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Sharon Persinger, Treasurer 
Professional Staff Congress/CUNY 

NYC Council Higher Education Committee 
September 15, 2016 

 
 

Good afternoon. My name is Sharon Persinger.  I am a professor of mathematics and computer science 

at Bronx Community College, Treasurer of the Professional Staff Congress (PSC), and a graduate of City 

College and the Graduate Center.  I am speaking today on behalf of the 27,000 instructional staff 

members at CUNY represented by the PSC. Thank you Chairperson Barron and the members of the 

Higher Education Committee for holding this hearing and offering us the opportunity to testify, to 

review the 2012-2016 CUNY Master Plan, to recognize the gains made under this plan, and to point out 

areas where improvements still need to be made.   I want to offer some comments on the 2016-2020 

CUNY Master Plan, focusing on those areas where improvements still need to be made. 

  

To begin with, there should be more formal, wide-reaching discussion of the Plan before it is brought 

before the CUNY Board of Trustees.  Many Board members, including the Chairman, are new having 

been confirmed on this past June.  Many of them have no doubt not had the opportunity to study and 

raise questions about the Plan which the University will be implementing.  While the Board of Regents 

sets the timing constraints for approval of the Plan, there are significant new directions for the 

University outlined in it, about which there should be broad discussion. 

 

PSC representatives would welcome the opportunity to engage in fuller discussion of the Plan.  We 

support a number of its goals, particularly for increased full-time faculty and staff.  However, I want to 

point briefly to a number of key concerns: 
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1. The planned expansion of online instruction raises serious questions.  The PSC has already begun to 

deal with the implications for contractual terms and conditions for teaching faculty in our recently 

negotiated and ratified contract, but we are also concerned about the quality and effectiveness of 

instruction. On line instruction is not appropriate for all students and all instructors. Many CUNY 

students benefit significantly from personal interaction with faculty, particularly at the General 

Education level. The issue of increased faculty face-to-face time with students is also an issue the 

union has raised at the bargaining table and one on which the University has made a commitment to 

act before the ratification of a successor agreement. The union’s goal in these discussions is both to 

ensure the quality and availability of instruction and to protect the rights of faculty. 

 The PSC acknowledges the need for significant capital investment in servers and software to 

accomplish the goal of expanded online education. However, the faculty and professional 

staff cannot tolerate a repeat of the purchase and implementation of CUNYfirst , the all-in-

one program for administering students, finance, and human relations, where hundreds of 

millions of dollars were spent for off-the-shelf software which did not meet the needs of this 

University. 

 Furthermore, such spending should not be at the expense of hiring more full-time faculty; 

the Plan makes almost no mention of the fact that a majority of courses at CUNY are taught 

by part-time faculty, many of whom do not have office hours to meet with students and 

who are not fully integrated enough into their departments to participate in discussions 

about the curricular changes that will arise because of the expansion of online instruction. 

At the School of Professional Studies, likely to play a vanguard role in implementing the goal 

of expanding online instruction, almost all the faculty are part-time, and there is not a 

rigorous practice of engaging those faculty with curriculum development. 
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2. The Plan also emphasizes the ongoing goal of establishing course equivalencies and easing credit 

transfers—also known as Pathways, or an expansion thereof. I do not have time to restate all the 

PSC’s objections to Pathways. As noted in the 2016-2020 Plan, results have been uneven. However, I 

must raise the persistent caution that in a university as large and complex as CUNY, with a student 

population that has the broad range of preparation that CUNY students have, there is a serious risk 

of reducing course content to the lowest common denominator in the name of “ease of credit 

transfer”. That potential result does not serve our students or CUNY well. Above all, it is essential 

that widespread curricular adjustments, if there are to be any, be developed by elected faculty 

representatives, through faculty governance. If CUNY and the Board of Trustees do not want a 

repeat of the response by the faculty and staff to the initiation of Pathways, they must observe the 

essential rights—and expertise—of the faculty in the development of curriculum.  

 

A goal that is not explicit but is obvious and implicit is the critical need for increased operating 

funding for CUNY: 

 The Plan acknowledges the widespread understaffing of student support services—from 

counseling and advising to administrative services—where many employees work 

countless, uncompensated hours on behalf of students because there are not enough of 

them to meet students’ needs. It is worth noting that City funding increases in the past 2 

years have made a difference at community colleges, by permitting the hiring of more 

advisors. Increased support staffing must be addressed University-wide. 

 There is reference to the importance of recruiting and retaining world-class faculty, a 

goal the union supports, but I urge you to remember the importance of the 

“journeyperson” faculty—and not just in the STEM fields, but in the social sciences and 

the humanities as well. CUNY needs more full-time faculty and more diverse faculty. Too 
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many courses are already taught by part-time faculty, and an entire generation of full-

time faculty will be retiring over the next 10 years. Large-scale full-time faculty hiring 

will be needed to replace us and to move CUNY closer to its goal of 75% of courses 

taught by full-time faculty, and will provide expanded opportunities for accomplishing 

true faculty diversity.  Opportunities for scholarship and student mentoring—not just for 

the “stars” but for all of the faculty—are critically important. CUNY will not attract the 

faculty it needs without offering adequate time for these aspects of their work and that 

requires adequate funding. 

 

On behalf of the members of PSC, I urge all members of the Higher Education Committee, all 

Council members, and everyone in the hearing room, to come to the campuses and see the 

work we are doing and the achievements of our students. Those achievements are not always 

measured in graduations rates. 

 

Thank you.  










