Comprehensive Dual Enrollment in New York City: The College Now program at The City University of New York (CUNY)
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College Now is CUNY’s largest early college program, enlisting all 17 colleges and nearly 400 NYC public high schools in its mission to help prepare students for high school graduation and success in college. This “enhanced dual enrollment program” provides multiple pathways to college-readiness, including college-credit courses, preparatory courses and workshops, experiential-based summer programs, and access to campus facilities and cultural offerings. In 2010-2011, 20,000 students generated 28,000 enrollments, including 6,500 enrollments in pre-college and remedial education activities and 1,500 students enrolling in our campus-based summer programs.

Promising Strategy: College Now dual enrollment is offered before and after high school, both on college campuses and in high schools across NYC.  Participation is free to all public school students.  College Now directors from the 17 CUNY campuses work with school leaders, counselors and teachers to implement the program, with about 60% of program activities – college-credit and pre-college courses – taking place on the high school campus and the remaining courses held at the college campus. Students participating in a CN program on a college campus generally attend two-times a week in the afternoon, or they come on Saturdays.  Courses based in high school buildings meet two to four days per week – usually in the morning and dependent on the seat-time associated with college credit.  Pre-college offerings vary, ranging from 21 hours to about 54 hours; 54-hour activities typically equate with 1 high school credit.

College Now has been shown to promote college enrollment, to increase credit accumulation, and to support college retention (Karp and Calcagno et al. 2007; Allen and Dadgar 2012). College Now provides opportunities for more rigorous coursework in the last years of high school and allows students to earn college credit that can be applied toward a degree at a CUNY campus or toward many college programs outside the system.  The majority of college credit courses transfer as equivalent or elective credit across CUNY (and elsewhere), thus helping to accelerate learning; according to Adelman (2007), earning credit before college matriculation helps move students closer to the important threshold of earning 20 credits by the end of the first year of college.  In addition to academic outcomes, dual enrollment helps students practice the role of college student (Karp 2006), an especially beneficial process for low-income students, first generation college-goers, and other traditionally underrepresented students.  

College Completion Obstacle:  Last year, less than 20% of NYC public school graduates met college-ready academic benchmarks for CUNY.  For students from populations traditionally underrepresented in postsecondary education, college retention and completion rates are low, with six-year rates ranging from 29% for students who started full-time in an associate degree program in fall 2005 to 54% for full-time first-time entrants in baccalaureate programs in the same year.  While many of the most academically-accomplished high school students are surrounded by messages about college, for many students in the academic mid-range -- and for underrepresented students—explicit conversations about college and authentic preparation for college-level study are lacking.  These students are at-risk of not receiving appropriate college counseling in school and not enrolling in rigorous coursework in their senior year, factors that are related to successful college transition. 

Theory of Action: When CUNY ended open admissions at its senior colleges in 1999, the University expanded dual enrollment across all 17 CUNY campuses in an effort to provide opportunities for high school students city-wide to participate in a rigorous, early college experience.  The mission of College Now is to help more public high school students in NYC graduate and enroll in college prepared to do college-level work.  Dual enrollment sends important signals to students, their families, and high school teachers and administrators about what is expected in a college course and how colleges function. 

History of Development: The expansion of dual enrollment across 17 campuses -- a mix of community, comprehensive, and senior (baccalaureate-granting) colleges -- necessitated instituting a formal partnership model to connect dozens of high schools with one CUNY campus that is, for the most part, in geographic proximity to the school.  Campus-based program staff interact with high school administrators, students, campus academic and administrative departments, and program leaders in the University’s Central Office in order to design programming during the academic year and in the summer.  The foundation of the program is college-credit coursework; however, programs offer developmental/remedial education courses, theme-based high school-credit courses, and college access workshops intended to broaden the program’s reach by serving students who have not met the academic eligibility benchmarks for college-credit courses.  In NYC, this has enabled the program to reach a more representative population, as well as provide earlier opportunities for students to engage in college-sponsored activities that support successful college transition.

Two University policies support broader access to college-level study for dual enrollment participants.  First, for matriculating CUNY students, meeting or exceeding specific scores on the New York State high school Regents exams in English or math exempts them from having to enroll in remedial courses at CUNY (SAT or ACT scores also serve this function).  Second, CUNY’s community colleges offer some introductory college-credit classes for students to take alongside remedial coursework.  College Now builds off these practices, first by allowing students to take credit courses without having to sit for an additional entrance exam if they have the requisite Regents scores, and second by allowing College Now participants at the community colleges to take some college courses if they have somewhat lower Regents scores.  A third policy -- a state education policy that requires K-12 teachers to hold a master’s degree -- contributes to program implementation, as more than half of college-credit course sections are taught by high school teachers who have been appointed by college academic departments to teach dual enrollment courses.  This arrangement has increased access to a broader range of students by opening courses at the high school; it has also supported high school teachers’ understanding of the college curriculum and classroom.  Campuses employing this model have departmental faculty provide oversight and professional development for school-based courses.  
Moving forward, College Now is building a structure to allow schools to partner with both a community and senior college.  This will help build a pathway for more students into college-credit activities.

Outcomes: College Now has an extensive research and evaluation agenda; the program reports descriptive statistics with regard to program participation and college outcomes.  For example, 90% of students who participated in College Now and graduated enrolled in college, as compared to 58% college enrollment for NYC public high school graduates overall.  African American and Latino students taking college-credit classes showed more positive gains in credits earned in the first semester, GPA, and third-semester persistence than did Asian and White students, thus closing the achievement gap in college outcomes.  And for participants whose Regents scores were below the CUNY benchmark for exemption from remediation, those who matriculated at CUNY in fall 2008 1) had a GPA that was .23 higher than students with a similar academic profile but who did not participate; 2) earned, on average, 1.49 additional credits in the first semester; and 3) were retained to a third semester at a rate 7.1 percentage points greater than non-participants within the same Regents score band.

College Now program management is based on extensive data collection and usage.  In addition to descriptive analyses, program staff have employed quasi-experimental methods to determine correlation and potential causality between program participation and long-term outcomes (Allen and Dadgar 2012; Michalowski 2007).  External researchers (Karp and Calcagno et al. 2007) have replicated several of these results with respect to higher rates of college enrollment, increased GPA and credits earned, and increased persistence to the third semester, especially for students in career and technical (CTE) programs.  
What didn’t Work: For several years, College Now staff running local programs and administrators in CUNY’s central office assumed that the diversity of NYC schools was reflected in the program.  But when we disaggregated data by race/ethnicity and gender, we recognized a large participation gap for minority males.  The reasons were multiple, but one lesson learned is that the postsecondary expectations in some schools are different for different groups of students.  A deliberate recruitment strategy based on school-wide data (and program outcomes data) has improved outreach in schools.  

A second lesson arose from the development of pre-college coursework.  Initially, individual campus programs --especially at the senior colleges -- worked with college faculty and high school teachers independently to create a range of activities for students who were not eligible for college-credit activities.  Course development and implementation varied, and outcomes were inconclusive.  Consequently, central office program administrators employed a strategy to develop discipline specific, theme-based courses that scaffolded the improvement of literacy or quantitative skills (Meade and Hofmann 2007).  The result, College Now Foundation Courses (CNFCs), has expanded program participation and influenced basic skills instruction at several of the community colleges.
Suggestions for Replication: College Now operates in one of the few states without explicit dual enrollment policy (Barnett and Stamm 2010). Therefore, program and fiscal policies are coordinated among major stakeholders, with the University directing the work primarily. At the heart of the program is partnership between a school and college campus. In order to replicate a model that reaches more students in the academic mid-range, high school and college leaders should commit to the following principles: communicating openly and collegially; sharing secondary and postsecondary outcomes data; engaging faculty and teachers directly in conversations about alignment and dual enrollment program expectations/ outcomes; sharing responsibility for student success in high school and college; and incentivizing programmatic innovation.
An important consideration in dual enrollment is available resources, and questions will arise with regard to which segment of education should pay for these programs.  While different funding policies will influence programming, College Now has established many cost-saving practices.  For example, rather than charge the program tuition for each student (ranging currently from $150 to $215 per credit depending on the college type), the University waives tuition and pays the faculty salary, instead, which is usually an adjunct rate.  This approach saves about $10,000 per course.  Additionally, the programs recycle textbooks each semester, replacing full sets only about every four years.  The success of this strategy is supported by careful coordination with college academic departments.
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