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INTRODUCTION
	On December 11, 2020, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Inez D. Barron, will conduct an oversight hearing on The Status of Nursing Programs at the City University of New York (“CUNY” or “University”). The Committee last held a hearing on this topic on April 21, 2016. At that hearing, the Committee was interested in learning how CUNY was working to increase the number of nurses in New York City (“NYC” or “City”) in response to projected demand as the Baby Boomer generation ages, nurses continue to retire at high rates, and a growing number of Americans access health services and preventative care services in particular, as a result of the Affordable Care Act.[footnoteRef:1] At this hearing, the Committee will examine CUNY’s efforts to continue meeting that challenge during the novel coronavirus (“COVID-19”) pandemic. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the CUNY Administration, the Professional Staff Congress-CUNY, the University Faculty Senate, the University Student Senate, student groups and organizations, nursing associations and unions, various medical and health organizations, and other interested stakeholders.  [1:  Oversight: Status of Nursing Programs at the City University of New York: Hearing Before the Comm. on Higher Education, Council of the City of New York (Apr. 21, 2016) (Opening Statement of Council Member Inez D. Barron, Comm. Chair), available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/MeetingDetail.aspx?ID=480112&GUID=791C9155-A8DB-4C9C-B6E5-9EA98032ED96&Options=info|&Search=nursing. ] 

BACKGROUND
Overview of the CUNY System; CUNY Consortium of Nursing Programs
CUNY was established in 1961 pursuant to state legislation that united seven existing municipal colleges and a graduate school into an integrated citywide system of public higher education.[footnoteRef:2] CUNY is now the largest urban public university in the United States (U.S.) serving more than 274,000 degree-seeking and 276,000 adult and continuing education students across the City’s five boroughs.[footnoteRef:3] With more than 1,400 academic programs, 200 majors leading to associate and baccalaureate degrees, and 800 graduate degree programs, CUNY offers learning opportunities at every level, from certificate courses to Ph.D. programs, through a system that has grown to seven community colleges, 11 senior colleges, the Macaulay Honors College, five graduate and professional schools, and an assortment of research centers, institutes and consortia.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  CUNY, Mission & History (n.d.), available at https://www.cuny.edu/about/history/. ]  [3:  CUNY, About (n.d.), available at https://www.cuny.edu/about/. ]  [4:  CUNY, Academics (n.d.), available at https://www.cuny.edu/academics/. ] 

During the reporting period of 2012 through 2019, the Consortium of CUNY Nursing Programs included 14 nursing programs, representing more than 60 degree and credit-bearing certificate programs.[footnoteRef:5] Nine colleges offered the Associate of Applied Science (AAS) in Nursing; seven offered the Bachelor of Science (BS) in Nursing (Generic and/or Completion); four offered the Master of Science (MS) in Nursing (with various specializations); Hunter College and College of Staten Island offered the Doctorate in Nursing Practice (DNP); and the Graduate Center offered the Doctor of Nursing Science (DNS) and the Doctor of Philosophy in Nursing (PhD).[footnoteRef:6] Several schools also offer Licensed Practical Nurse (LPN) programs, including Bronx Community College, LaGuardia Community College, Hostos Community College and Medgar Evers College.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  CUNY, “Nursing Degree Programs Data Report 2019” Office of the University Dean for Health and Human Services, Office of Institutional Research and Assessment (July 2020), available at https://www.cuny.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/page-assets/about/administration/offices/health-human-services/CUNY-Nursing-Data-Report-2019_Jul2020.pdf. ]  [6:  Id.]  [7:  New York State Education Department, New York State Nursing Programs: Licensed Practical Nurse Programs (LPN), Office of the Professions (n.d.), available at http://www.op.nysed.gov/prof/nurse/nurseprogs-lpn.htm#metro. ] 

Annually, CUNY graduates approximately 1,700 nurses in all degree levels.[footnoteRef:8] During the 2018-2019 academic year, CUNY graduated 1,772 nurses in all degree levels, which is an increase of 66 over the previous academic year.[footnoteRef:9] However, over the seven-year reporting period, the number of nursing graduates across all degree levels has dropped, with a peak of 2,025 degrees awarded during the 2013-2014 academic year.[footnoteRef:10] From 2017-2018 to 2018-2019, AAS degrees increased by six percent and MS degrees increased by 17 percent.[footnoteRef:11] According to the American Association of Colleges of Nursing, while applications to nursing degree programs have been steady, a lack of faculty, clinical sites, classroom space, clinical preceptors and budget constraints have limited enrollment in nursing programs nationally.[footnoteRef:12]   [8:  CUNY, “Nursing Degree Programs Data Report 2019” Office of the University Dean for Health and Human Services, Office of Institutional Research and Assessment (July 2020), available at https://www.cuny.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/page-assets/about/administration/offices/health-human-services/CUNY-Nursing-Data-Report-2019_Jul2020.pdf.]  [9:  Id.]  [10:  Id.]  [11:  Id.]  [12:  Id.] 

	 Now, the COVID-19 pandemic has presented additional challenges for the University at every level of its operations.[footnoteRef:13] In accordance with best practices, CUNY has mostly transitioned to online learning for the health and safety of the CUNY community.[footnoteRef:14] While students and faculty across the University have struggled to adjust to the new conditions, they have been particularly challenging for nursing students and programs.[footnoteRef:15] [13:  See CUNY, Coronavirus Update: Fall 2020 (Nov. 19, 2020), available at https://www.cuny.edu/coronavirus/.]  [14:  Id. ]  [15:  See CUNY, Guidance on Academic Continuity to campuses: Update #24 – “Clinical Placements” (n.d.), available at https://www.cuny.edu/coronavirus/academic-continuity/guidance-on-academic-continuity-to-campuses/#1601905582428-a1e172e5-bd92. ] 

COVID-19 AND NURSING PROGRAMS
On March 7, 2020, following growing international and national concern over the outbreak and spread of COVID-19, Governor Andrew M. Cuomo issued Executive Order Number 202, declaring a State disaster emergency for the entire state of New York.[footnoteRef:16] By March 11, 2020, Governor Cuomo announced that CUNY would implement distance learning, effective March 19 through the end of the spring 2020 semester.[footnoteRef:17] Guidance from the New York State Education Department (NYSED) subsequently extended distance learning through the summer 2020 semester.[footnoteRef:18] Accordingly, each school was directed to develop a plan appropriate for their curriculum-specific needs that also reduced student density on campus.[footnoteRef:19] University Chancellor Félix V. Matos Rodríguez expressed support for this measure, noting that distance learning would “protect the health and safety of [CUNY] students, faculty and staff while maintaining academic continuity and safeguarding students’ ability to finish their semester and protect their financial aid.”[footnoteRef:20] More recently, the University Board of Trustees passed a resolution approving CUNY’s decision to extend and continue offering courses online and via the distance learning model for degree and non-degree programs through spring semester 2021.[footnoteRef:21] [16:  State of New York, Executive Order No. 202: Declaring a Disaster Emergency in the State of New York, Governor Andrew M. Cuomo (Mar. 7, 2020), available at https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/no-202-declaring-disaster-emergency-state-new-york. ]  [17:  See May 11, 2020, Novel Coronavirus Briefing, available at https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/during-novel-coronavirus-briefing-governor-cuomo-announces-new-york-state-will-contract-28.]  [18:  See NYSED, Guidance for Colleges and Universities on Addressing the Needs of Students Impacted by the Coronavirus, (updated Apr. 2, 2020), available at http://www.nysed.gov/common/nysed/files/nysed-coronavirus-guidance-colleges-and-universities_0.pdf.]  [19:  Id.]  [20:  See CUNY, “An Important Message on Coronavirus from Chancellor Matos Rodríguez” (Mar. 11, 2020), available at https://www.cuny.edu/coronavirus/chancellor-letters/an-important-message-on-coronavirus/. ]  [21:  See CUNY, “Summary of Actions Taken at the October 26, 2020 Board Meeting” Board of Trustees (Oct. 26, 2020), available at https://www.cuny.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/page-assets/about/trustees/meetings-of-the-board/DISPO102620.pdf. ] 

When the World Health Organization declared the COVID-19 outbreak a pandemic in March, most clinical training (“clinicals”) for students in healthcare fields effectively came to a halt.[footnoteRef:22] This was done in an effort to limit infection from COVID-19 as well as preserve scarce supplies of personal protective equipment (PPE) for essential workers.[footnoteRef:23] While not a perfect substitution, during that time, many schools turned to alternative means to provide students with a clinicals-like experience, using telehealth and simulations.[footnoteRef:24] In doing so, academic programs had to consider requirements from accrediting agencies and state licensing bodies, as well as the needs of their clinical partners and student and patient safety in making these decisions.[footnoteRef:25] [22:  Elizabeth Redden, “Clinical Education in a Pandemic Era” INSIDE HIGHER ED (Jun. 25, 2020), available at https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/06/25/clinical-education-starts-resume-haltingly-many-health-care-fields. ]  [23:  Id.]  [24:  Id.]  [25:  Id.] 

ISSUES AND CONCERNS
New York City’s Nursing Shortage During the First Wave
	During the first wave of COVID-19 in the U.S. in the spring of 2020, NYC was recognized as the national epicenter of the pandemic.[footnoteRef:26] Not even three weeks after Governor Cuomo declared a State disaster emergency due to the developing COVID-19 situation, about half of the more than 74,000 known cases in the country were in New York, which was almost ten times more than any other state.[footnoteRef:27] While American medical experts were still trying to better understand COVID-19, including indicators of the virus as well as its high contagion rate, many hospitals in the City assumed they were well-prepared to handle it.[footnoteRef:28] Fairly quickly, however, many hospitals became overwhelmed with COVID-19 patients, and scrambled to repurpose certain spaces as isolation zones and stockpile PPE.[footnoteRef:29]  [26:  Mihir Zaveri, “How the Virus Swept Through a Corner of Queens” NY TIMES (Dec. 7, 2020), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/07/nyregion/coronavirus-queens-epicenter.html. ]  [27:  Eric Levenson, “Why New York is the epicenter of the American coronavirus outbreak” CNN (Mar. 26, 2020), available at https://www.cnn.com/2020/03/26/us/new-york-coronavirus-explainer/index.html. ]  [28:  Dan Barry and Annie Correal, “The Epicenter” NY TIMES (Dec. 3, 2020), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/03/nyregion/coronavirus-new-york.html. ]  [29:  Id.] 

	In a video published by the New York Times on March 25, an emergency room doctor covertly recorded the overcrowded conditions and lack of protective equipment at NYC Health + Hospitals’ (H+H) Elmhurst Hospital,[footnoteRef:30] the epicenter of the pandemic in the City (and country).[footnoteRef:31] In her video, Dr. Colleen Smith makes a plea for help, saying that the emergency department is seeing 400+ patients a day—nearly twice the normal complement—while supplies dwindle and an increasing number of people wait for medical assessments.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Robin Stein and Caroline Kim, “‘People Are Dying’: 72 Hours Inside a N.Y.C. Hospital Battling Coronavirus” NY TIMES (Mar. 25, 2020), available at https://www.nytimes.com/video/nyregion/100000007052136/coronavirus-elmhurst-hospital-queens.html/.]  [31:  Id.]  [32:  Id.] 

	By mid-April, for nearly a week straight, between 700 and 800 people were dying in the City every day.[footnoteRef:33] In interviews, doctors and nurses at hospitals across the City described how they were being stretched, struggling with too few ventilators and gurneys for patients, utilizing trash bags as makeshift PPE, and employing refrigerated trucks to store the bodies of deceased patients once hospital morgues reached capacity.[footnoteRef:34] The high volume of patients overworked and strained hospital staff, a number of whom also contracted COVID-19, resulting in a shortage of doctors and nurses.[footnoteRef:35] [33:  Luke Parsnow, “6 Months In: New York’s Journey From COVID-19 Epicenter to Now” NY1 (Sept. 1, 2020), available at https://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/coronavirus/2020/09/01/coronavirus-outbreak-in-new-york. ]  [34:  Michael Rothfeld, Somini Sengupta, Joseph Goldstein, et al., “13 Deaths in a Day: An ‘Apocalyptic’ Coronavirus Surge at an N.Y.C. Hospital” NY TIMES (Mar. 25, 2020), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/25/nyregion/nyc-coronavirus-hospitals.html. ]  [35:  Supra note 28; see also Fred Mogul, “Battle-Weary Nurses Wonder If New York Hospitals Can Handle Another Coronavirus Surge” WNYC/NPR (Dec. 3, 2020), available at https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2020/12/03/941588130/battle-weary-nurses-wonder-if-new-york-hospitals-can-handle-another-coronavirus.] 

	Now, in NYC, as the COVID-19 infection rate has started to climb once again and public health experts warn of a deadly winter,[footnoteRef:36] there is a lot of concern and anxiety over the second wave.[footnoteRef:37] While there is general agreement that hospitals and care providers are better situated now than during the first wave—due to improved clinical knowledge about COVID-19 and how to treat it, stockpiled PPE, and much more widespread testing—many nurses feel unprepared for a new surge of COVID-19 patients.[footnoteRef:38] According to Michelle Gonzales, a union representative for the New York State Nurses Association (NYSNA) and a critical care nurse at Montefiore Medical Center (“Montefiore”) in the Bronx, nurses in her unit typically handle one or two intensive care unit (ICU) patients at a time.[footnoteRef:39] Nurses now have to handle three ICU patients at a time, but during the first wave it was common for one nurse to be in charge of four or more patients.[footnoteRef:40] This is particularly concerning as when one patient crashes, several nurses need to converge at once, leaving other patients unmonitored.[footnoteRef:41] [36:  Patrick Adcroft, “City’s Seven-Day Coronavirus Infection Rate Average Remains at Five Percent” NY1 (Dec. 5, 2020), available at https://www.ny1.com/nyc/all-boroughs/news/2020/12/05/city-s-seven-day-coronavirus-infection-rate-average-remains-at-five-percent. ]  [37:  Fred Mogul, “Battle-Weary Nurses Wonder If New York Hospitals Can Handle Another Coronavirus Surge” WNYC/NPR (Dec. 3, 2020), available at https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2020/12/03/941588130/battle-weary-nurses-wonder-if-new-york-hospitals-can-handle-another-coronavirus. ]  [38:  Id.]  [39:  Id.]  [40:  Id.]  [41:  Id.] 

	During a recent demonstration outside of Montefiore, nurses and local elected officials demanded that managers increase hiring at hospitals before marching to a nearby cemetery to memorialize those who have died from COVID-19.[footnoteRef:42] Montefiore currently has 476 nursing vacancies, an increase of 100 since 2019, according to NYSNA spokeswoman, Kristi Barnes.[footnoteRef:43] The Montefiore administration countered that the hospital has met its contractual obligations with the union and that “[they] tailor [their] staffing in such a flexible way to meet the needs of the patient.”[footnoteRef:44] However, like many hospital systems, Montefiore relied heavily on temporary staffing agencies to provide “traveling nurses,” [footnoteRef:45] more than 4,000 of whom came to NYC from across the country during the first wave.[footnoteRef:46] Hospitals are planning to utilize traveling nurses again, but now they must compete with demand for them across the country.[footnoteRef:47] [42:  Id.]  [43:  Id.]  [44:  Id.]  [45:  Id.]  [46:  Dan Karuth, “Coronavirus News: Traveling nurses recall “It was like a medical war zone” ABC7 (Jul. 17, 2020), available at https://abc7ny.com/traveling-nurses-nyc-covid-19-news/6320577/. ]  [47:  Supra note 37.] 

Accreditation of the Nursing Family Nurse Practitioner Department at Lehman College School of Health Sciences, Human Services, and Nursing
	In June 2020, the national Commission on Collegiate Nursing Education (CCNE) notified Lehman College that accreditation of its Nursing Family Nurse Practitioner Master of Science Program (MS-FNP) had been withdrawn.[footnoteRef:48] This was because CCNE requires a certification pass rate of 80 percent or higher in order for institutions to continue their accreditation, and Lehman College’s MS-FNP program was two percentage points short with a 78 percent pass rate for calendar year 2019.[footnoteRef:49] Lehman College appealed that decision, arguing that the program’s continuous improvement efforts regarding the certification pass rate and how close it is to meeting the pass rate, along with its success in addressing all other compliance concerns and the potential harm to students and the public if accreditation is withdrawn were reasons CCNE should grant a good cause extension.[footnoteRef:50]  [48:  Lehman College, School of Health Sciences, Human Services, & Nursing, Family Nurse Practitioner (FNP) Program CCNE Accreditation FAQs, CUNY (updated Dec. 3, 2020), available at https://www.lehman.edu/academics/health-human-services-nursing/nursing/fnp-faqs/index.php#sit.]  [49:  Id.]  [50:  Id.] 

	On November 21, after CCNE’s Board denied the appeal, Lehman College emailed more than 200 registered nurses enrolled in the MS-FNP program informing them of the withdrawal of accreditation.[footnoteRef:51] Accordingly, only 15 MS-FNP students, who have completed all coursework and clinicals and sat for the ANCC exam prior to November 20, will be conferred as of November 19.[footnoteRef:52] Forty-five MS-FNP students that graduated from Lehman College in November are not allowed to take their certification exam.[footnoteRef:53] [51:  Ali Bauman, “Lehman College Students Stunned To Learn School’s Family Nurse Practitioner Program Accreditation Withdrawn” CBS 2 NEWS (Dec. 4, 2020), available at https://newyork.cbslocal.com/2020/12/04/lehman-college-family-nurse-practitioner-program-national-commission-on-collegiate-nursing-education/. ]  [52:  Supra note 48.]  [53:  Supra note 51.] 

	Lehman College is accredited by Middle States and the MS-FNP program remains nationally accredited by the NYSED Office of the Professions, which is a U.S. Department of Education-recognized nursing accrediting body through 2027.[footnoteRef:54] Credits earned by MS-FNP students still apply toward graduation.[footnoteRef:55] The MS-FNP or Post-Master’s Certificate in FNP will continue to be awarded by Lehman College.[footnoteRef:56] However, CCNE will not consider a reapplication from an institution offering a program that has had its accreditation withdrawn for a period of six months from the time a final action is determined by CCNE.[footnoteRef:57] [54:  Id.]  [55:  Supra note 48.]  [56:  Id.]  [57:  Id.] 

	In a change.org petition to CCNE with nearly 5,500 signatures as of the afternoon of December 10, affected MS-FNP students lamented that upon learning about the withdrawal of accreditation, of the over 200 registered nurses, “45 were scheduled to graduate in 30 days, after almost three years of grueling coursework, clinicals and self-sacrifice.”[footnoteRef:58] Moreover, they appealed that the majority of these students, who will not have the opportunity to become board certified if the decision stands, “currently serve low-income populations as registered nurses and are committed to continue their careers providing care to the underserved at the advanced practice level.”[footnoteRef:59] Furthermore, “[i]n the year of the nurse this is an injustice… nurses risked their lives working tirelessly during the coronavirus pandemic and subsequently provided over 500 hours of additional patient care during their clinical rotations… overcoming unthinkable obstacles and making unparalleled sacrifices only to learn [four] weeks before graduation that it was all for a profession that [they] would never get to practice in.”[footnoteRef:60] [58:  Jeidy Vazquez, et al., “Shattered dreams: allow NYC nurses to become board certified.” change.org petition to Commission on Collegiate Nursing Education (Nov. 2020), available at https://www.change.org/p/commission-on-collegiate-nursing-education-shattered-dreams-allow-nyc-nurses-to-become-board-certified?original_footer_petition_id=&grid_position=&pt=. ]  [59:  Id.]  [60:  Id.] 

CONCLUSION
At today’s hearing, the Committee on Higher Education will seek to examine the full impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the CUNY Consortium of Nursing programs. The Committee is interested in learning how the University’s nursing programs continue to operate while most courses are conducted via a distance learning model. This includes how CUNY is supporting colleges with nursing programs, and how schools are supporting both students and faculty at this time. Additionally, the Committee is interested in how CUNY’s nursing programs are identifying and implementing best practices and alternative solutions when it comes to traditionally in-person instruction, including clinicals. More specifically, the Committee is interested in understanding how MS-FNP students and faculty at the Lehman College School of Health Sciences, Human Services, and Nursing are being supported in the wake of the program’s loss of CCNE accreditation. Lastly, the Committee will seek to understand how CUNY is engaging with students and faculty in nursing programs, as well as local hospitals, to continue instruction in the spring semester.
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