

The college with the highest number of Excelsior Scholarship awards was SUNY-Buffalo (1,400). 

 

Rejected Applications

The state received 63,599 applications for Excelsior Scholarships, of which 43,513 were denied, a denial rate of 68 
percent. 

By far the most commonly cited reason for denial was “not sufficient credits,” which accounted for 36,095 denials, 83 
percent of all rejected applications. 

Other cited reasons for denial include exceeding the income limit (6 percent), TAP application missing (5 percent), and 
non-NY resident (3 percent).

 

 

SUNY Excelsior Scholarships 
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Sector College Excelsior Awards  Enrollment
% of Total 
Enrollment

Community Colleges Adirondack 136 3,892 3.5%

Community Colleges Broome  215 5,624  3.8%

Community Colleges Cayuga County 70 3,784 1.8%

Community Colleges Clinton 34 1,583 2.1%

Community Colleges Columbia-Greene 29 1,623 1.8%

Community Colleges Corning 95 3,834 2.5%

Community Colleges Dutchess 132 9,061 1.5%

Community Colleges Erie 289 11,135 2.6%

Community Colleges Fashion Institute 290 8,661 3.3%

Community Colleges Finger Lakes 224 6,353 3.5%

Community Colleges Fulton-Montgomery 60 2,403 2.5%

Community Colleges Genesee 127 5,906 2.2%

Community Colleges Herkimer County 89 2,632 3.4%

Community Colleges Hudson Valley 320 11,020 2.9%

Community Colleges Jamestown 95 4,463 2.1%

Community Colleges Jefferson 93 3,460 2.7%

Community Colleges Mohawk Valley 144 6,506 2.2%

Community Colleges Monroe 361 12,907 2.8%

Community Colleges Nassau 240 19,059 1.3%

Community Colleges Niagara County 165 5,439 3.0%

Community Colleges North Country 21 2,006 1.0%

Community Colleges Onondaga 278 10,659 2.6%

Community Colleges Orange County 153 6,601 2.3%

Community Colleges Rockland 125 6,950 1.8%

Community Colleges Schenectady County 68 6,588 1.0%

Community Colleges Suffolk County 456 26,756 1.7%

Community Colleges Sullivan County 26 1,565 1.7%

Community Colleges Tompkins Cortland 77 2,632 2.9%

Community Colleges Ulster County 60 3,560 1.7%

Community Colleges Westchester 131 12,571 1.0%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Albany 995 13,508 7.4%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Alfred State 357 4,188 8.5%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Binghamton 935 13,724 6.8%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Brockport 594 7,180 8.3%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Buffalo State 525 8,527 6.2%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Buffalo Univ 1,400 21,020 6.7%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Canton 167 3,183 5.2%
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Sector College Excelsior Awards  Enrollment
% of Total 
Enrollment

State-Operated 
Colleges

Cobleskill 212 2,297 9.2%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Cornell Stat 27 5,852 0.5%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Cortland 552 6,346 8.7%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Delhi 243 3,467 7.0%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Empire State 63 9,810 0.6%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Envir Sci & Forestry 89 1,791 5.0%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Farmingdale 319 9,552 3.3%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Fredonia 521 4,393 11.9%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Geneseo 516 5,524 9.3%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Maritime 53 1,641 3.2%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Morrisville 216 3,063 7.1%

State-Operated 
Colleges

New Paltz 453 6,733 6.7%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Old Westbury 205 4,635 4.4%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Oneonta 486 5,940 8.2%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Oswego 632 7,125 8.9%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Plattsburgh 338 5,351 6.3%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Potsdam 210 3,321 6.3%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Purchase 264 4,063 6.5%

State-Operated 
Colleges

Stony Brook 830 17,293 4.8%

State-Operated 
Colleges

SUNY Poly 126 2,179 5.8%

CUNY Excelsior Scholarships

Sector College
Excelsior 
Awards

CUNY 
Enroll

% of Total 
Enrollment

Community 
Colleges

BMCC 231 26,932  0.9%
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Sector College
Excelsior 
Awards

CUNY 
Enroll

% of Total 
Enrollment

Community 
Colleges

Bronx 61  10,935  0.6%

Community 
Colleges

Guttman 36  1,066  3.4%

Community 
Colleges

Hostos 34   7,211  0.5%

Community 
Colleges

Kingsborough 100   15,034  0.7%

Community 
Colleges

LaGuardia 173  19,373  0.9%

Community 
Colleges

Queensborough 185   15,400  1.2%

Senior 
Colleges

Baruch 362  15,253  2.4%

Senior 
Colleges

Brooklyn 348   14,689  2.4%

Senior 
Colleges

City 343   13,210  2.6%

Senior 
Colleges

Hunter 567 16,844  3.4%

Senior 
Colleges

John Jay 404 12,916  3.1%

Senior 
Colleges

Lehman 168  11,978  1.4%

Senior 
Colleges

Medgar Evans  81   6,652  1.2%

Senior 
Colleges

NYCCT  244   17,279  1.4%

Senior 
Colleges

Queens 374  16,680  2.2%

Senior 
Colleges

Staten Island  290  12,509  2.3%

Senior 
Colleges

York  154  8,393  1.8%

Sources: NYS Higher Education Services Corporation; City University of New York Office of Institutional Research. 

1. Note that this total excludes two colleges at which fewer than ten students received grants. The precise 
number of awards was therefore suppressed for reasons of student privacy.  
2. For SUNY enrollment data, click here. For 2017-18 CUNY enrollment data click here.  

For more on this topic, check out:

Degrees of Difficulty: Boosting College Success in New York City, December 2017

Want to Expand Economic Opportunity, Governor Cuomo? Help NYC Tackle Student Success, December 2017

Struggling to the Finish Line: Community College Completion in New York State, December 2017
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Completion Day, June 2013 
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Brothers for the Middle Class Jobs Project.

Center for an Urban Future (CUF) is an independent, nonprofit think tank that generates innovative policies to create jobs, 

reduce inequality and help lower income New Yorkers climb into the middle class. For 20 years, CUF has published 

accessible, data-driven reports on ways to grow and diversify the economy and expand opportunity that are anchored in 

rigorous research, not preconceived notions about outcome. Our work has been a powerful catalyst for policy change in New 

York City and serves as an invaluable resource for government officials, community groups, nonprofit practitioners and 

business leaders as they advocate for and implement policies to address some of New York’s biggest challenges and 

opportunities.

RELATED PRESS

Help Excelsior Scholarship earn an A+

amNY, by The Editorial Board, August 14, 2018

The Ups and Downs of Excelsior Scholarship’s Freshman Year and What Comes Next

Gotham Gazette, by Eric Neutuch, October 30, 2018

Gov. Cuomo’s Free College Hustle

The Indypendent, by Peter Rugh, September 04, 2018

Excelsior Scholarship Expands To Aid More Families

SUNY The New Paltz Oracle, by Nikki Donohue, January 30, 2020

Think Tank: Excelsior Went to 3.2% of Undergrads

Insider Higher Ed, by Rick Seltzer, August 13, 2018

Study: Small percentage of SUNY and CUNY students receive Excelsior Scholarship

Westfair Communcations, by Ryan Deffenbaugh, August 16, 2018

Only three percent of students have received Governor Cuomo’s “free tuition” scholarship

World Socialist Web Site, by Josh Varlin, September 07, 2018

We’ve Got Issues: The Candidates for Governor on Education

City Limits, by Kate Pastor, October 31, 2018

Foss: State must do more to make college affordable

Center for an Urban Future 

https://nycfuture.org/research/completion-day
https://nycfuture.org/research/completion-day
https://www.thoughtco.com/hunter-college-admissions-787643
https://www.amny.com/opinion/editorial/help-excelsior-scholarship-earn-an-a-1.20455688
http://www.gothamgazette.com/opinion/8025-the-ups-and-downs-of-excelsior-scholarship-s-freshman-year-and-what-comes-next
https://indypendent.org/2018/09/gov-cuomos-free-college-hustle/
https://oracle.newpaltz.edu/excelsior-scholarship-expands-to-aid-more-families/
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2018/08/13/think-tank-excelsior-went-32-undergrads
https://westfaironline.com/105740/study-small-percentage-of-suny-and-cuny-students-receive-excelsior-scholarship/
https://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2018/09/06/suny-s06.html
https://citylimits.org/2018/10/31/weve-got-issues-the-candidates-for-governor-on-education/
https://dailygazette.com/article/2019/01/19/foss-state-must-do-more-to-make-college-affordable


The Daily Gazette, by Sara Foss, January 19, 2019

State funding boost could make ‘free’ CUNY tuition a reality for more New Yorkers

Brooklyn Daily Eagle, by Victoria Merlino, January 27, 2020

NYS Excelsior Scholarship, offering free college tuition, opens enrollment for spring

Newsday, by Nicholas Spangler, December 24, 2024

Few New York City students benefit from free college tuition, report finds

Chalkbeat, by Christina Veiga, August 13, 2018

Report: Nearly 70% of students who applied for New York’s free college program were rejected

MarketWatch, by Jillian Berman, August 16, 2018

Cuomo vs. Nixon on Education Policy

City Limits, by Kate Pastor, September 10, 2018

Can free college work at 4-year colleges? Early examples offer clues.

Education Dive, by Daniel C. Vock, January 14, 2020

Study: Majority of applicants rejected for Excelsior Scholarships

Times Union, by Rick Karlin, August 13, 2018

Help Escelsior Scholarship earn an A+ for students

Newsday, by The Editorial Board, August 16, 2018

Two-year schools giving pilot program applications the ‘old college try’

ROI-NJ, by Brett Johnson, September 14, 2018

Free SUNY-CUNY Excelsior Scholarship Back for Year 3

Yonkers Times, by Dan Murphy, May 04, 2019

A Few Suggestions for Andrew Cuomo’s Next Poster

New York Magazine, by Sarah Jones, January 09, 2020

Nixon slams Cuomo over states ‘free college’ program

WHECTV, by WHECTV Staff, August 13, 2018

Scholarship Experience Is Different Between Colleges

The Post-Journal, by John Whittaker, August 20, 2018

New York’s middle-class scholarship program criticized

Center for an Urban Future 

https://brooklyneagle.com/articles/2020/01/27/state-funding-boost-could-make-free-cuny-tuition-a-reality-for-more-new-yorkers/
https://www.newsday.com/long-island/education/excelsior-scholarship-s3j2l90i
https://www.chalkbeat.org/posts/ny/2018/08/10/few-new-york-city-students-benefit-from-free-college-tuition-report-finds/
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/report-nearly-70-of-students-who-applied-for-new-yorks-free-college-program-were-rejected-2018-08-16
https://citylimits.org/2018/09/10/cuomo-vs-nixon-on-education-policy/
https://www.educationdive.com/news/state-universities-add-need-based-aid-with-lessons-for-free-college-push/570423/
https://www.timesunion.com/news/article/Study-finds-lots-of-applicants-rejected-for-13147401.php
https://www.newsday.com/opinion/editorial/help-escelsior-scholarship-earn-an-a-for-students-1.20489312
http://www.roi-nj.com/2018/09/10/education/two-year-schools-giving-pilot-program-applications-the-old-college-try/
http://yonkerstimes.com/free-suny-cuny-excelsior-scholarship-back-for-year-3/
http://nymag.com/intelligencer/2020/01/andrew-cuomos-artwork-needs-some-help.html
https://www.whec.com/news/free-college-program-/5025925/
http://www.post-journal.com/news/page-one/2018/08/scholarship-experience-is-different-between-colleges/
http://www.fox5ny.com/news/ny-scholarship-program-criticized


Fox 5 NY, by Fox 5 NY Staff, September 18, 2018

CUNY students urging Bernie Sanders to call out Cuomo over free-tuition scholarship program

Daily News, by Denise Slattery, February 28, 2019

‘Free College’ at One SUNY School Shows ‘Excelsior’ Progress and Problems

Gotham Gazette, by Eric Neutuch, May 13, 2019

State Senate to hold hearings on rising SUNY tuition costs

Daily News, by Michael Elsen-Rooney, October 10, 2019

NY Scholarship Program Aids Just 2% of CUNY Students: Study

New York City Patch, by Noah Manskar, August 13, 2018

Andrew Cuomo’s free-college program rejected 70 percent of applicants

Washington Examiner, by John Patrick, August 28, 2018

Cuomo’s Free College Scheme Fails Poorest Students

Liberty Nation, by Andrew Moran, September 25, 2018

New York’s Excelsior Scholarships rise 20 percent, but tough requirements exclude many

Times Union, by Rachel Silberstein, September 11, 2019

CUNY students getting snubbed on Excelsior scholarships: report

New York Post, by Carl Campanile, August 13, 2018

Study: Excelsior scholarship not as accessible as expected

News 12 Westchester, by News 12 Staff, August 31, 2018

The Excelsior Scholarship, CUNY And The Students In Between

The Ticker, by The Ticker Staff, October 16, 2018

Cuomo promised ‘free tuition.’ Has New York delivered?

City and State New York, by Alyssa Sims, March 06, 2019

Why New York’s free college program is still costing its students

Vox, by Michael Waters, February 13, 2020

College Promise Programs Wrestle With Pandemic Realities

Inside Higher ED, by Madeline St. Amour, October 08, 2020

Free tuition program reaching few New Yorkers, report says

New York Daily News, by Kenneth Lovett, August 13, 2018

Few students use Excelsior Scholarship here
Center for an Urban Future 

https://www.nydailynews.com/news/politics/ny-pol-cuny-students-call-on-bernie-sander-cuomo-free-college-20190228-story.html
http://www.gothamgazette.com/opinion/8517-free-college-at-one-suny-school-shows-excelsior-progress-and-problems
https://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/education/ny-senate-debt-loan-suny-20191010-7c3tu6gwpfgchkke5jjcxlxhgm-story.html
https://patch.com/new-york/new-york-city/ny-scholarship-program-aids-just-2-cuny-students-study
https://www.washingtonexaminer.com/red-alert-politics/andrew-cuomos-free-college-program-rejected-70-percent-of-applicants
https://www.libertynation.com/cuomos-free-college-scheme-fails-poorest-students/
https://www.timesunion.com/news/article/Excelsior-Scholarships-rise-20-percent-but-tough-14431051.php
https://nypost.com/2018/08/10/cuny-students-getting-snubbed-on-excelsior-scholarships-report/
http://westchester.news12.com/story/38998639/study-excelsior-scholarship-not-as-accessible-as-expected
http://theticker.org/the-excelsior-scholarship-cuny-and-the-students-in-between
https://www.cityandstateny.com/articles/policy/education/cuomo-promised-free-tuition-in-new-york.html
https://www.vox.com/the-highlight/2020/2/5/21113890/new-york-free-college-excelsior-tuition
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/10/08/college-promise-programs-face-cuts-uncertainty-and-changes
http://www.nydailynews.com/news/politics/ny-pol-free-tuition-cuomo-nixon-center-for-an-urban-future-20180810-story.html#
http://www.adirondackdailyenterprise.com/news/local-news/2018/10/few-students-use-excelsior-scholarship-here/


Adirondack Daily Enterprise, by Jesse Adcock, October 23, 2018

Free College, Strings Attached

Dissent Magazine, by Amir Khafagy, March 27, 2019

Lt. Governor Kathy Hochul Presents NY State Budget on Campus

Marist College The Circle, by Tara Guaimano, February 04, 2020

Why are New York’s community colleges losing students in a strong economy?

Westfair, by Ryan Deffenbaugh, March 05, 2019

 

CENTER FOR AN URBAN FUTURE

120 Wall Street, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10005

cuf@nycfuture.org © All Rights Reserved.

Center for an Urban Future Center for an Urban Future 

https://www.dissentmagazine.org/online_articles/free-college-strings-attached
https://www.maristcircle.com/home/2020/2/4/lt-governor-kathy-hochul-presents-ny-state-budget-on-campus
https://westfaironline.com/111438/why-are-new-yorks-community-colleges-losing-students-in-a-strong-economy/
mailto:cuf@nycfuture.org

