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INTRODUCTION
On Tuesday, April 28, 2009, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Charles Barron, will hold an oversight hearing to examine the success and challenges of Opportunity Programs at the City University of New York (“CUNY”). The Committee has invited CUNY’s administration, representatives from CUNY schools, students and other interested parties to testify.

BACKGROUND
The Benefits of Higher Education

Students who attend institutions of higher education obtain a wide range of personal, financial, and other lifelong benefits. Likewise, taxpayers and society as a whole derive a multitude of direct and indirect benefits when residents have access to postsecondary education.
 For members of all demographic groups, average earnings increase measurably with higher levels of education.
  Over their working lives, typical college graduates earn about 73 percent more than typical high school graduates, and those with advanced degrees earn two to three times as much as high school graduates.
  
In addition to the individual benefits received from attaining a post-secondary education, it has been reported that college graduates contribute more than others to the public treasury and to social well-being.
  The societal benefits of higher levels of education correspond to lower levels of unemployment and poverty, higher contributions to tax revenue, and decreased dependence on social safety-net programs, generating decreased demand on public budgets.
  College graduates are also said to have lower smoking rates, more positive perceptions of personal health, and lower incarceration rates than individuals who have not graduated from college.
  Higher levels of education also correlate with higher levels of civic participation, including volunteer work, voting, and blood donation.

Despite the benefits of higher education, enrolling and graduating from college has proven to be difficult for many students.  It has been reported that approximately 66 percent of graduates in the U.S. enroll in post-secondary education or training directly after high school, but only 25 percent earn a degree.
  In New York State, while 57 of every 100 ninth graders graduate from high school on time, only 41 of them enter college immediately after graduating.
  Of these, just 31 remain enrolled for a sophomore year and 19 complete college within six years.
  Obtaining a college degree is particularly difficult for individuals from underprivileged backgrounds.  Nationally, only 7 percent of lower-income students get a B.A. by the age of 26, compared to 60 percent of upper-income students.

Opportunity Programs


Opportunity Programs are designed to assist academically or financially challenged students gain access to a college education. Opportunity Programs offer students academic, financial, and counseling support for the duration of their college experience.  Programs target city-based, state-based, private and independent colleges. Students who apply for these programs must meet academic and financial guidelines. CUNY’s opportunity programs include the Black Male Initiative (“BMI”), the Peter Vallone Scholarship Program, Search for Education, Elevation and Knowledge (“SEEK”), and College Discovery (“CD”). SEEK and CD are State-funded programs, whereas, BMI and the Peter Vallone Scholarship are City Council initiatives.
Opportunity Program students at CUNY take both credit and non-credit courses, depending upon his/her level in reading, writing, mathematics and speech/communications skills.
  Tutoring is offered on an individual or small group basis with flexible hours adapted to students’ schedules.
  Opportunity program students whose native language is not English will take English as a second language. These courses enable students to improve their English while taking courses in standard college subjects.
 Opportunity program counselors assist throughout the school year with academic career, personal and financial aid problems.
  Counselors also conduct freshman orientation classes, seminars, workshops, and conferences for opportunity program students.
  Such students also receive various forms of financial aid.  Tuition is usually paid through New York State’s Tuition Assistance Program.  Federal Pell grants assist in paying non-tuition costs.  Opportunity program students who have properly documented financial need may also receive a stipend to cover books and college costs.

Black Male Initiative Program
The Black Male Initiative was designed to support the enrollment and retention of students from underrepresented groups in all five boroughs of NYC at all senior, comprehensive, and community colleges, including the Graduate Center CUNY School of Law and the Sophie Davis School of Biomedical Education.  Each CUNY institution applies for grants to support these various projects, such as mentoring programs, leadership academies, forums, and support services programs.  Though targeted towards Black males, these projects do not discriminate based on race or gender and will serve as models for improving educational outcomes of all students.  All programs and activities of the Black Male Initiative are open to all academically eligible students, faculty and staff, without regard to race, gender, national origin or other characteristic.  There are approximately 7,000 students participating in the program.
In May of 2004, CUNY’s board of trustees approved as part of its 2004-2008 Master Plan, the “Chancellor’s Initiative on the Black Male in Education,” to address the “disproportionately low-percentages and numbers of Black men within higher education.”
 The CUNY Master Plan authorized the Chancellor to “oversee the development and implementation of a new University-wide program aimed at implementing some of the most effective practices in this area.”
  In the fall of 2004, Chancellor Matthew Goldstein established a University Task Force on the Black Male Initiative to examine the issue of low Black male enrollment and retention, and to develop recommendations to improve the recruitment and retention of Black males at CUNY.  The task force recommended that the following methods be used to increase Black male recruitment and retention on CUNY campuses:

· Establish strong university leadership

· Improve access to higher education

· Increase admission and graduation rates at CUNY colleges

· Educate a new generation of K-12 teachers

· Use the university’s resources to improve employment prospects of Black males

· Develop ways to contribute to the reduction of the incarceration rate for Black males

· Establish an Institute for the Achievement of Educational and Social Equity for Black Males

· Involve experts in the implementation of these recommendations

· Establish benchmarks

Thereafter, CUNY requested funding assistance from the New York City Council to implement the task force recommendations.  After hearings before the Higher Education Committee of the New York City Council, chaired by the Honorable Charles Barron, the University was awarded funding and began to implement some of the aforementioned recommendations.
  In Fiscal Year 2006, the Council allocated $2 million to CUNY to launch University-wide projects under this initiative.  After receiving the New York City Council allocation, CUNY requested and reviewed proposals that focused on increasing the enrollment of Black males and measuring their success (i.e. retention, and graduation).
  CUNY then funded 15 programs on 12 different campuses, including eight senior colleges, two community colleges and a CUNY Prep program, which covered each borough.
  The Black Male Initiative activities on each CUNY campus include methods to increase the school’s enrollment, retention and graduation of Black men by reaching out to Black males in high school and providing mentoring and academic counseling assistance, career development workshops and/or building on pre-existing programs.
  Over time, this initiative grew to support other underrepresented ethnicities, such as Latino and Asian males.  
Funding was also allocated to increase opportunities for individuals without a high school diploma to enroll in GED courses oriented towards college preparation, to provide support for formerly incarcerated individuals to enroll in college, and to survey workforce development opportunities in New York City's construction industry.
  A second grant was used to support the continuation of most of the initial projects; to extend the initiative to all 17 colleges and to the Graduate Center; to expand a research project begun at John Jay College of Criminal Justice to other CUNY colleges; and to implement a community health survey at the Hunter School of Social Work.
  

Originally funded at $2 million, the funding for the initiative was reduced to $1.5 million in Fiscal Year 2007 but was then enhanced to $2.5 million in Fiscal Year 2008.  In Fiscal Year 2009, the City Council restored the funding of $2.5 million.  The City Council has negotiated for four fiscal years to have this initiative restored in CUNY’s Adopted Budget.

The Peter Vallone Scholarship

The Peter Vallone Scholarship Program, named after the former City Council Speaker, is awarded on the basis of academic achievement.  The scholarship is available to full-time students who enroll directly into a CUNY college within a year of graduating from a New York City high school, public or private, with a B average.  As long as the student maintains a B average every year at a CUNY institution, the student will continue to receive an award. Baccalaureate candidates are eligible for Vallone scholarships for up to ten semesters, and candidates for associate degrees are eligible for six semesters.
  Since its inception, the program has helped approximately 140,000 students to achieve their goals at CUNY.

The Peter Vallone Scholarship began in Fiscal Year 1999 at a funding level of $7 million, and the City Council has successfully negotiated for 11 years to have this initiative continually restored in CUNY’s Adopted Budget.  In Fiscal Year 2008, the City Council was able to restore the Peter Vallone Scholarship at $11.2 million to CUNY for an award of $1,250 a year per student. In Fiscal Year 2009, the City Council was unable to restore the funding levels for the Peter Vallone Scholarship from Fiscal Year 2008 and was only able to restore $6.7 million due to other funding needs for CUNY.  As a result, CUNY then reduced the award to $500 a year for approximately 22,000 award recipients, which is a much larger recipient population than in the year of its inception in Fiscal Year 1999.  
College Discovery and SEEK Programs

College Discovery is the higher education opportunity program at the two-year CUNY colleges. It was established to provide comprehensive academic support to assist capable students who otherwise might not be able to attend college. To be eligible for College Discovery, you must: (i) be a legal resident of New York City for at least one year prior to entering college; (ii) be a high school graduate or recipient of a state-approved equivalency diploma; (iii) be a first-time freshman or previously enrolled in a Higher Education Opportunity Program (“HEOP”) or Education Opportunity Program (“EOP”) program; (iv) have a gross family income that meets the New York State guidelines and; (v) have earned a College Admissions Average (CAA) of less than 80 percent or a rank in the class at the 65th percentile or lower.

The College Discovery Program has been a part of the City University since 1964 when it was established by a resolution of the Board of Higher Education.
 The program began as a five year experiment which sought to demonstrate that, with the proper supportive services, students who were being excluded from the University because of existing admissions criteria could attain a college degree.
  In 1969, the Program was extended beyond its experimental phase and became a permanent University vehicle in the community colleges for developing college potential among disadvantaged students.
 The success of College Discovery is reflected in the performance of its students. Retention and graduation rates consistently exceed those of regularly admitted students.
  

SEEK stands for Search for Education, Elevation, and Knowledge. It is the higher education opportunity program at the senior (four-year) CUNY colleges. It was established to provide comprehensive academic support to assist capable students who otherwise might not be able to attend college. To be eligible for SEEK, you must: (i) be a legal resident of New York State for at least one year prior to entering college; (ii) be a high school graduate or recipient of a state-approved equivalency diploma; (iii) be a first-time freshman or previously enrolled in an HEOP or EOP program; (iv) have a gross family income that meets the New York State guidelines; (v) be inadmissible according to the freshman admissions criteria established for the CUNY senior college you want to attend.
 The SEEK program began as a pre-baccalaureate program at The City College of New York in 1965.
  It was signed into law by the New York State legislature in 1966 as the City University’s higher education opportunity program in the senior colleges.
  The legislation was a result of the efforts of social activists and progressive politicians whose vision was to provide access to CUNY for poor students, then largely African-American and Puerto Rican, who graduated from high schools that had not prepared them for the rigors of college.
  Today there are eleven SEEK Programs across the University; one program in each of the seven senior and four comprehensive colleges.
  


The SEEK and College Discovery programs also offer a pre-freshman summer program that students must attend for 6 weeks with instruction in reading, writing, math and sciences, as well as programs including basic skills, for students throughout their undergraduate studies.
  In over forty years of existence at the City University, the SEEK and CD Programs have enrolled approximately 230,000 low-income students.
  The shared mission of SEEK and CD is intended to increase the level of education, social capital, and workforce expertise in our City and State. The major objectives that have been identified to achieve this mission are: 
 
· To provide on each campus a permanent, structured program 
· To assist selected students with specifically defined educational and economic needs to achieve a quality college education and expand their social and career capabilities
CONCLUSION
Without the existence of Opportunity programs, many of CUNY’s students and graduates would not have been able to take advantage of a college education or become part of New York’s competitive workforce. According to a recent CUNY survey, more than 88 percent of graduates found work within six months of graduation and of that group, nearly 90 percent worked in New York.
  At least one-third of college-educated New Yorkers are CUNY graduates.
  
State funding for College Discovery and SEEK have remained relatively constant at approximately $16.8 million to $17.9 million since 2006.
 However, the possibility of further cuts to the Black Male Initiative and the Peter Vallone Scholarship would be a disservice to students who depend solely on these programs to gain access to higher education.  At today’s hearing, the Committee will examine the Opportunity Programs offered by CUNY and review how to ensure that such programs continue to reach needy and deserving students.  
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