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About Graduate NYC
Graduate NYC (GNYC) is a citywide college readiness and success effort housed at The City
University of New York’s (CUNY) Office of K-16 Initiatives. It creates innovative pathways
for young New Yorkers to envision and achieve success by engaging strategic partners
in confronting systemic educational inequities. It strengthens and supports this work by
leveraging its unique position within K-16 Initiatives and working in partnership with
the New York City Department of Education (NYC DOE). GNYC envisions a New York City
where all students regardless of race, zip code, or socioeconomic status are able to attain
a post-secondary degree that empowers them to achieve a fulfilling future. GNYC
operates as an innovation hub for college readiness and success, helping the sector to
explore and address issues of college transition and completion, and offering the latest
research and application of best practices in relevant programming.

The College Completion Innovation Fund
The College Completion Innovation Fund (CCIF) is a collaborative fund developed and
managed by GNYC, established in 2015 to spur innovation and the adoption of policies
and practices to increase college degree completion in New York City. The CCIF has
invested more than $4 million to support projects that aim to generate significant
improvements in student completion outcomes. These awards have been made to
New York City-based undergraduate colleges and nonprofit community-based
organizations (CBOs). A majority of the students served by these projects are low-income
students, first-generation college students, students of color, and others who are
traditionally underrepresented among college degree holders.
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Typical CCIF Award Cycle Timeline

November

Informational Webinar

December

Letters of Inquiry Due

January

What Does the College Completion Fund
Seek to Support?

Twenty-Five Applicant
Teams Selected to
Advance to Next Stage
of Award Cycle Process

The CCIF supports institutions and organizations in developing project
proposals to address issues of completion by significantly improving student
outcomes in one or morecategories as determined by its advisory board.
From 2018-2020, support focused on the following areas:

February

Increasing Persistence and Momentum

March

• D
 ecreasing time to degree, supporting near-completers or students
who have stopped out, and/or providing strong transitions for students
through partnership
Improving Transfer Student Success
• Strengthening the two- to four-year college transfer pipeline
• I mproving systems and/or strengthening partnerships across institutions
and organizations
Reducing Nonacademic Barriers
• A
 ddressing basic student needs, supporting student mental health and
wellness, and accommodating students with a variety of disabilities and
learning differences
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Innovation Series

Coaching Calls

April

Full Proposals Due

May

Awards Announced
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Rethinking Innovation
Innovation is at the core of the CCIF’s overall philanthropic approach, which is driven by
the shared understanding among funders, project teams, and GNYC staff that new tools
are necessary to address the difficulties inherent in New York City’s postsecondary
educational pipeline. The CCIF supports different stakeholders within the sector in
becoming pioneers of this work, and is a proponent of the idea that a certain degree
of risk or uncertainty is necessary to expand existing knowledge and discover new,
impactful solutions that have the potential to be scaled and replicated. The CCIF fosters
innovative practices in some of the following ways:
• Adapting interventions for new populations of students and participants
• Rethinking organizational goals
• Establishing new partnerships
• Undertaking small programmatic adjustments that yield major results
• Supporting providers as well as participants
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Human-Centered Approach
Since the 2018 Award Cycle, GNYC and the CCIF have committed to investing in design
thinking training—via the Completion Innovation Series—for staff members of
applicant organizations and colleges in order to continue to develop leading innovators
within the sector.
Innovation Series participants meet with like-minded professionals and expert
consultants to learn the principles of design thinking and develop proposal ideas.
These workshop sessions provide participants with the tools needed for developing
and implementing unique solutions for a wider audience, as well as the opportunity to
strengthen the proposals that they will ultimately submit to the CCIF for funding. The
Innovation Series supports organizations in developing project proposals to address
issues of completion by significantly improving student outcomes in categories approved
by the Advisory Board. Teams develop an informed design question and then conduct
research with students and other stakeholders to determine potential solutions.
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Value to Awardees

Based on a series of interviews conducted by education consultant Metis Associates
with an array of stakeholders, the following themes emerged on the value of the CCIF
to the participating colleges and organizations.

Focus on Innovation
 rganizations and colleges pursue CCIF awards because of the focus on funding for
O
innovation that allows awardees to identify their own best practices and position
themselves as resources within the field.

Commitment to Learning
 he CCIF is committed to leveraging funding to explore the best options for driving
T
college success, and affords awardees a great deal of latitude in adjusting their
projects mid-course, as long as the same overall goals are maintained. This flexibility
and commitment to learning facilitates the identification of potential innovative
solutions that can then be shared with others in the field.

Dependable Thought Partnership
 NYC staff members bring their knowledge of New York City’s education landscape
G
and function as thought partners for funded project personnel to ally and collaborate
with in testing new ideas.

“It came at a really
opportune time for us,
as we were thinking
about strategic
planning and all the
new ways to try to
increase our impact
through supporting
our students. It gave
us the space to try
new approaches and
quickly too so that we
could learn from and
grow our program.
The community was a
safe space to try new
work and hear from
colleagues in
the field.”
JESSICA SASKO
Director of College Supports
NYC Outward Bound Schools

Peer Learning Opportunities
 he quantity and quality of peer learning opportunities presented by the CCIF distinguishes
T
it from the myriad other funding opportunities available to organizations. These
opportunities instill a sense of belonging in participants, increase their confidence and
provide opportunities for collaboration, as they could see firsthand that other
organizations were also grappling with the same challenges.

Exposure to Multiple Funders as Part of a Seamless Experience
 he experience of working with the CCIF as a donor collaborative is effectively no
T
different than working with a single philanthropic entity, with the added benefit that
the work of a campus or CBO is ultimately presented to multiple funders.

“ There’s nothing
but good things I
think I could say
about them…when
we were honest and
transparent around
our attempts and
failures, they were
supportive…it felt like
an honest, innovative
experience.”
JON ROURE
Executive VP &
Chief Innovation Officer
Student Leadership Network
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Value to Funders
Where the Work of CUNY, the NYC DOE, and Dozens of CBOs Intersects
The strategic partnership that undergirds the work of the CCIF is an incentive to
funders who see greater opportunity for fresh approaches to postsecondary success
work when both the NYC DOE and CUNY are involved.

Maximizing Philanthropic Impact

While the CCIF is not the only New York City funding collaborative, its unique structure
affords numerous benefits for donors seeking to increase their impact on college
completion programming.
• F unders are able to learn from one another—both with regard to the subject matter
at hand and the award distribution process—in ways they would not have
otherwise considered. The confidence that comes with working as a group and
sharing a diverse range of perspectives improves both the award cycle process as
well as their own work in educational philanthropy.

“We believe in
participating in a fund
like this—not only is
the risk shared, but
there is greater impact
when there are more
thought partners at
the table and dollars
to distribute. Quite
simply, it’s a real win
for the Foundation to
be participating in this
endeavor.”
SARA FERTMAN
Senior Program Officer
Aronson Family Foundation

• The collaborative approach of the CCIF yields stronger funding choices.
• T
 here is a level of protection that is established through the shared risk of a pooled
fund, which allows for a more intense focus on imaginative—and potentially
innovative—practices. The mere process of pooling of grant money allows each
participating funder to increase its impact in this area of work.

Peerless Technical Assistance and Award Management

GNYC strives to maintain a strong alignment between its own goals and the priorities
of its funders, effectuating a high degree of trust in the procedures that are instituted.
The intensive CCIF application process that GNYC has honed attracts and develops
innovation, so that participating funders are presented with only the highest-caliber
applications for review. The rubrics prepared by GNYC and the constructive conversations
during proposal deliberation are also highly beneficial. Lastly, GNYC manages the
award reporting process and is able to convert outcomes into lessons learned that can
then be disseminated throughout the field via concise, accessible resources.
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Commitment to Equitable Collaboration

CCIF award decisions are made in an equitable manner that emphasizes a collegial
learning environment for all funders involved. Once a funder gains membership by
contributing a minimum of $100,000 and committing to active participation in board
meetings and conference calls, it has an equal vote in the selection process, regardless
of contribution level.

Learning Opportunities for Participating Funders

CCIF funders undoubtedly provide exceptional added value, and their perspectives
within the field of college completion greatly enrich funded projects. Moreover,
participation in the CCIF is a learning opportunity for their own institutions. CCIF
funders often look to applicants to identify and be kept apprised of underlying
challenges that are preventing students from successfully completing their
postsecondary education.

Replicable Funding Model

The initial motivation for founding the CCIF was to not simply to create a pooled fund,
but also to establish a replicable methodology for foundations to engage in this work,
collectively, which can continue in future iterations.
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Ongoing Work and Support for CCIF Projects
GNYC provides ongoing support and connectivity to the selected projects. This support
includes in-person convenings each semester focused on a variety of topics, including
cross-institutional collaboration, metrics and evaluation, learning from efforts in other
states, and leveraging texting and other technologies. GNYC staff also visits project
sites multiple times per year and provides customized technical assistance as needed.

Looking at Impact
Participation in the CCIF proved demonstrably advantageous for award recipients. For
many, the primary impact was not only the immediate benefits to the student populations
they served, but the value that participation in the CCIF had on their own ability to
reconfigure and refine their service models. These impacts included:
• I mproved knowledge about participants (CBOs) and students (colleges)
• Changes to processes and procedures at colleges and CBOs
• Recognizing the role of preventive services in furthering college success
• Focusing on community building as a method of increasing support for college students
• Increased use of peers as an effective mechanism for increasing college success
• Building out mechanisms for identifying and recruiting the correct participants
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Selected Funded Project Outcomes
Baruch College (2019 Award Cycle)

Baruch College has established the CUNY Community College-Zicklin Cooperative to
create a space for ongoing collaboration between business faculty and administration
at Baruch and their counterparts at other CUNY campuses. This partnership is
especially crucial, given that the Zicklin School of Business accepts hundreds of
transfers each year. As a result of its work, Baruch has streamlined the required
business major sequence into four key business courses, and faculty working groups
across seven colleges have allowed community college partners to develop equivalent
versions of these same required courses. Potential business transfer students to Baruch
now have the opportunity to make significant progress in their major prior to transfer
and are ensured a smoother entry process upon acceptance.

Lehman College (2019 Award Cycle)

Lehman College’s Race to the Finish Line has tangibly changed how the school
utilizes and evaluates credit for prior learning (CPL) in advancing credit accumulation.
Project leads have shifted the culture of the institution from one where CPL was only
encouraged for adult learners via extensive portfolios to a culture where all students
could make use of CPL as a means of validating their skills. Multiple modes of outreach
were established, including efforts targeted to students, faculty, and administration,
and the project site has been embedded within the Office of the Registrar’s homepage
as an ongoing offering to students.
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300+

Number of students
awarded online
certificates offered
through Race to the
Finish Line for the
2019-20 academicyear,
allowing them to
complete their
remaining credits far
more quickly and
inexpensively than
in-person classes
allow.

9

LaGuardia Community College (2018 Award Cycle)

During the 2019-20 academic year, 5,147 students utilized the LaGuardia App, which
was created with the support of a CCIF award. The college has recently improved the
ability of the app to link to a number of different databases, which allows it to connect
students with a broader array of services, such library services and tutoring centers. The
“Ask an Advisor” Feature has also been upgraded and now allows students to more easily
ask and answer questions within the app interface. Additionally, students are now able
to message the registrar, student financial services, and the bursar, as well as the
college’s foundation, in order to explore need- and merit-based scholarship options.

CUNY School for Professional Studies (2018 Award Cycle)

The CUNY School of Professional Studies (CUNY SPS) introduced a performance-based
admissions application that evaluates applicants based on their college-level skills as
opposed to their prior college GPAs. The target population is adult learners who have
some postsecondary education and are looking to complete their bachelor’s degrees, but
who previously earned a GPA below 2.5 and would thus be ineligible for admission into
the school by traditional means. The Jump Start application has now been used for three
admissions cycles: Fall 2019, Spring 2020, and Fall 2020. Of the 376 applicants during
this time, nearly one-third (122) would have had their CUNY transfer application denied
due to prior college GPA. Among these 122 applicants, nearly 74% (90) were admitted.
The one-semester retention rate for the Fall 2019 and Spring 2020 Jump Start cohorts is
nearly 86% and 74% respectively, and the two-semester retention rate for the Fall 2019
is just over 82%. Comparatively, the historical one- and two-semester retention rates
cohort for students who meet and exceed the general admissions requirements has
averaged roughly 63% and 70%, respectively. These preliminary numbers appear to
confirm the project team’s belief that prior college GPA is not the most accurate
indication of the aptitude of adult learners, who have gained valuable professional skills
in the years following their initial college experience.

86%

2019
Jump Start Cohort

63%
Historical Average

TWO-SEMESTER RETENTION RATE

ONE-SEMESTER RETENTION RATE

CUNY SCHOOL FOR PROFESSIONAL STUDIES ONE- AND TWO-SEMESTER RETENTION RATES:
FALL 2019 JUMP START COHORT COMPARED TO HISTORICAL AVERAGE OF STUDENTS WHO MEET AND
EXCEED GENERAL ADMISSIONS REQUIREMENTS			

82%
2019
Jump Start Cohort

70%
Historical Average
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GNYC thanks the generous funders that continue
to make this work possible.
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