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On April 20, 2017, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Inez D. Barron, will hold a hearing titled, “Oversight: CUNY Start.” Witnesses invited to testify include the City University of New York, the Professional Staff Congress, University faculty and staff, student groups and organizations, various higher education advocates, and other interested parties.

Background
In today’s competitive and rapidly changing global economy, a college degree is a necessity to ensure good employment prospects with a living wage.
 Although wage growth in the United States (U.S.) has been weak over the past few decades, the trend has been worse for those without a college degree. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, in 1979, the typical worker with a bachelor’s degree or higher earned 38 percent more, while those with some college or an associate degree earned 13 percent more than a worker with just a high school diploma.
 By 2014, those with a bachelor’s degree or higher earned 79 percent more, while those who had completed some college or an associate degree was at 14 percent more than a worker with just a high school diploma.
 Some assert that Americans with college degrees are more likely to live healthier lives, be satisfied with their jobs, and be more civically engaged than their non-college degree peers.

The City University of New York (“CUNY” or “University”), the largest urban public university in the U.S., serves more than 274,000 degree-seeking students and nearly 276,000 adult and continuing education students at 25 institutions across the five boroughs.
 With over a half million students enrolled in more than 1,600 academic programs,
 200 majors leading to associate and baccalaureate degrees, and 800 graduate degree programs,
 the University offers learning opportunities at every level, from certificate courses to Ph.D. programs, in a single integrated system of seven community colleges, 11 senior colleges, the Macaulay Honors College, five graduate and professional schools and an assortment of research centers, institutes and consortia.
 The University’s newest institution, the CUNY School of Medicine, opened in the fall of 2016.

CUNY operates with a legislatively mandated mission to “maintain and expand its commitment to academic excellence and to the provision of equal access and opportunity” as well as to be “of vital importance as a vehicle for the upward mobility of the disadvantaged in the city of New York.”
 As such, the University’s student body is relativity diverse with regard to age, culture, educational background, ethnicity, family income, language and race. Of the more than 245,000 undergraduate students enrolled at CUNY, 30.7 percent are Hispanic, 26.1 percent are Black, 23.1 percent are white, and 19.8 percent are Asian.
 They identify with 216 different ancestries, and 37 percent were born outside of the U.S. mainland.
 They also speak 189 different languages, 43 percent reported a native language other than English, and 42 percent are the first generation in their family to attend college.
 Fifty-eight percent of first-time freshmen receive federal Pell grants, 27 percent are over the age of 25, and 30 percent work at least 20 hours a week for pay.

In 2014, 75 percent of first-time freshmen enrolled at CUNY graduated from New York City (NYC) public high schools.
 However, despite a variety of School-College Partnerships between the University and the NYC Department of Education (DOE), many these students were unprepared for college-level work.
 In 2015, less than 50 percent of the NYC public high school graduates met the DOE’s College Readiness standard, which is based on CUNY’s standard.
 Furthermore, among first-time freshmen admitted to CUNY associate degree programs, nearly 80 percent do not meet the basic math, reading and/or writing skill standards.
 As such, without proper support and preparation, these students are at an increased risk of never completing college or enjoying the benefits associated with a college degree.
These outcomes disproportionately affect minority, low-income and older students, who are more likely to enroll at a community college as a gateway to a four-year college. The National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education reports that 44 percent of students from households with incomes of less than $25,000 per year choose community college as their first institution.
 Fifty percent of Hispanic students, and 31 percent of African American students, start their postsecondary education at a community college.
 According to the American Association of Community Colleges, the average student is 29 years old, and two-thirds attend school part-time.

In fall 2015, of the more than 245,000 undergraduate students at CUNY, 40.4 percent were enrolled at a community college.
 According to the CUNY 2016 Student Experience Survey, 71 percent of community college students reported annual household incomes of less than $30,000.
 Additionally, more community college students self-identified as a minority than those students enrolled at senior colleges. In community colleges, 28.4 percent of the students self-identified as Black versus 24.8 percent of the students at senior colleges. Additionally, 39.9 percent of the students in community college self-identified as Hispanic versus 25.6 percent at senior colleges.
 Twenty-seven percent of community college students were 25 years old or older.

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), the customary three-year national graduation rate for full-time first-time freshmen at public two-year postsecondary institution averaged 20.4 percent for the fall 2005 through 2008 cohorts.
 At CUNY, the average graduation rates for the same cohorts were not on par with the national rates: 11 percent were awarded an associate’s degree within three years and 18.1 percent within five years.
 Within six years of their initial enrollment, an average of 30.4 percent were awarded an associate or baccalaureate degree.
 Subsequently, even for those who do complete a degree, at least a third are burdened with additional education costs and comparatively higher debt.

CUNY Start

To increase the likelihood of success for students who were applying to CUNY but were not college ready, CUNY developed CUNY Start, an innovative new developmental education program.
 CUNY Start (“Program”) provides intensive preparation for students entering college with significant remedial needs based on their scores on the CUNY Assessment Tests (CATs).
 The Program provides academic preparation in reading, writing, and pre-college math.
 CUNY Start was designed after CUNY’s Language Immersion Program (CLIP) which was implemented to help students improve their academic English language skills.
 The Program began in the fall of 2009 as a small intensive program aimed at helping students reduce their remedial needs and prepare them to take college-level courses.
 Initially, the majority of students who enrolled in the Program were General Educational Development (GED) students.
 Over time, the number of students enrolling with high school diplomas increased.
 
In 2010, the Program was expanded to include high school graduates with insufficient basic skills.
 The Program experienced its largest expansion in fall 2011 through spring 2012 when 1,172 students enrolled.
 Of those students, 61 percent of CUNY Start participants had high school diplomas, while 22 percent were GED students.
  Seventeen percent of the remaining students were from foreign high schools.
 Currently, the Program enrolls 3,840
 students including students who enroll in the Program during the summer, which was introduced in 2013.
 CUNY Start is currently available at eight CUNY colleges: the Borough of Manhattan Community College, Bronx Community College, Hostos Community College, Kingsborough Community College, LaGuardia Community College, Queensborough Community College, Medgar Evers College, and the College of Staten Island.
 Guttman Community College refers students who need remediation in all three subject areas to campuses that offer CUNY Start.

CUNY Start also offers enhanced academic advising, tutoring, and a college success seminar which helps students build the skills they need to be successful in college.
 The Program costs $75, including materials.
 The fee is particularly important for many students because it is affordable and allows them to delay matriculation.
 Students do not spend any of their financial aid for CUNY Start which enables them to preserve that money when they enroll in credit bearing courses.
 Students who enroll in the Program are permitted to take the CATs twice.
 To be eligible, a student must:

· Have a high school or high school equivalency diploma;

· Be admitted to CUNY and assigned to a campus that offers CUNY Start;

· Have received the results of their CATS indicating the need for remedial instruction in one of the three subject areas;

· Be a first-time freshman or matriculated student with limited credits; and

· Commit to an intensive academic schedule and be open to a unique, student-centered instructional approach.

· Certain colleges may have additional campus-specific eligibility criteria.

Demographics of CUNY Start Students (from fall 2009 to spring 2012)


Forty-eight percent of the students who entered the Program had remedial needs in math, reading, and writing.
 Of the 1,716 students who enrolled, 84 percent had remedial needs in writing, 58 percent had remedial needs in reading, and 64 percent had remedial needs in pre-algebra (Math 1) and 91 percent in algebra (Math 2).
 

Out of 1,716 students over 56 percent were female.
 Forty-five percent were Hispanic, 32 percent were Black, 11 percent were Asian, and 11 percent were White.
 Close to 49 percent were born outside the U.S., and 44 percent speak a language other than English.
 Forty-eight percent of CUNY Start students from fall 2011 to spring 2012 were 20 years old or younger, compared to 31 percent of students enrolled prior to fall 2011.
 That data indicates that more students were entering CUNY Start with a high school diploma as opposed to a GED.
 Before fall 2011, only 11 percent of students enrolled in CUNY Start within 15 months of graduating from a NYC public high school, compared to 38 percent of students that enrolled in fall 2011 and spring 2012.

Course Structure

Typically, a community college student referred to a developmental education course would be required to take a series of two to three non-credit developmental courses in any of the three subject areas where they failed to pass the CATs.
 The courses would usually meet 3 to 6 hours a week after which, if the student passes the courses, they would be permitted to enroll in a college-level English and mathematics and maybe other college-level courses.
 While completing the developmental requirements could take several semesters even though students are permitted to simultaneously enroll in a limited range of college-level courses, CUNY Start attempts to condense the time for developmental courses into one semester.
 This approach enables students to acquire the necessary academic skills and acumen to navigate college before they enroll in college-level classes.

The Program offers both full-time and part-time schedules.
 The full-time schedule is 25 hours per week for 12 weeks.
 The 25 hours include 12 hours of mathematics and 12 hours of reading and writing, and 1 hour for the College Success seminar.
 The part-time program is 12 hours per week focusing on either mathematics, writing or reading for 10.5 hours.
 The remaining time is spent on advising the student.
 If all of the student’s remedial needs have not been met, the student continues the Program for another 3 to 6 weeks.

1. Pedagogy and Curriculum 


While traditional developmental courses focus on equipping students with the academic skills needed to pass the assessment tests, they also aim to cover a wide swath of topics which have no nexus to college-level performance requirements.
 For instance, a study of 20 community colleges in California revealed that developmental courses emphasized drills and practice on small subskills that most students had been taught before and were taught in a way that failed to clarify why it was important for students to understand the importance of those subskills.
 
CUNY Start adopts a different approach where its curricula incorporates a number of research based practices for instructing adults and older adolescents.
 For example, where traditional developmental and college-level courses rely on lectures to teach students, CUNY Start positions students to be active learners.
 Instructors will repeatedly ask students questions as opposed to the instructors leading the conversation.
 English instructors help students understand the way a text is purposefully constructed by modeling the ways in which experienced readers form interpretations of the text.
 Mathematic concepts are introduced using real-life examples which students and instructors discuss and extend to abstract algebraic settings.
 Instructors are also required to follow a reading or writing curriculum that is more than 200 pages, while the mathematics curriculum is more than 650 pages.
 Both curriculums are continuously updated through feedback from CUNY Start instructors.

2. Student support


CUNY Start also stands apart from other developmental courses because it requires all students to take a college success seminar which, in addition to tutoring, forms part of the wrap-around services offered by the Program.
 The seminar is designed to equip students with the skills and disposition necessary to succeed in college.
 Instructors provide one-on-one and group counseling.
 On average, an instructor has a caseload of 75 students. However, CUNY community college advisors have a greater caseload.
 Additionally, academic support includes tutors and writing assistants who help students both inside and outside the classroom.
 
3. Staffing and Training

Traditionally, developmental instruction is at times provided by part-time instructors hired for their disciplinary expertise but with limited to no training. 
  CUNY Start adopted a different approach by recruiting staff for their content and pedagogical knowledge as well as open to nontraditional approaches to instruction.
 CUNY requires new instructors and advisors to the Program to spend a paid apprenticeship semester observing and assisting lead instructors and advisors before they begin to instruct or manage their own student caseload.
 New instructors and advisors receive up-front and on-going feedback and training from CUNY’s professional development coordinators.
 Taken together, this approach ensures that instructors follow the Program’s content and pedagogical approach which will also help them develop as teachers.
 Instructors are considered continuing education employees.

4. Short and Long-Term Benefits 


Since CUNY Start students are enrolled for one semester to satisfy all their developmental needs, this results in a delay of enrolling in credit bearing courses and could be up to one academic year.
 Thus, CUNY Start students are expected to accumulate fewer college credits than students enrolled in traditional developmental courses because this group of students is permitted to simultaneously enroll in college-level courses.
 However, in the long term, CUNY Start students may have higher retention rates, accumulate more college-level credits, and graduate at higher rates than their counterparts who were not enrolled in the Program.
 

CUNY’s study of CUNY Start in 2013 found that after one semester, CUNY Start students, in comparison to a similar group of students who were not in the Program, were more likely to achieve proficiency in reading, writing, and math.
 Additionally, after one semester, CUNY Start students achieved more skill area proficiency than students who were enrolled in a college degree program.
  For example, after completing the Program, 62 percent of CUNY Start students who were in the writing course, reached college level proficiency compared to 26 percent of students who entered CUNY without enrolling in the Program.
 For CUNY Start students who needed developmental math courses, 53 percent reached college level proficiency compared to 10 percent of students who did not enroll in the Program.

With respect to post-secondary outcomes, upon enrolling in a degree program, CUNY Start students attempted and earned more credits, and had higher grade point averages than their counterparts who were not in the Program.
 CUNY Start students also had higher retention rates when enrolled in a college degree program and those retention rates eventually caught up and surpassed students who were not enrolled in the Program.

Other CUNY Start Programs

1. Math Start

In contrast to CUNY Start where students take all three courses, Math Start is an intensive 8 week program for incoming students who did not pass CUNY’s math Assessment test.
 The program focuses on complex topics in algebra, and students augment their understanding through an in-depth study of core mathematical concepts in an interactive supportive learning environment.
The program aims to increase student proficiency in math before they begin college-level courses.
 Students are also required to attend a weekly College Success seminar that helps them navigate the college’s structure and available resources while forging their academic identities.
 Students are given two chances to pass the math Assessment Test.
 The program costs $35 and students receive a free MetroCard to attend.
 Currently, there are 925 students enrolled.

The program is available at Borough of Manhattan Community College, LaGuardia Community College, Bronx Community College, Hostos Community College, Queensborough Community College, the College of Staten Island, and Medgar Evers College.
 All the colleges except Queensborough and LaGuardia Community Colleges offer the program in the spring.

2. CUNY Start-ASAP Foster Care Initiative


This initiative targets youth in foster care between the ages of 17 and 21.
 Youth between the ages of 21 and 24 who have aged out of foster care may be eligible for the program.
 The initiative is open to foster youth who have significant remedial needs and those who have little to no remedial needs based on their CATs scores and are ready to enroll full-time into CUNY’s Accelerated Study in Associate Degree Programs (ASAP).
  Foster care youth are connected to CUNY Start and/or ASAP to improve their retention rates and increase their chances of graduating on time.
 Other aspects of the program include:

· Assistance with CUNY’s admission and financial aid process;

· Waiver of application fees; 

· Tuition and other financial assistance;

· Academic advisement and help navigating the college’s support system;

· A weekly MetroCard to support successful participation in CUNY Start or ASAP; and

· Paid on-campus internships for up to 15 hours per week. Students are paid $11 per hour.

To increase its understanding of how effective CUNY Start is, CUNY partnered with MDRC and the Community College Research Center (CCRC) to conduct an evaluation of the Program.
 The evaluation will provide evidence on the effect of CUNY Start on the academic outcomes of enrolled students in comparison to CUNY’s usual courses and services, including the colleges’ usual developmental education.

Funding

            The City’s Fiscal 2017 Budget includes $8.4 million for CUNY Start and $2 million for Math Start.
 Student fees represent only 3.1 percent of all funding available for the two programs; the remaining $10.1 million is supported by New York State.
 The combination of State support and the structure of the coursework allows CUNY to limit student fees to $75 for CUNY Start and $35 for Math Start.
 

Conclusion


At today’s hearing the Committee seeks an update on CUNY Start since its implementation. Additionally, the Committee is interested in learning whether students have continued to successfully complete the program and attain high retention and graduation rates. Furthermore, the Committee would like to know whether there have been any changes made to the Program in response to CUNY’s assessment in 2013. Moreover, the Committee would like to know more about the foster care initiative and whether foster youth are succeeding in college as a result of the Program.
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