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Good morning, Chairman Gabrieli, Secretary Tutwiler, Commissioner Ortega, and members of
the Board of Higher Education. Thank you for the opportunity to speak today about our state
universities and the work we are doing across our nine-campus system. I know that the board has
a full agenda so I will keep my remarks brief.

Two weeks ago, the state universities testified collectively before the Joint Committee on Racial
Equity, Civil Rights, and Inclusion. The hearing focused on the impact of recent federal actions
on equity in higher education in Massachusetts. In our testimony, we emphasized that while the
Supreme Court’s decisions on race-conscious admissions and actions by the Trump
administration have challenged many institutions nationwide, they have not disrupted — or
deterred — our longstanding commitment to equity, inclusion, and opportunity.

While some selective institutions across the country have experienced sharp declines in the
enrollment of historically underrepresented racial and ethnic groups, Massachusetts’ state
universities remain steadfast in our mission. We continue to open doors for all students, and the
data affirm this commitment. In 2019, 32% of our students identified as students of color. By
2024, that number had risen to 45%.

Framingham State University President Nancy Niemi represented the Council of Presidents at
that hearing. She shared how Framingham State’s intentional focus on inclusive educational
practices has translated into measurable outcomes:

® 54% of undergraduate students identify as people of color;
e 58% of entering students are Pell-eligible;
o 85% of first-year students receive financial aid; and

® 56% of first-year students are the first in their families to attend college.



These outcomes underscore what we know to be true across our system: with strong financial
aid, evidence-based educational practices, and SUCCESS grant support, our students—especially
those who are first-generation and from lower-income backgrounds, don’t just gain access to
college; they persist and graduate at higher rates.

While President Niemi shared this testimony, I was in Washington, D.C., meeting with House
members on Capitol Hill. During those meetings, we expressed deep concern about proposed

reductions in federal student aid and ongoing efforts by the current administration to roll back
progress in access and equity.

We are particularly alarmed by the proposed cuts to Pell Grants, and the elimination of programs
such as TRIO and GEAR UP, which are vital to college access and success for underrepresented
students. We also cautioned that proposed federal Medicaid reductions would place enormous
strain on state budgets, strains that, historically, have translated into cuts to higher education.
Such cuts would threaten our ability to deliver on our mission of access, affordability, and
equity.

We respectfully ask this Board to join us in advocacy, to ensure that federal financial aid, Pell
funding, and programs like TRIO and GEAR UP remain protected, and that equity-based
initiatives continue to receive federal support.

Later this morning, you will hear early enrollment reports for our public higher education
institutions. While the state universities continue to navigate the demographic decline in college-
aged students, we are beginning to see encouraging signs of recovery, particularly in transfer
enrollments. However, our overall enrollment remains below pre-pandemic levels.

We are committed to working collaboratively with the Board, the Executive Office, and the
Department to implement strategies that will increase enrollment, retention, and graduation rates.
This includes system-level initiatives such as strengthening the MassTransfer program and portal
to ensure clear and seamless bachelor’s degree pathways for community college students, as well
as external initiatives like the GoHigher campaign, which will help raise awareness of the
quality, value, and opportunity provided by our public higher education system.

We believe that, by working together, we can weather these challenges and emerge stronger,
more coordinated, and better positioned to serve the Commonwealth and its students.

Conclusion

Thank you for the opportunity to provide this update on behalf of the Massachusetts State
Universities. We remain deeply committed to our public mission and to advancing equity,
opportunity, and student success across the Commonwealth. I am happy to answer any questions.



