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INTRODUCTION
On Thursday, November 30, 2023, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Eric Dinowitz, will conduct an oversight hearing on CUNY Reconnect. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from The City University of New York (CUNY) Administration, the University Faculty Senate, the University Student Senate, the Professional Staff Congress at CUNY (PSC-CUNY), and other interested stakeholders.

BACKGROUND
CUNY’s Mission
CUNY’s 25 institutions (11 senior colleges; seven community colleges; and seven graduate, honors, and professional schools) serve over 225,000 degree and nondegree students.[footnoteRef:2] Its legislatively mandated mission is to provide equal access and opportunity for all students—regardless of ethnicity, race, or gender—and to be “of vital importance as a vehicle for the upward mobility of the disadvantaged in the city of New York.”[footnoteRef:3] Under this mandate, CUNY initiated CUNY Reconnect, now in its second year of operation, to bring back adult learners who left postsecondary education before completing a certificate or degree program.  [2: Mayor’s Office of Operations, Mayor’s Management Report—Fiscal 2023 (September, 2023), available at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/operations/downloads/pdf/mmr2023/2023_mmr.pdf.]  [3: New York Education Law, § 6201.] 


The Tennessee Origins of CUNY Reconnect
CUNY Reconnect is modeled after the successful statewide Tennessee Reconnect program, which was recently profiled in the Center for an Urban Future’s (CUF) January 2022 report, Reengaging Adult Learners to Complete College Degrees: Learning from Tennessee.[footnoteRef:4] Tennessee Reconnect, which serves Tennessee residents, provides last-dollar scholarships for part-time students, pre-enrollment counseling, and flexible scheduling of programs in high-demand fields in order to support adult learners, who often juggle work and family responsibilities.[footnoteRef:5] Tennessee launched its program in 2017, after realizing that 900,000 adults statewide had earned some college credits, but no degree.[footnoteRef:6] Tennessee Reconnect was intended to bring adults back to community colleges to complete the degree or credential they had started,[footnoteRef:7] though the financial support provided to students through the program may also be used at some four-year public and private colleges in Tennessee.[footnoteRef:8] [4: Center for an Urban Future, Reengaging Adult Learners to Complete College Degrees: Learning from Tennessee (January 2022), available at https://nycfuture.org/research/reengaging-adult-learners.]  [5: Id.]  [6: Id.]  [7: Id.]  [8: Spires, Lauren, Anna Johnson, and Jaymi Thibault, Office of Research and Education Accountability, Tennessee Comptroller of the Treasury, Tennessee Reconnect Grant Evaluation (February 2022), available at https://comptroller.tn.gov/content/dam/cot/orea/advanced-search/2022/ReconnectFullReport.pdf.] 

According to the Tennessee Reconnect Grant Evaluation, which examined data about potential and actual Tennessee Reconnect students from fall 2018 through fall 2020, just over 91,000 individuals applied to become a Tennessee Reconnect student at one of 13 Tennessee community colleges.[footnoteRef:9] By fall 2020, approximately 32,000 (or about 35 percent of applicants) had enrolled, with just over half of them enrolling in the first year.[footnoteRef:10] Demographically, about 67 percent of the Tennessee Reconnect students from fall 2018 through fall 2020 were 25 to 44 years of age, about 71 percent reported their gender as female, and about 50 percent were first-generation-to-college students.[footnoteRef:11] Over the course of the three years of data collection, the number of new applicants and new enrolled students declined each year.[footnoteRef:12] In terms of outcomes, about 27 percent of Tennessee Reconnect students who enrolled in fall 2018 earned their missing credits and completed an associate’s degree within two academic years.[footnoteRef:13] [9: Id.]  [10: Id.]  [11: Id.]  [12: Id.]  [13: Id.] 


Embracing Tennessee Reconnect as a Model at CUNY
According to the CUF report, in 2019, there were about 670,000 New York City (NYC) residents between 25 and 64 years of age with some college credits, but no degree.[footnoteRef:14] Given that adult learners typically have both family and work responsibilities and often can return to college on only a part-time basis, the CUF report noted the following challenges in serving this population,: (1) financial aid is not “set up” for serving part-time adult students; (2) pre-enrollment counseling is not available for adult students returning to CUNY; and (3) flexible scheduling, including access to a wide array of evening, weekend, and online courses, is required by, but not readily available to, many adult students.[footnoteRef:15]  [14: Center for an Urban Future, supra.]  [15: Id.] 

Despite these challenges, the CUF report recommended that NYC implement a program modeled on Tennessee Reconnect and noted that it “could be a particularly efficient way of helping expand economic opportunity in a city where the vast majority of newly created, well-paying jobs are requiring at least some form of postsecondary credential.”[footnoteRef:16] [16: Id.] 


The Pilot Test at CUNY: 2022-2023
In a speech at the end of the March 2022 Association for a Better New York Power Breakfast, City Council Speaker Adrienne Adams announced her “support for a CUNY Reconnect Initiative, based on the important research by the Center for an Urban Future” and said that “[w]e must help recruit these New Yorkers back into CUNY, providing the necessary supports of financial aid, child care, pre-enrollment counseling and flexible scheduling that facilitate their success.[footnoteRef:17] In 2022, after advocacy by the City Council, the City awarded CUNY $4.4 million to pilot CUNY Reconnect, which aimed to enroll 10,000 students—both returning adults, as in the Tennessee model, and new students who graduated from high school during COVID, but who did not enroll in college immediately.[footnoteRef:18]  [17: “Speaker Adrienne E. Adams Delivers Address at Association for a Better New York (ABNY) Power Breakfast” (March 30, 2022), New York City Council, available at https://council.nyc.gov/press/2022/03/30/2154/.]  [18: “NYC Council Speaker Adams and Chancellor Matos Rodríguez Tour CUNY Reconnect Program at Hostos Community College, Which Helps New Yorkers Re-enroll in College” (May 16, 2023), The City University of New York, available at https://www1.cuny.edu/mu/forum/2023/05/16/nyc-council-speaker-adams-and-chancellor-matos-rodriguez-tour-cuny-reconnect-program-at-hostos-community-college-which-helps-new-yorkers-re-enroll-in-college/.] 

By the end of the pilot test during the 2022-2023 academic year, CUNY Reconnect had enrolled about 17,000 students, thus exceeding its pilot test goal.[footnoteRef:19] The newly enrolled CUNY Reconnect students lived in all five boroughs (with 8 percent living outside of NYC): 29 percent in Queens, 27 percent in Brooklyn, 21 percent in the Bronx, 10 percent in Manhattan, and 5 percent in Staten Island.[footnoteRef:20] Broken down by ethnicity, 34 percent of the newly enrolled Reconnect students identified as Hispanic, 32 percent as Black, 16 percent as Asian or Pacific Islander, and 16 percent as white.[footnoteRef:21] [19: Id.]  [20: Id.]  [21: Id.] 

As part of the pilot, CUNY “Navigators” were hired as advisors to provide individualized support in six languages for new and returning students during the enrollment process.[footnoteRef:22] They provided help with program selection, transferring college credits already earned, financial aid, and necessary support services, including streamlined access to CUNY’s child care centers.[footnoteRef:23]  [22: “CUNY Starts Spring 2023 Semester by Exceeding its Re-enrollment Goal This School Year” (January 25, 2023), The City University of New York, available at https://www1.cuny.edu/mu/forum/2023/01/25/cuny-starts-spring-2023-semester-by-exceeding-its-re-enrollment-goal-this-school-year/.]  [23: Id.] 


CONCLUSION
After continued City Council advocacy, the City awarded CUNY $5.8 million for CUNY Reconnect in the FY 2024 budget to implement CUNY Reconnect during the 2023-2024 academic year.[footnoteRef:24] As the first half of that academic year draws to a close, the Committee seeks a status report on CUNY Reconnect. [24: “Statement From CUNY Chancellor Matos Rodríguez on the FY 2024 Adopted New York City Budget” (July 11, 2023), The City University of New York, available at https://www1.cuny.edu/mu/forum/2023/07/11/statement-from-cuny-chancellor-matos-rodriguez-on-the-fy-2024-adopted-new-york-city-budget/.] 

Specifically, the Committee is interested in understanding the results of the CUNY Reconnect 2022-2023 pilot program, including what was learned about the target populations and how best to meet students’ needs, what academic offerings and services were provided for students, what obstacles were encountered by students and campuses, what information was available regarding recruiting and serving students with disabilities, and what data (e.g., grades, credit accumulation, degree completion) were collected about the pilot-year success of the program. The Committee also seeks an understanding of how CUNY Reconnect has been implemented so far in 2023-2024, based on pilot test results for 2022-2023, and what preliminary plans are in place for its continuation in 2024-2025.
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