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Introduction


On February 26, 2016, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Inez D. Barron, will hold a hearing titled “Oversight: Status of the Black Male Initiative and Black Academic Offerings at CUNY Colleges.” Witnesses invited to testify include the City University of New York (CUNY), student groups and organizations, various higher education advocates and other interested parties. 

Background

CUNY and the Black Male Initiative
CUNY is the largest urban university in the U.S. with 24 campuses, providing more than 269,000 degree-credit students and 247,000 adult, continuing, and professional education students, across the five boroughs. With a mission to be “of vital importance as a vehicle for the upward mobility of the disadvantaged in the City of New York… ensuring equal access and opportunity” to students, faculty, and staff “from all ethnic and racial groups,”
 CUNY plays a key role in elevating poor and working poor New Yorkers into the ranks of the middle class. As the current economy has a decreasing need for people with only a high school diploma, CUNY’s schools of higher education offer an accessible path for individuals to obtain a quality education and a postsecondary credential.
In New York City, a majority of the 1.1 million public school students are Black or Latino. However, Black and Latino males lag behind their female and White and Asian peers when it comes to high school completion. In fact, according to 2013 data there is a 28 percentage point gap in the city’s graduation rates of Black and White males, making New York one of the largest urban districts with one of the largest such gaps in the country.
 When compared to their female and White and Asian peers, data show Black and Latino males are less likely to be deemed “college ready” upon high school graduation; less likely to enroll in college within six years of beginning high school; less likely to enroll in four-year postsecondary institutions; and the least likely to earn a bachelor’s degree.

In the fall of 2004, recognizing that “institutions of higher education in the U.S. do not successfully recruit, retain and graduate young African-American and Caribbean men,”
 and referencing “disproportionately low percentages and numbers of young Black men within higher education, public higher education and even at CUNY,”
 CUNY established the University Task Force on the Black Male Initiative (BMI).
 

The Task Force was charged with developing recommendations that would include a series of action-oriented projects to help Black males overcome the inequalities that lead to poor academic performance in the K-12 system, the attendant weak enrollment, retention, and graduation from institutions of higher education, and high rates of joblessness and incarceration.
 The recommendations of the Task Force included (1) Establish Strong University Leadership; (2) Improve Access to Higher Education; (3) Increase Admission and Graduation Rates at CUNY Colleges; (4) Educate a New Generation of K-12 Teachers; (5) Use the University’s Resources to Improve Employment Prospects of Black Males; (6) Develop Ways to Contribute to the Reduction of the Incarceration Rate for Black Males; (7) Establish an Institute for the Achievement of Educational and Social Equity for Black Males; (8) Involve Experts in the Implementation of these recommendations; and (9) Establish Benchmarks.

With consecutive grants from the City Council, BMI has been implemented as a University-wide program aimed at implementing some of the most effective practices in this area.
 As of November 2013, CUNY BMI’s funding was baselined as part of CUNY’s operating budget allocation. For the 2015-2016 academic year, CUNY BMI received its eleventh consecutive grant from the city in the amount of $2,500,000. Of the $2.5 million, CUNY BMI awarded $2,111,577.94 in grants ranging from $17,500 to $138,800 to support 31 student development and mentoring projects across the University, to support the enrollment and retention of students from underrepresented group. Funds also support four targeted GED programs. The remaining $388,422.06 was used to support CUNY BMI Central, which includes salaries, fringe benefits, and central programming: annual conference, speaker series, college awareness workshops, and the spring benefit.

The process in which each school’s BMI program receives grant money is by CUNY BMI Project Directors (that have been in place for two or more years) submitting an application for a continuation award instead of a full proposal. Projects funded by CUNY BMI for at least two years are no longer required to submit full proposals as part of a competitive selection process. Funding decisions are made on the strength of final reports submitted by the programs’ administrators at the end of each academic year. New projects that have been funded for less than two years must submit full proposals to the CUNY Office of Academic Affairs/Division of Student Affairs and the CUNY BMI central administration as part of a competitive review process.

All programs and activities of CUNY BMI are open to all CUNY-enrolled students, faculty and staff without regard to race, gender, national origin or other characteristic.
 Though BMI projects target African, African American/Black, Caribbean and Latino/Hispanic males and other underrepresented groups, it is expected that the entire University will benefit from what is learned from efforts with these targeted populations.

CUNY BMI projects contain three components: Diversity Recruitment, to increase the enrollment of underrepresented students; Structured Mentoring, to increase retention of underrepresented students; and Academic Programming, improve the overall grade point average of underrepresented students and increase the graduation rate of underrepresented students.

CUNY BMI project directors are responsible for diversity recruiting and reach out to potential students by networking with local schools, community based organizations, and the formerly incarcerated.  Project directors also work with their school’s registrar to identify and engage Black and Latino males before they even set foot on campus. Other ways in which students are recruited into BMI include a recruitment day, campus club fairs, and a Welcome Day that is specific for students interested in CUNY BMI.  According to CUNY, these and other methods of direct contact have been successful in recruitment for the program.

Within the Structured Mentoring component, every student is partnered with a peer-to-peer mentor to provide regular academic accountability and support as well as access to tutoring services. Lastly, each student attends a weekly or bi-weekly series of workshops that focus on professional development, building academic tools, and using school resources.

Academic programming provides students with an extra support with the goal of fostering a sense of inclusion. This includes conferences, distinguished speaker series, workshops, talk sessions, and learning communities.
 Studies have shown that students a sense of inclusion, through common interests and academic abilities with other students and identity in in faculty, are more likely to graduate.

In considering program success, according to cumulative CUNY data on full-time students seeking an associate’s degree, Black and Latino males that participate in BMI maintained higher grade point averages (GPAs) than Black and Latino males that did not participate in a BMI program. However, while the GPAs for BMI Black and Latino males has hovered around 2.38 between 2010 and 2013, the GPAs for non-BMI Black and Latino males has steadily increased from 2.15 to 2.25, compared to an average GPA of 2.36 for BMI Black and Latino Males in 2013, which still lags behind the CUNY average of 2.47.

In terms of credits earned by full-time students seeking an associate’s degree, Black and Latino males that participate in BMI accumulated more credits per semester than both non-BMI Black and Latino males and the CUNY average, between 2010 and 2012. However, BMI Black and Latino males have steadily accumulated fewer credits over the years while non-BMI Black and Latino males have steadily accumulated more credits over the years. In 2010, BMI Black and Latino students accumulated an average of 9.4 credits, compared with non-BMI Black and Latino males with 7.6 credits and a CUNY average of 8.4 credits. In 2013, BMI Black and Latino males, with 8.7, accumulated an average of fewer credits than the CUNY average of 8.9, compared with non-BMI Black and Latino males with an average of 8.3 credits per semester.

In terms of student retention, BMI Black and Latino males mostly outperformed both non-BMI Black and Latino males and the CUNY average. Furthermore, the percentage of BMI Black and Latino males has generally increased from 68.2 percent in 2010 to 69.5 percent in 2013. During the same period, non-BMI Black and Latino males have averaged a 60.65 percent retention rate, without significant movement. The CUNY rate of retention, which has also not seen significant movement over the same period, averaged 67.33 percent.

In looking at the GPAs of full-time students seeking a bachelor’s degree, the average for BMI Black and Latino males was 2.91 for both 2010 and 2011 and 2.88 for both 2012 and 2013. GPAs during this period do not differ drastically from the CUNY averages, which average to 2.89. Non-Black and Latino males lag behind their peers, with average GPAs of 2.64 in 2010 to 2.71 in 2013.

In terms of credits earned by full-time students seeking a bachelor’s degree, between 2010 and 2013, BMI Black and Latino males accumulated an average number of credits per semester similar to the CUNY average; 12 credits in 2010, 2011, and 2012 and 11.8 credits in 2013 compared to the CUNY average, also hovering around 12 credits. Non-BMI Black and Latino males continue to lag behind their peers in this per semester metric, with 11.2 credits in 2010 and 11.4 credits in 2013.

In terms of student retention, BMI Black and Latino males consistently outperformed both non-BMI Black and Latino males and the CUNY average. From 2010 to 2013, BMI Black and Latino males averaged a retention rate of 93.6 percent, compared with the CUNY average of 86.65 percent over the same period. Non-BMI Black and Latino males once again lag behind their peers with an average retention rate of 82 percent in 2010 and 81.7 percent in 2013.

CUNY’s Black Academic Offerings

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, as at many other campuses across the country, Black and Latino studies departments were instituted at a few CUNY campuses in response to widely expressed feelings that the history of Black and Latino people and their accomplishments had long been neglected. This includes Hunter College’s Department of Africana and Puerto Rican/Latino Studies (formerly the Department of  Black and Puerto Rican Studies), established in 1969 after Black and Puerto Rican students united to demand that courses relative to their experiences and cultures be offered at the school. Today, the Department is dedicated to providing and developing new approaches to the history, culture and politics of Africans and peoples of African descent throughout the world, as well as of Puerto Ricans and people of Latino heritage in Puerto Rico and in the U.S., to foster a greater understanding of the historical and cultural achievements of the peoples studied in the multidisciplinary curriculum; and to explore in depth their resistance to systemic racism, colonial exploitation, enslavement, and oppression.
 In order to Major in the field, students may concentrate in either the Africana or Puerto Rican/Latino sequence or opt for a combination of both sequences. 
In 1972, Dr. Leonard Jeffries, a professor of Black Studies was recruited to start up and head a Black Studies Department at City College. After some controversy concerning Dr. Jeffries in the early 1990s, in 1996, City College eliminated the Department and replaced it with a more general Black Studies Program, which is still in operation.
 Today, the Black Studies Program is concerned with Africa and the African diaspora communities, with a special focus on the U.S. as it is related to the Black world. With this focus, students study the historical, sociological, and cultural aspects of these various worlds and their relationship with one another and controlling forces among them.  Highlighted are Black achievements and the creative contributions in all fields throughout the world.  With this background, both Black students and students from other cultures and races can gain a new-found appreciation for this heritage as well as a better understanding of the framework in which ongoing struggles are still taking place.

At Lehman College, the Department of African and African American Studies is in the School of Arts and Humanities and aims to provide instruction and undertake research on the history, societies and cultures of peoples of African heritage in Africa and in the African Diaspora; as well as serve as a resource center for the African American community in the Bronx and surrounding areas. African and African American Studies offers an interdisciplinary major leading to a bachelor’s degree. The Department also participates in the interdisciplinary programs in Latin American, Latino, and Puerto Rican Studies, Political Science, Sociology, History, Philosophy and Women’s Studies. Students can take courses in African and African American studies for elective credits and may also elect to major or minor in African and African American studies.

The Graduate Center offers doctoral candidates the opportunity to complete a Certificate in Africana Studies. The primary goal of the Certificate is to produce scholars who are fully conversant with this diverse field, by providing them with the analytic and research tools to navigate and articulate the Black experience while furthering the ongoing dialogue on race and identity. As New York City is an extremely important locus for primary sources, with its convergence of music, literature, art, politics, and history as well as its myriad ethnic tapestry, scholars have the chance to analyze Black culture in a uniquely fertile context.

Medgar Evers College, offers four academic centers through the School of Professional and Community Development that focus on advocacy and research. This includes:

1. The Caribbean Research Center, which provides a multidisciplinary understanding of the New York social environment, the diverse social, cultural and economic characteristics of the Caribbean-American community and a comparative analysis of the immigration experience of this community in the context of the wider Caribbean Diasporas in the Americas and Europe. Its work focuses primarily on English-speaking, Haitian, Dominican and South/Central American Caribbean coast communities. It therefore offers a scholarly perspective on the challenges and successes of Caribbean immigrants and their impact on the Diaspora environments in which they live, as well as the Caribbean region as a whole.

2. The Center for Black Literature, which aims to expand, broaden, and enrich the public’s knowledge and aesthetic appreciation of the value of Black literature and the literary works produced by people of the African Diaspora. Through a series of programs that build an audience for the reading, discussion, and critical analysis of contemporary Black literature and that serve as a forum for the research and study of Black literature, the Center convenes and supports various literary programs and events such as author readings and signings, conferences, panel discussions, symposia, and writing workshops.

3. The DuBois Bunche Center for Public Policy, an academy of scholar activist and advocates dedicated to forging solutions to the challenges confronting people of color living within urban communities in the United States and throughout the African Diaspora.  The Center produces research, formulates policies, sponsors conferences and produces public affairs media programming that advances economic and social justice.
4. The Center for Law & Social Justice, which aims to provide quality legal advocacy, training, and research on racial justice issues affecting people of African descent, and persons who are under-served, under-represented and otherwise disenfranchised. Using a grass-roots approach, the Center for Law and Social Justice (CLSJ) works in partnership with and on behalf of community organizations and other civil society groups that promote human, civil and international rights.

Conclusion

At today’s hearing the Committee seeks to examine the status of the Black Male Initiative as well as an overview of culturally-explicit academic offerings at CUNY. Further, the Committee seeks to learn about University-wide programs and services implemented to better recruit, retain, support, and graduate young men of color as well as how to make them more accessible to students throughout the city.
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