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Good evening Chairs and members of the Committee.

My name is Akkeem Polack, and I serve as the Chairperson of the CUNY University Student Senate and as a 
CUNY Trustee on the Board, representing more than 240,000 students across 26 campuses. CUNY has long 
been one of New York City's greatest engines of opportunity for working class families, immigrants, first 
generation students, and communities that have historically faced barriers to higher education. As one of the 
most diverse public university systems in the nation, CUNY plays a critical role in advancing racial equity by 
creating pathways to educational and economic mobility for students from every background.

The University Student Senate appreciates CUNY's continued commitment to advancing racial equity through 
initiatives such as the Black, Race and Ethnic Studies Initiative (BRESI). Efforts like these have expanded 
opportunities for student research, internships, faculty scholarship, and curriculum development while helping 
foster a more inclusive academic environment across the University. At the same time, racial equity must extend 
beyond representation in the classroom. It must also address the barriers that prevent students from fully 
participating in college life and achieving their academic goals. Many CUNY students continue to face 
challenges such as transportation costs, food insecurity, housing instability, and financial hardship. These 
barriers disproportionately affect students from historically underserved communities and can impact 
persistence, retention, and graduation outcomes.

One area where we can make meaningful progress is transportation access. The University Student Senate has 
proposed a Student Commuter OMNY Pilot Program to help address the financial burden of commuting for 
students with the greatest need. USS requested $700,000 in the New York City budget and an additional 
$700,000 in the State budget, for a total investment of $1.4 million. The pilot would provide targeted 
transportation assistance to students with disabilities, student parents, students formerly in foster care, low 
income community college students, and international students facing hardship. Transportation is more than a 
transit issue. It is an equity issue. When students cannot afford to get to campus, they are less likely to access 
classes, academic support services, internships, student leadership opportunities, and other experiences that 
contribute to success. Closing equity gaps requires us to address not only what happens inside the classroom, but 
also the obstacles students face getting there.

The University Student Senate also supports continued investment in CUNY CARES, which addresses food 
insecurity, housing instability, healthcare access, and mental health needs, as well as CUNY Beyond: College to 
Career Success, which expands paid internships and career readiness opportunities. These investments help 
ensure that students from all backgrounds have the support necessary to thrive.

Advancing racial equity at CUNY requires a holistic approach. It means creating inclusive learning 
environments, investing in programs that celebrate and support diverse communities, and removing the financial 
barriers that prevent students from fully participating in higher education. Together, these efforts move us closer 
to a university where every student has an equitable opportunity to succeed.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify..
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My name is Jillian Abbott and I am an adjunct in the English 

Department at York College, CUNY. 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify. 

 

Donald Trump has not come after CUNY. Why? Because the 

current chancellor, appointed in his first term has already gutted 

undergraduate education, and replaced it with a series of private 

graduate schools that most CUNY graduates could never 

qualify for. 

 

• Daily at CUNY  I see corruption, cronyism, exploitation, 

abuse, directed at adjuncts who do the core work of a public 

university - teach the next generation to thrive and keep our 

city competitive. 

• In undergraduate there are two CUNY’s. The one that works for 

the 30% of students who actually graduate. The other that 

fleeces the 70% of students who take Pell grants or loans, then 

drop out, their lost money keeping the parties going in the 

admin WING. 

• the learning environment at York College where the 

overwhelming majority are students —of color—and where 
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funding is among the lowest per capita, is beyond fragile. The 

money you give CUNY is used to hire 6-figure admins who 

troll homeless shelters for vulnerable NYers to trick into 

enrolling in courses they can never pass. 

• A student came to me asking for help. He couldn’t write a 

proper paragraph, yet he’d been tricked into enrolling in 5 

courses. I had him come to my office and practice writing. He 

came every time. By semester’s end he could write a college 

level English paper. I’d set him up for success. But the trolls 

pressured him into enrolling in 5 courses again. 

• For those at a distance, full time faculty and administrators, he 

and 70 % of the students are subhuman revenue streams, for 

teaching adjuncts, they are human beings with hopes and 

dreams. I’ll lose my job for giving this testimony, they’re 

already flipping me from 8 am to 8pm classes, I’m 67 with 

arthritis and had to wade through snow in the dark depths of 

winter to keep my job. That’s the consequence of speaking 

truth to power at CUNY. 

• This semester my students and I were locked out of my 

classroom for almost half an hour - twice. The first time only 6 

of 25 students remained.  
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• You don’t have to spend one more cent on CUNY. I’m begging 

you to restructure it. Abolish 2/3 of the executive positions, and 

at least 1/3 of high-level administrative jobs. Divert all that 

money saved, including Hochul’s $4M to York for a nonsense 

pedagogical study, to employ those adjuncts who have taught 

successfully for 5 years in full-time position.  

• Pedagogical studies repeatedly show, pay teaching faculty 

enough to spend more time with students and the student 

outcomes improves. Stop throwing money at repeated studies 

and start implementing.  

• There will be push back. The dark money vested interests won’t 

give up without a fight. Departments will fight appointing us. 

As a senior faculty member put it - you know too much. 

• If you find the courage to do this, CUNY will be what it once 

was - an engineer of economic mobility. If the teaching faculty 

- the most important faculty in a public institution, have the 

resources we need to do our jobs, we can educate every student 

that enrolls to their full potential. 

 























My name is Dr. Teresa hurst. I have served as the Director of the Baruch College Counseling 
Center for 9 years and in the mental health field for over 25 years. I also serve as the Co-
Chair of CUNY’s Council of Counseling Center Directors. The Counseling Centers across 
CUNY provide much needed mental health services to both undergraduate and graduate 
students.  

I am writing to advocate for the CUNY students who need mental health care while 
attending CUNY but cannot get the help they need due to a shortage of staff in the CUNY 
Counseling Centers. I am also writing this testimony for the CUNY students who died by 
suicide who were never able to finish their degrees. Often, the voices of our most at-risk 
students are not heard or the voices of the family members who are left after losing their 
loved ones. I am writing on behalf of the student who jumped off a roof. I am writing for the 
student who was found dead in the East River. I’m writing for the student found dead in one 
of the CUNY residence halls. Of the students who come into the Baruch College 
Counseling Center for help, around 30% of them report having thoughts of suicide over the 
past two weeks and 80% report histories of trauma. All of this interferes with college 
completion. And I am writing this testimony for them.  

I imagine most of you on this Committee have been impacted by depression, suicide or 
drug addiction, either yourself or someone you love. I, too, was profoundly impacted by 
these things in my family. And I am standing here today as someone who was the first in my 
family to go to college and as someone who was able to earn a doctoral degree in clinical 
psychology because I got free counseling support while I earned my undergraduate degree.  

I am writing this testimony today to ask you for your help in advocating for mental health 
funding at the CUNY Counseling Centers. All of us in the CUNY community are in the 
middle of a mental health crisis and we will continue to see students dropping out of CUNY 
due to unmet mental health needs and we will continue to lose CUNY students to suicide 
whose lives are tragically cut too short. The CUNY Counseling Centers have not been able 
to get the financial support we need for a sufficient number of full-time permanent 
counselors to help our students succeed. We are drowning in the counseling centers with 
anxious, depressed and suicidal CUNY students. So, I am pleading for your help.  

 

Thank you so much for your time.  

 

Teresa Hurst, PhD, Director, Baruch College Counseling Center/CUNY 



 

 

 

"The education of free people is the hope of humanity." 

 

These inspiring words, which have been a part of the mission and ideals of The City 

University of New York (CUNY) continue to challenge us and to hold us accountable 

for presenting a well-rounded education no matter an individual’s background or 

means. State Education Law, Article 125, Section 6201 details our commitment to 

how we govern and lead.  

 

As the Chair of the reestablished Black Studies Department at The City College of 

New York, I am here to speak regarding support for Black Studies in the CUNY 

system. The City College Motto, which translates as “Look back. Look here. 

Look forward.” provides an ideal pathway for this dialogue to lead to 

substantive action.  

 

First — Look Back 

 

Whether one considers the student activists who were a part of the freedom struggle 

of the Civil Rights Movement, the Vietnam war, or of Black Lives Matter, over and 

over again our students hold a mirror to ourselves and show us how we can stand 

with the marginalized — they have been standing for something larger than 

themselves for decades. 

 

On the campus of CCNY in 1969 a group of courageous students issued what we 

now know as The Five Demands, which is also the name of the documentary on PBS 

that details their heroism.  Many of these students were coming out of SEEK, which 

Education Law, Article 125, Section 6201, also states “SEEK and College Discovery 

programs must not be diminished as a result of greater state financial responsibility 

for the operation of the city and state of New York.” CUNY has a beautiful and 
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courageous history of supporting and uplifting systems that provide greater access 

for the marginalized.  

 

Second – Look Here 

 

The CCNY Black Studies Department, like many across the 26 CUNY campuses, is 

community engaged and honors the diaspora via an experiential and globally 

inspired curriculum. Black Studies is an academic and activist discipline that 

provides an intellectual space where students can gain interdisciplinary knowledge 

of the world while developing as engaged scholar activists.  

 

Third and Finally – Look Forward 

 

The current CUNY Strategic Plan, CUNY Lifting New York: 2023-2030 Strategic 

Roadmap details our commitment to several goals. 

 

Goal #1: Be a National Leader in Providing Access to Higher Education for 

Diverse Populations of Students 

 

Black Studies is the embodiment of this goal and should be supported and expanded 

with resources and finances.  

 

Goal #2: Improve our ability to boost student outcomes and eliminate 

academic equity gaps with innovative curriculum and support for our 

world-class staff and faculty 

 

Investment in Black Studies would allow for the direct meeting of this second goal.  

 

Goal #3: Advance Our Community Through Comprehensive Research, 

Engagement and Service 

 

As our national champion NY Knicks have shown us, diversity and 

inclusion are our superpowers. We have the ability to continue 

comprehensive research, engagement, and service in a discipline that 

allows for an engagement with the whole.  
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We are three years into the CUNY Strategic Plan, and we have approximately four 

years to accomplish these goals and to move towards greater alignment with our 

own ideals and vision for what this institution that is beautifully made up of 26 

colleges can ultimately be. But, we must not wait, we must not tarry in taking 

action towards accomplishing these goals. To meet the needs of our students, our 

city, our state, and the ideals of a country founded 250 years ago – we must act now. 

We must fund and provide resources to recruit and retain qualified faculty and 

staff. We must invest in interdisciplinary education, and we must make sure that 

we do not make our mission and values an afterthought in our funding plans.  

 

 

 

Jervette R. Ward, Ph.D. (she/her) 

Chair & Associate Professor 

The Black Studies Department, CCNY 

jervette@ccny.cuny.edu 

www.ccny.cuny.edu/blackstudies 
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