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Chester came and left and came back. An outstanding, by traditional SAT measures, high school student from the suburban Southwest, he had originally been attracted to Saint Peter’s College due to its proximity to New York City. What he found was an ethnically diverse campus, compared to his own 90% white high school. His non-white high school academic classmates could be counted on his fingers and one toe. He also found himself in what he at first perceived to be a noisy, urban, neighborhood surrounded by students with very different learning styles, higher economic needs and alien cultural values. The academic side would come quicker than the social. He soon embraced the diversity but transferred to a West Coast college in search of a different major. He missed the diversity, as well as the academic atmosphere, and has transferred back.
Prophet also came, left and came back. He could be classified as at risk if one were guided by the traditional SAT measures. Arriving from the middle group of a tracked high school in neighboring urban Essex County, he too was shocked by the diversity of Saint Peter’s College.  In his track in high school, he had very few white classmates. He did not test well on standardized tests nor did he have extensive preparation for such tests. He initially found the campus too quiet and was not sure if he could handle either the finances or academics. The social side for him was easy. While his grades improved with each semester, he had to stop-out in order to earn money to pay his expenses. He could have returned to a less expensive public institution but he too missed the diversity and academic atmosphere of the college.
Both students will graduate: Chester in four years and Prophet in five and half. They will share not only a bachelor’s degree but an education that instills a value for lifelong learning and commitment to others. One initially struggled socially, the other academically. They started from different origins and with different skills, overcame different adjustment issues and will end up graduates of a college that is both defined by its location and its desire to remain true to the academic and social mission of all 28 Jesuit colleges and universities. 

Saint Peter’s College is unique, not in its expectations for its students, but rather in the students we attract to meet these expectations. The students described above are what Saint Peter’s College has become -- a campus with diverse populations. One group represents first-generation college, mostly urban, minority students who might be labeled, offensively, as at risk. The other group is composed of students with college educated parents from comparatively wealthier urban and suburban backgrounds who might be labeled, equally offensively, as better prepared. The former reflects an urban location that the college fully embraces. The latter represents a more recent influx of students that have created a more diverse student body. These populations start at different places. Our goal, not always successfully reached, is to ensure that they end up earning the same degree, meeting the same standards, while also flourishing in the heterogeneous atmosphere we offer. 
This panel will examine three programs within the College that attempt to bridge the gap between diverse student populations: the Public Policy Program, which consists of older, community oriented students; the Educational Opportunity Fund (EOF) that serves students with a high degree of economic need, and the Academic Success Program, which provides students with extra supports for the adjustment between high school and college. Miracles do not occur in any of these programs yet they have high success rates. Despite mistakes, external and internal obstacles, these programs provide models toward successfully educating the whole person. The mistakes and obstacles are also models that we can all learn from.

Once we were a college of first generation students whose families of origins came from Western Europe. Today, these students are joined by those whose families’ origins are the Middle East, Asia, South America, the Caribbean, Eastern Europe and Africa. We have expanded beyond a largely Catholic universe to include many non-Catholics, Christians as well as non-Christians, including a significant number of Muslims. For the past several years, the academic profile has been changing for some of our students as defined by increased SAT scores, class rank of accepted students and rejection rates of students who previously would have been accepted. The mean SAT score for entering freshman has risen from 880 in fall of 1994 to 970 for the fall of 2004 and the rejection rates have risen from 14.6% to 35.9% during that same period. Yet, to demonstrate the dichotomy on campus, the mean SAT score of the EOF program discussed below is still 120 points lower than the other regular admits.

Saint Peter’s College is located in Jersey City in the most densely populated county in the nation’s most densely populated state. We are one block from the most ethnically diverse neighborhood in New Jersey. While 86% of our students are from New Jersey, with the majority from urban Hudson and Essex County, we are attracting an increasing number of out-of-state and international students. Ethnically, the students are as diverse as America’s future including 19.7% African American and 28.6% Hispanic. Our 53% minority population can be contrasted sharply with the 22% for all U.S. Jesuit Institutions. 

Despite our embracing our location and diverse student population, and despite the programs described below, our graduation rates reflect differential success rates for these populations. Using six-year graduation rates, the cohort group for 2004 (entering class of 1998) mirrors the dissimilar starting points of our students: Whites - 54.5%; Hispanics – 39.7%; Asians – 42.3%, and Blacks – 27.0%. The programs that we will now describe, keep the gaps from being greater. 
Educational Opportunity Fund
Lisa Marie is from a single-parent, low-income family from Paterson, New Jersey.  She speaks fluent Spanish and is a first-generation college student.  She was an Accounting Major.  She worked after class to make ends meet and to help her mother.  She took advantage of the flat tuition rate and tutoring offered her and graduated in three and half years.  She graduated with a 3.5 GPA and received a Gold Key (awarded to students for academic achievements and campus activities). She continued to receive an MBA from Saint Peter’s College in Accountancy while working full time and plans to go for her CPA.

Lisa Marie applied to Saint Peter’s College and was accepted. She then applied to the EOF Program and qualified.  She went through the five-week summer program, which provided her with a head start for college.  During the summer program prior to her first year, she was in classes from 9:00 am to 4:00 pm Monday through Thursday working on her writing and math, research skills and presentation skills.  She also took the first half of Western Civilization receiving three credits prior to her first-year in college.  

During the summer program she began making friends that would provide a support system for her throughout her college years. She knew her way around campus, and developed ties with some of the professors. Support from an EOF grant helped with the cost of college. She took advantage of work-study grants and paid internships to make ends meet and to help her mother. 

Lisa Marie is an outstanding example of an EOF student who took advantage of what Saint Peter’s College and EOF had to offer. Although the majority of EOF students do not finish in three and a half years and do not pursue graduate degrees, they are finishing and more are contemplating going to graduate school. 




Saint Peter’s is one of forty-two of New Jersey's community colleges and public and private four-year colleges and universities that participate in this state sponsored program. EOF is a campus-based program and each campus is responsible for student recruitment, selection, program services, and its own specific criteria for EOF admission and program participation. At SPC the program is staffed by two full-time counselors, a director and a secretary, with another ten part-time teachers, tutors and administrators working in the program during the summer. Grants are generally available to students from families whose annual income falls within the state limits. For example, a student from family of four is eligible if the annual family income is below $37,700 and the student meets the academic criteria set by the College.

There are 170 students in the Saint Peter’s College EOF program. Most of the students are African American and Latino (84%).  Sixty-five percent are female and 35 percent are male. The majority comes from Hudson County and 80 percent attended public high school in local urban areas. 
Public Policy Program
Natasha is a single mother of two young sons from Jersey City. She learned about the Public Policy Program through her job at the Urban League. At first, Natasha struggled with the workload of school, job and family. But she overcame all obstacles to achieve good grades and go on to graduate school. She persevered because she wanted to obtain a degree in order to offer a better life and become a role model for her sons. Today, she has a better job and a stronger commitment to and understanding of her community. Her story is representative of the lives of the many men and women who have graduated from the Public Policy Program in the last 30 years. 

In its origin and development, the Public Policy Program was imbued with the values, spirit and knowledge of the social justice movements of the 1960’s and 1970’s. It was founded by community activists and continues the tradition of the commitment to social justice through its  staff and students. 
The Public Policy Program is aimed at working adults in local urban areas. It is an academic program which offers a one-year certificate, and an Associate’s degree in Public Policy as well a Bachelor’s degree in Urban Studies. Most of its students are African American and Latino. They work in various social service agencies and community organizations. Many are active in their communities and have a strong interest in social issues. There are approximately 70 students in the program. Most are working parents who attend school at night and on the weekend -- the program meets on alternating Saturdays, weeknights and for three intensive weeks per year. Most qualify for substantial state and federal student financial aid. 

The Public Policy Program has one of the highest retention and graduation rates at Saint Peter’s College and some of its students have gone on to become important local community leaders. Students do not automatically succeed in the Public Policy Program. For most, it is a long slow process that begins on the first day of class. We video tape the students that day to document this momentous marker in their lives. They often describe their fears, insecurities and hopes as they embark on this uncertain journey. And most are justified in their fears. They have been out of school for many years and have not had a good formal education. However, a specially designed curriculum, dedicated staff and  hard working students who support one another, create the conditions and atmosphere for success.  Throughout the first year in the program, Public Policy students slowly develop their academic and critical thinking skills. As a result, they gain confidence in their ability to do “college work”.  One measure of the change in them is demonstrated on the last day of class in the first year in which we show the videotape of their first day in class. They marvel at the change they see in themselves. The uncertain, insecure and fearful student they were on the first day appears like a stranger. This video shows them how far they have come in one year in college. 
Public Policy students often talk about the transforming impact the curriculum has on them. They not only develop academic and social skills but a much better understanding of the social forces that impact their lives. As one student said: “I had no idea about my rights as a parent in the school system and how my community was affected by so many social policies.”  

Saint Peter’s has demonstrated support for this program by providing each student with a 30 percent discount on tuition. This program uniquely fits the College’s commitment to Social Justice, not only because of the profile of its students, but because of its aim to promote equity in public policy. 

Summer Times – Academic Success Program
Can my children have books and desks in their schools, America?

Can my nieces and nephews have a basketball team and music lessons, America?

I want to be the Future and not a repeat of the past.

I seen the chains on my people America.

You're choking me America.

Let me have a future America.

Let me be the voice for all that can't speak.

My future in your hands America, it is time to give it back.

I am the truth teller, I speak to you America, 

land of the free but not for me…

As Melinda forcefully speaks the last line of this poem she wrote, part of a project for a summer bridge program she participated in, the audience erupts with applause. Eyes widened, teachers, students, the program director, all whisper about the power of her words, her talent for poetry.  In the coming years, though not an “A” student in college, she is invited to speak at conferences and perform her spoken words for diverse audiences. Her poetry is published.  Melinda later tells me that she didn’t realize she was a poet until that day, as her classmates, teachers and family members heard her perform her spirit.  

The summer bridge program Melinda first produced her poetry in, is Saint Peter’s Summer Academy, a key part of the college’s Academic Success Program (ASP).  This program emerged from the college’s desire to better serve its diverse (in terms of academic preparation) population. Sister to the EOF program, the ASP, officially created in 2001, was designed to provide support for entering students who did not meet the traditional criteria for admission.  The program serves students that EOF cannot admit to its program due to financial or geographic constraints. At a time when the college was facing some of its own financial struggles, its renewed commitment to support some of its more academically vulnerable students exemplifies its social justice mission.  

Program Description

The Academic Success Program, a college-funded program, provides academic monitoring, advising, referrals, dorm tutoring, exit exam preparation, workshops and joint sponsorship of creative expression events such as poetry slams.  ASP students are also hired through work-study as student leaders who assist with both general office functioning as well as program idea development, promotion and implementation.  Offering academic support services as well as leadership opportunities within the program illustrates its approach of support, enrichment and social justice. The approach is one that attempts to be more strengths-based, validating both the gifts and struggles students offer the college.

The Summer Academy is a critical ASP component. It is a three-week program intended to smooth the transition from high school to college-level work.  It operates using a model of support, enrichment and social justice: students are supported by taking courses in mathematics, writing and reading, linked by a particular theme.  After three hours of courses, students participate in workshops that enhance social and academic skills.  Their work is enriched through participation in off-site trips and through involvement in specific group projects. Past projects included creating a student newspaper, the Summer Times; some of the articles and pictures created for this summer project appeared in the fall issue of the college-wide student newspaper.  Another past project involved participating in a social justice workshop and producing a “zine” of poetry and prose related to the theme “schools not jails.”   Melinda’s poem was part of that work.  Social justice themes permeate the content of the subject courses as well as some of the projects.  Writing and reading courses have focused on the Teaching Tolerance curriculum, for example, and projects such as the “schools not jails zine” and visits to the Elizabeth Detention Center have social justice as a theme.  This last project has recently expanded with its current Director, who emphasizes community/college partnerships and works closely with community-based organizations.
During the academic year, ASP is staffed only by the program director and a small group of work-study student leaders.  The program receives no other full time or part time administrative assistance, except for the invaluable assistance of ASP student leaders and the generous volunteer assistance of some departments. The director is responsible for individual academic advising, academic monitoring, program coordination, and management of the Summer Academy—this for a program whose charge it is to serve hundreds of students.  

For the Summer Academy, a team of four professors is hired to teach the courses, direct the projects, and attend off-site visits. There is one professional tutor who works in the dormitory offering assistance in mathematics. Staffing and resources are clearly limited and this presents a real challenge for the depth and scope of the program. Successful programs typically have several counselors and advisors, and at least some steady administrative support.  Resources are not available to fund such additional program support as ASP is funded almost exclusively by college money.  However, recent efforts at attaining outside grants are proving fruitful and this past year, ASP has received some outside funding.  

Given the limited staffing and resources, ASP relies on collaboration with other programs and departments who generously share person-power or funds. For example, it was the Department of Advancement who put together the grant proposal for ASP. The campus tutoring center offers tutoring support to the Summer Academy students over the summer, EOF has co-sponsored/shared expenses for professional dorm tutoring, and the counseling center has co-sponsored/shared expenses for other program events. There are added benefits to such collaboration, as it demonstrates a college-community effort for student success. As many say, “It takes a village to graduate a student.” And the college is committed to providing a holistic education to all its students, though this goal is becoming increasingly difficult because of a combination of internal and external forces.

Challenges and opportunities
What’s in a name: Issues of Stigma and Support
There was concern about defining who needs support. One aspect of this was labeling and the stigma of being considered “conditionally admitted,” not good enough by traditional standards, a marker of deficiency. Having to take “remedial” courses during the semester or over the summer was a reminder of this status.  The college decided to do away with this label and instead use less stigmatizing terminology to refer to its students with great potential and need.  This was reflected in describing the program as an Academic Success Program, and in the title of the summer program. The Summer Academy was an environment of enrichment and support and promoted itself as such.  Students were clear, in the recruitment process that they did not want to be associated with a “remedial” program. And graduates of the Academy did not feel they participated in one.  This later presented a different problem, from the college’s perspective:  more and more academically prepared students and honors students now wanted to participate.  Designed for those students who needed mainly academic support, the influx of students who wanted to participate but, from the college’s perspective may not have needed this support, was problematic for the program.  The resources allotted for a program like this were intended for the most vulnerable academically and the college could not afford to include others.  This presented the problem of having to explain to the more academically prepared that they would have to be turned away because of their superior academic preparation.  

An Issue of Numbers
Students who fit the criteria of conditional acceptance made up a substantial portion of the freshmen classes. For many years, they made up approximately half of the entering classes. Though this is changing along with the college admissions standards, this substantial portion presents the problem of reaching all students requiring assistance. Creating a sense of community, the way EOF or even Summer Academy can, provides  a sense of cohort belongingness, and is a great challenge for ASP because of its much greater numbers and fewer resources.  Despite these greater numbers, a typical struggle is that of participation in some of these programs and services. Some years have seen low enrollment (specifically, by the target population) in even the strongest program, Summer Academy.  Reaching those that perhaps need this program’s services most is often a challenge.

Challenges Ahead
Saint Peter’s College faces its own challenges in the Higher Education “market.”  The types of support programs described above that are important in helping students persevere require additional resources and funding in an already economically stretched atmosphere. In the face of eroding state support and lower tuition revenue, many small private colleges face tough choices to survive. In this conference, efforts at providing an excellent education for an explicitly diverse student population may be applauded; however, outside this conference, in the Higher Education market, this type of transformative service to the community is not always recognized as strength. In an atmosphere where reputable institutions are measured by how many students they reject and how high the SAT profile is of the entering freshmen class, colleges whose mission (and reality) is to embrace and educate students with diverse academic, ethnic, cultural, religious, and ideological profiles, may not always be considered “highly ranked” in the market of Higher Education. This has implications in terms of the survival of small private colleges, like ours, that do the work we do. 
Although we embrace the complexity and diversity of our location and student population, we still have to figure out how to best serve everyone in our academic community, how to ensure that the disparities that still exist are addressed, that overall graduation rates reflect our promise more than our reality.  At the moment, the college is engaging the campus in efforts at reaffirming who we are and where we fit in the higher education scene; we are continuing to fund programs that are meant to level the playing field; we are putting our heads together in the form of committees and work-groups to try as a community to build on our successes and improve upon our weaknesses; we are engaging others in this conversation and asking for help, to join us in the struggle to better the lives of our students and nourish a sense of justice in them and in ourselves.

Our Way of Proceeding











