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ABSTRACT

In 1970, the City University of New York (CUNY)
adopted an open—admissions policy, under which any student with a
high school degree has the right of access to CUNY community
colleges. Subsequently, CUNY was faced with large numbers of students
in need of basic skills instruction. By the end of the 1970's, the
Freshman Skills Assessment Program (FSAP) was established
university-wide to assess competencies in writing, mathematics, and
read.ng. A study was conducted to compare the current freshman cohort
with the first open—admissions cohort to determine whether there had
been a significant decline in the educational outcomes of the student
body at the community college level since the institution of the
open—access policy. Two cohorts of students attending New York City
Technical College were compared in terms of demographic measwures,
educational background, FSAP scores, and measures of college
performance. The study revealed that over the 20-year period ttere
has been a consistency in academic performance outcomes and
educational background. Specific study findings included the
following: (1) members of the first open—admissions cohort (the 1980
cohort) finished their first year of college with a 1.91 grade point
average (GPA) and 16 earned credits, compared to the 1989 sample
which earned a mean GPA of 1.88 and averaged 12 earned credits; (2)
that portion of the 1980 freshman cohort that would have been
admitted under previous admissions criteria (the "regular' cohort)
finished their first year of study with a 2.49 GPA and 25 earned
credits; (3) 25% of the 1980 cohort, 24% of the 1989 cohort, and 227
of the "regular" cohort did not return for the second year; (4) 74
of the 1980 cohort, 75% of the "regular' cohort, and 917 of the 1989
cohort reported that they were the first in their family to attend
college; (5) 80% of the 1989 cohort, 43% of the 1980 cohort, and 40%
of the "regular'" cohort were either working or anticipated the need
to work during the school year. (ECC)
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Open—-Admissions: What has Changed in Two Decades At the

Asscciates Deqree Instituticons of CUNY?

In the twenty years since the City University of New York
(CUNY) instituted an open—admissions policy, it was found that
educaticnal background and predictors of academic success among a
samnle of Freshman enrolled in Ssscciate Degree programs have
remained significantly consistent since CUNY enbarked on a

controversial open—-admissions policy in 1970,
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Onen-Admissions: What has Changed in Two Decades &t the

Asscciates Degree Institutions of CUNYT

Introduction

Since its incepticn the City University of New York has
played a large vole in the education of New York City's poor and
immigrant population. This tradition dating back one hundred and
forty—-three years, has been instrumental in assisting hundreds of
thousands of CUNY graduates out of the arip of poverty {(Gerelick,
19813 .

CUNY at the undergraduate level, is a university comsisting
of 18 senior colleges, 4 community colleges and 1 Technical
college campus system. FPricor to 1970 the admissicons standard was
a minimum high school average of 87 to enter the senicr colleges,
and 7% to enter the community colleges. Howevenr, in the wake of
the civil—rights and cther equalitarian movements of the sixties,
the City University under pressuwre to provide greater access to

populations widerrepresented at CUNY, in 1970 adopted an open-

admissions policy, under which students have been admitted fto the
senior colleges with high school averages of 80 and above (within
academic course werk) or those in the teop 50 percentile of their
high schoel graduating class. All others with a high school
degree have the right of access to the community colleges.

Since 1970 several sducaticnal and soccial factors have led
to the notion of the “"Closing American Mind" (Bloom, 19875
perception. Educaticon within ocw nation's inner-cities has becomne
increasingly problematic, and the New York City system is no

3 .
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exception. The literatuwre points to a variety of interrelated
fartors which have contributed to the difficulty of educating
inmer-city youth over the last two decades, such as economic
impoverishment, poorly =2ducated parents, unprecedented viclence,
the drug epidemic and the self-fulfilling prophecy of fallwe.
There is a long sccial-psycholagical tradition which
concludes that such conditiong create negative attitudes toward
scheal, diminish educaticnal achievement and contribute to the
appallingly high drop-out vrate among high schocl students in our
mation's inner—cities. In New York City public school system 53%
of the high schanl student population drop-cut. However, the
drop-out rate could be as much as 72% for minority populatiors
(Tack Force on New York State drop-~out Froblems, 19864); United
States Beneral Accounting Report-Congressional Rapert, 1787).
fdditionally, even among those who are graduated from high
schocl, employment cpportunities in New York City are limited
because of the rising educational credentials needed for entry
inta the desivable labor market. The traditienal blue collar job
market that was so bountiful in the sarly to mid-sixties in New
York City has now dwindled to a mere shadow of itself today.
Therefore, the value of the high school degree has declined. This
devaluation has led many high school graduates whoe normally weuld
noet seel a college educaticn because of envollment in nen-
academic or vocaticnal high school cwriculs, to do so nowe.
Thus, after the implementaticn of the open-admissions

palicy. CUNY was faced with large numbers of students in need or

43

o




O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

perceived toc be in nged of instructicn in the basic skills. By
the end of the 1970's, the Freshmen Skills Assessment Frogram was
established on a University-wide basis to assess competencies in
wrriting, mathematics and reading. These examinations are required
for all incoming freshmen in order to identify skill
deficiencies. The CUNY Freshmen £kille Assessment Test in
reading is a 4%-item reading comprehensicn subject of the
Descriptive Tests of Larguage Skills (DTLE) (Educational Testing
Bervice, 1978) (DTLS is alsc used naticnally). The DTLS was
specifically desiqgned to identify students who may need special
assistance in particular aspects <f reading and language use
before undertaking standard ceollege level work. In addition to
the reading comprehension subtest, the DTLS alse includes tests
in vecabulary, leogical relationships, and usage.

The CUNY Mathematics Skills Assessment Test is & 40-item
math and algebra test desigrned to identify students with math
deficiencies. The mathematics test is a locally constructed test,
which measures basic mathematical skills i1n whole numbers,
fracticns, decimals, percents, vatic and proporiticon, signed
numbers, squaticns, Fythagorean Theorem, word problems and all
forms of algebraic representations.

The CUNMY thriting Skills Pssessment Test, which was also
locally constructed, consists of an essay type examination, in
which a student must cheoose one of twe topizs. There are more
than two dazen forms of this examinaticn., all cn argumentative

topics at rvoughly the same level of difficulty. This examination
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was also locally constructed. For the reading examination there
are eight forms, and ten forms for the mathematics examination.

To date, there has not been a comparison study of the
cwrrent Freshmen cohort and the first epen-admissions cohort.
Therefoare, the focus of this work will be toe ask the following
questicn: has there been a significant decline in the educational
outcomes of the student body at the community college level since
CUNY instituted the cpen-admissions policy 7

This effort will employ & multiple data cellection method
to compare the 1989 Freshmen cohort and the first open-

admissions cohoert at New York City Technical College (City Techi.

Method

A& multiple collection of the data was undertaken to compare
the 1989 Freshmen with the first apen—admissions community
college cohort. This work will include data collected from the
historical literature centering arcund educaticonal backgraouwnds,
academic autcomes of the acpen—admissicons corort and the cohort
which would have bsen admitted toe CUNY before the open-admisslions
poelicy was implemented. For comparative puwposes, the data wers
collscted from the official cellege records of this 1989 sample,
and from a questiomaire which was administered to the 19879

Freshmen cohort.

Duantitative data: The guantitative data was placed into four

categories: 1) demographic measuwres, which includes the

:
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respondent's gender, ethnic background, family income, mother's
educational attainment, father's educaticnal attainment,
respondent ‘s scurces of ircome, sibilings attending or having
attended college, and the respondent's reasons for attending
college: 2) educaticnal backgrownd such as the number of high
school academic unite taken, high school average, high school
average in math and English: 3) sceres an CUNY's standardized
assessment examinaticons to include the respondent's CUNY math
score, CUNY reading score and CUNY writing score: 4) measures of
callege performance, which include the respondent's GFA avver twoe
semesters, number of college credits earned over the two semester
pericd and the students emrcllment or persistence status after
twn semesters.

ata categories two (2),three (3) and fouwr (4) were

putracted from the coilege's official recards. Category cne (1)

b

[l
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extracted from a questicnnaire. The gquestionnaire was
adminmistered in the Fall of 1989 to 500 freshmen students
enrclled in the Freshmen Year Experience cowses entitled
Academic Access 101.

The instructors administered the gquesticmairvre o their
rlasses (on the first day of classes) at the beginning of the
period and the gquestionnaires were collected after completion.
Appraximately 300 gquesticnnaires were returned completed. This
sample represents approximately 10% of the entering Freshmen

class.
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Historical Comparative Analysis: For comparison puwrposes this

study used a ten year longitudinal study of the first entering

class under open-admissicons entitled Right Versus Privilege: The

Open Admissicns Experiment At The City University of New York

(Lavin, Alba & 3ilberstein, 1981), which confaing & detailed
analvsis of the first three open-admissicns cohorts, and the
cohort that would have been admitted hefore CUNY adopted the
cpen—-admissions policy. Because Lavin et al. cites tne mean
scores for educational background and academic porformance
outcomes of the 1970, 1971 and 1972 cpen—admissions cohort, this
effort will combine and compute one mean score for each of the
areas menticned abeve. These combined mean scores will serve as
the standard of comparison for this study.

Since, CUNY did not establish the Freshman Skills Assessment
Examination program until the late 1970's, hence Right Versus
Frivileags contains, nelther the pass/fail rate for these
examinaticns nor the students' parental edacational attainment.

Therefore, this study uses Scciceconemic Origing and Educaticnal

Backarcund of an Entering Class at CUNY  (L.avin, Frotash, Kramer,

Bhouraskar, 1983), a twe year longitudinal study of the 1980

Freshman Cohort at CUNY which does contain these data analyszes.
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Table 1 revzals that the cpen-admissions cohort finished
their first year of callege with a .91 GFA and 1& earned
credits. The data from the 1989 sample suggesis that the mean GFA
iz 1.88 with 12 earnsd credits. By comparison, the Freshmen
cohort which would have been admitited before the open—admissicons
policy {defined in this study as regular students) floished the
first yvear of study with a 2.4%9 GFA and 29 sarned oredits.

The average number of academic cowses taken in high schocl
for the 1989 sample is 9.4, and .4 for the epen—admissions

comnunity—-college cohort, in comparison to 18 high schocl

m

cademic couwrses taken by the “regular"” studenis.

Twenty-five percent of thez cpen—-admissicns community-college
cohort did not return for the second year. Twenrnby-—fowr percent of
the 198% cchort did nect return for the second year. in comparisan
to 22% for the "regular®” cechort.

place table 1 about heve
Seventy—fouwr percent of the cpen-—admissions cohort, 73% of
the "“regular" cohort and ?21% of the 1989 cohcrt stated that they
were the first in their family to attend college.

Eighty percent of the 1989 sample 434 of the open-—
admissions cohort sand 40% of the "regqular' cohort were either
working or anticipabting the need to work during the school yeer.

The mean Tamily income of the “regular' cohort was $8,387;

710
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the 1970 cohort reported $ 7,244, in comparison to the 1989
cohart who reported a mean family incoms of $12,300,. These data
suggest that the earning power of families of the 1989 sample has
been sericusly diminished, underscoring the need to work during
the school year.

When asked %o give two reasons for attending college, 739
of the cpen—admissions cohort responded, to earn more money and
to get a better job, while 88% of the 1989 cohort responded in
this mamier (there were no data for the "regular” cochort).

Rlack and hispanic students emrclled at the community
colleges for the first cpen-—admissions cchort was 31%, while 674
of the 1989 Freshmen cohort responded that they were either black
or hispanic.

place table 2 abocut here

As mentioned earlier, since the City University did not
institute a University-wide standardized testing system until
several years after 1970, I will now twn te the 1980 cohort
study to compare the standardized mean test scores of the CUNY
Freshmen Skills Assessment, and to compare parental education in
the two groups.

Table 3 reveals that S1% of the 1989 sample failed the CUNY
reading examinaticn during their first attempt at the
examination, compared to 56% of the 1980 community-college cohort

groupi S4% of this sample failed the CUNY math examinaticn

10
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(during their first attempt); compared to &74 of 1980 cohort
groeup and &4% of this sample fal .ed the CUNY writing(during their
firet attempt! in coceoparison te 7i% of the 1980 cohort.

place table 3 shout here

Farty—twa percent of the respondents in the 1789 sample
report that their mothers education as some high school or less,
in comparison te Z5Y% of the 1980 community college cohort.
Twenty—-five percent o the 1989 sample reporied that their
mothers had graduated from high schoel in comparison te 314 of
the 1980 community-college cohovrt aroup and 28% of fthe mothers of
the 1983% cohort had some or more of college, in compariscn to 20%
of the mothers of the (9280 communiity-college Freshmen cohort,

Thirty—fouwr percent ef the 1989 sample report their

father's education as having some high school or less in
camparison to S58% of the 1980 community- college cohort groups
27% of the 198% sample reporied that thely fathers had araduated
from high schocol, in compariscon te 26% of the 1980 community-
college cohart group. Twenty—two percent of the fathers of the
1987 ceochart had seme or move of college, in comparison to 254 of
the 1980 cohort. EBecause of the large pervcentage (1743 that did
not know their father's education, it is difficult te draw &
comparative conclusion.

Forty-nine percent of the 1989 sample had/have siblirngi(s)

enrolled in cellege, in comparison to 39% of the 1980 communi ty-—-

" 0EST COPY AVAILABLE




coellege caheort group.

place table 4 about here

Thiz effort has at ~mpted a multiple method approach in
analyzing the historical compariscon of twe Freshmen cohorts
divided by twenty vears.

The data suggests that the sducation cubtcomes of the two
aroups are mutually consistent. Intersstingly, the percentage of

basic skill proficiency as tested by the CUNY assessment

examination has risen cver the last decade in all three tested
areas for the 1989 ccochort.

In summary, over the 20 years since the implementation of
the cpen—admissicns pelicy at CUNY at the Asscciates degree
level, there has been a consistency of academic performance
cutcemes, although these data suggest a widening of the socia-
economic chasm between the open-admigsions cohort and the 1989
cohaort.

Of the many limitations of this study, the sample size was
small and confined to New York City Technical College. Expanding
the sample to the other CUNY pepulations may vesult in an

enhancement of the findings herein.
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Table 1

Freshman Cohort Open--admissgions/ 1989

Educational Qutcomes Comparisons

regular open 1989
___________________________________ N=1S,720___ o N=30G
GFA 2.49 1.91 1.8
TOTALCRT 25 14 12
ACADEMUN 12 .4 .6
Return 2nd Year 78% 75V Tan

GPA= academic index after two semesters TOTALCRT= total credits
marned over the two semesters, ACADMUN= high schecl academic

wiits
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Tahle &

Freshmen Cohori Open-admissions—198%9

Sccic—econcomic Compacison

regular open

SN b b £ 4 =

st to attend college 75% 71%
need to work GOY% 43%
family income $2,327 $7 266
emrolled in college

for better job and to

garn more money - TS
% black & Hispanic 204 31%

16

i9e9
_N=300_
Fi%
S0%

$12,300
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Table 3

Freshmen Coheort 1280-1%98292 CLUNY_ Assessment

Examination Compariscn of First Attempt Non—proficiency

1980 1989

Reading S5&% 51%
Math b&T7% S4%

Writing Fi% &4Y,

17

_N=T7 144 N=300_




Table &%

Freshmen Coheort 19280-198% Educaticonal

Attainment of Students'! Family

1980 1989
N7 b N=B0O0
Mothers Education
some high school or less S5% H42%
graduated high school 31% 23 %
some college or more 20Y% 28%
don't know - S%
Fathers Educaticon
some high school or less S8% 34%
graduated high scheool 26% 27%
some colleqge or more 25% 22
den 't know - 17%
siblings attending/attended college avu 4%

18
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