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Introduction


On November 19, 2015, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Inez D. Barron, will hold a hearing titled “Oversight: Student Unions and Non-Academic Spaces on CUNY Campuses: Luxury or Necessity?”  Witnesses invited to testify include the City University of New York (CUNY), members of the Student Government Associations at each CUNY school, members of affected student groups and organizations, various higher education advocates and other interested parties. 
Background
The Origins of the Student Union

The American student union movement can trace its roots back to the debating societies that formed during the early nineteenth century at British universities.
 The Cambridge Union Society, the oldest continuously operating debating society in the world, was founded during a time of severe political repression in 1815 by the uniting of three societies at the University of Cambridge.
 The Union was predicated on a custom of free speech and the art of debating
 so as to “[teach] young men how to get on with their fellows.” Inspired by the European model of a “comprehensive club,” the Harvard Union, the oldest student union in the United States, was established at Harvard University in 1832.
 Due to waning interest, it ceased holding regular debates in 1839, meeting sporadically until 1880,
 when it was reorganized as a “general Society” in the same manner that student unions evolved at both Cambridge and Oxford Universities.
 The objective of this new Harvard Union was to “pull the University together” and “[bring] unity into social life at Harvard.”

As the American college student population was almost exclusively made up of white males at the time, Student union facilities were originally established as private clubs for white men.
 The nation’s first student union building, Howard Houston Hall, at the University of Pennsylvania, opened in January 1896, providing Penn’s students with their own centralized space on campus.
 According to the University’s Catalogue of Undergraduate Courses for 1895-96, the purposes of Houston Hall “[were] to provide for the students of the various departments a place where all may meet on common ground; and to furnish them with every available facility for passing their leisure hours in harmless recreation and amusement.”
 The Ohio Union became the first student union building at an American public university, when it opened at The Ohio State University in 1910.
 In the first issue of The Ohio State University Quarterly, “The Ohio Union” describes the then soon-to-be opened student center as “strictly a club house operated on the same basis as the best of city clubs,” boasting that it would “have every facility for convenience and comfort.”
 Soon thereafter, the student union idea spread and other colleges and universities across the country began to dedicate common spaces for male students to congregate and socialize.
 
Although the first student union buildings were intended to be social centers, providing students with a central space for recreation and scholarly debate allowed them the opportunity to organize themselves into teams and discussion groups. Accordingly, a more deliberate purpose for student unions emerged in 1914 with the formation of a professional association for college unions, known today as the Association of College Unions International (ACUI).
 Founded by students representing seven Midwestern universities, their delegates met at the Ohio Union to form a constitution and bylaws and exchange ideas on the effectiveness of different organizational structures and how they developed school spirit. The purpose of the student union was then defined as “to unify the student body, increase college spirit, and promote democracy.”

The Evolution and Expansion of the Student Union
After the stock market crash of 1929 and during the ensuing Great Depression, student unions became increasingly important centers on campus where there was a “shifting of energies away from the unions social and educational functions to economic functions and problems.”
 Despite financial hardship during that time, ACUI membership and membership services increased.
 The first women delegates were welcome at the Association’s annual conference in 1935
 and, by 1937, a record 130 delegates attended the conference.
 The expansion of the student union movement during this time is indicative of the value that students placed on such a space. 
The Second World War (WWII) had a transformative effect on student unions and many students and staff members were enlisted. During that time, over 50 student unions engaged in training programs for the armed services and women increasingly assumed director roles as men were at war, consequently a greater number of student unions became coeducational.
 With the passage of the 1944 Serviceman’s Readjustment Act (the “G.I. Bill”), qualified veterans returning from war had the opportunity to receive federal funding toward higher education tuition and fees. Within a year of enactment, veteran enrollment increased exponentially; by 1947, over a million World War II veterans were enrolled in college, accounting for 49 percent of all enrolled students. Eventually, more than 2.2 million WWII veterans, roughly 13.5 percent of all who had served, attended colleges and universities on the G.I. Bill.
 That is, within the span of a few years, the face of the American college campus changed drastically.
Following the War, colleges and universities in the United States (U.S.) accommodated a total enrollment 75 percent greater than their prewar record. At the time, not only did these schools find themselves having to deal with an unprecedented influx of students but also their unique needs, including family housing for married veterans as well as programming and services to help with adjusting after serving in the war.
 Student unions stepped forward and evolved to cater to veteran students; more staff members were hired, larger facilities were created and more programs were developed. In doing so, student unions established themselves as indispensible institutions on college campuses, vital to quality student life. As the number of student unions grew across the country, so did participation in the Association. By 1949, ACUI institutional membership grew to over 100
 and by 1950, thirteen regional conferences were held.

The Student Union as an Instrument for Social Change

During the 1950s, as tensions grew between the U.S. and the Soviet Union and the Civil Rights movement began gaining traction, student unions increasingly became the center and catalyst for protests “educational in nature, aiming to create social change.” By the 1960s and throughout the 1970s, student protests “became more turbulent and dangerous” as students staged sit-ins at student unions to protest recruitment by the government or the Vietnam War, while other student demonstrations culminated in the seizure or “liberation” of student unions. Student union staff responded by bringing “innovative and relevant” programming with a focus on volunteerism and constructive activism, which continues to be an essential aspect of student unions today.

As a result of the social movements of the 1960s and 1970s including the Civil Rights Movement and the Women’s Rights Movement, as well as federal statutes such as Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, an increasing number of women and minorities began enrolling at U.S. colleges and universities.
 Once again the changing demographics and trends in student enrollment put pressure on institutions to become more inclusive. In response, many student unions reevaluated their use of space and programmatic initiatives and services, including ethnic and racial centers, community gathering places and office space dedicated to specific student identity populations.
 This shift in the role of a student union, to be a safe space for individuals while fostering community among diverse student populations, can still be seen today.
The Role of the Student Union

Today, the ACUI operates as a nonprofit educational organization with the mission of supporting its 514 member institutions in seven countries “in the development of community through education, advocacy, and the delivery of services.”
,
 The Association defines the role of the student union, based on the Role of the College Union statement adopted in 1956, as the “community center of the college… an organization offering a variety of programs, activities, services, and facilities that, when taken together, represent a well-considered plan for the community life of the college.” Further, ACUI asserts that the self-directed student union complements the academic experience and provides students with experience and education in citizenship, leadership and social responsibility. Finally, the student union “serves as a unifying force that honors each individual and values diversity… [it] fosters a sense of community that cultivates enduring loyalty to the college.”

The City College of New York (CCNY)
The City College is the oldest of the 24 institutions that comprise CUNY.
 Originally founded as the Free Academy of the City of New York in 1847, CCNY was established to provide male students from immigrant and poor families access to free higher education based on academic merit. A couple decades later, in 1867, the Academic Senate formed at the school and is now recognized as the first student government in the U.S.
 A piece from the December 1911 issue of The City College Quarterly, claims the college’s first president, “who had brought from West Point the severest notions of student subordination,” was not fond of the Senate. Still, the author contends “it was a serious endeavor to apply the democratic spirit in a democratic college.”

Although the Academic Senate no longer exists, students at City College continue to remain active and engaged in political campaigns and discussion. In 1931, the communist-leaning Social Problems Club at CCNY published a new magazine, Frontiers, that contained an anti-ROTC editorial. Frederick C. Robinson, CCNY’s president at the time, moved to suppress its distribution and ordered college officials to break into the locker where most of the copies of the magazine were stored and confiscated them. Robinson then revoked the Club’s charter and suspended its leaders after members published a leaflet protesting his actions.
 This triggered student activists to launch a citywide anti-censorship campaign and ensuing protests, as well as the threat of a strike, eventually forced the New York City Board of Higher Education, now known as CUNY, to reverse the measures and affirm students’ right to free speech.
 Soon thereafter, realizing the success of their organized effort, 11 left-leaning student groups from seven city campuses organized themselves into what is now known as the National Student League (NSL).

Initially, the NSL came together with the purpose of building a community of radical student activists throughout New York state but soon broadened to radicalizing American college students. Although only 25 colleges and universities were represented at the League’s first convention in 1932, student organizing efforts and its new publication, the Student Review, helped to increase its popularity.
 In March 1932, the NSL attempted to carry out a humanitarian aid mission for impoverished miners holding a strike against a coal company, which had turned violent, in Kentucky. Although the student volunteers were denied entry into the coal conflict and some were brutally beat by armed local deputies, the police violence and civil rights infringements raised the awareness about the striking miners as well as League’s national profile. Over the next couple of years, the NSL sponsored a number of successful demonstrations and protests, including a mass demonstration to protest the expulsion of the student editor of the Columbia Spectator, resulting in his reinstatement; a public trial, attended by over a thousand students, for Robinson that found him guilty of censorship after he called police to disperse a protest; and an umbrella march through NYC streets symbolically protesting Robinson’s oppression after he used an umbrella to assault students picketing an ROTC ceremony.

Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, City College developed a solid tradition of student activism that raised concerns about academic freedom, free speech on campus, militarism, racial equality, social and economic injustice, student fees, workers’ rights and the threat of fascism.
 In 1940, threatened by the success of these movements during a time of anti-communist sentiment, the New York State Legislature assembled a joint legislative committee to look into the extent of “subversive activities” at New York state colleges and universities, effectively suppressing radicalism at CCNY.

Despite the major setback, student protests continued at City College, fostering the tradition of bring CCNY students together to work for a common cause and improve the quality of college life. Some major protests over the next couple of decades include in 1949, when 4,000 students striked for five days to protest the racist measures taken by two faculty members; in 1967, when seven students were arrested and 467 suspended after attempting to block the construction of office space on a South Campus lawn; and in November 1968, when a week-long occupation of the Finley Center’s ballroom was held to protest the draft.

In April 1969, more than 200 students affiliated with the Black and Puerto Rican Student Caucus locked the gates of South Campus and occupied 17 buildings for two weeks to demand that City College and CUNY adopt a greater affirmative action program and “open admissions” policy.
 The success of this protest culminated in an unprecedented opening of admission at CUNY which transformed the University; within a year the student body nearly doubled and within seven years the student population, which had been predominantly white, had become majority students of color.

In April 1989, more than 200 students at City College occupied the administration office building at 138th Street and Convent Avenue in Harlem, cancelling classes in a demonstration against tuition increases which spurred similar occupations at 13 of the then 20 schools that then comprised CUNY. In a deal struck to end CUNY-wide protests Students for Educational Rights (SER) were provided with Room 3/201 at CCNY’s North Academic Center at 138th Street and Convent Avenue.
 In that space, on February 14, 1990, SER founded the Guillermo Morales/Assata Shakur Community and Student Center. The Center’s name honors two City College students and notable activists in the Civil Rights Movement of the 1970s, Guillermo Morales, a Puerto Rican nationalist revolutionary who planted bombs as member of the Armed Forces of National Liberation, and Assata Shakur a member of the Black Liberation Army, who was convicted in the 1973 killing of a New Jersey State trooper. Both Morales and Shakur escaped U.S. custody and are currently living in exile in Cuba.

Since its foundation, the Community and Student Center has been at the center of a few issues between CCNY students and the school’s administration. In a 1998 lawsuit, CCNY students alleged that City College officials hid a surveillance camera inside a fake smoke detector with the intention of spying of members of the Center.
 In 2006, following a New York Daily News piece that claimed City College was “honoring terrorists” by naming the Community and Student Center after Guillermo Morales and Assata Shakur, the CUNY chancellor called the naming “unauthorized and inappropriate” and directed the president of City College to take down the sign bearing their names.

On the morning of Sunday, October 20, 2013, CCNY security accompanied by officers from the New York Police Department (NYPD) placed the North Academic Center at 138th Street and Convent Avenue,
 the main academic center on campus, under lockdown.
 According to numerous articles, including national and CUNY student publications, without prior warning, they entered Room 3/201, which housed the Guillermo Morales/Assata Shakur Community and Student Center and confiscated files, documents and personal property.
,
,
 By Monday afternoon, the room was emptied and painted white, erasing a sign which hung above the couches exclaiming “This space was won thru struggle,” in reference to how CCNY students led a CUNY-wide protest against tuition increases in 1989. The room’s exterior doors, once red and emblazoned with a black fist, were also painted white and the sign that hung over them identifying it as the Guillermo Morales/Assata Shakur Community and Student Center was replaced with a sign that reads “Careers and Professional Development Institute.”
 Diedra Hill, Vice President of Communications for CCNY, claimed the administration’s re-appropriation of the room to be a matter of space, that the career services office, located on the building’s first floor, required a quiet area so that students may “meet with outside employers, with alumni, to seek advice on careers.” She further asserted that the school’s tactic in taking over the room was necessary for safety reasons.

 For the CCNY students that utilized the Community and Student Center, a self-proclaimed “Nonsectarian Collective” of organizations, groups and individuals that echoed the concerns of City College’s earlier political action groups, the room served as the center of student political and issue-advocacy organizing; a liberated safe place for LGBTQIIA activists, women’s rights groups and other community organizations to meet and “build powerful voices….”
 For over two decades, the autonomous Center was also dedicated to community-building and organizing, hosting a number of community events, including a book lending service, a farm share, know-your-rights training, and a soup kitchen.
 The Defend Morales/Shakur website, which sprang up after the dismantling of the Center, identifies a minimum of 17 identity, issue-based and political groups and organizations that met there in addition to a number of victories and achievements, including the extension of CCNY library hours and 24/7 hours during midterm and finals weeks, the blocking of printing fees, the establishment of gender neutral bathrooms and the inclusion of gender identity in the school’s Anti-Discrimination Policy. Ongoing projects and services that the Center was engaged in included Anti-Police Terror & Community Control of the NYPD workshops, canned food and clothing drives, English as a Second Language classes and more.

Issues and Concerns

City College has a deep history of student organizing and protest that comes out of the student union tradition. But active CCNY student groups and organizations also have a history of being targeted by the administration. The unexpected and sudden expropriation of the Guillermo Morales/Assata Shakur Community and Student Center by CCNY officials raises the question of whether there is an issue of providing students with non-academic spaces in a centralized location on campus. Further, the loss of the Community and Student Center and therefore the space in which a number of student groups, organizations, initiatives and services took place has raised concerns over whether CUNY students should be afforded a student union. 
Conclusion

At today’s hearing the Committee seeks to learn about student unions and non-academic spaces at CUNY; whether such centralized space(s) exist for use by student groups and organizations, space specifications and their permanency as well as how CUNY can best accommodate its students and the need for a student union at each CUNY institution. Further, the Committee seeks to learn about the different student groups and organizations as well as student-directed programming and services offered at each CUNY campus. Finally, the Committee seeks to learn about student government, how it varies from school to school and the extent of its involvement in CUNY matters, including as it relates to non-academic spaces on each CUNY campus.

Although the City College of New York offered students new space roughly two blocks from the original site of the Guillermo Morales/Assata Shakur Community and Student Center, there is concern over how the space was taken over and repurposed by school officials, whether the new space is sufficiently centralized and the apparent indifference toward the Center both as a student union and community space and as a manifestation of decades of student organizing and protest at CCNY. The Committee looks forward to hearing testimony regarding such issues.
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