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OVERSIGHT:
“Changing CUNY Admissions Standards: How Such Changes Effect 

Potential Students?"
On Thursday, October 18, 2007, at 1:00 p.m., the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Charles Barron, will conduct an oversight hearing entitled Changing CUNY Admissions Standards: How Such Changes Effect Potential Students?  The hearing will focus on the City University of New York’s (“CUNY” or the “University”) plan to raise math admissions standards at its senior colleges and remediation exit standards at its community colleges.  Invited to testify are: representatives of CUNY’s Administration, including directors of offices and/or programs for students, Presidents of CUNY Colleges and interested members of the public.

Background


One of the major philosophical influences on American higher education is its commitment to equal opportunity and social mobility.
  Higher education was an elite activity for much of its history, excluding individuals based on gender, religion, race/ethnicity, and social class.
 However, during the 20th century, economic and social changes transformed such opportunity into the primary gateway to the middle-class, and women and minorities made inroads against longstanding exclusion from mainstream higher education.
 Americans came to view broad access to post-secondary education as a necessary component of the nation’s ideal  of being a “land of opportunity.”
 

History of CUNY


CUNY traces its beginnings to the founding in 1847 of the Free Academy, which later became the City College, the first CUNY college.
  CUNY is currently a collection of higher education institutions that were joined together as a single university in 1961.
  In creating CUNY, the State Legislature determined that it should be maintained as an independent system of higher education governed by its own board of trustees responsible for the governance, maintenance and development of both senior and community college units.
  CUNY is supported as an independent and integrated system on the premise that the university will continue to maintain and expand its commitment to academic excellence, and to the provision of equal access and opportunity for students, faculty and staff from all ethnic and racial groups and from both sexes.
  State Education Law §6201 notes that the University is a vehicle for the upward mobility of the disadvantaged, and that only the strongest commitment to the special needs of an urban constituency justifies the legislature's support of an independent and unique structure for the University.
  

CUNY is one of the largest urban universities in the nation, and presently serves more than 226,000 degree-credit students and 230,000 adult, continuing and professional education students.
 The number of graduates discharged by CUNY into the labor market is quite significant-- at least one-third of college educated New Yorkers are CUNY graduates.
 

CUNY Admissions Standards


In 1970, CUNY established open admissions for graduates of New York City high schools.
  The open admissions policy led to dramatic changes in the population of students enrolled, including an increase in the proportion of students of color.
  In the late 1990s, CUNY began to review its remediation policy, out of concern for the cost of providing large numbers of remedial courses, and the perception that academic standards at the University were too low.
 Consequently, in 1995, the CUNY Board of Trustees mandated a one-year maximum on the amount of time a student in a senior college could spend in basic skills courses.
  At the same time, the Trustees imposed new high school course work requirements for students seeking to be admitted to the senior colleges.
  Then, in 1997, the Trustees decided that associates degree students at community colleges would be required to pass the writing portion of the Freshmen Skills Assessment Test (the Writing Assessment Test, or WAT) in order to graduate; this decision led to negative publicity and a lawsuit.
  Subsequently, in May 1998, the Board of Trustees commanded the phase-out of all remedial course work in bachelors degree programs and reaffirmed this decision in January 1999.

Currently, CUNY’s university-wide policy states that a student who has not passed all three Freshman Skills Assessment Tests (FSAT), and any other admissions criteria shall not be allowed to enroll and/or transfer into a college's baccalaureate degree programs.
  Students seeking admission to a senior college baccalaureate degree program and who are in need of remediation are be able to obtain such services at a community college, senior college during summer sessions, or elsewhere as may be made available.
 All applicants to senior college programs must demonstrate readiness for college-level work in english and mathematics.  Such readiness can be determined by: (1) attaining a score of at least 480 on both the Critical Reading and Math sections of the SAT (or a score of 20 on the ACT); (2) earning a 75 or higher on the New York State English and Mathematics Regents exams; or (3) passing the CUNY Skills Assessment Test.


Controversy surrounded the current admissions policy when it was first proposed. Advocates contended that minority students would be disproportionately excluded from four-year colleges.
  It was reported in 2002 that the proportion of African-American and Hispanic students admitted to CUNY’s bachelor's degree programs had not been significantly affected by the new admissions standards, although such students were admitted at lower rates than white and Asian students.
  The admissions rate for white students in the fall of 2001 was 59 percent, down from 63 percent in 1999; for African-American students, the rate fell to 36 percent from 38 percent; for Hispanics it dropped to 40 percent from 44; and the rate for Asian students remained flat at 61 percent.
  However, a recent report finds that the enrollment of African-American students has dropped at three of CUNY’s top tier colleges.
  University-wide, African-American students formally accounted for 40 percent of the undergraduate student body as recently as 1999, and now account for only 30 percent.
 Advocates attribute such a large drop to the implementation of the 1999 changes to admissions standards.


In July 2007, CUNY announced that it would be again increasing its admissions standards. The University intends to initially raise the minimum math scores for the SAT and COMPASS standard to measure the readiness of admitted students for college-level work in mathematics.
 During the first phase, the baccalaureate programs at Baruch, Brooklyn, City, Hunter, and Queens colleges will undergo an ambitious increase in minimum math standards.
  The SAT math proficiency standard will be raised from 480 to 510 and the COMPASS math standard will be raised from 30 to 45.
  The math standards at Lehman, York, New York City College of Technology, John Jay, College of Staten Island, and Medgar Evers colleges will undergo more modest increases: the SAT math standard will be raised from 480 to 500 and the COMPASS math standard will be raised from 30 to 35.
  Further, effective October 1, 2007, the COMPASS math exit criteria from remediation in associate degree programs will rise from 27 to 30.
  The new standards will affect students who apply for spring 2008 admission and those who seek to exit from remedial mathematics courses beginning in fall 2007.  The University intends on raising English requirements for the senior colleges as well; however, such changes have yet to be announced.
  The following chart reflects the proposed changes to math standards:

Summary of Changes in Math Proficiency Standards

	
	Current
	Effective 10/1/07
	Effective 10/1/08

	Baruch, Brooklyn, City, Hunter, and Queens
	
	
	

	   COMPASS (ACT) Pre-Algebra    AND

   COMPASS (ACT) Algebra
	27   

27                 
	30

30
	45

45

	    Math SAT                                     OR
	480
	480
	510

	    Regents Math A or B                    OR
	75
	75
	75

	All Other Baccalaureate Programs
	
	
	

	   COMPASS (ACT) Pre-Algebra    AND

   COMPASS (ACT) Algebra
	27

27
	30

30
	35

30

	    Math SAT                                     OR
	480
	480
	500

	    Regents Math A or B                    OR
	75
	75
	75

	Associate Programs*
	
	
	

	  COMPASS (ACT) Pre-Algebra    AND

   COMPASS (ACT) Algebra
	27

27
	30

30
	30

30


* Applies to exit testing for the first time in fall 2007 and, subsequently, to spring 2008 admissions.
Student Preparedness for College Work


CUNY’s proposed changes bring into focus the national and local debate related to the preparedness of students for college level work.  Many high school graduates do not have all of the skills needed to succeed in entry-level college coursework. College readiness refers to whether such students are able to enroll without remediation in credit-bearing entry-level coursework at a community or senior college, trade or technical school.
  Such preparedness is currently inadequate and is part of the discussion about whether the K-12 system and higher education are appropriated linked and aligned.  

It is estimated that nationally about 75 percent of students who graduate from high school go on to some form of post-secondary education within two-years of their high school graduation.
  But, about 28 percent of college freshmen enroll in one or more remedial course in reading, writing or mathematics. In public two-year institutions, over 40 percent of entering freshmen enroll in at least one remedial course.
  A recent survey by the Chronicle of Higher Education found that with respect to student preparedness for college work, there is a gap in the views of mathematics readiness between college faculty and schoolteachers.  While both faculty and schoolteachers recognize that many high school graduates are not well prepared for college coursework, “thirty-two percent of college professors believe students are not prepared for college mathematics, compared to 9 percent of high school teachers.”

The problem in New York City public colleges is of similar magnitude. More than 80 percent of New York high school seniors plan to go on to higher education.
  A 1999 report of then-New York City Mayor Guiliani’s advisory taskforce on the performance of CUNY found that in 1997, “87% of community college freshmen and 72% of senior college freshmen failed one or more of CUNY’s remediation placement tests, and 55% of CUNY freshmen failed more than one.”
  As a result of such report, CUNY subsequently eliminated open admissions and remediation at its senior colleges, and expanded testing to include exit remedial education at its community colleges.
 

As discussed above, CUNY is again raising its mathematic admissions standards.  The new standards are part of the institution’s larger strategy of “taking a group of our institutions and placing them in the top segment of universities and colleges, and in response to some professors’ complaints that too many students are poorly prepared for college work, especially in math.”
  Advocates for maintaining CUNY as an open institution believe that the proposed changes will adversely affect the admission and retention of students, especially students of color.  Further, without an alignment of K-12 courses and assessments, what students are asked to know and do in high school may be disconnected from post-secondary expectations.  Students often graduate from high school under one set of standards and face a different set of expectations in college.
  In addition, it is not just high school graduates who attend college unprepared for post-secondary academics.  Returning adults who have been out of school for a number of years and have seen their academic skills erode over time, also have difficulty in succeeding in entry-level college courses. 

Moreover, with respect to CUNY’s mathematics COMPASS standard, the raising of this standard may indicate that mathematics instruction at the University is currently ineffective.  In a letter to CUNY college presidents informing them of changes to admissions standards, the University acknowledges “high rates of failure in its pre-algebra and elementary algebra courses and the need to assess and improve pedagogy, curriculum, and academic support for students enrolled in developmental mathematics courses.” Although such deficiencies are noted, CUNY has not articulated the methods and/or changes that it will undertake to provide students with effective mathematics instruction. 

Conclusion


It is well recognized that the knowledge and skills needed for college success are equivalent to those needed for workplace success.  Improving college readiness is thus critical to not only helping future workers support themselves and their families, but also to developing a productive labor force that will contribute to our City’s economy and help it to remain competitive in the global economy.  Post-secondary institutions play an important role in these efforts by being accessible to those who are interested in attaining the knowledge and skills needed in the workplace.  Therefore, it is important that educators at the secondary and post-secondary levels reach consensus regarding the skills that college-bound students should be expected to achieve. Without this consensus, rising college admissions standards will create additional barriers for students seeking to pursue a post-secondary degree. Today, the Committee will hear testimony regarding the proposed changes to CUNY’s admissions standards and how such changes will affect current and potential students.
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