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As Spring semester got underway, faculty across CUNY found themselves grappling with requirements laid 
out by the central administration under the Pathways initiative, the system-wide overhaul of general educa-
tion. Many faculty are concerned that the new requirements will diminish the education of their students, 
especially in areas such as foreign languages, history and the sciences. Above, Antonella Ansani, chair of 
QCC’s Foreign Languages and Literatures Department, works with student Radika Grandison. The PSC is 
organizing a town hall meeting on Pathways on March 8 at 6:00 pm – see page 7 for details. 	 PAGEs 6-7

American Association of University Professors  ●  American Federation of Teachers  ●  N.Y.C. Central Labor Council  ●  N.Y.S. AFL-CIO  ●  New York State United Teachers

Business elites have wrecked private-
sector pension funds for years. Now 
they are demanding rollbacks in  
public sector pensions in New York 
and elsewhere. � Pages 2, 10, 12

Corporate looters  
raiding retirement

PENSION HEIST

Most galaxies have a supermassive 
black hole at their center. BMCC’s 
Saavik Ford tells Clarion that the 
surrounding material is shaped  
like a doughnut.� Page 4

BMCC prof sheds  
light on black holes

supermassive

Preliminary findings from the 
union’s two-year study on race and 
employment at CUNY were discussed 
at a December forum. A full report 
will be issued later this year.� Page 5

Union-backed study 
on CUNY and race

diversity
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Details on page 7.
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By PETER HOGNESS

In this year’s executive budget pro-
posal, Governor Andrew Cuomo 
has included support for CUNY’s 
mandatory costs – including adjunct 
health coverage. PSC President Bar-
bara Bowen called it “great news for 
the start of the new year” in a report 
to union delegates in January.

“This is a major step,” and we got 
here because thousands of members 
demanded that CUNY to do the right 
thing,” said Bowen. “The inclusion of 
this funding recognizes, at last, that 
health insurance for eligible adjuncts 

“It’s time to rebuild the middle class, 
not attack what’s left of it,” says the 
New York State AFL-CIO in a state-
wide radio ad that began running on 
February 8. The ad is part of a hard-
hitting campaign against proposed 
legislation that would reduce pen-
sion benefits for future public work-
ers, including those hired at CUNY. 
Targeting “firefighters, teachers, 
nurses, school bus drivers, police 
officers – the people we all depend 
on – is the wrong way to go.”

PSC says nix tier 6
The PSC strongly opposes the 

“call for a new, poorer pension tier,” 
said PSC President Barbara Bowen 
in a January 17 statement. “Such a 
change, if enacted, would do little to 
address current revenue shortfalls.” 

Cutting benefits for new hires 
would also “sabotage CUNY’s ef-
forts to attract top-quality talent, by 
reducing benefits for new faculty,” 
Bowen said. When then-Governor 
David Paterson won pension cuts 
two years ago with the creation of a 
new Tier 5, the PSC successfully re-
sisted inclusion of CUNY employees. 

Under New York’s constitution, 
pension benefits for current em-
ployees and retirees cannot be cut, 
so the proposal from Gov. Andrew 
Cuomo would affect only those 
hired in the future.

A February 2 report by State 
Comptroller Thomas DiNapoli 
warned that Cuomo’s pension plan 
would hurt faculty recruitment at 
New York’s public universities. Di-
Napoli also concluded that the Tier 6  
plan would cost the State between 
$7 million and $16 million to put into 

effect, and could take a year or more 
to implement.

“New York State and City pen-
sions are fiscally stable and well-
funded,” said PSC Executive Director 
Deborah Bell. “And analysts expect 
State and City revenues to rebound 
long before these proposed 
changes would have a signif-
icant impact on spending.”

Cuomo’s proposed Tier 
6 would make new employ-
ees pay more in order to 
receive less, and would re-
quire them to work longer 
to qualify for benefits. (See 
Clarion, August 2011.) 

At CUNY today, those who enroll 
in the Teachers’ Retirement System 
(TRS) must have five years of total 
service credit to qualify for a pen-
sion.  Under Cuomo’s proposed Tier 
6 legislation, this requirement would 
increase from 5 to 12 years of total 
service credit. (Paterson’s Tier 5 in-
creased this “vesting period” to 10 
years, but CUNY was not affected.)

At present, CUNY employees who 
enroll in TRS are required to contrib-
ute 3% of their gross salary to TRS un-
til they have 10 years of membership 
or credited service; after that time 
they are no longer required to contrib-
ute.  Cuomo’s Tier 6 legislation would 
double this employee contribution to 
6%, and require future members of 
TRS at CUNY to continue these con-
tributions indefinitely. 

Cuomo’s bill would cut pension 
benefits for future members of TRS 
and similar defined-benefit plans, 
reducing the pension multiplier 
from 2% to 1.67% for each year of 
credited service. 

Peter Abbate, chair of the Assem-
bly’s Committee on Government 
Employees, calculated that an em-
ployee earning $50,000 a year after 
30 years of service would get a de-
fined-benefit pension of just $2,000 
a month under the governor’s pro-

posal, according to the civil 
service weekly The Chief. 

Cuomo’s proposal also 
takes aim at future enroll-
ees in TIAA-CREF and 
other defined-contribution 
plans in CUNY’s Option-
al Retirement Program 
(ORP). For future ORP 
enrollees, it would slash 

employer contributions by half or 
more, from their current 8% to 10% 
rate down to 4%. Employee contribu-
tions, currently at 3%, would become 
optional for ORP participants, and 
be matched by the employer up to a 
3% maximum. 

poverty plan
That last provision would push ma-

ny lower-paid members of CUNY’s in-
structional staff to choose such a plan 
in order to skip the employee contri-
bution, observers say, even if that 
meant inadequate income in retire-
ment. Legislators raised similar con-
cerns about a provision in Cuomo’s 
plan requiring new public employees 
to choose between a 401(k) plan, with 
a smaller required contribution, and 
a traditional defined-benefit pension. 
Some warned that the 401(k) option 
could leave many lower-paid retirees 
on food stamps.

[For more on the attack on public 
pensions, see page 12. For what you 
can do, see box at top right.]	 – PH
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is defined as a title that is part of 
CUNY’s Executive Compensation 
Plan. In other words, it will now be 
a salaried position.

This “golden parachute” is very 
inappropriate at a time when stu-
dents are being asked to pay more 
and CUNY college campuses asked 
to accept austerity budgets. One can 
only imagine the salary for which 
Chancellor Goldstein may end up 
teaching a course or two per se-
mester in Accounting 101 or Intro-
duction to Statistics at Baruch. For 
such expenditures, several profes-
sors or multiple adjuncts could be 
appointed. Quite a clear statement 
to those in the 99%.

Peter Ranis
York College & The Graduate Center 

(emeritus)

● In the scheme of arbitrary 80th 
Street initiatives, the following 
item in the recent Bylaws amend-
ments, which passed without dis-
cussion by the Board of Trustees 
on November 28, may not appear 
monumental – but it is a flagrant 
abuse of power and the accumu-
lation of privilege and wealth. 
In Item No. 5, Art. 6, the Board 
created a new title of Chancellor 
Emeritus, allowing for the appoint-
ment of five years for a departing 
chancellor. 

CUNY has designated departing 
chancellors as “chancellor emeri-
tus” in the past. But those titles, 
like faculty emeritus positions, were 
honorary and unpaid. What is new 
in this Bylaw change is that, for the 
first time, “chancellor emeritus” 

No wonder there 
was no discussion...

Letters to the editor
Write to: Clarion/PSC, 61 Broadway, 15th Floor, New York, NY 10006.  
E-mail: phogness@pscmail.org. Fax: (212) 302-7815.

Adjunct health care progress
is a mandatory cost for the Univer-
sity. But funding is not yet secure. 
Now we must work to ensure that it 
remains in the final budget.” 

‘unfair burden’
“An unfair burden is placed on the 

thousands of part-time faculty…who 
teach the majority of CUNY courses, 
usually without the support or com-
pensation they deserve,” Bowen 
testified at a February budget hear-
ing. “Stable funding for the ongoing 
expense of health insurance for eligi-

Make our 
voices heard
Join other PSC members in meet-
ing with State legislators this 
spring. We’ll press for full support 
for CUNY’s budget priorities, in-
cluding adjunct health insurance, 
increased funding and more full-
time positions, plus opposing at-
tacks on public sector pensions. PSC 
delegations will travel to Albany on 
March 5-6, March 14, March 19-20, 
and May 21-22; on other dates union 
activists will meet with legislators 
in their district offices in NYC. For 
more information, contact Amanda 
Magalhaes (amagalhaes@psc mail.
org, or call 212-354-1252).

Winter gathering

Former chapter chair Jack Judd (center) speaks during the PSC Retirees Chap-
ter’s February meeting.

ble adjuncts” is essential to CUNY’s 
ability to provide education, she said 
– as basic as heat in the classrooms 
or electricity in a computer lab.

The union is also seeking addi-
tional operating funding for CUNY, 
to help repair the damage from past 
years of budget cuts (see page 
3). But continued funding for 
mandatory costs, which has 
not been assured in the past, 
is seen as a crucial starting 
point.

“I tell my students that the 
funding we get for CUNY, we 
only get because we go up and push 
these legislators,” said Adam Tripp, 
an adjunct lecturer in economics at 
Bronx Community College. “It’s not 
because someone just decides to be 
nice to us. We have to tell them about 
our struggles, and let them know 
we’re looking for their support.”

Tripp has signed up to join with 
other PSC members in a grassroots 
lobbying effort, meeting with leg-
islators in the Capitol and in their 
home districts in New York City. “I 
first got involved with the union last 

spring,” Tripp told Clarion, when 
he joined union and student delega-
tions going to Albany. “It was a good 
experience, to be there in solidarity 
with each other and make sure that 
we were heard.” 

“The CUNY administration has 
made adjuncts indispensable to 
the running of the University, but 

has consistently failed to 
adequately compensate 
them or provide them with 
reasonable job security,” 
said Alex Vitale, associ-
ate professor of sociology 
at Brooklyn College. “This 
is a big step forward, but 

numerous challenges remain.”
“I know someone who’s taught 

at CUNY as an adjunct for many 
years, who needs medication to 
stay alive,” said Troy Anderson, 
an adjunct lecturer in English at 
LaGuardia. “It sounds dramatic, 
but health coverage is a serious is-
sue – and in some cases it’s literally 
a matter of life and death.”  

Continued health coverage for 
all faculty is important for CUNY 
students, Anderson added. “If we 
start losing our basic benefits, a lot 

‘It’s time to 
rebuild  
the middle 
class, not 
attack what’s  
left of it.’

of good teachers will leave CUNY 
for other work,” he said, “especially 
since we don’t get that much money 
in the first place.”

speaking out
Connie Gemson, an adjunct 

who has taught at LaGuardia for 
15 years, urged PSC members to 
join the union’s grassroots lobby-
ing effort (see box, above). “This is 
our chance to make our priorities 
known,” Gemson told Clarion. 

But funding not yet secure

Grassroots 
lobbying 
push 
continues 
this spring.
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By PETER HOGNESS

After three years of steady cuts to 
CUNY, the executive budget pro-
posed by Gov. Andrew Cuomo in 
January would largely maintain 
current levels of State support. 
Cuomo’s budget would provide 
funding for CUNY’s mandatory cost 
increases – including maintenance 
of adjunct health insurance funding.

“The faculty and staff who work 
at CUNY are heartened that the gov-
ernor has begun to stabilize CUNY 
funding by following through on 
the promise of a real maintenance 
of effort,” said PSC President Bar-
bara Bowen at a February 1 budget 
hearing in Albany. “Now,” she said, 
“the legislature and the governor 
must begin the work of restoring 
CUNY funding, eroded by years of 
inadequate budgets.” 

The start of this year’s budget 
debates saw a political opening for 
possible increases in community 
college funding. Assembly Speaker 
Sheldon Silver called for the State to 
increase support for the State’s com-
munity colleges as part of an initia-
tive to help the working poor. Silver 
put a spotlight on the issue, identify-
ing community college funding as a 
key issue of economic opportunity.

While welcoming these develop-
ments, Bowen noted that past cut-
backs have put CUNY into a very 
deep hole: “The State must 
make new investments to re-
verse the decline caused by 
the last three years of auster-
ity budgets, which cut $300 
million from CUNY, and 20 
years of disinvestment be-
fore that,” she said. And while the 
executive budget would “provide 
stability” for CUNY, she added, it 
still “relies too heavily on student 
tuition.” Bowen testified at a joint 
hearing of the State Senate Finance 
Committee and the Assembly Ways 
and Means Committee, where she 
and First Vice President Steve Lon-
don represented the PSC. 

a step for adjunct care
In past years, the PSC and its allies 

have too often had to battle against 
executive budget proposals for deep 
cuts in State support, forcing CUNY 
supporters to run hard just to stay in 
the same place. “This year,” said Lon-
don, “the governor provided funds for 
mandatory cost increases while keep-
ing community college base aid fund-
ing and Tuition Assistance funding 
flat. Recent budgets have seen major 
decreases in the latter two.”

Its funding for mandatory costs 
means that Cuomo’s budget in-
cludes stable funding for the ongo-
ing expense of health insurance for 
eligible adjuncts. “We ask for the 
legislature’s support in ensuring 
that this funding remains part of 
the final enacted budget,” Bowen 
said. This “will protect the health – 
and in some cases, the lives – of col-
leagues who do the majority of the 
teaching at CUNY.” (See page 2 for 
more.)

The importance of the commu-
nity colleges for providing oppor-
tunity to the working poor was 
emphasized by Assembly Speaker 
Sheldon Silver in his remarks be-
fore the Governor’s State of the 

State speech when he said 
that Albany must do more. 
“With high unemployment 
and widespread underem-
ployment, more and more 
of our citizens are looking 
to community colleges for 

a new path to a better life,” Silver 
said in a speech on January 4. “By 
law, this State is obligated to fund 
up to 40% of the operational budgets 
of our community colleges, but only 
once in four decades has the State 
fully met that obligation. Now, when 
these learning centers are so impor-
tant to our economy, to our compa-
nies and to our workers, we must 
increase our investment in them.”

Silver was right on target, Bowen 
told legislators, on the growing role 
that community colleges are asked 
to play. In the first two years of the 
current economic crisis, CUNY’s 
community colleges saw their en-
rollment grow by 12%. “Yet as the 
pressure on these colleges has 
grown,” she said, “State support 
has shrunk.” The State has cut 
community college base aid three 
times, since December 2009 – a 24% 
decline.” This reversed progress 
on funding that had been made in 
the middle of the past decade, and 
contributed to moving community 
college funding in the wrong direc-
tion: a total 38% drop in State base 
aid for the community colleges 
since 1990-91.

restore what was lost
To start repairing the damage, 

PSC leaders urged State legislators 
to restore community college base 
aid to its 2008-09 level, adjusted for 

inflation. London told Clarion, “that 
would set the rate per full-time-
equivalent student (FTE) at $2,807, 
an increase of $685. For CUNY, this 
would add up to a total increase of 
$49.4 million in community college 
funds.” He added, “for those who 
think this is a lot to request in a 
tight budget it is simply the amount 
that has been cut from State aid to 
community colleges over the past 
three years.”

going hungry to learn
Senior college funding also needs 

to be restored, PSC representatives 
said. At CUNY’s senior colleges, 
State support per FTE at the se-
nior colleges is down by almost 20% 
since 2008, and by nearly 40% since 
1990. “The only solution,” Bowen ar-
gued, “is to reinvest public dollars in 

CUNY, and make a start in filling 
the hole left by more than 20 years 
of budget cuts.”

This is not just a story of num-
bers, Bowen emphasized. As a con-
sequence of these cuts, she said, 
students “wait in long lines to use 
the handful of computer terminals 
in the library with Internet access, 
as they have no access at home.” 
Some are forced to wait a semester, 
or even a year, before they can get 
into a course without which they 
cannot graduate. 

CUNY students may end up in a 
science lab course that enrolls 30 
people – but only has 20 laboratory 
stations. “This means,” Bowen ex-
plained, “that a third of the class 
‘completes’ an experiment without 
access to scientific equipment,” or 
gaining any hands-on experience. 

But past cuts, current tuition hikes, hurt CUNY
Funding starts to stabilize

PSC President Barbara Bowen (center) testified at an Albany budget hearing, urging reversal of a “trend of underinvestment” 
in CUNY & SUNY. At left, PSC First VP Steve London; at right, NYSUT Executive VP Andy Pallotta.
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“As faculty and staff we do what we 
can to offset these results of aus-
terity funding,” Bowen said. “But 
we know this is no way to run a 
university.”

Constant tuition increases can-
not close this funding gap, Bowen 
told committee members. It would 
take thousands of dollars of in-
creases in annual tuition to make 
up for decades of reductions in 
State support – and union leaders 
said this would raise tuition so high 
that CUNY’s ability to provide af-
fordable, accessible higher educa-
tion would be destroyed.

“While the governor’s proposed 
budget takes an important step 
toward stabilizing CUNY funding, 
it relies too heavily on increased 
tuition,” London told Clarion. At 
CUNY’s senior colleges, tuition has 
gone from 21% of funding in 1990 to 
47% today. At the community col-
leges, it climbed from 22% to 42% 
in the same period. Yet thousands 
of CUNY students, including many 
of the very poor, are not covered by 
New York’s Tuition Assistance Pro-
gram (TAP).

“It is a cruel and persistent myth 
that financial aid protects all low-in-
come students from...tuition hikes,” 
Bowen said. “I can name several 
CUNY students who have told me 
they go to school hungry because 
they don’t have the money for both 
college and food.”

an investment for tomorrow
Bowen thanked legislators for 

adding $9 million in funding for 
SEEK, College Discovery, and other 
opportunity programs when both 
houses came back for a special ses-
sion in December, but she noted that 
without increased funding, CUNY 
plans to limit next September’s in-
coming class in both programs. In 
a broader sense, she argued, all of 
CUNY is an opportunity program – 
and one of the most effective ways 
that State dollars can be spent. 

“No investment offers New York 
more benefit – economically, cul-
turally, intellectually – than invest-
ment in public higher education,” 
Bowen concluded. It is time, she 
said, “to rethink higher education 
funding in New York State.”

A broad community-labor coalition 
wants New York State to plug corpo-
rate tax loopholes – gaps in the tax 
code and in enforcement that cost 
more than $1 billion a year. 

Recovering this revenue “will help 
New York to create jobs...and pre-
vent more devastating budget cuts 
to services and our safety net,” said 
a statement from 99% New York, the 
coalition (including the PSC) backing 
the package of tax reforms.

Albany needs to “eliminate the 
absurd situation where bodegas and 
car repair shops are paying a higher 
rate than Goldman Sachs or Veri-
zon,” said Michael Kink, executive 
director of Strong Economy for All.

“While our students are paying 
more, the highest earners in this 
state continue to get tax breaks,” 
said PSC President Barbara Bowen 

in Albany (see above). “Money is, in 
effect, going right from the pockets 
of our students who cannot afford 
lunch into the bank accounts of 
hedge-fund managers.” 

“New York State’s corporate in-
come taxes have become more and 
more like Swiss cheese as more and 
more tax breaks have been added,” 
said Frank Mauro, executive direc-
tor of the Fiscal Policy Institute. 
“The result of these developments 
is that general business corpora-
tions have gone from carrying 9.6% 
of New York State’s tax load in the 
1970s to 4.3% last year.”

dodging the bill
Real estate partnerships are 

dodging State and local taxes by 
underreporting and misreporting 
capital gains from real estate sales, 

costing New York State between 
$200 million and $700 million each 
year, warned 99% New York.

Another loophole targeted by the 
coalition is the current exemption 
for hedge fund profits under New 
York City’s Unincorporated Busi-
ness Tax. And hedge fund manag-
ers who make their money in New 
York but live elsewhere don’t pay 
New York taxes, another kind of 
special treatment that the coalition 
aims to end.

Observers in the capital say 
these reforms have a shot at being 
passed, reflecting how Occupy Wall 
Street and related organizing have 
changed the political atmosphere. 
Occupy Albany’s Colin Donnaruma 
told the Times-Union that the tax 
changes would “generate much-
needed revenue for the 99%.”	 – PH

Move to close tax loopholes
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By JOHN TARLETON

When Katherine Saavik Ford was 
a young child, one of her favorite 
places was the Hayden Planetarium 
at the American Museum of Natural 
History. Today, she works there. 

Ford, 33, is an associate professor 
of astronomy at BMCC, a member of 
CUNY’s doctoral faculty in physics 
and a research associate in the de-
partment of astrophysics at the mu-
seum. Ford and her husband, fellow 
astronomer Barry McKernan, work 
together on the study of supermas-
sive black holes. 

Ford’s interest in the stars was 
inspired by those regular trips to 
the planetarium from her home 
in Flushing, Queens, checking out 
models of the planets or gazing up 
at projections of the night sky on the 
planetarium’s curved ceiling. 

“It was a window onto the uni-
verse,” she recalls. “I wanted to know 
more.” Clarion spoke with Ford about 
where that curiosity has led.

What are some things you remember 
from your planetarium visits as a girl?

The planetarium had these scales 
that would allow you to see how 
much you would weigh if you were 
visiting another planet, like how 
much you’d weigh on Jupiter. The 
idea that you could be somewhere 
so far away that you could weigh 
differently, that amazed me. 

And there was the Willamette 
Meteorite. It’s the largest meteor-
ite ever found in North America, 
a 15-ton lump of iron and nickel 
from the core of a protoplanet that 
shattered in the early days of the 
solar system. I remember touching 
it when I was five years old – my 
dad lifted me up when the guards 
weren’t looking. The idea that you 
could touch it, that rocks could fall 
out of space and you could study 
them, was so cool.

So, enlighten us on the subject of 
black holes.

Black holes are collapsed stars 
whose gravitational pull is so strong 
that not even light can escape. They 
are formed at the end point of a mas-
sive star’s life. Supermassive black 
holes, which probably result from the 
glomming together of many smaller 
black holes, are found in the center of 
almost all known galaxies. They con-
tain the mass, of one million to ten bil-
lion suns all compressed into a single 
point not even one nanometer across. 

Barry and I studied 245 super-
massive black holes, and worked to 
analyze the light coming from mate-
rial falling into the black hole. The 
generally accepted picture is that 
there’ll be a very flat, thin disk of 
material directly feeding the black 
hole – very hot stuff. The hot stuff 
shines, just because it’s hot. 

Outside of that, the material gets 
cooler and is puffed up, forming a 
kind of doughnut around the hole. 
There are some serious theoreti-
cal problems with this picture of 
the structure and it’s probably too 
simplistic. But the main point of 

our study is that no matter what 
you think the structure is, it has to 
be very, very consistent, because 
the ratio of energetic light (X-rays) 
to less energetic light (infrared) is 
very consistent. That means the ra-
tio of hot to cool stuff should also be 
very consistent.

Where is this research headed?
Astronomers have traditionally 

studied and cataloged supermassive 
black holes on a case-by-case basis. 
We call it ‘stamp collecting.’ There 
wasn’t enough cross talk between 
theory and observation. I think 
that’s beginning to change.

In our own work, our last few pa-
pers have focused on comparing the 
planet-forming disks around young 
stars and the accretion disks 
around supermassive black 
holes, with the smaller black 
holes playing the role of planets. 
Some of the findings come from 
the model for planet-forming 
disks, which probably can be 
“imported” into our work al-
most wholesale. My former field of 
study was strongly related to planets 
and planet formation. You could say 
this synthesis is in part the result of 
our romantic and scientific marriage.

What are you working on now?
We are mostly focused on de-

veloping instruments that will be 
placed on the James Webb Space 
Telescope, which will be stationed 
900,000 miles from the Earth start-
ing in 2018. This telescope will make 
it possible to see faint objects next to 

very bright objects at great distanc-
es. It will be like being able to see a 
firefly next to a lighthouse. This will 
enable us to see structures near su-
permassive black holes and help us 
understand how these things feed.

Why is it important to study black holes?
It gives a better understanding 

of gravity, which will yield a bet-
ter understanding of the physics of 
the universe. It could, for instance, 
lead to new developments in fields 
of energy. In 1850, we had no idea 
what the benefit from the theory of 
electricity would be. 

And knowledge is valuable for 
its own sake. It’s good to wonder, 
to be curious and able to explore. 
Everything we do doesn’t have to 

be quantifiable down 
to the last penny. The 
value of studying Eng-
lish will someday help 
you write the memo the 
boss wants, but that’s 
not what English is for. 

I don’t know what’s 
behind my interest to explore – and 
that is how I think of it – but I think if 
I’d been born in a different time and 
place (and probably of a different 
gender) I might have been a sailor 
or other type of explorer. 

I did have aspirations to be an 
astronaut, and I’m not sure I’d turn 
them down today if someone offered 
me a slot. I’d have a hard time saying 
yes to a Mars mission, with a three-
and-a-half-year-old kid. Two-and-a-
half years’ minimum duration, very 
high risk – talk about work-family 

problems! But maybe when he’s off 
to college....

If, God forbid, I were to be diag-
nosed with a terminal illness to-
morrow, I would strongly consider 
cashing out my retirement account 
to buy a ticket [for a space flight] on 
Virgin Galactic.

Does the fact that you and your 
husband are in the same department 
affect the balance between work and 
the rest of your life?

Barry and I like teaching in the 
same department a lot. It makes 
our workload a little lighter as we 
share materials and notes. We also 
have collaborative conversations on 
our subway rides home to Astoria 
at the end of the day. When we get 
off the subway, we switch to talking 
about dinner. Only later, after our 
son has been put to bed, do we talk 
about work again.

To relax I like to knit and do some 
gardening. We live in a ground 
floor rental, so I have a little patch 
out back. I also try to go to the gym 
regularly. 

Where did you study, and when did 
you come to CUNY?

I started at BMCC when I was 28. 
I enrolled at Rensselaer Poly-

technic Institute when I was 16, 
and was 20 when I graduated from 
RPI. I completed my PhD at Johns 
Hopkins at 25, and I was a Carnegie 
Fellow in Washington, DC, for a 
year and a half.

I like teaching at CUNY because 
you feel like you are helping people 

who really need it and aren’t going 
to get it anywhere else. I can’t count 
the number of students who have 
said at the end of a semester, “This 
wasn’t the class I expected – it was 
so much better.”

How and why did you first become 
active in the union?

I started my faculty life at a pub-
lic university in South Carolina, 
where I was an affiliate professor 
while being curator at Ingram 
Planetarium. It was a right-to-work 
state and I felt constantly under 
pressure, in fear of the whims of 
administration. Requests for raises 
were routinely met with a flat “no,” 
even for so-called star professors. 
Also, my mother had been a shop 
steward as a social worker at her 
county mental health clinic. 

When I arrived at CUNY and 
found out that we had a union, I 
signed my card right away and 
started coming to meetings. I’m 
busy with many responsibilities, but 
if I don’t step up, if I’m not active in 
the union, before too long we might 
not have one. I’ve worked under that 
system and I never want to have to 
do that again. 

What has it been like as a female 
scientist entering a mostly male field?

I was often the only female in 
the classroom during my junior 
or senior year in college. When I 
was at RPI, there was an emeritus 
professor who would say women 
should not be allowed in laborato-
ries because it would damage their 
ovaries.

When I started in the physics pro-
gram at RPI, some of my classmates 
told me that I got in only because the 
school was trying to increase its 
diversity. I got a 4.0 that semester, 
which shut them up. 

The biggest gender issue today 
is the effect of childbearing on 
women in STEM [Science, Tech-
nology, Engineering & Mathemat-
ics] fields. Maternity issues are a 
big part of the problem of why we 
have such a gender imbalance in 
the natural sciences. 

There is going to have to be some 
sort of big structural change, be-
cause the time when women sci-
entists are biologically best able 
to have kids is the time in their 
lives when their careers are least 
stable. The first year after I had my 
son was tough. Sometimes I would 
consult behind closed doors with fe-
male colleagues and get tips about 
how to get through it.

What’s it like being a scholar at a 
place you visited so often as a girl?

There are times I stop and say, 
“Oh my God, I work here!”

On nights when I work late at the 
planetarium, I sometimes take our 
son on a walk down the spiral ramp, 
looking at the displays of the plan-
ets. Realizing I have this space to 
myself and with the infectious en-
ergy of a three-and-a-half-year-old 
beside me, it’s like being a kid in a 
candy store.

Unlocking the mysteries of the universe
BMCC astronomer goes where light cannot

Studying 
black holes 
expands our 
knowledge of 
gravity.

Katherine Saavik Ford, faculty member at BMCC and the Graduate Center, stands in front of the Willamette Meteorite, a 
15-ton “lump of iron and nickel” at the American Museum of Natural History, that spurred her interest in outer space as a 
young child. Today Ford works at the museum as a research associate in astrophysics.
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By PETER HOGNESS

A hundred people gathered at the 
end of Fall semester for an update on 
the PSC’s ongoing study on how race, 
gender and ethnicity affect hiring, 
promotion, tenure and reclassifica-
tion at CUNY. The December 9 forum 
at City Tech presented information 
on the project and some of its pre-
liminary findings, followed by dis-
cussion led by the study’s research 
team and members of the union’s 
CUNY and Race Advisory Council.

“The large turnout and the com-
ments at the forum demonstrated 
two things,” said Jonathan Buchs-
baum, a PSC Executive Council 
member and co-chair of the union’s 
Anti-Racism Committee. “Members 
want to see the PSC take an active 
role in improving CUNY’s record on 
race, and they are eager to hear the 
results of the union’s study .” 

The evening’s first speaker was 
Frank Deale, a professor at the 
CUNY School of Law, who provided 
historical context. “To get some his-
torical sense of the idea of affirma-
tive action, you have to go back to 
the Civil War, to the Reconstruction 
Era,” Deale told the audience. It’s 
striking, he said, how contempo-
rary arguments against affirmative 
action, in favor of what is said to be 
a “color-blind” alternative, are fore-
shadowed in those debates. Deale 
quoted a minority report in Congress 
that opposed creating a Freedman’s 
Bureau to provide economic benefits 
to former slaves because there was 
no such agency for white people:

“A proposition to establish a bu-
reau of Irishmen’s affairs, a bureau 
of Dutchmen’s affairs, or one for the 
affairs of those of Caucasian descent 
generally…would, in the opinion of 
your committee, be looked upon as 
the vagary of a diseased brain…
Why the freedmen of African descent 
should become these marked objects 
of special legislation, to the detri-
ment of the unfortunate whites, your 
committee fail[s] to comprehend….”

affirmative action
“So even going back to the period 

immediately after the Civil War,” 
remarked Deale, “you had this un-
willingness to recognize that there 
were in fact differences between 
what African Americans had suf-
fered in this country compared to 
the Irish, the Dutch or others ‘of 
Caucasian descent.’” 

Today, Deale noted, CUNY’s 
Board of Trustees is on record as 
supporting a policy of affirmative 
action, supporting “positive steps 
that will lead to recruiting, hiring, 
retaining, tenuring and promoting 
increased numbers of minorities and 
women.” He urged listeners to work 
toward “trying to get institutions 
and employers to adopt affirmative 
action plans on a voluntary basis,” 
as “the product of political struggles 
primarily from below.”

The next speaker was Carol 
Wright, lead researcher for the 
PSC’s CUNY and Race Project, who 
described the design of the PSC’s 
current study: a two-year research 

effort, it is a mixed-methods study 
based on both quantitative and 
qualitative research. The former 
involves analysis of CUNY-wide 
employment data over a ten-year pe-
riod, from Fall 1999 through Spring 
2009. Qualitative research includes 
focus groups and interviews at 
selected campuses, comparing 
some of the larger departments 
across those schools. 

Wright holds a PhD in edu-
cational policy studies from the 
University of Wisconsin. As a 
visiting scholar and research 
associate at Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology, she worked on MIT’s 
school’s 2010 report on faculty diver-
sity (see tinyurl.com/MIT-Race).

Panelist Henry Park, a graduate 
student in developmental psychol-
ogy at the CUNY Graduate Center 
who has worked on the PSC project, 
described some of the limitations of 
CUNY’s existing data on race, re-
cruitment and hiring, and what this 
has meant for the union’s study. Data 
on affirmative action and recruit-
ment, for example, existed only in 
hard copy and had to be entered into 
a database by hand. Park and Wright 
discussed the work that project staff 
have done to check the reliability of 
CUNY’s data, and where possible to 
correct mistakes or missing values.

Panelist Felipe Pimentel, as-
sistant professor of sociology at 
Hostos, said he had run into simi-
lar problems with CUNY data in 
his own research. In the union’s 
CUNY and Race Project, he said, 
“we have to congratulate” staff on 
the work they have done to clean up 
the available data. “We have made a 
big investment in this project,” said 
Pimentel, “and I think we are going 
to get good results [based on] data 
that is much better than what we 
were given in the first place.”

preliminary
While cautioning that the initial 

quantitative results were still pre-
liminary, Wright’s presentation de-
scribed a few of the main findings to 
date. Over this 10-year period, she 
said, “as a proportion of all full-time 
faculty, the percentages of black 
and Hispanic full-time faculty of 
all ranks has not increased. It has 

basically remained unchanged.” 
Black, full-time faculty remain at 
around 13% of the total, with His-
panics around 8%. While the ab-
solute number of white full-time 
faculty increased, their proportion 
declined from 74% to 69%, while the 

percentage of Asian full-
time faculty increased from 
7% to 10%. Figures for Na-
tive Americans remained 
extremely low throughout 
the ten years, Wright said. 

In the Higher Education 
Officer (HEO) series, Wright 

said, the percentage held by Asian, 
Hispanic and black employees did 
increase over this ten-year period. 
As with faculty, the number of 
white HEO-series employees rose 
but their proportion declined, from 
54% to 45%. Wright also discussed 
overall data on part-time faculty 
(67% white at the end of the decade) 
and those in College Lab Technician 
titles (40% white at the same point).

cohort analysis
“We are interested in career 

trajectories,” said Wright. “One ap-
proach to understanding this issue is 
to conduct a cohort analysis” – that 
is, to follow a set of individuals who 
enter a system at the same time. 

As a first step in cohort analysis, 
the study team looked at first-time 
assistant professors appointed in 
the Fall of 1999. “We are going to 
be looking at additional cohorts,” 
Wright told the forum. The numbers 
involved are small, and Wright em-
phasized that it is important not to 
generalize from this cohort alone. 
“But this is a starting place, she 
said, and it’s really interesting to 
see what happens to this group ten 
years later.” What stood out, Wright 
said, was an “exceptionally high 
attrition rate for black women” in 
that cohort – more than double the 
attrition rate for the cohort overall. 
A majority of black women hired as 
first-time assistant professors in 
Fall 1999 were no longer at CUNY 
ten years later. Within this cohort, 
black women who remained showed 
markedly lower rates of promotion. 

“We have to see whether this pat-
tern holds up across other cohorts,” 
cautioned Wright. “Nor do we know 

why these women left. Were they 
recruited away? Did they leave for 
family reasons? Were they denied 
reappointment or tenure?” Though 
warning against drawing any firm 
conclusions from this preliminary 
finding, Wright called it “trou-
bling” and said it “requires further 
investigation.” 

In February, Wright told Clarion 
that analysis since the forum has 
also found higher attrition rates 
for black women in other faculty 
cohorts. The study team is in the 
process of conducting cohort analy-
ses for HEO and CLT titles, and all 
these results will be included when 
the study’s full report is released 
later this year. 

The project is also looking at ex-
isting best practices, Wright added. 
“There are some very innovative 
and creative things going on in some 
departments that I’m not sure that 
other departments know about,” she 
said. “Some departments have done 
actually a very good job of recruit-
ing and retraining faculty of color. 
Others have done a very good job of 
recruiting…but many of those fac-

ulty have left. So what’s going on 
that’s different?” Once both quanti-
tative and qualitative analyses are 
complete, said Wright, the study’s 
final report “promises to provide 
a very rich record of our members’ 
experiences of race at CUNY.”

In the discussion period, an en-
gaged audience posed questions and 
comments on both preliminary data 
and the historical and political con-
text. Topics included the past role 
of social protest in increasing race 
and gender diversity in CUNY’s 
hiring; the importance of looking 
at the specific historical experience 
of Puerto Ricans and other national 
and ethnic groups, not just at broad 
racial categories; the need to reach 
out and involve organizations based 
in communities of color in discus-
sions of race and hiring at CUNY, 
rather than limiting discussion to 
an in-house exchange; questions on 
the extent to which faculty of color 
at CUNY are concentrated in pro-
grams on ethnic studies or bilingual 
education; and many more.

to start discussion
The comment that provoked the 

most responses came from Bill 
Ferns, associate professor of comput-
er information systems at Baruch’s 
Zicklin School of Business. What’s 
key is “to talk about how we’re go-
ing to use the data to go back to our 
campuses and have a conversation 
about this with our colleagues,” said 
Ferns. “We have to deal with having 
those challenging conversations. It’s 
not easy, but that’s the only way I see 
that we can start moving things for-
ward,” he said to applause. 

“Talking about race is difficult, 
it’s problematic,” agreed panelist 
Iris DeLutro, PSC Vice President 
for Cross-Campus Units. “People 
are uncomfortable…. But if the con-
versation isn’t initiated, [then] you 
really can’t change things,” DeLutro 
concluded. “It’s not an easy thing, 
but it must be done.”

Study of race & employment at CUNY

From left, panelists Felipe Pimentel, Henry Park, Carol Wright and Iris DeLutro at the PSC’s December 9 forum.

Report & discussion on preliminary findings

TWU to MTA: ‘99% is kicking!’

Above, members of Transport Workers Union Local 100 at a contract rally in De-
cember. Local 100 President John Samuelson told the MTA to “shove it” on Janu-
ary 15, as the transit contract expired with management sticking to its offer of 
0% wage increases. Negotiations resumed February 2.

Progress 
report 
on a PSC 
research 
project
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By PETER HOGNESS

As Spring semester got underway, 
faculty across CUNY found them-
selves grappling with the require-
ments laid out by CUNY central 
administration under the Pathways 
process, the system-wide overhaul 
of general education. In English, the 
natural sciences, foreign language 
instruction and other areas, many 
faculty members argued that the 
rules ignored years of hard-won 
pedagogical experience. As 80th 
Street issued memos to clarify 
what was or was not allowed, some 
questioned whether the administra-
tion was exceeding its authority on 
curricular decisions. And at Bronx 
Community College, the school’s 
Pathways committee voted to sus-
pend its deliberations.

A recurring flashpoint has been 
the general ban on 4-credit courses 
in the “Common Core Structure” 
recommended by the Pathways 
Task Force on December 1 and ac-
cepted by Chancellor Goldstein on 
December 12. A limited exception is 
made for some Common Core class-
es in science and mathematics, but 

there have been faculty objections 
in these fields as well.

Discontent with the 3-credit limit 
increased after January 30, when 
CUNY’s Office of Academic Affairs 
distributed a set of “Common Core 
Guidelines.” This document af-
firmed that “courses must be 3 cred-
its and 3 hours” (emphasis added).

At the start of the semester, 
CUNY’s English Discipline Council 
spoke out against “the recent sug-
gestion that composition courses 
be revised as 3 contact hours/3 
credits. The dominant pattern of 
these courses across the university 
is 4 hours/3 credits – both current 
and past practice as well as best 
practice.” 

contact hours
Four hours a week are needed “to 

prepare students adequately for the 
challenges of academic writing in 
their undergraduate careers” and 
thus facilitate transfer, the Coun-
cil said. “To reduce contact hours 
would be to deny students the ben-

efits of individualized instruction, 
to diminish the amount of writing 
they do during the semester, and to 
undermine established pedagogic 
practices within CUNY.”

In mid-February, the CUNY 
Council on World Language 
Study also issued a statement 
supporting “the preservation 
of 4-contact-hour/3-credit 
courses in foreign language 
classes” currently offered at 
several CUNY colleges, and 
their acceptance within the Com-
mon Core. “Such a policy respects 
both the spirit of the Pathways ini-
tiative and the tradition of faculty 
stewardship over curricular mat-
ters,” the council said.

CUNY central administration 
has defended the 3-credit limit. 
“Certainly you can’t please every-
one with something like a Common 
Core,” said Associate University 
Provost Julia Wrigley. But given the 
overall 30-credit limit, the admin-
istration contends that the general 
requirement for 3-credit classes ul-

timately provides more flexibility to 
students and colleges alike.

The Common Core is divided into 
a “Required Core” and a “Flexible 
Core.” The latter totals 18 credits, 
within which students must take 
six classes – one in each of five cat-
egories, plus a sixth in any one of the 

five areas.
Wrigley told Clarion 

that an earlier draft of the 
Pathways structure had 
some 4-credit classes in the 
Required Core, but a total 
of only five courses in the 
Flexible Core. “That was 

changed in response to feedback 
from the colleges,” she said. 

“Switching from a model with 
some 4-credit courses to a model 
with only 3-credit courses made that 
sixth class possible,” said CUNY’s 
Director of Undergraduate Educa-
tion Policy, Erin Croke. 

The credit-hour debate was one 
of the issues that led Bronx Com-
munity College’s Pathways Steering 
Committee to vote to “suspend our 
deliberations” on Pathways imple-
mentation. “The restriction that all 
courses are to be 3 hours, 3 cred-

its, was never agreed upon by the 
Board of Trustees resolution and 
negates sound and widely accepted 
pedagogical practices [that] are the 
purview of the faculty,” the commit-
tee said in a January 31 statement. 
It argued that the “Common Core 
Guidelines” on implementation, 
distributed the day before, were 
internally inconsistent and that 
the document “circumvents faculty 
governance.” The statement was 
unanimously endorsed by BCC’s 
Faculty Council on February 2.

barely passing
“I’m hopeful,” said a member of 

the BCC’s Pathways committee. 
“Across CUNY, people agree that it 
makes no sense for central adminis-
tration to be dictating the number of 
hours a class should have – especial-
ly when faculty at so many colleges, 
through experience with their own 
students, have come to a different 
conclusion.”

CUNY science faculty have also 
objected to the 3-credit, 3-hour lim-
it, and those concerns sparked an 
exchange with the chancellor. The 
Common Core Structure allows for 
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By JOHN TARLETON

New York is a global city. Its inhab-
itants hail from every country in 
the world, while international com-
merce and tourism make much of 
its economy hum. But CUNY’s new 
rules on general education down-
grade the study of foreign languag-
es – a change that has sparked deep 
faculty concern.

CUNY’s overhaul of general edu-
cation is known as the “Pathways 
initiative,” and on December 1, 
the Pathways Task Force Steering 
Committee issued its final guide-
lines. The new rules provide for a 
“Common Core” of 30 credits – a 
“Required Core” of 12 credits plus 
a “Flexible Core” of 18 credits. There 
will be no CUNY-wide requirement 
for world language study. While 
most CUNY colleges have a foreign 
language requirement today, the 
new Pathways rules put those re-
quirements at risk.

required core
The Required Core will consist of 

six credits in English composition 
and 3 credits each in math and sci-
ence. The Flexible Core will consist 
of six 3-credit courses, with students 
required to take at least one course 
in each of five categories: World 
Cultures and Global Issues; US Ex-
perience in its Diversity; Creative 
Expression; Individual and Society; 
and Scientific World. Foreign lan-
guage classes will be among the ma-
ny courses potentially listed under 
World Cultures and Global Issues. 

In addition to the 30-credit Com-
mon Core, a “College Option” allows 
senior colleges to add an additional 
6 to 12 credits of general education 
requirements. Here also, many 
courses besides language study will 
be vying for inclusion.

“This will bring about the margin-
alization of foreign language study 
at CUNY,” said Orlando Hernández, 
a professor of humanities at Hos-

tos who is a poet and translator. A 
member of the Pathways Steering 
Committee, Hernández dissented 
from its final recommendations on 
foreign languages and history. 

“Foreign languages are now re-
quired at most CUNY schools and 
across the country, and they should 
definitely have been included in the 
Required Core,” said Luigi Bonaf-
fini, chair of Brooklyn College’s De-

partment of Modern Languages and 
Literatures. “The Pathways Task 
Force unfortunately ignored a host 
of requests from within and beyond 
CUNY” to include a foreign language 
requirement.

“One would suspect that omitting 
foreign languages from the Required 
Core would lead to diminished for-
eign language study throughout 
CUNY,” Alicia Ramos, the chair of 
CUNY’s Council on World Language 
Study, told Clarion. “It is possible 
for colleges to prescribe foreign lan-
guage study in the College Option 
or in the Flexible Core. But because 
colleges will in all likelihood aim to 
preserve as much of their present 
structure as possible, the reduction 
of credits [for general education] will 
inevitably lead to some losses,” said 
Ramos, an associate professor of 
Spanish at Hunter.

not elected
Pathways was announced as an 

effort to simplify transfer require-
ments in the CUNY system, which 
many students have found difficult 
to negotiate. Most faculty responded 
that the changes under Pathways 
will do little to resolve these prob-
lems, while inflicting significant 
damage on the curricula at CUNY 
colleges. The University Faculty 
Senate (UFS), college governance 
bodies and the PSC have sharply 
criticized the Pathways process as 
undemocratic and an assault on fac-
ulty authority over curriculum, and 
the union is preparing a lawsuit in 
response. Strategic legal questions 

inform the timing of the filing of the 
suit (see Clarion, December 2011).

Pathways’ effect on foreign lan-
guage instruction is just one of many 
areas in dispute, but it is drawing 
criticism from faculty in a range of 
disciplines. They say the new gen-
eral education rules mean that far 
fewer CUNY students will be ex-
posed to this challenging but essen-
tial component of a higher education.

“There are too many people who 
think the whole world speaks Eng-
lish and studying other languages 
is therefore a waste of time,” UFS 
Chair Sandi Cooper told Clarion. 
“And now the CUNY central ad-
ministration seems to feel the same 
way.” Cooper noted that the Path-
ways Task Force was selected by 
CUNY central administration. Had 
it been elected by CUNY faculty, she 
said, its decisions would have been 
very different.

“Mastery of a foreign language is 
crucial. It lends a certain breadth of 
perspective,” said Emily Tai, associ-
ate professor of history at Queens-
borough Community College and 
chair of the QCC Academic Sen-
ate Steering Committee. Tai, who 
speaks French and Italian, observed 
that knowledge of a foreign language 
is an increasingly important skill for 
people going into business careers 
at a time when many firms oper-
ate globally. In a multicultural city 
like New York, she added, it also in-
creases social and civic competency: 
“Learning a foreign language is a 
key tool for negotiating our global-
ized world.”

New mandates spark concerns

Where is the ‘Pathway’ to language study?

Pathways provokes 4-credit debate
Emily Tai, chair of the QCC Academic Senate Steering Committee.
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In Pathways’ defense, Associate 
University Provost Julia Wrigley 
noted that not all CUNY students 
are currently required to take a 
foreign language. City Tech, for 
example, does not have  a language 
requirement, nor do many individ-
ual degree programs – for 
example, some BS degree 
programs at Hunter or AAS 
programs at BMCC. “So it’s a 
more complex picture,” said 
Wrigley, “and it will remain 
complex according to what 
colleges decide to offer.” The 
design of the Common Core, 
she said, is intended to maximize 
colleges’ flexibility.

open letter
In an open letter last fall, Distin-

guished Professor John Brenkman, 
then chair of Baruch’s English de-
partment and now the school’s act-
ing provost, pointed out that CUNY 
Board of Trustees Chair Benno 
Schmidt agrees that foreign lan-
guage study is essential – at least, for 
students at Avenues, an expensive 
private school that Schmidt leads. 

Brenkman, who also teaches in 
the English and comparative lit-
erature programs at the Graduate 
Center, cited this passage from the 
Avenues website: “Modern students 
must have more than a passing 
understanding of other cultures, 
speak other languages fluently and 
appreciate other histories.” The 
school, which opens later this year, 
promises that “Avenues students 
will become fluent in a second lan-

guage, which is fundamental to be-
ing a truly global citizen.” Schmidt 
is the K-12 school’s founding chair-
man and the first person listed on 
its leadership team. Annual tuition 
at Avenues is $39,750. 

In its pitch to prospective school 
parents, Avenues empha-
sizes that “learning a 
second language provides 
thinking advantages” and 
that students who study 
two languages “have an 
advantage in cognitive 
processing.” It notes that 
in Germany, “fluency in 

two additional languages is expect-
ed of public school students.”

“Mastery of languages other 
than one’s own,” the school argues, 
“opens doors to other countries and 
other cultures. It sparks curiosity 
and invites travel. It erodes stereo-
types and fosters peace. It builds 
both self-confidence and self-knowl-
edge. All are essential outcomes of 
an Avenues education.”

“There seems to be a double stan-
dard here,” commented Antonella 
Ansani, chair of the Foreign Lan-
guages and Literatures Department 
at QCC. “If you think it’s important 
for kids who are privileged, you 
should think it’s important for 
everybody.”

Many CUNY students from im-
migrant households already speak 
a language other than English, and 
QCC provides special courses for 
these heritage speakers. Ansani 
maintains that such classes are 
essential: “They need to learn that 

language just like American kids 
learn English in school.”

This Spring, academic depart-
ments across CUNY are to submit 
courses they would like to see made 
a part of the new General Education 
Framework. Each college must then 
evaluate these proposed courses and 
decide which will go in its own gen-
eral education plan, to be submitted 
by April 1. Those college plans will 
be scrutinized by a Course Review 
Committee selected by administra-
tion, which will have the authority to 
decide whether a given course com-
plies with the new Pathways rules. 
The UFS and the PSC have criticized 
the fact that, like the Pathways Task 
Force itself, this Course Review 
Committee is not elected. Its deci-
sions must be finalized by Decem-
ber 2012, and the General Education 
Framework will go into effect in the 
Fall 2013 semester.

de facto
Under the new Pathways rules, a 

college could create a de facto lan-
guage requirement by offering only 
language classes under the category 
of World Cultures. Some language 
faculty have discussed pushing for 
this at their own schools – but com-
petition from other subject areas 
may make this a long shot.

Alternatively, CUNY administra-
tors have said, a college could estab-
lish a separate language proficiency 
requirement, under which students 
who could not demonstrate this pro-
ficiency would be required to use 
their World Cultures class for lan-
guage study. (The sixth class in the 
Flexible Core could also be restricted 
in this way.) While this may be more 
achievable, language faculty say, it 
still puts foreign language study into 
competition with other disciplines 
over a scarce number of credits. 

For example, CUNY administra-
tors have told both language faculty 
and science faculty that they can 
ask their colleges to require that 
students use the sixth course in the 
Flexible Core in a particular way. 

But if both groups of faculty follow 
this advice, only one will prevail. 

Under Pathways, specific disci-
plines get less attention than the 
achievement of “learning outcomes” 
that prioritize critical-thinking 
skills. For courses to be included 
in the World Cultures and Global 
Issues category within the Flex-
ible Core, they must produce learn-
ing outcomes such as the ability to 
“evaluate evidence and arguments 
critically or analytically” or “pro-
duce well-reasoned written or oral 
arguments using evidence to sup-
port conclusions.” Members of the 
CUNY Council on World Language 
Study expressed concern that intro-
ductory language courses may not 
be seen as a priority under these 
guidelines, as first-year language 
students can hope at best to learn to 
speak and write their new language 
in simple sentences. 

learning
Eckhard Kuhn-Osius, associate 

professor of German at Hunter, not-
ed that a first-year language student 
who can speak in basic sentences 
has learned hundreds of vocabulary 
words and dozens of grammatical 
structures that require applying 
principles and distinctions not par-
alleled in English. “The learning of 
a language is definitely a higher-or-
der thinking activity,” Kuhn-Osius 
said. Other CUNY language faculty 

point to studies on the broad cogni-
tive benefits of second-language ac-
quisition (an argument also made by 
Avenues).

Language faculty are also con-
cerned that the Common Core’s 
structure, built around 3-credit 
classes, will curtail the 4-credit 
language courses that many de-
partments have adopted for specific 
pedagogical reasons. 

At Bronx Community College, 
students are required to take eight 
foreign language credits. “If we are 
forced to give up the fourth hour, 
we will simply have to choose what 
gets cut from instruction,” said Rex 
Butt, interim chair of BCC’s Modern 
Languages Department. BCC facul-
ty determined that the fourth hour 
was needed for students’ success, to 
provide a solid base of more contact 
time as they learn a new tongue. 
“Three hours means that students 
will leave with far less command of 
the language,” said Butt. “If they 
take only one course they may re-
tain little or nothing.”

At campuses like Hunter and 
Brooklyn College that have strong 
foreign language requirements – 12 
credits at Hunter, 9 at BC – faculty 
hope to convince their school to use 
its College Option credits to main-
tain foreign language study as an 
integral part of general education. 
But that may be a tough sell: for 
example, for Hunter to continue 
its current language requirement 
would require 100% of the maxi-
mum 12 additional credits that can 
be required under the College Op-
tion. “We feel that the Pathways 
rules are a challenge to four-year 
schools like Brooklyn College that 
proclaim themselves standard-
bearers of the liberal arts tradition,” 
said Bonaffini.

general education
The foreign language require-

ments now in place at CUNY colleges 
have fulfilled one key function of gen-
eral education: many students who 
major or minor in a language decide 
to do so only after taking a required 
course and discovering that they en-
joy it. Kuhn-Osius told Clarion that 
at Hunter, one-third to half of the stu-
dents who major in German decided 
to do so after they were exposed to 
it in a required language class. The 
same is true of many Spanish majors 
at Baruch said Elena Martínez, chair 
of the college’s Modern Languages 
Department.

“Language is one of the most com-
plicated cultural goods we have,” 
Kuhn-Osius said, “and we need to 
give it its proper place in the educa-
tional process.”

Where is the ‘Pathway’ to language study?

Foreign 
languages 
foster a 
‘breadth of 
perspective.’

Orlando Hernández dissented from the final Pathways recommendations.
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some 4-credit classes to be offered 
in the Required Core for math or sci-
ence. However, a college can do so 
only if alternative 3-credit classes 
are also available to fulfill these 
parts of the Required Core. 

Allan Ludman, chair of the geol-
ogy department at Queens College, 
wrote to Chancellor Matthew Gold-
stein and other top administrators 
asking that they reconsider this 
limit. “The most common model 
for introductory geology courses 
required for general education pur-
poses throughout the country is a 
4-credit course involving 3 hours 
of lecture and either 3 or 2 hours of 
laboratory,” Ludman wrote. 

Ludman took aim at 80th Street’s 
insistence that the number of hours 
and credits be equal. “There is a 
reason why laboratory hours are 
not equated with lecture or reci-
tation hours,” he wrote: students 
are expected to do much less work 
outside of class to prepare for a lab. 
“Following Carnegie and federal fi-
nancial aid guidelines…we expect 
two hours of out-of-class student 
preparation for every hour of lecture 
or recitation,” but only 20 to 45 min-
utes preparation for each hour of lab. 

If the Pathways requirements re-
duce the amount of time spent on lab 
work, this would have a damaging 
effect, Ludman wrote: “Any experi-

enced science educator knows that 
after one hour, a lab class is just 
getting started.” (William Hersh, 
former chair of the chemistry de-
partment at Queens, wrote in his 
own letter that chemistry classes 
require three hours for effective lab 
work: “time for set-up, cleaning, let-
ting a reaction proceed.”)

Ludman asked that the 3-credit/3-
hour limit be reconsidered, as it 
would force a significant decrease in 
class time that “will seriously erode 
both teaching and learning success.” 

goldstein’s response
Chancellor Goldstein’s response 

argued that the Pathways struc-
ture was flexible, designed “to give 
campuses considerable latitude in 
these matters,” and recounted ten 
different ways “that science is, or 
can be, included as part of CUNY’s 
new general education framework.” 
One was an option that had not 
been mentioned in previous Path-
ways documents: “Colleges can 
link together one or more pairs of 
courses…making them co-requi-
sites: for example, one could be a 
3-credit lab course and the other a 
3-credit lecture course.” But most of 
Ludman’s specific arguments – for 
example, the different expectations 
for student work for lab and lecture 
hours – went unaddressed. 

PSC Town Hall Meeting  
on Pathways

Thursday, March 8
6:00-8:30 pm

Community Church of New York
40 East 35th Street

See psc-cuny.org for updates, or contact  
Naomi Zauderer (nzauderer@pscmail.org) for more information.



ment of the arm as a whole. Typing 
technique should emphasize fluid 
movement of the arms to avoid an-
gling the wrists forward, back, or 
side-to-side. Press the keys lightly. 
When not actively typing, rest 
hands, thumbs up in your lap (“neu-
tral posture”) rather than resting 
them on a pad or the keyboard 
edge. When a command requires 
key combinations, use two hands 
to avoid contorting the hand. Use 
software programs allowing “sticky 
keys” and macros whenever possi-
ble. An alternative keyboard and/
or pointing device (to replace the 
standard mouse) may benefit some 
individuals. 

EXERCISE
General aerobic exercise, done 

regularly, will sustain strength, 
improve cardiovascular condition-
ing, and quicken recovery from sed-

entary computer use. Also learn to 
do a series of stretches during rest 
breaks that restore health and vital-
ity to your body. As a general rule, 
none of these should involve move-
ment outside the range of motion 
and nothing should be done that 
hurts. The purpose of stretching is 
to relax muscles and improve circu-
lation. Arm strengthening should 
not be emphasized.

WHAT NOT TO DO
Routine use of medication or 

braces is not recommended. If 
you have questions about these 
recommendations or begin to de-
velop symptoms, you should seek 
further information or medical 
evaluation. Slight adjustments now 
may avoid future complications in 
many cases! 

RESOURCES
● tinyurl.com/ATIC-RSI
● ergo.human.cornell.edu [See 

links in center, under “Computer 
Workstation Guide.”]

● Repetitive Strain Injury: A 
Computer User’s Guide (Pascarelli 
& Quilter, Wiley 1994)

● For medical advice, see your 
physician or contact the Mount 
Sinai-Irving J. Selikoff Center for 
Occupational & Environmental 
Medicine (tinyurl.com/RSI-clinic).

● The PSC Health & Safety 
Watchdogs (hswatchdogs@pscmail.
org) can arrange a group training 
on computer use at your campus.

Dr. David Diamond is an inter-
nist, a specialist in occupational 
and environmental medicine, and 
an instructor at Harvard Medical 
School. Prepared in conjunction 
with the Assistive Technology Infor-
mation Center; more information 
at tinyurl.com/ATIC-RSI.
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By DAVID DIAMOND, M.D.

February 29, 2012, is International 
RSI Awareness Day, dedicated to 
helping workers avoid repetitive 
strain injuries. Originally orga-
nized in Canada in 2000, RSI Aware-
ness Day is observed on the last day 
in February – which, thanks to leap 
years, is the only “non-repetitive” 
day on the calendar.

For university employees, it’s a 
good time to assess whether the way 
you use a computer may put your 
health at risk – and if so, to make 
some changes.

RSI & COMPUTER WORK
Use of a computer keyboard and/

or mouse can lead to persistent 
muscle aches, tendon inflamma-
tion, nerve compressions, and sub-
sequent impairments that in some 
cases may be long-standing. At a 
large university, hundreds of people 
a year may be affected by such prob-
lems due to overuse and/or misuse 
of computer workstations. 

The musculoskeletal system is 
built to have periods of activity al-
ternating with periods of rest that 
allow recovery and renewal. Work-
ing at a computer long hours sub-
jects certain parts of the body to 
static postures while other parts 
move incessantly. Both static pos-
tures and constant activity can 
cause first microscopic and then 
macroscopic damage to biologic 
tissues. 

There are four keys to RSI pre-
vention: pacing, position, technique, 
and exercise. 

PACING
Introduce breaks in your typing 

to permit recovery and restoration, 
and do this at a frequency that does 
not allow pain or discomfort to de-
velop. No schedule of typing and 
rest breaks is universal, but as a 
general guideline: 

● Take a 1 or 2 minute “micro 
break” every 10 to 15 minutes.

● Take a 5 to 10 minute “mini 
break” every hour.

● Every few hours, get up and do 
some alternative activity.

● Using a timer or other auto-
matic reminder is helpful to make 
sure that you take breaks at these 

intervals rather than waiting for fa-
tigue or discomfort. During breaks, 
do stretches to relax muscles. Con-
sider using typing break software, 
such as Stretch Break or similar 
programs. 

POSITION
Adjust your workstation to mini-

mize the awkwardness and stress 
involved in keyboard activity:

● Use a telephone headset in-
stead of cradling the phone between 
ear and shoulder.

● Rest feet on the floor or on a 
footrest, support thighs with a soft 
chair, and support the lower back.

● Let upper arms hang loosely 
from the shoulder, extend forearms 
horizontally toward the keyboard, 
lower and angle keyboard slightly 
away (negative pitch) so the wrists 
are in a neutral position, with 
mouse next to the keyboard at the 
same level. Do not lean wrists on 
any surface (including a wrist rest) 
while typing or using the mouse.

● Center yourself in front of a 
glare-free monitor; keep at a comfort-
able distance from the monitor, look-
ing down at a 10 to 30 degree angle.

TECHNIQUE
Use a typing technique that does 

not traumatize the fingers and 
wrists but rather involves move-

Avoid repetitive strain injury

RSI: How to protect yourself 

SUNDAY, MARCH 4 / 3:00 pm: The 
PSC Retirees Chapter and the 
Women’s Committee are spon-
soring a theater party to see the 
Working Theater’s “Call Me Wal-
do.” For tickets and details see ar-
ticle on this page, left, or online at 
theworkingtheater.org. For more 
info, contact Steve Leberstein 
(sleberstein@gmail.com).

MONDAY, MARCH 5 / 1:00 pm: PSC 
Retirees Chapter meeting. Please 
join us as we hear from Jared 
Herst, PSC Coordinator, Pen-
sion & Health Benefits. PSC 
Union Hall, 61 Broadway, 16th 
floor. For more information con-
tact Jim Perlstein at jperlstein@
bassmeadow.com.  

THURSDAY, MARCH 8 / 6:00 – 8:30 pm: 
PSC Town Hall Meeting on Path-
ways (see pp.6-7). Community 
Church of New York, 40 East 35th 
St. (between Park & Madison Aves). 
For more information contact Nao-

Calendar

When you know you are overdoing it.

Medicare B reimbursement 
& TIAA-CREF
The December Clarion article on 
reimbursement of Medicare Part B 
premium payments explained how 
new retirees can sign up – but the 
print version only described the pro-
cedure for members of the Teachers 
Retirement System (TRS).

CUNY retirees in TIAA-CREF 
who are enrolled in Medicare Part 
B should fill out a reimbursement 
application form, available from 

your campus HR office or online at 
psccunywf.org/PDF/MedicarePart-
BApplication.pdf. Send the complet-
ed form, plus copies of both your 
Medicare card and your retiree 
health plan card (GHI, HIP, etc.) to: 
University Benefits Office/CUNY, 
395 Hudson Street, 5th floor, New 
York, NY 10014. For further details, 
see the updated Clarion article at 
tinyurl.com/ClarionMedB.

PSC theater 
event: ‘Call 
Me Waldo’
By STEVE LEBERSTEIN
PSC Retirees Chapter

This spring’s PSC theater party, 
sponsored by the Retirees Chapter 
and the union’s Women’s Committee, 
will attend the Working Theater’s 
“Call Me Waldo” on Sunday, March 4.

The play comes to New York City 
after a sold-out run at the Kitchen 
Theatre Company in Ithaca, and 
opens February 22 at the June Hav-
oc Theatre on West 36th Street in 
Manhattan.

“Call Me Waldo” is the latest work 
by Rob Ackerman, whose play “Ta-
bletop,” a workplace comedy about 
the making of a television commer-
cial, was a hit when Working The-
ater debuted the play off Broadway 
in 2000. “Waldo” takes another comic 
and insightful look at the workplace, 
upending stereotypes about the 
working class when an ordinary 
electrician begins channeling the 
spirit of Ralph Waldo Emerson. 

“Call Me Waldo” was well-re-
viewed by the Ithaca Journal, the 
Cornell Daily Sun and The Ithaca 
Times, which said that the play 
“makes philosophy pop.” 

ticketing
Now in its 27th season, Working 

Theater is New York’s only profes-
sional off-Broadway theatre com-
pany dedicated to producing plays 
for and about the working men and 
women of New York .

This year’s PSC theater party 
will be “Call Me Waldo” on Sunday, 
March 4, at 3:00 pm, at the June Hav-
oc Theatre in the Abington Theatre 
Art Complex, 312 West 36th Street. 
For PSC members, the ticket price 
is $20. Please buy your tickets now 
by sending a check payable to Work-
ing Theater for $20 per ticket and a 
self-addressed stamped envelope 
to Marcia Newfield at the PSC, 61 
Broadway, 15th floor, New York, 
NY 10006. People who send in their 
money soon enough will have tickets 
mailed to them. Otherwise, tickets 
will be available for pick up on the 
day of the event at Abington Theatre. 
To purchase your own ticket and at-
tend with other PSC members, please 
e-mail sleberstein@gmail.com.

mi Zauderer at nzauderer@ 
pscmail.com or call 212-354-1252.
 
FRIDAY, MARCH 9 / 6:00 pm: Labor 
Goes to the Movies screens Fast 
Times at Ridgemont High (Amy 
Heckerling, 1982), starring Sean 
Penn, Phoebe Cates and Jennifer 
Jason Leigh. Fast Times subverts 
the generic formulas of teen com-
ing-of-age movies and rectifies 
the sexism of American Graffiti 
by constructing the movie for the 
female spectator, but uses humor 
to avoid alienating the male audi-
ence. PSC Union Hall, 61 Broad-
way, 16th floor. $2 suggested 
donation.
 
TUESDAY, MARCH 27 / 6:00 – 8:00 pm:  
HEO Cross-Campus Chapter 
Meeting. Graduate Center Room 
C198, 365 Fifth Avenue between 
East 34th and 35th Streets.  
For more information contact 
Alisa Simmons at asimmons@
pscmail.org.
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By SCOTT JASCHIK

“Blind peer review is dead. It just 
doesn’t know it yet.” That’s the way 
Aaron Barlow, an associate profes-
sor of English at City Tech, summed 
up his views on the future of the tra-
ditional way of deciding whose work 
gets published in the humanities, at 
the annual meeting of the Modern 
Language Association (MLA).

Barlow didn’t dispute that most of 
the top journals in the humanities 
continue to select papers this way. 
But speaking this January at the 
MLA’s annual meeting in Seattle, 
he argued that technology has so 
changed the ability of scholars to 
share their findings that it’s only 
a matter of time before people rise 
up against the conventions of tradi-
tional journal publishing.

radical change
While others on the panel and in 

the audience argued for a reformed 
peer review as preferable to Barlow’s 
vision of smashing the enterprise, 
and some questioned the practical-
ity of simply walking away from 
peer review immediately, the idea 
that the system needs radical change 
was not challenged. Barlow said that 
the system might have been justified 
once when old-style publishing put 
a significant limit on the quantity 
of scholarship that could be shared. 
But in a new era, he said, the justi-
fications were gone. (Reflecting the 
new technology era, Barlow and one 
other panelist spoke via Skype, to an 
audience that included two tables 
and wireless for bloggers and Twit-
ter users – and this journalist – to 
write about the proceedings as they 
were taking place.)

going digital
To many knowing nods in the 

room, Barlow argued that the tradi-
tional system of blind peer review – in 
which submissions are sent off to 
reviewers, whose judgments then 
determine whether papers are ac-
cepted, with no direct communi-
cation with authors – had serious 
problems with fairness. He said that 
the system rewards “conformity” 
and allows for considerable bias.

He described a recent experience 
in which he was recruited by “a pres-
tigious venue” to review a paper that 
related in some ways to research he 
had done. Barlow’s work wasn’t men-
tioned anywhere in the piece. Barlow 
said he realized that the journal edi-
tor figured Barlow would be annoyed 
by the omission. And although he 
was, Barlow said he didn’t feel as-
signing the piece to him was fair to 
the author. “It was a setup. The editor 
didn’t want a positive review, so the 
burden of rejection was passed on to 
someone the author would not know.”

He refused to go along, and said 
he declined to review the paper 

when he realized what was going 
on. This sort of “corruption” is com-
mon, he said.

Barlow has a long publishing re-
cord, so his frustrations with the 
system can’t be chalked up to be-
ing unable to get his ideas out 
there. But he said that when 
one of his papers was recently 
rejected, he simply published it 
on his blog directly, where com-
ments have come in from fans 
and foes of his work.

“I love the editorial process” 
when comments result in a piece be-
coming better, he said, and digital 
publishing allows this to happen 
easily. But traditional peer review 
simply delays publication and leaves 
decision-making “in the dark.” Peer 
review – in the sense that people will 
comment on work and a consensus 
may emerge that a given paper is im-
portant or not – doesn’t need to take 
place prior to publication, he said.

“We don’t need the bottleneck or 
the corruption,” he said. The only 
reason blind peer review survives 
is that “we have made appearance 
in peer reviewed journals the stan-
dard” for tenure and promotion de-
cisions. That will change over time, 
he predicted, and then the tradi-
tional system will collapse.

PEER REVIEW PLUS
While Barlow noted the abil-

ity of digital publishing to bypass 
peer review, the idea of an intense, 
collaborative process for selecting 
pieces and improving them came 
at the session from the editor of 
Kairos, an online journal on rheto-
ric and technology that publishes 
work prepared for the web. Kairos 

has become an influential journal, 
but Cheryl Ball, the editor and an 
associate professor of English at 
Illinois State University, discussed 
how frustrating it is that people as-
sume that an online journal must 

not have peer review. 
“Ignorance about digital 
scholarship” means that 
she must constantly ex-
plain the journal, she said.

Kairos uses a three-
stage review process. 
First, editors decide if 

a submission makes sense for a 
review. Then, the entire editorial 
board discusses the submission (on-
line) for two weeks, and reaches a 
consensus that is communicated to 
the author with detailed letters from 
the board. (Board members’ identi-
ties are public, so there is no secrecy 
about who reviews pieces.) Then, if 
appropriate, someone is assigned to 
work with the author to coach him 
or her on how to improve the piece 
prior to publication.

As Ball described the process, 
thousands of words are written 
about submissions, and lengthy 
discussions take place – all to figure 
out the best content for the journal. 
But there are no secret reviewers, 
and the coaching process allows for 
a collaborative effort to prepare a fi-
nal version, not someone guessing 
about how to handle a “revise and 
resubmit” letter.

The process is quite detailed, but 
also allows for individual consider-
ation of editorial board members’ 
concerns and of authors’ approach-
es, Ball said. “Peer reviewers don’t 
need rubrics. They need good ways 
to communicate,” she said. Along 

those lines, Kairos is currently up-
dating its tools for editorial board 
consideration of pieces, to allow 
for synchronous chat, the use of 
electronic “sticky notes” and other 
ways to help authors not only with 
words, but with digital graphics 
and illustrations. 

 LEARNING FROM LAW REVIEWS
Allen Mendenhall, a PhD stu-

dent at Auburn University who is 
also a blogger and a lawyer, sug-
gested that humanities journals 
could take some lessons from law 
reviews. Mendenhall is well aware 
of (and agrees with) many criticisms 
of law reviews, and in particular of 
the reliance for decisions on law 
students who may not know much 
about the areas of scholarship they 
are evaluating.

But he offered the law reviews as 
an example of how a new web ser-
vice could challenge the traditional 
ways of doing things. Many law re-
views now use ExpressO to allow 
authors to submit a paper to mul-
tiple law journals at the same time. 
Once a journal accepts a piece, the 
author has a set time to reply – and 
during that time can notify other 
law reviews that participate of the 
chance to accept the piece on an 
expedited basis, in which case the 
author will place the piece there.

“The author is rushing journals 
the way college students rush a fra-
ternity or sorority,” he said.

power for authors
Obviously this system deviates 

in all kinds of ways from the norms 
of humanities scholarship, Menden-
hall said, in that most journals ex-
pect to be the only place considering 
a piece. But he argued that this sys-
tem forces journals to stop sitting on 
pieces. “Everyone is competing and 
that speeds up publication process,” 
he said.

Recently, Mendenhall had four 
pieces published in journals – 
one through ExpressO and three 
through traditional peer review 
system. The traditionally vetted 
pieces appeared seven months, 
nine months and two years after 
he submitted the articles. The Ex-
pressO article appeared two and a 
half months after he submitted it.

A speedier process, he said, helps 
scholarship by getting ideas out 
there. But it also helps junior fac-
ulty members – and that’s a legiti-
mate reason to consider changes, he 
said. “Why should we wait months 
or years for a response?” he said. 
“Speed can help untenured profes-
sors add to their CVs and build a rep-
utation. It’s more power for authors.”

Scott Jaschik is editor of Inside 
Higher Ed. Reprinted with permis-
sion from www.insidehighered.com.

Can new 
media 
provide 
a better 
alternative?

City Tech’s Aaron Barlow, associate professor of English and a critic of traditional 
blind peer review, spoke via Skype at an MLA panel in January.

Discussion at the MLA

What are the best forms for 
21st-century peer review? Debates on peer review and alter-

native approaches to the dissemi-
nation and evaluation of research 
and scholarship (see left) are not 
confined to the humanities. In 
mathematics and the natural sci-
ences, Internet-based alternatives 
to traditional academic journals, 
such as the Public Library of Sci-
ence (PLoS), MathOverflow or Re-
searchGate, are playing a growing 
role – and that role is the subject of 
active debate. Similar discussions 
are unfolding in the social sciences.

Clarion welcomes letters or 
proposals for op-eds on the fu-
ture of peer review and publica-
tion in the digital age. Letters 
(see page 2) should be 200 words 
or less; for op-ed proposals con-
tact the editor, Peter Hogness, at  
phogness@pscmail.org. 

What do 
you think?
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Union numbers grow slightly
Union membership grew slightly 
in 2011, a change from steep 
declines that occurred in the 
previous two years. According 
to a January report issued by the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, total 
union membership increased 
last year by 49,000 to 14.8 mil-
lion workers. The number of 
unionized private sector workers 
grew by 110,000, while public 
sector unions lost a total of 61,000 
members. The overall percentage 
of unionized workers dipped a 
bit, from 11.9% to 11.8%. At the 
onset of the Great Recession 
in 2008, there were 16.1 million 
union members or 12.4% of the 
workforce. At 24.1%, New York 
continues to have the highest rate 
of unionization of any state and 
the second largest total number of 
union members (1.9 million) after 
California.

Cablevision workers  
plug into union 
Cablevision workers based in 
Brooklyn made history Jan. 26, 
when they voted to join Commu-
nication Workers of America. The 
180-86 vote capped a 13-year cam-
paign and marks the first time 
that workers at the cable TV  
giant have successfully union-
ized. Organizing under the slogan 
of “Stand up for the Cablevision 
99%,” the workers gained exten-
sive media coverage as well as the 
support of local officials such as 
Public Advocate Bill de Blasio. 
Sparks from the Jan. 26 victory 
caught fire elsewhere: 120 Bronx 
technicians who work for one of 
Cablevision’s contractors briefly 
went out on a wildcat strike on 
Feb. 2, demanding higher pay and 
union representation after their 
pay was cut by 30%.

labor
in brief



By ELLEN SCHULTZ

Editor’s note: In New York state, anti-union 
pundits and politicians are demanding pen-
sion cuts for new public employees (see page 2). 
They argue that private-sector workers 
don’t have pensions this good, so in fairness, 
public-sector benefits must come down to the 
private-sector level.

But as former Wall Street Journal report-
er Ellen Schultz details below, the erosion 
of private-sector pensions didn’t “just hap-
pen.” It is the result of a deliberate transfer 
of wealth from workers to corporate execu-
tives and shareholders – a “pension heist,” 
to borrow the title of Schultz’s new book. The 
excerpt below summarizes her conclusions 
and details the recent case of General Elec-
tric; the book is filled with detailed accounts 
of similar maneuvers by other corporations.

The same corporate interests that at-
tacked private-sector pensions yesterday 
are leading the charge to slash public-sector 
pensions today. For example, General Elec-
tric’s GE Asset Management is part of the 
Partnership for New York City, a corporate 
lobbying group that is one of the loudest 
voices calling for cuts in the pensions of pub-
lic workers (see Clarion, April 2011). 

Meanwhile, GE’s top executives have seen 
their pensions grow richer than ever.

I
n December 2010, General Electric 
held its Annual Outlook Investor 
Meeting at Rockefeller Center in 
New York City. At the meeting, chief 
executive Jeffrey Immelt stood on 

the Saturday Night Live stage and gave 
the gathered analysts and shareholders 
a rundown on the global conglomerate’s 
health. But in contrast to the iconic com-
edy show that is filmed at Rock Center 
each week, Immelt’s tone was solemn. 
Like many other CEOs at large companies, 
Immelt pointed out that his firm’s pen-
sion plan was an ongoing problem. The 
“pension has been a drag for a decade,” he 
said, and it would cause the company to 
lose 13 cents per share the next year. Re-
gretfully, to rein in costs, GE was going to 
close the pension plan to new employees.

The audience had every reason to believe 
him. An escalating chorus of bloggers, 
pundits, talk show hosts, and media stories 
bemoan the burgeoning pension-and-retire-
ment crisis in America, and GE was just the 
latest of hundreds of companies, from IBM 
to Verizon, that have slashed pensions and 
medical benefits for millions of retirees. 
To justify these cuts, companies complain 
they’re victims of a “perfect storm” of 
uncontrollable economic forces – an aging 
workforce, entitled retirees, a stock market 
debacle, and an outmoded pension system 
that cripples their chances of competing 
against pensionless competitors and compa-
nies overseas.

What Immelt didn’t mention was that, 
far from being a burden, GE’s pension and 
retiree plans had contributed billions of dol-
lars to the company’s bottom line over the 
past decade and a half, and were responsible 
for a chunk of the earnings that the execu-
tives had taken credit for. Nor were these re-
tirement programs – even with GE’s 230,000 
retirees – bleeding the company of cash. 
In fact, GE hadn’t contributed a cent to the 
workers’ pension plans since 1987 but still 
had enough money to cover all the current 
and future retirees.

And yet, despite all this, Immelt’s 
assessment wasn’t entirely inaccurate. The 
company did indeed have another pension 
plan that really was a burden: the one for GE 
executives. And unlike the pension plans for 
a quarter of a million workers and retirees, 
the executive pensions, with a $4.4 billion 
obligation, have always been a drag on earn-
ings and have always drained cash from 
company coffers: more than $573 million 
over the past three years alone.

So a question remains: With its fully 
funded pension plan, why was GE closing its 
pensions?

A look at what really happened to GE’s 
pensions illustrates some of the reasons 
behind the steady erosion of retirement ben-
efits for millions of Americans at thousands 
of companies. 

retiree pensions unfairly blamed
No one disputes that there’s a retirement 

crisis, but the crisis was no demographic 
accident. It was manufactured by an alli-
ance of two groups: top executives and their 
facilitators in the retirement industry – 
benefits consultants, insurance companies, 
and banks – all of whom played a huge and 
hidden role in the death spiral of American 
pensions and benefits.

Yet, unlike the banking industry, which 
was rightly blamed for the subprime mort-
gage crisis, the masterminds responsible 
for the retirement crisis have walked away 
blame-free. And, unlike the pension raiders 
of the 1980s, who killed pensions to extract 
the surplus assets, they face no censure. If 
anything they are viewed as beleaguered 
captains valiantly trying to keep their over-
loaded ships from being sunk in a perfect 
storm. In reality, they’re the silent pirates 
who looted the ships and left them to sink, 
along with the retirees, as they sailed away 
safely in their lifeboats.

The roots of this crisis took hold two de-
cades ago, when corporate pension plans, 
by and large, were well funded, thanks in 
large part to rules enacted in the 1970s that 
required employers to fund the plans ad-
equately and laws adopted in the 1980s that 

made it tougher for companies to raid the 
plans or use the assets for their own benefit. 
Thanks to these rules, and to the long-

running bull market that pumped 
up assets, by the end of the 1990s 
pension plans at many large com-

panies had such massive sur-
pluses that the companies 
could have fully paid their 
current and future retir-
ees’ pensions, even if all of 
them lived to be 99 and the 
companies never contrib-
uted another dime.

But despite the rules 
protecting pension 
funds, US companies 
siphoned billions of 
dollars in assets from 
their pension plans. 
Many, like Verizon, 
used the assets to 

finance downsizings, of-
fering departing employees addi-

tional pension payouts in lieu of cash 
severance. Others, like GE, sold pension 

surpluses in restructuring deals, indirectly 
converting pension assets into cash.

To replenish the surplus assets in their 
pension piggy banks, companies cut ben-
efits. Initially, employees didn’t question 
why companies with multibillion-dollar pen-
sion surpluses were cutting pensions that 
weren’t costing them anything, because no 
one noticed their pensions were being cut. 
Employers used actuarial sleight of hand to 
disguise the cuts, typically by changing the 
traditional pensions to seemingly simple 
“cash balance” pension plans, which super-
ficially resembled 401(k)s.

Cutting benefits provided a secondary 
windfall: It boosted earnings, thanks to new 
accounting rules that required employers 
to put their pension obligations on their 
books. Cutting pensions reduced the obliga-
tions, which generated gains that are added 
to income. These accounting rules are the 
Rosetta Stone that explains why companies 
with massively overfunded pension plans 
went on a pension-cutting spree and began 
slashing retiree health benefits even when 
their costs were falling. By giving compa-
nies an incentive to reduce the liability on 
their books, the accounting rules turned 
retiree benefits plans into cookie jars of 
potential earnings enhancements and pro-
vided employers with the means to convert 
the trillion dollars in pensions and retiree 
benefits into an immediate, dollar-for-dollar 
benefit for the company.

exec pay thrives
With perfectly legal loopholes that enabled 

companies to tap pension plans like piggy 
banks, and accounting rules that rewarded 
employers for cutting benefits, retiree benefits 
plans soon morphed into profit centers, and 
populations of retirees essentially became 
portfolios of assets and debts, which passed 
from company to company in swirls of merg-
ers, spin-offs and acquisitions. And with each 
of these restructuring deals, the subsequent 
owner aimed to squeeze a profit from the port-
folio, always at the expense of the retirees.

The flexibility in the accounting rules, 
which gave employers enormous latitude to 
raise or lower their obligations by billions of 

dollars, also turned retiree plans into handy 
earnings-management tools.

Unfortunately for employees and retirees, 
these newfound tricks coincided with the 
trend of tying executive pay to performance. 
Thus, deliberately or not, the executives 
who green-lighted massive retiree cuts were 
indirectly boosting their own pay.

As their pay grew, managers and officers 
began diverting growing amounts into 
deferred-compensation plans, which are 
unfunded and therefore create a liability. 
Meanwhile, their supplemental executive 
pensions, which are based on pay, ballooned 
along with their compensation. Today, it’s 
common for a large company to owe its ex-
ecutives several billion dollars in pensions 
and deferred compensation.

These growing “executive legacy liabili-
ties” are included in the pension obligations 
employers report to shareholders, and ac-
count for many of the “growing pension 
costs” companies are complaining about. 
Unlike regular pensions, the growing execu-
tive liabilities are largely hidden, buried 
within the figures for regular pensions. So 
even as employers bemoaned their pension 
burdens, the executive pensions and de-
ferred comp were becoming in some compa-
nies a bigger drag on profits.

workers continue to lose
With the help of well-connected Washing-

ton lobbyists and leading law firms, over the 
past two decades employers have steadily 
used legislation and the courts to undermine 
protections under federal law, making it al-
most impossible for employees and retirees 
to challenge their employers’ maneuvers. 
With no punitive damages under pension 
law, employers face little risk when they uni-
laterally slash benefits, even when promised 
in writing, since they can pay their lawyers 
with pension assets and drag out the cases 
until the retirees give up or die.

As employers curtail traditional pen-
sions, employees are increasingly relying 
on 401(k) plans, which have already proven 
to be a failure. Employees save too little, too 
late, spend the money before retiring, and 
can see their savings erased when the mar-
ket nosedives.

Today, pension plans are collectively 
underfunded, hundreds are frozen, and 
retiree health benefits are an endangered 
species. And as executive pay and executive 
pensions spiral, these executive liabilities 
are slowly replacing pension obligations on 
many corporate balance sheets.

Meanwhile, the same crowd that created 
this mess – employers, consultants, and 
financial firms – are now the primary archi-
tects of the “reforms” that will supposedly 
clean it up. Under the guise of improving 
retirement security, their “solutions” will 
enable employers to continue to manipulate 
retirement plans to generate profit and en-
rich executives at the expense of employees 
and retirees. Shareholders pay a price, too.

Their tactics haven’t served as case stud-
ies at Harvard Business School, and aren’t 
mentioned in the copious surveys and 
studies consultants produce for a gullible 
public. But the masterminds of this heist 
should take a bow: They managed to take 
hundreds of billions of dollars in retirement 
benefits that were intended for millions of 
workers and divert them to corporate cof-
fers, shareholders, and their own pockets. 
And they’re still at it. 

A former investigative reporter for The Wall 
Street Journal, Ellen Schultz covered the so-
called retirement crisis for the Journal for 
more than a decade. Adapted from Retire-
ment Heist by Ellen Schultz, by arrangement 
with Portfolio, a member of Penguin Group 
(USA), Inc., Copyright © Ellen Schultz 2011.
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not give you a timetable, but I can report the 
union bargaining team’s sense of urgency 
and active engagement in informal negotia-
tions with CUNY. We have settled some 
material issues through this approach and 

are prepared to move quickly the moment 
we see an opening for a better economic 
package. 

You mentioned progress away from 
the bargaining table; what have you 
accomplished?

The PSC has been able to achieve a sur-
prising number of contractual advances, 
including some economic ones. Working 
cooperatively, CUNY and the PSC secured 
nearly $1 million over three years in addi-
tional funding for the PSC-CUNY Research 
Awards, while maintaining faculty control 
of the selection process. We also achieved a 
real landmark, which has already attracted 
national attention in the press: the establish-
ment of paid parental leave as a permanent 
part of the contract. The PSC is still the only 
public-sector union in the state with this 
benefit. 

Progress has been made in other areas, 
too: we have reached agreement on a re-

vised hourly rate step system for faculty in 
the College Language Immersion Program, 
and we are close to an agreement permit-
ting faculty and staff to use CUNY e-mail 
after retirement. Talks on other issues, such 
as establishment of a sick leave bank, are 
also under way.

Are there any other areas of progress?
What may be the biggest breakthrough 

has been achieved in the budgetary arena. 
The PSC’s long, intense campaign to have 
CUNY accept responsibility for funding 
adjunct health insurance paid off in Sep-
tember, when the CUNY Board included 
this item in their funding request to the 
State, and in January, when Governor 
Andrew Cuomo included it in his higher 
education budget. If our work continues to 
be successful, the establishment of perma-
nent adjunct health insurance will literally 
transform the lives of those who receive it 
and will relieve pressure on the Welfare 
Fund budget. 

You have always stressed that the union 
members, not the negotiating team, 
win the contract. What can I do? 

We need every single member if we are to 
change the political and budgetary landscape 
that has been used to justify wage freezes and 
givebacks. The campaign for a progressive tax 
system is the campaign for our contract. 

Right now, you can do two things. First, 
sign up to be a part of the union’s effort to 
change Albany’s economic policy. Speak 
directly to your representatives about the 
need for more funding for CUNY and the 
injustice of a tax structure that leaves the 
State short of revenue and the rich paying 
far less than their share. Join me and other 
PSC members in making our case in Al-
bany, or join a local PSC delegation to meet 
with your representatives in their home 
districts. (See page 2 for information on how 
you can sign up.)

Second, get active in the growing move-
ment for economic justice. As hundreds 
of CUNY students have recognized, the 
fight against the hollowing out of CUNY is 
a pivotal fight for the Occupy movement. 
How can it be that the richest city in the 
world cannot afford reasonable class sizes 
or enough full-time faculty for public uni-
versity students? Join the CUNY students 
fighting for more public funding, join the 
union members who are already in the 
streets demanding tax reform and a fair 
contract. 

Supporting other unions’ struggles or 
Occupy Wall Street is not charity; it is 
direct participation in a movement that 
has the potential to affect our contract in 
the short term, and a much bigger political 
shift in the long term.

increase for the year not covered by our last 
contract, if the usual pattern of public-sector 
bargaining in New York City is upheld. Both 
the UFT and the school principals’ union, 
CSA, are in legal proceedings to claim this 
increase, and the result of 
those proceedings may af-
fect us.

Third, there may be a new 
opening for political change. 
Occupy Wall Street gave 
voice to mass outrage about 
economic injustice, making 
it harder for Albany to justi-
fy giving tax windfalls to the 
rich while savaging the poor 
and middle class. Albany’s 
shift on taxes in December, 
though it should not be mis-
taken for comprehensive 
progressive reform, went a 
long way toward closing the 
budget deficit that had been 
the excuse for demanding 
givebacks from the unions. 
The Transit Workers Union 
(TWU) has announced that 
it will not accept the State’s 
economic package of wage 
freezes and givebacks, and 
is demanding at least cost-of-
living increases. We directly 
support our own contract 
campaign when we support 
theirs.

But when will I get my 
raise? Can you tell us the 
timetable?

I cannot give a timetable because our 
contract is not a product of negotiations be-
tween a single employer and a single union. 
It is intrinsically involved in the politics 
and economics of New York City and New 
York State. We will not shift the economics 
of our contract until we shift the policies 
of Albany and City Hall. That’s one reason 
the PSC is such an active political force, 
and a reason for our growing work in broad 
progressive coalitions. 

It will take more than one union working 
alone to stop the opportunistic attacks on 
working people during this economic crisis, 
and the PSC is a leading voice in the effort. 

But the union also has a short-term 
strategy. Our bargaining team knows that 
members cannot wait forever for salary 
increases and advances in our working 
conditions that would improve our students’ 
learning conditions. There is no reason 
that New York’s public employees should go 
without even cost-of-living increases. I can-

PSC President Barbara Bowen responds to 
members’ questions on the contract.

What’s happening with the contract?
We have begun negotiations with CUNY 

for a new contract, but CUNY has not made 
an economic offer. With no money on the 
table, the PSC can – and has – made prog-
ress on non-economic issues, but we cannot 
negotiate seriously on the big economic 
items such as salary increases and a more 
reasonable teaching load until CUNY comes 
forward with an offer.

Do I continue to go up in salary steps 
while we don’t have a new contract?

Yes. That’s one of the most important 
features of our existing contract, and one 
we have had to defend. In the last round of 
bargaining Chancellor Matthew Goldstein 
demanded that the union give up salary 
steps and allow steps to be replaced by 
“discretionary increases” doled out by the 
college presidents. You can see where that 
would have led. But the union stood firm. 
Thousands of you demonstrated your oppo-
sition, and we prevailed. 

What about the people who are at the 
top salary step?

People who are already on the top step do 
not receive an increase until we negotiate 
one through the contract. That’s one reason 
the union is challenging the claim that public 
employees in New York have to accept wage 
freezes. There is no justification for our 
taking zero-percent “increases” while the 
richest people in the state continue to pay 
less than their fair share of taxes. The PSC 
made a breakthrough for top steps in the last 
contract, however, and it continues to benefit 
us. Top steps rose by 13.8% for full-time titles 
and by 16.7% for part-time titles over the pe-
riod of the last contract.

But why hasn’t the union pressed 
CUNY for an economic offer? 

Because the economic offers currently be-
ing made to public employees in New York 
are disastrous. They call for three years of 
zeros, along with other givebacks such as 
furlough days and major increases in the cost 
of health insurance. While the PSC does not 
negotiate directly with either the City or the 
State – we negotiate with CUNY – the eco-
nomic offer we receive is influenced by the 
economics of the contracts settled by the City 
and State. 

The PSC’s strategy has been to accomplish 
everything we can through informal nego-
tiations, while at the same time working to 
change the economic and political policies 
that underlie these settlements. Rather than 
limiting our scope to the bargaining table, we 
are working with allies to shift the ground on 
which the table stands.

Is there any hope of a decent 
settlement in these unpromising 
conditions?

Yes, although I do not want to underesti-
mate how difficult and partial our progress 
may be. There are a couple of things in our 
favor, however. First, the union has a power-
ful membership. As we saw with adjunct 
health insurance, when PSC members act to-
gether in support of each other, we can force 
a change. Second, the PSC, like the United 
Federation of Teachers (UFT) and a handful 
of other unions, should receive a 4% annual 
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by a total of 1%, with lower-income 
earners being compensated by the 
Making Work Pay Tax Credit.

As for stimulating the economy, 
there is wide agreement among 
economists that tax cuts are less ef-
fective than direct federal spending 
to create or preserve jobs. Congress 
should be debating a full employ-
ment program – not risky changes 
to the funding of Social Security.

This article is the result of in the PSC 
Social Safety Net Working Group 
discussions. For more, contact John 
Hyland at LagSoc@aol.com.
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Take action against the attacks 
on public-worker pensions. Call 
1-877-255-9417, to tell your legis-
lators and the governor that you 
oppose a new Tier 6 pension plan 
that would cut benefits for New 
York’s future public employees, 
including CUNY faculty and staff. 
This sixth pension tier is unnec-
essary, excessive and perpetu-

ates a culture of falsely blaming 
budget problems on public work-
ers. (See pages 2 & 3.)

New York State and New York 
City pension plans are fiscally 
stable and well-funded. The 
source of State and City budget 
problems is a generation of tax 
breaks for the rich, not public 
employees’ pensions.

Defend public-sector pensions
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By JOEL BERGER
PSC Social Safety Net Working Group
Vice Chair, PSC Retirees Chapter

In December, Congress voted to 
extend the so-called “payroll tax 
holiday” through the end of Feb-
ruary, with a vote on a one-year 
extension scheduled before then. 
Most members of Congress, both 
Democrats and Republicans, now 
say they support the idea, but are 
arguing over how to pay for it. 
Supporters say it will put more 
money in people’s pockets, there-
by stimulating the economy.

A reduction in the payroll tax 
by about one-third, for all work-
ers, with an increase in take-
home pay of between $1,500 and 
$2,000 per year? What could be 
wrong with that? 

Plenty. Tinkering with Social 
Security’s funding puts the pro-
gram at risk, while any benefit to 
the economy will be small.

tax tinkering
As established by law in 1935, 

Social Security is funded by a pay-
roll tax that is divided between the 
worker and his/her employer. Rev-
enue from the tax is placed in the 
Social Security Trust Fund. 

The contribution rate for em-
ployees was 6.2% until 2011, when 
it was temporarily reduced to 
4.2%. (The employer contribution 
rate of 6.2% remained un changed.) 
The tax is applied only to the first 
$110,100 of annual income; on pay 
stubs, it is listed as a deduction for 
FICA, the Federal Insurance Con-
tributions Act.

If Congress votes to extend the 
current “tax holiday” for another 
year, it means that the payroll tax 
will keep putting less money into 
the Social Security Trust Fund. 
Supporters of extending the tax 
holiday say no one should worry: 

they insist that the shortfall will 
be made up by transferring money 
from the government’s General 
Fund, so that there is no net reduc-
tion in Social Security funds. 

But Congress is currently de-
bating how to pay for those trans-
fers from the General Fund, and 
that debate shows why a payroll 
tax reduction is dangerous for So-
cial Security. 

What mix of spending cuts 
or other taxes should cover the 
money that Social Security is losing 
through this payroll tax reduction? 
Democrats and Republicans differ, 
but both sides have agreed that 
spending cuts must be part of the 
answer. For example, Republicans 
want to cut the maximum for unem-
ployment insurance from 99 weeks 
to 59 weeks, while Democrats say it 
should only be cut to 79 weeks. 

In other words, Social Security 
funding is now being put in compe-
tition with other public programs 
for the same pool of funding. It has 
become entangled with the regular 
horse-trading of the congressional 
budget process. 

And when this “temporary” 
payroll tax reduction again expires, 
Republicans and many Democrats 
will be reluctant to allow the rates 
to go back up as promised: there 
is a risk that the “temporary” re-
duction will be made permanent. 
This would certainly increase the 
pressure to reduce Social Security 
benefits, raise the retirement age, 
or make other cuts to the program.

‘damn politicians’
Fundamentally, throwing Social 

Security into the regular budget pro-
cess violates the program’s historic 
role as a social compact between 
the generations, with current work-
ers paying the benefits of current 
retirees. The fact that Social Security 
is funded through payroll taxes, 

separate and apart from all other 
revenues raised by the government, 
has been key to its success. 

Franklin D. Roosevelt under-
stood this when he said in 1941, the 
payroll tax “give[s] the contribu-
tors a legal, moral, and political 
right to collect their pensions....
With those taxes in there, no damn 
politician can ever scrap my Social 
Security program.” If Social Secu-
rity funding becomes dependent 
on congressional appropriations, 
the program is undermined.

Social Security is designed to be 
a self-sustaining program. It does 

not use general tax revenues to pay 
benefits. The Social Security Trust 
Fund had a $2.6 trillion surplus 
in 2010 and can pay all currently 
promised benefits until 2038. 

Contrary to many pundits and 
politicians, Social Security faces 
no immediate financial problems. 
Common-sense measures like 
these can ensure its financial sta-
bility past 2038: 

● Lifting the cap on FICA wages 
above $110,100;

● Dedicating the estate tax to 
Social Security;

● Increasing the FICA tax rate 

‘No’ to payroll tax holiday

Social Security put at risk

Corporate “Tax Dodgers”

The “Tax Dodgers” showed up at GE Headquarters at 30 Rockefeller Plaza in January, then went on to visit Verizon, Goldman 
Sachs and other loyal fans. The team effort is part of a statewide campaign to close corporate tax loopholes (see page 3).
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