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I am very excited to introduce you to the CUNY 
SPS 2019-20 annual publication, presented in a 
new magazine format. Like our reports from years 
past, the Magazine offers a look at the highlights 
and accomplish ments from the CUNY SPS 
community over the course of the previous year.  
In this inaugural issue, you’ll read about some of our 
courageous students, faculty, staff, and alumni as 
they faced some unex pected and daunting challenges. 
The 2019-20 academic year started out auspiciously, 
with our growth continuing at a record pace. We see 
this reflected in our enrollment, which in the fall of 
2020 stood at over 4,200 students in our 24 degree 
programs and tens of thousands more attending our 
non-credit workplace learning offerings. As in 
previous years, U.S. News & World Report rated us 
highly: in 2020, we were ranked 16th in the nation 
on the Best Online Bachelor’s Degree Programs list, 
placing us once again in the top five percent of the 
360+ institutions assessed by the publisher, and 
making us the highest listed program in New York 
State and New York City. 
But in the middle of this strong year, COVID-19 
struck. By mid-March, New York City was under 
lockdown to stop the spread of this deadly virus. 
While the School’s online programs continued 
without interruption, many of our students, and 
others in our community, found themselves and their 

loved ones battling the illness while navigating a host 
of other crises like lost jobs, additional family 
responsibilities, and financial hardship. 
Our community, like so many others, was also left 
reeling this spring from the murder of George Floyd 
and the deaths of other Black Americans at the hands 
of the police, the latest in an unconscionable series of 
racially charged killings in our country, as our 
collective grief and outrage triggered huge protests 
and fueled a growing movement for racial justice. 
During this hugely difficult time, however, one thing 
became clear: the CUNY SPS community is extraor-
dinarily dedicated to supporting each other, and 
fellow New Yorkers, in whatever way they can. These 
stories in our Magazine, taken together, tell a larger 
tale of a School that fundamentally cares. 
Whether it’s our student and staff on the frontlines, 
making sacrifices to help save lives; our Office of 
Faculty Development and Instructional Technology, 
working overtime to prepare faculty across CUNY to 
teach online; our healthcare faculty lending their 
expertise toward state-wide efforts to hire contact 
tracers; or our Professional Educational Workplace 
Learning office, devoting their time to help city and 
state agency partners transition to remote work, their 
stories are truly inspiring.

Dear Members of the CUNY SPS Community:Dear Members of the CUNY SPS Community:

Dean’s Message

Dean’s
Message
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Sincerely,

John Mogulescu
Dean, CUNY School of Professional Studies

As our Magazine also highlights, we’ve 
managed to thrive despite COVID-19. 
Even amid the shutdown, our faculty and 
staff worked tirelessly to expand school 
initiatives, including the growth of units 
dedicated to institutional effectiveness 
and planning and institutional equity and 
diversity. Our faculty also continued their 
own scholarship through research, 
conferences, and publications like the 
Journal of Teaching Disability Studies, 
which is the first peer-reviewed academic 
journal to be launched primarily through 
the efforts of CUNY SPS faculty.
Outside of our academic priorities, it has 
always been our focus to help our stu-
dents afford their education. When the 
pandemic hit, the CUNY SPS Foundation 
Board shifted its fundraising efforts 

towards establishing a COVID-19 
Emergency Grant that would provide 
immediate financial assistance for 
students struggling as a result of the 
pandemic. As of the time of this writing, 
the Board has raised over $360,000 for 
this Grant, which has helped more than 
220 students so far.
Through all of this, our unbelievably 
dedicated faculty and staff worked 24/7 
to ensure the School kept running and 
our students continued to get a top-notch 
education. For that I truly want to thank 
them all. Without their tremendous work, 
the School would not be where it is now.
Looking back, this really has been an 
extraordinary year. And as I read the 
examples of the compassion, commit-
ment, and caring featured in our 

Magazine, I am honored to see how they 
reflect the mission and vision upon which 
CUNY SPS was established. But don’t 
just take my word for it. I encourage you 
to read about this remarkable year, and 
our remarkable community, and see for 
yourself why I am so proud.

Looking back, this really has been an extraordinary Looking back, this really has been an extraordinary 
year. And as I read the examples of the compassion, year. And as I read the examples of the compassion, 
commitment, and caring featured in our Magazine, I am commitment, and caring featured in our Magazine, I am 
honored to see how they reflect the mission and vision honored to see how they reflect the mission and vision 
upon which CUNY SPS was established.upon which CUNY SPS was established.



On the
Frontlines
of COVID-19:

Margaret DiTusa
As a Certified Employment Support Professional, Margaret 
DiTusa expected to spend her final semester at CUNY SPS 
doing the same type of work she had performed for the past 
nine years: helping people with disabilities and mental illness 
find meaningful employment. Instead, when her agency shut 
down due to COVID-19, DiTusa began working 60-hour weeks at 
a residence for the disabled, “providing physical assistance, 
transferring participants to their wheelchairs, showering, feeding, 
and toileting them”—a far cry from her usual workday. During this 
time, she often felt like a “fish in a shallow pond;” fortunately, one 
part of her life remained consistent and relevant: her online 
master’s degree program at CUNY SPS.
DiTusa’s coursework in disabilities studies was especially helpful 
as she began supporting “people who have significant needs and 
complex diagnoses.” At the same time, CUNY SPS made it easy to 
stay in school. “Continuing my classes online was a cinch,” she 
explained, a fact that didn’t entirely surprise her. Two years prior, 
when she began the “complicated and daunting” task of re-enroll-
ing in college after an eight-year break from school, CUNY SPS 
made the process easy. “From inquiring, to applying, to register-
ing, to graduating, it all felt effortless,” she explained—even in the 
midst of a pandemic.

Frontlines of COVID–19

Margaret DiTusa

Student, CUNY SPS
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Stories 
of Sacrifice 
and 
Service

But when COVID-19 struck in March, many of them found 

themselves being tested like never before. As the deadly 

new virus swept through hospitals and care facilities, many 

essential workers were faced with some of the biggest 

crises of their lives. From lack of equipment to double shifts 

with no sleep, they had to struggle to cope. Yet through it 

all, they remain committed to caring for the communities 

they serve. For some of these workers, getting through the 

spring required heavy doses of grit, compassion, self-care, 

and all the community and school support they could get. 

Here, several former CUNY SPS students offer their ac-

counts of those first few terrifying months, and share what 

they learned on the frontlines.

The dedicated and passionate CUNY SPS 

students and alumni who have made 

healthcare and other related fields their 

calling know that they don’t have easy jobs.
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While school was straightforward, work 
was definitely not. At times during the 
spring, DiTusa said, “I questioned my 
choice of career . . . because I felt dispos-
able.” Even though she was providing vital 
services to a vulnerable population, she 
didn’t always feel the work was valued. 
As she sees it, “A person cannot be fully 
rehabilitated through medical wellness 
alone. They must have mental, social, 
financial, and personal wellness, too.” Yet 
the non-profits that provide such care, in-
cluding her own agency, receive relatively 
little funding and support, a fact which 
particularly disheartened her as she and 
her colleagues undertook heroic efforts to 
support clients during the pandemic. 
Although DiTusa has returned to her job 
as an employment counselor, work contin-
ues to present challenges. Her caseload 
has doubled. Employment opportunities 
for clients have become more difficult 
to find, as small businesses struggle and 
big businesses cut back on hiring. “We 

have had some successes as we persevere 
through this pandemic, but it has been 
a bit of a challenge,” DiTusa admitted. 
What’s more, the pandemic is far from 
over. She sometimes finds herself asking 
unsettling questions, such as, “If we 
peak will my agency close? Will I have to 
choose between residential work or not 
receiving income?”
One bright spot is that DiTusa has learned 
to step back and slow down. “Before 
COVID, I couldn’t kindly say no,” she 
explained, “I took everything so seriously, 
giving 110%.” The pandemic has taught 
her to establish clearer boundaries and 
find time for joy. During those 60-hour 
weeks, she tried to indulge in at least one 
pleasurable activity every day, such as 
a meal, exercise, hobby, or even online 
shopping. As DiTusa put it, “We can’t 
pour from an empty cup,” especially in a 
situation where stress is ongoing—and the 
future unpredictable.

Even in the midst of uncertainty, DiTusa 
has big plans. She has earned a schol-
arship to SUNY Buffalo’s online MS 
program in Rehabilitation Counseling. 
Remote learning has worked so well for 
her that she chose this program over one 
located near her Long Island home. At 
SUNY Buffalo, DiTusa hopes to become a 
Certified Rehabilitation Counselor (CRC) 
and continue her work in vocational train-
ing, perhaps in the disability community—
or perhaps with veterans, at-risk youth, or 
even prison inmates. For now, DiTusa is 
considering all kinds of possibilities, ones 
that would not have existed without her 
degree from CUNY SPS. 
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Melissa Hinds
For Melissa Hinds, who spent her 
Spring Semester wrapping up a 
Master’s degree in Nursing Education 
at CUNY SPS, one of the biggest take-
aways from living through the pan-
demic has been simple: during times 
of crisis, it’s critical to have a support 
system. That’s exactly what Hinds has 
found at CUNY SPS, both during the 
pandemic and before, and it’s also what 
she is helping to bring to the greater New 
York community through her work as a 

nurse educator at the Center for Practice 
Innovations (CPI) at New York State 
Psychiatric Institute. 
When the virus first shut down New York 
in March, Hinds’ experience at CUNY 
SPS helped her manage the abrupt pivot 
to all-remote work. “Having virtual 
experience at school helped me know how 
to stay connected, how to do things 
online—so I was less stressed,” she 
explained. Online school also offered a 
source of support. Hinds reflected, “I’m 
trying to provide services but I’m also a 
person affected by all of it—by COVID-19, 

by the racial issues going on in the 
country—and so it’s important to be aware 
that I need time to step back and process 
the things that are going on around me.” 
CUNY SPS classes became a space where 
she could share experiences with fellow 
nurses, gain insight into what people in 
her community were going through—and 
then integrate these experiences, both 
personal and educational, back into 
her work supporting mental health 
professionals and members of the New 
York community. 

Frontlines of COVID–19

The need for support was—and continues to be—great. During the lockdown, 
counselors, nurses, social workers, and other professionals involved in mental 
health suddenly needed ways to stay connected to patients; many began moving 
to remote platforms. Hinds and her colleagues developed tailored content to 
support these clinicians, such as tips for conducting telemental health visits and 
online group therapy, as well as guidance for remotely helping patients with 
substance abuse or suicidal ideation.
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This community also included New Yorkers in need of mental health and other services. 
Hinds is currently managing and supporting content creation for NYProjectHope.org, 
an online resource sponsored by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) 
to help hurting New Yorkers cope with COVID-19. Through NYProjectHope, New 
Yorkers can connect directly with trained mental health professionals, and/or find 
information and trusted contacts to help them manage anxiety, get financial assistance, 
and find help for people with disabilities, among other topics. As Hinds puts it, 
NYProjectHope shows “There is always help.” 
Just as COVID-19 has made an indelible mark on New York, it has left its mark on 
Hinds as well—especially as she begins mapping out the next phase of her life. After 
twelve years of working full time at CPI and taking courses towards three nursing 
degrees, Hinds is taking a well-deserved break from school. Yet she still has big 
ambitions for her future, which is likely to include a doctoral program. Hinds hopes to 
get involved in creating health policy, particularly policies aimed at reducing the racial 
and ethnic disparities in care that have so negatively affected communities of color, 
especially during the pandemic. Whatever comes next, the skills, connections, and 
supports she found at CUNY SPS will continue to form a foundation for this next, prom-
ising phase of her life as a nurse and educator.

As Hinds puts it, 
NYProjectHope 
shows “There is 
always help.” Melissa Hinds

Student, CUNY SPS
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 Frontlines of COVID–19

“My experience caring for patients during the height of the 
pandemic . . . has made me a more compassionate, resourceful, 
and inspired nurse.”

Nicholas Choi

Alum, CUNY SPS



After working on several medical missions as a nursing student at CUNY SPS, 
alumnus Nicholas Choi knew he wanted to continue his humanitarian efforts. 
What he didn’t know was that his most life-altering medical mission would occur 
not abroad, but in his own workplace: the ICU of New York Presbyterian-Queens. 
There, as he described it, he spent many “long, frenetic, and challenging days” 
treating critically ill COVID-19 patients this past year, at “the height of the 
epidemic, at the epicenter of the epidemic.” 

Nicholas Choi 
In a city laid low by the novel coro-
navirus, Queens was hardest hit of 
all the boroughs. During the first 
wave of the pandemic, it had the 
highest number of coronavirus 
cases in the city—and the fewest 
hospital beds per capita. At one 
point in April, staff at Choi’s hospi-
tal converted the cafeteria into a new 
unit to handle the massive influx of 
coronavirus patients. As the volume 
of patients almost overwhelmed the 
hospital, it became increasingly chal-
lenging to manage the stress, or as 
Choi put it, “I generally have good 
coping strategies, none of which 
worked during COVID.” Treating 
the sickest COVID-19 patients 
during this time felt overwhelming—
and sometimes even surreal. When 
he and his coworkers transitioned to 
full PPE gear, Choi reported, “We 
started writing our names on our 
body suits because it was so difficult 
to recognize [one another].”
The spring of 2020 tested the limits 
of Choi personally, as well. At a time 
when most people leaned heavily on 
their immediate family for support, 
Choi had to isolate from his loved 

ones. For 13 weeks he lived out of 
a hotel room, unable to see, hear, or 
touch his wife or their two babies in 
person. He described this isolation 
from his support network as one 
of many “persistent stress[es] 
healthcare workers experienced” 
in the spring, right alongside 
“caring for gravely ill patients and 
having to adapt to a constantly 
evolving work environment.” 
Despite his claims to the contrary, 
Choi did find a way to cope. He 
decided to interview 13 nurses from 
ICUs and emergency departments 
around New York City, as well as a 
Navy nurse stationed aboard the 
USNS Comfort. Choi explained, 
“I wanted to provide a safe space for 
my colleagues to share their experi-
ences, fears, and clinical anecdotes, 
but mostly to let them know they 
weren’t alone.” The experience 
proved therapeutic for Choi as well, 
or as he put it, “these connections 
helped me get through a pretty 
dark time.”
Choi also drew strength from his 
past experiences participating in 
medical missions, especially the trip 
he took to Haiti as a nursing student 

at CUNY SPS as part of his clinical 
training. “Whenever nurses travel to 
developing nations for mission work 
or disaster response,” he explained, 
“they come back with a heightened 
resourcefulness and problem-solv-
ing acumen. My experience in Haiti 
definitely prepared me well for 
COVID.”
Although the pandemic has pushed 
him to his clinical and emotional 
limits, Choi does see a purpose to 
his long days of stressful work. He 
reflected, “My experience caring 
for patients during the height of the 
pandemic . . . has made me a more 
compassionate, resourceful, and 
inspired nurse.” The experience 
also has given him a heightened 
appreciation of his peers, or as he 
put it: “The more I think back, the 
more I am in awe of how the health-
care community in New York City 
came together.” It’s an awe that all 
New Yorkers and Americans share 
when it comes to our nation’s front-
line healthcare workers, especially 
nurses like Choi.

CUNY School of Professional Studies Magazine | 2019-2020 10
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The COVID-19 pandemic has caused unprecedented upheaval and stress, 
but for students at CUNY SPS, life has remained reassuringly constant in at 
least one respect: classes and campus operations continue, thanks to 
administrative staff who have found ways to meet the community’s evolving 
needs. Staff have rearranged the IT infrastructure, cut checks for emergency 
grants, and provided remote mental health services and support—all with 
the goal of keeping CUNY SPS students on track for success. Here are just a 
few of their stories.

“We’ve 
Got Your 
Back”: 
CUNY SPS Responds
to COVID-19

CUNY SPS Responds to COVID–19



As most staff headed home in 
March, some CUNY SPS 
employees did not, including 
Washington Hernández, associate 
dean for administration and 
finance, and members of his team. 
Instead, they stayed on campus to 
provide essential services—such as 
supporting staff’s IT needs and 
cutting emergency checks for 
students—to keep the school 
operations up and running for 
students, faculty, and staff. This 
work challenged the team to deliver 
on big asks—and small. “Moving to a 
fully online mode required my team 
to do things like updating user 
accounts, shipping out new laptops, 
monitors, and printers to our staff at 
home, and learning how to use 
online tools,” Hernández explained. 
But it also involved addressing 
needs at the most micro level. “It’s 
amazing how difficult it became to 
procure webcams,” he noted wryly. 

Hernández’ area, which is com-
prised of the business office, 
campus operations, human resourc-
es, IT, and public safety, dropped 
from 41 on-site team members to a 
low of just 15 during the height of 
the pandemic. To avoid crowded 
commutes (and one another), staff 
worked staggered schedules and 
practiced strict social distancing. 
Hernández, who once worked as 
hazardous materials emergency 
responder for the City of New York, 
implemented work safety measures 
designed to reduce infection risk 
with help from Celeste Clarke, 
director of campus operations, and 
Sgt. Brian Smith of public safety.
During those weeks, the neighbor-
hood was transformed. “It was 
surreal,” Hernández remembered. 
“We are situated half a block from 
Penn Station and . . . suddenly, it 
was a ghost town. No lines of taxis, 
no food carts, just emptiness.” On 

the positive side, Hernández’ 
commute from Whitestone, 
Queens, dropped from one hour 
and fifteen minutes to under half an 
hour and, on one occasion, he made 
it home in fifteen minutes.
The hardest part for on-site staff has 
been the fear of bringing the virus 
home. Still, they persisted—and 
their efforts helped ensure that 
CUNY SPS’s Spring Semester 
continued without any interruption. 
For this, Hernández credited his 
team: “I am extremely proud of the 
way … they took on tasks outside of 
their areas of responsibility and 
supported other units who were not 
able to come to the campus. They 
showed up to work when showing 
up was a very scary thing to do.” 

Keeping the
Lights on – and the 
Computers Humming: 
On-Site CUNY SPS Staff Juggle Responsibilities, 
Stagger Schedules to Meet Community Needs 

“We are situated 
half a block from 
Penn Station and 
. . . suddenly, it was 
a ghost town. 
No lines of 
taxis, no food 
carts, just 
emptiness.”

Washington Hernández,
 Associate Dean for 
Administration and Finance

CUNY School of Professional Studies Magazine | 2019-2020 12
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Erin Jeanette, PhD, head of Counsel-
ing  Services, noted that almost every 
student who requested help in 2020 
put “pandemic-related situations […] 
on their list of stressors.” During lock-
down, the Office of Counseling began 
using telehealth visits for initial consul-
tations, crisis intervention, and custom-
ized referrals, among other services, and 
it has continued to do so throughout the 
pandemic. Interestingly, the Office did 
not see an uptick in initial consultations 
compared to 2019. Jeanette explained, 
“When you view the situation through 
the lens of trauma, it’s not surprising. 
. . People facing [trauma] tend to be in 
survival mode—trying to get by, and not 
necessarily starting new endeavors.” 

In order to reach students who were not 
contacting the Counseling Services, 
but who still needed support, Jeanette 
created the COVID-19 outreach videos. 
She explained, “I wanted to create ma-
terial that would offer strategies, such as 
tenderness, rest, reflection, and the calm 
that can come when one acknowledges 
reality, however painful.” Jeanette felt 
that some well-intended messages, such 
as “reminders that Shakespeare wrote 
King Lear while in quarantine,” did not 
appear to help students, and indeed “felt 
out of tune with the things that were 
happening in our homes and neighbor-
hoods.” Her videos explore, among 
other topics, practicing self-compassion, 
taking time to breathe, and increasing 
our tolerance for imperfection since 
“done is sometimes better than perfect.” 

Going forward, Jeanette expects “to see 
increases in service demand on a slower 
roll.” She and CUNY SPS are preparing 
for this inevitability by adding a full-time 
staff member to the Counseling Services. 
Jeanette also anticipates that telehealth 
visits are here to stay; like many other 
mental health professionals, she is now 
very comfortable providing counseling 
remotely and better understands its 
benefits. In the future, she believes 
telehealth visits will bring down barriers 
to mental health treatment at CUNY SPS 
and elsewhere—much like the online 
learning model at CUNY SPS removes 
barriers for students seeking to complete 
their degrees.

CUNY SPS Counseling Services 
Offers Outreach, Support 

CUNY SPS Responds to COVID–19

Countering 
COVID-Related 
Stress and Anxiety: 

Many CUNY SPS students—like many New 
Yorkers—found themselves experiencing high 
levels of stress and anxiety in 2020, especial-
ly in the earliest days of the pandemic, when 
the city suffered its most devastating losses. 
Students were working on the frontlines of 
care, coping with sickness, losing jobs, and/or 
struggling with loneliness and isolation due to 
the lockdown. In response, CUNY SPS Coun-
seling Services offered a variety of remote 
mental health services, as well as a two-part 
video series called “Coping with COVID-19.”
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As the coronavirus wreaked havoc on the city’s health and 
economy in 2020, many CUNY SPS students faced new 
barriers to completing their degrees. The School serves 
predominantly non-traditional, returning college, and 
graduate students, most of whom work full time. Due to 
COVID-19, a number of them have experienced their own 
or a family member’s illness, job loss, or even homelessness. 
In response, the CUNY SPS Office of Scholarships sprang into 
action, delivering emergency funds to help the most vulnerable 
of these students. 
To assist with these efforts, the CUNY SPS Foundation Board 
established and began raising funds for a COVID-19 Emer-
gency Grant specifically designed to help students struggling as 
a result of the pandemic. This pool of funds quickly grew with 
generous personal donations from the CUNY SPS Foundation 
Board, faculty, staff, and alumni. As Foundation Board Chair 
Blake Foote noted, it was “heartening to see how the Founda-
tion Board members quickly mobilized to set up this Emergency 
Fund, personally contributing to help, and how the greater SPS 
community also pitched in at new levels of support.” Further-
more, she observed, this amazing in-house response gave a 
boost to other giving. “I’m certain that this leadership from 
within the SPS community helped motivate other organizations 
to also support our students in these most challenging of times.”
Thanks to these individual donations, as well as those from orga-
nizations such as the Robin Hood Foundation, the Carroll and 
Milton Petrie Foundation, and the Mayor’s Office for Economic 
Opportunity, CUNY SPS dispersed more than $260,000 in 
emergency grants to students who could not pay their rent, utili-
ties, or tuition, among other necessities. These grant payments, 
which were made directly to vendors such as landlords and utility 
companies, have helped keep students enrolled in their 

programs. The need for emergency funding increased dramat-
ically in 2020 due to the pandemic. In fiscal year 2019, the 
Office received 35 applications for emergency relief; in 2020 
that number skyrocketed to more than 240. 
Even in the midst of hardship and uncertainty, students who re-
ceived these grants took time to express their gratitude, accord-
ing to Scholarship Specialist Theresa Ortiz. One wrote, “I am 
deeply moved and thankful for the generosity of CUNY SPS… 
If there is anything I can do—be a career ambassador, outreach, 
or anything else, I’d love to help spread the CUNY SPS message 
about emergency support.” Still another wrote, “This is the best 
thing that has happened to me in a while…This will really help 
me and motivate me to continue my studies. I’m truly thankful 
for your support.”

Emergency Grants Help
COVID-Impacted Students Pay Their Bills

Responding
to Financial Precarity: 

“This is the best thing 
that has happened to me in 
a while… This will really 
help me and motivate me to 
continue my studies. I’m 
truly thankful for your 
support.”

CUNY SPS dispersed more than $260,000 in emergency CUNY SPS dispersed more than $260,000 in emergency 
grants to students who could not pay their rent, grants to students who could not pay their rent, 
utilities, or tuition, among other necessities. utilities, or tuition, among other necessities. 
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The city agencies that partner with 
CUNY SPS’s Office of Professional 
Education and Workplace Learning 
(PEWL) had to rapidly transition 
their organizations to an online 
environment and, in many cases, 
quickly redefine immediate priorities 
to ensure their clients and employees 
were supported in this new world.
In the wake of the pandemic, PEWL 
staff not only assisted and moved its 
partners to exclusive online learning, 
but also supported the critical workflow 
shifts of its agency colleagues who needed 
to continue serving the city’s most 
vulnerable populations.

Staff members from PEWL’s partnership 
with the NYC Department of Social Ser-
vices and Office of Policy, Procedures 
and Training worked day and night to 
assist the Family Independence Admin-
istration Office (FIA). The FIA provides 
employment services, food stamps, cash 
assistance, and other income support 
services for City residents.
To keep up with the extraordinary in-
crease in applications for cash assistance, 
food stamps, and Medicaid benefits, staff 
from other city agencies—employees not 
currently employed at FIA—were asked 
to halt their normal work and begin to 
interview New Yorkers in need.
The PEWL team—Program Director 
Tanja Carter-Searls and 

developers/trainers Edie Young, 
Michelle Hulan, and Mylka Burgos—
quickly marshaled resources to support 
this huge effort.
Traditionally, this team has developed 
procedures and training materials to 
support employees at the Department of 
Homeless Services. At this critical time, 
in a matter of days, the group shifted 
priorities, learned the interview work of 
FIA, and created learning tools to support 
non-FIA employees.
“We were flying the plane as we were 
building it,” Hulan said. “It was pretty 
intense. I would have to lock myself in a 
closet to get work done and sometimes 
my five-year-old would knock on the door 
and ask me for a snack.” 

PEWLPEWL
OffersOffers
SupportSupport
Life changed drastically in March when New York City shut down in the wake of COVID-19. 
The pandemic spread rapidly through our city, closing businesses and schools, eliminating jobs 
for thousands, and forcing thousands more to figure out how to work from home.

PEWL Offers Support to City and State Agencies During COVID-19 Transition

to City
and State
Agencies
During 
COVID-19 
Transition
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“This experience showed us what we can do in 
a short amount of time,” said Carter-Searls. 
“We showed the agency some best practices 
and now they’re looking at us to take more of a 
leadership role. I’m so proud of my team. I can’t 
say it enough.”
Around the same time, the NYC Department of 
Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH) contacted 
Michael Schultz, senior program manager for 
emergency management, to develop a pandemic 
toolkit specific to COVID-19.
The published toolkit is designed to assist com-
munity, faith-based, and other types of organi-
zations in preparing for and responding to the 
effects of COVID-19.
Schultz produced the toolkit to be adaptable to 
multiple types of pandemics, beyond COVID-19, 
that may arise in the future. This project is an ex-
tension of the pandemic influenza toolkit PEWL 
developed in 2015 for DOHMH.

Similarly, the Energy Management Institute train-
ing program team, which partners with the NYC 
Department of Citywide Administrative Services, 
sprang into action to convert in-person classes 
into an online format. The training program pre-
pares city facility personnel to make energy-smart 
decisions that assist the city in meeting its goals to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions.
Program Director Michelle Attles and her team 
worked quickly to move five in-person courses 
that were in progress at the CUNY SPS campus to 
an online setting.
“The biggest challenge of transitioning the 
courses was to adapt content originally designed 
to be highly interactive and hands-on to a vibrant 
virtual classroom,” said Attles. “Once the decision 
was made to move the courses online, we delivered 
the first course on March 17, two business days 
after the campus closed.”
Senior Program Director Dawn Picken found 
herself in a comparable situation. Picken admin-
isters the “Managing for Innovation” course, led 
and funded by the Mayor’s Office for Economic 
Opportunity. It is a leadership development 
program designed to help nonprofit program di-
rectors understand and enhance the skills needed 
to operate NYC Opportunity-funded programs.
This seven full-day program is traditionally offered 
in a face-to-face format where participants come 
together to learn and practice new leadership 
techniques through exercises, peer-to-peer 
learning, and small group coaching sessions. 
The program met once before the CUNY SPS 
campus closed and then a condensed version was 
offered on Zoom.
“During this most challenging and unparalleled 
time,” said PEWL Executive Director Amy Perez, 
“our partners have been able to rely on our 
agility to support changing priorities and our 
commitment to delivering high-quality training in 
a virtual world.”

PEWL partners 
with city and state 
agencies, nonprofit 
organizations, and the 
private sector to pro-
vide research-based 
learning practices, 
develop innovative 
programs, and iden-
tify needs and gaps 
across their workforce. 
The unit also leads 
credit-bearing ini-
tiatives within CUNY 
SPS. PEWL programs 
have served more 
than 200,000 learners 
since 2006.

• • Converting a two-month Converting a two-month 
instructor-led training into five instructor-led training into five 
eLearning (online course) eLearning (online course) 
modules that take approximately modules that take approximately 
2½ hours to complete2½ hours to complete

• • Conducting two Webex sessions Conducting two Webex sessions 
(one 7-hour session and one (one 7-hour session and one 
90-minute session) to support 90-minute session) to support 
eLearning and address cash as-eLearning and address cash as-
sistance-training questions. More sistance-training questions. More 
than 300 Department of Social than 300 Department of Social 
Services agency staff completed Services agency staff completed 
the training over a three-month the training over a three-month 
period, and additional requests period, and additional requests 
for training continue to come infor training continue to come in

The team supported
the city’s efforts by:
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ContributesContributes
to NYS COVID-19to NYS COVID-19
Contact TracingContact Tracing
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When COVID-19 began sweeping the country in spring of 2020, 
New York State began ramping up its contact tracing efforts as 
part of a larger public health initiative to help track and stop the 
spread of the disease. With this in mind, Governor Cuomo 
announced on April 22, 2020 that the NYS Department Of 
Health would work with Bloomberg Philanthropies and Vital 
Strategies to identify, train, and recruit thousands of contact 
tracers for a coordinated tristate Contact Tracing Program. 
To aid in this initiative, the State reached out to both CUNY and 
SUNY. Across both university systems, students were recruited to 
serve as contact tracers, and faculty in healthcare programs were 
invited to conduct second-level interviews to help fill openings for 
two other positions—that of community support specialist and 
supervisory contact tracer—that were needed for the effort.
At CUNY SPS, faculty and staff were excited to volunteer. A number 
of faculty from the health information management and nursing 
programs and staff from the Office of Student Services signed on and 
began interviewing candidates for the specialist and supervisory 
positions starting in May, in an effort that continued through August. 
These interviews were arranged by the office of the CUNY University 
Dean for Health and Human Services Patricia Simino Boyce, which 
took on the role of setting up second-level interviews for all the 
candidates that had already been vetted and had successfully passed 
the first round. 
Ellen Karl, who runs the CUNY SPS health information management 
programs, was one of the interviewers who signed up to help. In the 
months she was involved, Karl was able to devote a large chunk of 
time to the program, interviewing approximately 60 people in slots of 
up to 30 minutes each. 
“Contact tracing is a vital part of any effort to control the spread of 
COVID. As academic director of the health information management 
programs at CUNY SPS, I was eager to volunteer my time and 
expertise to help the New York State Department of Health launch 
this urgent public health initiative,” said Karl. “Over the spring and 
summer, I was able to interview 60 candidates for the community 
support specialist and supervisory contact tracer roles, and helped 
bring on the most qualified ones on board. I am gratified to see that 
these individuals helped make a difference in bringing New York 
City’s rates of infection down.”
In an additional effort, the CUNY SPS Office of Career Services 
devoted time to publicizing the open contact tracer positions to 
students through targeted emails and online announcements. As a 
result, at least four CUNY SPS students were hired as contact tracers.

“Over the spring and summer, I was able to interview 60 
candidates for the community support specialist and 
supervisory contact tracer roles, and helped bring on the most 
qualified ones on board.” 

CUNY SPSCUNY SPS
ContributesContributes
to NYS COVID-19to NYS COVID-19
Contact TracingContact Tracing
EffortsEfforts  
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to Promote 
Racial Equity, 
Diversity, 
and Inclusion 
at CUNY SPSLa

u
n

ch
ed Committee on

Institutional
Equity and
Diversity

As part of their focus on dialogue, the Committee As part of their focus on dialogue, the Committee 
hosted its first public event in November 2019: hosted its first public event in November 2019: 
a kick-off workshop at the 5th annual Racial a kick-off workshop at the 5th annual Racial 
Justice Conference that invited faculty, staff, Justice Conference that invited faculty, staff, 
and students to engage in a preliminary and students to engage in a preliminary 
discussion that would identify needs and topics discussion that would identify needs and topics 
for engagement and action.for engagement and action.

Committee on Institutional Equity and Diversity Launched
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When CUNY SPS published its 2015-2020 
Strategic Plan, one major strategic direc-
tion the plan identified was the need to make 
equity, diversity, and inclusion a cornerstone 
of its institutional identity. Or, put in simpler 
terms, the School sought to foster a community 
of respect, where every CUNY SPS student, 
faculty, and staff member feels like they belong 
and will thrive. To conceptualize and carry out 
this challenging work—which requires that the 
School identify and address often implicit societal 
biases—the strategic planning team recommended 
establishing a Committee on Institutional Equity 
and Diversity (CIED).
With this directive in mind, the formation of the CIED began taking shape. 
A diverse group of 14 faculty and staff from across CUNY SPS’s academic 
departments, student services and administrative units were nominated 
by senior leadership to serve on the Committee, along with a student from 
the Student Government Association. To lead the CIED, Dean Mogulescu 
appointed Sahana Gupta, chief diversity officer/Title IX coordinator, as 
the original chair and later appointed Celeste Clarke, director of campus 
operations, to serve as co-chair.
Once the membership was set, the Committee was established in October 
2019. A major goal of their work, as outlined in the Committee’s mission 
and goals statement, was to stimulate thoughtful conversations among facul-
ty, staff, and students, all while remaining committed to the rigorous debate 
and discussion that marks a thriving academic institution and fosters a sense 
of safety and respect. 
As part of their focus on dialogue, the Committee hosted its first public 
event in November 2019: a kick-off workshop at the 5th annual Racial Jus-
tice Conference that invited faculty, staff, and students to engage in a pre-
liminary discussion that would identify needs and topics for engagement and 
action. During the workshop, CIED member Adeola Adegbola White and 
her colleagues in the MA in Applied Theatre program led a roundtable that 
helped define the Committee’s thinking on workplace engagement, campus 
culture, institutional identity, and student involvement in campus culture. 
Using feedback garnered from this workshop, the CIED next began devel-
oping its mission statement and goals, setting a starting point from which to 
begin the complicated work of outlining a wide array of programs and activ-
ities that the School will undertake in order to develop, foster, and sustain 
a culture of belonging and respect. While the momentum of their work was 
briefly impacted by COVID-19 in spring of 2020, the Committee reen-
gaged in the wake of the murder of George Floyd and, with growing aware-
ness of the significance and impact of the current racial justice movement, 
has since increased in membership. 

Over the course of the 
Spring 2020 Semester, 
the Committee formed 
several subcommittees 
to address specific areas 
and engage the CUNY 
SPS community in the 
CIED’s activities. These 
subcommittees include:
• Communications Subcommittee, 

which will develop a communica-
tions plan that will ensure that the 
Committee is providing regular up-
dates to the SPS community about 
the ongoing work and activities of 
the Committee 

• Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) 
Learning Programs Subcommittee, 
which will develop and build a 
resource site providing current re-
search and information, and devel-
op and implement an EDI Learning 
Program for the SPS community 

• The Survey-Needs Assessment and 
Evaluation Subcommittee, which 
will use survey and assessment 
tools to gather data on the campus 
climate, identify campus needs, 
and evaluate and assess outcomes

The Committee meets once a month to work on 
and implement their initiatives, programs, and 
activities. Alongside this, co-chairs Gupta and 
Clarke attend monthly Strategic Plan Steering 
Committee meetings, where they make recom-
mendations and suggest projects, groups, and 
tasks to ensure that the work of the CIED is built 
into the process and product of strategic planning 
for the School.
The CIED subcommittees also meet separately to 
work on their individual goals and projects. In the 
academic year 2020-21, the subcommittees will 
be launching a number of their planned initiatives, 
including a newsletter, a learning curriculum, list 
of resources, and a campus climate survey, all with 
the larger goal of enhancing diversity, equity, and 
inclusion at CUNY SPS.
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When COVID-19 forced a nationwide shut-
down in March 2020, the City University 
of New York (CUNY)—like other colleges 
and universities across the country—found 
themselves scrambling to shift their in-per-
son classes to an online format, an abrupt 
move that left both faculty and students 
struggling to adjust. 
Amid this upheaval, CUNY began planning 
their next step, inspired by Albert Einstein’s 
oft-quoted adage: in the midst of every crisis 
lies great opportunity. Even as CUNY schools 
grappled with the transition to emergency 
remote teaching, the University began brain-
storming ways to help the tens of thousands of 

students whose lives and educational plans had 
been drastically disrupted by the pandemic. 
With online classes likely to be the norm for 
a while in the time of COVID, it became clear 
that preparing CUNY colleges and their fac-
ulty to teach in this format would help ensure 
that their students continue to get the best 
possible educational experience. 
But how to do this? For help, the University 
reached out to their resident online education 
experts—the CUNY School of Professional 
Studies (CUNY SPS). For more than 15 years, 
CUNY SPS has provided quality online degree 
programs for working adults, allowing them 
the flexibility to complete their education 

Provide Provide 
Opportunity Opportunity 
to Share to Share 
Expertise Expertise 
and Build and Build 
CommunityCommunity

CUNyCUNy
SPS-LedSPS-Led
OnlineOnline Teaching
Workshops

CUNY SPS proposed to 
develop a professional 
development workshop 
that would help faculty 
University-wide learn 
about best practices in 
online instruction...

CUNY SPS-Led Online Teaching Workshops
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while juggling jobs, families, and other life 
responsibilities. And as the CUNY school 
with the most fully online degree programs 
(21 of 24 are online), CUNY SPS has invested 
significantly in faculty readiness for remote 
instruction. Following a request of the CUNY 
Office of Academic Affairs to bring their online 
expertise to the fore, CUNY SPS proposed to 
develop a professional development workshop 
that would help faculty University-wide learn 
about best practices in online instruction and 
to convert their summer and fall courses to 
fully online offerings. 

To implement a project of this scale, CUNY 
SPS called upon its Office of Faculty Develop-
ment and Instructional Technology (OFDIT). 
In its normal role, the office works to provide 
CUNY SPS faculty with support, training, and 
resources, all with the goal of improving the 
quality of the student learning experience. As 
part of this, OFDIT offers ongoing classes, 
trainings, workshops, resources for accessibil-
ity and Universal Design for Learning (UDL), 
as well as quick guides and tutorials on their 
faculty community website. The collaboration 
with the University, however, required OFDIT 
to pivot from their planned semester work and 
figure out a way to quickly distill and scale up 
their offerings.

• Gain first-hand 
experience in and 
appreciation of the needs 
of an online learner

• Identify widely accepted 
best practices for online 
teaching, including prin-
ciples of Universal Design 
for Learning (UDL)

• Reflect on how to apply 
to one’s own course the 
instructional design 
principles, organizational 
and facilitation skills, 
and communication and 
assessment strategies 
introduced in the course

• Become familiar with 
the basic operations and 
features of a Blackboard 
classroom from both 
student and instructor 
perspectives

• Create a plan for 
building and teaching 
an online course

OTE
Learning
Objectives



CUNY School of Professional Studies Magazine | 2019-202023

Without hesitation, OFDIT, under 
the leadership of Faculty Development 
Director Ruru Rusmin, took on this 
major project. Working around the 
clock, Rusmin and her team designed a 
fully online 3-week course titled Online 
Teaching Essentials (OTE) that would 
provide faculty participants with the fun-
damentals of online teaching, including 
first-hand experience of what it is like to 
learn online and the flexibility of asyn-
chronous instruction. 
“When the pandemic hit and CUNY tran-
sitioned to remote teaching last spring, 
like everyone else we wanted to help in 
any way we could. The speed and scale of 
the OTE project was demanding, but with 
support from leadership the OFDIT team 
rose to the challenge,” explained Rusmin. 
“The entire team, including the facili-
tators across CUNY and liaisons from 
participating campuses, also appreciated 
the opportunity to work with colleagues 
across the University and to contribute to 
the massive effort to shift to sustained and 
effective online teaching.” 

In a matter of weeks, OFDIT had the 
project ready to go. Faculty across CUNY 
were invited to enroll in the OTE work-
shop, which was structured to include 
a large shared main online course of 
hundreds and a smaller weekly group 
course made up of 25-30 participants, 
organized by field or discipline. All 
course sections were led by faculty peer 
facilitators, most of whom hailed from 
CUNY SPS, with two lead facilitators and 
a technical administrator overseeing the 
whole workshop.
Once enrolled, faculty were asked to 
participate in six course modules in the 
learning management system Blackboard, 
where they would review resources, en-
gage in online discussions, and complete 
practice exercises. The modules were de-
signed to introduce faculty to the online 
learning environment and inform them 
about the needs of virtual learners, best 
practices for online teaching, principles 
of the Universal Design for Learning 
framework, and online assessments of the 
course and the student. 

Based on surveys, feedback, and testi-
monials from the faculty participants, 
the OTE workshop was a resounding hit. 
Joe Schloss, a music professor at Baruch 
College, said, “I am just completing the 
first week of my summer class, and I can’t 
even imagine what it would have looked 
like had I not taken the OTE class. On 
both a practical and philosophical level, 
it really opened up many new horizons 
for me.” Virginia Peters, an adjunct 
professor in the business/technology 
department at LaGuardia Community 
College, remarked, “This was a wonderful 
opportunity to learn more about online 
learning.” Chandra Kahandra, an adjunct 
associate professor of chemistry at York 
College, noted, “The knowledge I gained 
by completing this workshop will be very 
useful for teaching online classes during 
the summer and in the future, if need be.”
In particular, many of the faculty partici-
pants commented that the strength of the 
workshop lay in the way it helped them 
understand first-hand how students learn 
and experience an online course. 

Working around the clock, Rusmin and her team designed a
fully online 3-week course titled Online Teaching Essentials 
(OTE) that would provide faculty participants with the 
fundamentals of online teaching, including first-hand 
experience of what it is like to learn online and the
flexibility of asynchronous instruction. 

CUNY SPS-Led Online Teaching Workshops

“The OTE Workshop was helpful in both course and “The OTE Workshop was helpful in both course and 
instructional design. It brought a sense of creative instructional design. It brought a sense of creative 
rejuvenation in teaching and learning...”rejuvenation in teaching and learning...”
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“The OTE course was a lifesaver for me,” 
said Shaneen Singh, an associate professor of 
biology at Brooklyn College. “I had to abruptly 
shift to teaching my course asynchronously to 
accommodate the students this summer. I would 
never have had the confidence to do this on the 
fly if I had not taken the OTE course. In addition 
to providing great resources, I was able to see 
online teaching from both the student’s and 
instructor’s perspective.”
Kay I. Neale, the coordinator of the cultural 
diversity program at York College, had a similar 
positive experience. “The OTE workshop was 
helpful in both course and instructional design. 
It brought a sense of creative rejuvenation in 
teaching and learning. The various aspects of the 
course reminded me that our students are always 
paramount, especially with the downloading of 
the students’ version of the learning manage-
ment platform (Blackboard). Seeing things from 
their perspective made a big difference with 
redesigning the course.”
Faculty peer facilitators who led the sessions 
also recognized the program’s impact. “By the 
end of the three-week workshop, many partici-
pants seemed to surprise even themselves that 
they’d learned so much,” said Bonnie Oglensky, 
professor and academic director of sociology 
and human relations at CUNY SPS and a facili-
tator of OTE. “More than that, they had begun 
to shift their view of what is possible in online 
teaching.” 
The workshops’ design—particularly in the form 
of smaller break-out groups—also offered a sec-
ondary benefit: allowing faculty from different 
schools a chance to interact with others in the 
same discipline, making connections in their 
field at a critical time when so many might be 
working solo.
“One of the most beneficial aspects of the 
workshop is that faculty are grouped by disci-
pline into cross-campus sections, facilitated by 
a CUNY faculty member who is a veteran online 
instructor in the field,” said Jennifer Sparrow, 

associate dean of academic affairs at CUNY SPS, 
who leads the school’s OTE program. “Through 
these evolving communities of practice, faculty 
are able to share resources and learn from their 
colleagues, developing networks that will remain 
long after the workshop has ended.” 
As these enthusiastic comments suggest, the 
OTE program struck a real chord. Indeed, 
following packed attendance in the initial May 
and June sessions, CUNY ended up adding two 
more OTE sessions in July and August. By the 
end of August, more than 2,000 CUNY faculty 
had completed the workshops, a much larger 
number than anticipated. Based on this high 
demand, CUNY is reviewing plans to offer more 
OTE workshops in the future. 
The remarkable work CUNY SPS’s OFDIT 
team did to launch this effective program has 
also not gone unnoticed by the higher education 
community. Just a few weeks after the work-
shops, CUNY SPS received the 2020 University 
Professional and Continuing Education 
Association (UPCEA) Mid-Atlantic Region 
Award for Faculty Development, specifically for 
their work on the OTE program, and Rusmin 
and the OFDIT team were honored during the 
UPCEA 2020 Mid-Atlantic Region Conference 
in October.
More than anything, the success of the OTE 
workshops highlights the best of CUNY: how 
the University, its colleges and faculty, and, 
in particular, CUNY SPS and its staff, quickly 
banded together in the midst of a crisis to go 
above and beyond for the sake of the students. 
Reflecting back on this collaborative spirit, 
CUNY Chancellor Félix V. Matos Rodríguez 
concluded, “These professional development 
opportunities, spearheaded and delivered by 
our noted experts in the online space, will have 
longterm positive results for faculty and students 
alike. I am grateful for SPS’ leadership and to the 
hundreds of faculty members from across CUNY 
who embraced the opportunity and signed up 
for the workshops.”

1. Asynchronous Learning 
A general term used to 
describe forms of edu-
cation, instruction, and 
learning that do not occur 
in the same place or at the 
same time 

2.  Universal Design 
for Learning (UDL) 
An educational framework 
that guides the develop-
ment of flexible learning 
environments and learning 
spaces that can accommo-
date individual learning 
differences. UDL calls 
for creating curriculums 
that provide: 

• representation
• expression
• engagement 

3. Emergency 
Remote Teaching 
A temporary shift from 
normal face-to-face 
teaching to remote 

Sources: Wikipedia, Educause
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How Data Can Inform the 

School’s Strategic Goals 

New CUNY SPS Office

Explores 

Colleges and universities are increasingly responsible 
and accountable for gathering and interpreting data to 
help guide and implement their missions and visions. At 
CUNY SPS, this charge has been led by the school’s new 
office of Institutional Effectiveness and Planning (IE&P).
Formed in February 2019, IE&P’s stated mission is to 
provide leadership, support, and resources to help cultivate 
evidence-informed decision making that will continuously 
improve student learning, educational programs, and admin-
istrative and educational support services, as well as advance 
innovative strategies to serve adult learners. IE&P will 
engage the School to use evidence efficiently and effectively 
to focus on equity, student success, and accountability. 

To achieve this, IE&P collaborates with academic programs 
and units to tell the story about the teaching and learning ex-
perience. This process starts by asking questions about stu-
dents’ progress, whether they graduate with the knowledge 
and skills programs are designed to deliver, and whether 
students are satisfied with their experiences at CUNY SPS.
With this general approach in mind, IE&P focuses its 
work on five ‘priority areas’. These include accreditation, 
assessment, data management and reporting, institutional 
research and analytics, and planning. Since its launch, IE&P 
has successfully carried out a number of initiatives within 
these five areas. 

New CUNY SPS Office Explores How Data Can Inform the School’s Strategic Goals
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The IE&P team reports to Senior Associate Dean Tracy 
Meade and is headed by Abigail Morrison, the Assistant 
Dean of Institutional Effectiveness and Planning, who 
brings her extensive background in social work, public 
policy, and administration to the role. Morrison is joined 
by an experienced staff of researchers and analysts, 
including Jeanine Molock, Director of Institutional 
Research; Jennifer Holland, Institutional Effectiveness 
Manager; Junjie Dai, Business Intelligence Specialist; 
Qi Guan, Institutional Research Specialist; and Mary 
Hannigan, Records Management Coordinator. 
In addition to their work at CUNY SPS, the IE&P unit 
is also a part of CUNY’s Institutional Research Council, 
Assessment Council, and Middle States Council. Their 
participation in these organizations enables IE&P to 
stay abreast of trends related to higher education data, 
assessment, and accreditation. 

New CUNY SPS Office
• Instituting a School-wide support structure for 

surveys with the focus on increasing the effective-
ness, quality, and response rates of surveys

• Participating in the development of Middle States 
reaccreditation self-study and site visit as part of 
the GSUC

• Launching the first School-wide graduation and 
alumni surveys

• Creating a data repository to centralize and 
house CUNY SPS’s student data from admission 
to alumni 

• Building initial structure to support School-wide 
assessment 

• Developing data reports, such as the Tableau 
dashboard reports for enrollment, retention rates, 
and graduation rates

• Developing on-demand, self-service access to 
data reports

• Providing education and support for use and inter-
pretation of data

• Developing further the structure to support and 
mature School-wide assessment practices

• Conducting multi-year analysis of key projects/
initiatives

• Supporting development of next strategic plan
• Identifying metrics that better represent the 

School’s students and educational model

Following these successes, IE&P 
has focused their efforts toward 
implementing future goals and 
plans. A partial list of current and 
upcoming projects include: 

Some of their accomplishments 
to date include:
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In Fall 2019, CUNY SPS welcomed the 
publication of Journal of Teaching  Journal of Teaching 
Disability Studies (JTDS),Disability Studies (JTDS),  a peer-re-
viewed journal that seeks to promote 
and explore disability studies pedagogy. 
With its publication, the JTDS 
joins a growing list of peer-reviewed 
journals in the discipline, and has the 
distinction of being the first to be 
launched primarily through the efforts 
of the CUNY SPS faculty. 
Developed by the CUNY SPS disabilities 
studies program, and edited by its 
academic director Dr. Mariette Bates, in 
collaboration with colleagues at the City 
University of New York and other schools, 
the journal invites discussion of teaching 
disability studies topics in a broad range of 
educational settings and explores how the 
principles of universal design support 
student learning. 

 “Disability studies programs have been 
growing steadily over the last several 
decades, with certificates and degrees 
being developed each year. The Journal of 
Teaching Disability Studies was created to 
encourage community among those of us 
engaged in teaching about disability, and 
to enhance pedagogy in the field of 
disability studies,” said Dr. Bates. “It is 
my hope that this journal will help all of us 
identify and explore pedagogy that 
prioritizes the experience of people with 
disabilities of all ages, uses the social 
model as grounding philosophy, and 
incorporates principles of universal design 
in assignment, and course development 
and delivery.”
According to its mission statement, JTDS 
seeks to encourage teachers at all levels to 
reflect on, revise, and share original 
research on how disability studies fits into 

the classroom, on syllabi, and in public 
educational programming, and how 
utilizing principles of universal design 
supports student learning.
The journal’s inaugural edition opens with 
an introductory essay by Dr. Bates, in 
which she recounts the creation of the 
CUNY SPS disability studies program, 
which offers the first bachelor’s degree of 
its kind and the first stand-alone master’s 
degree in the field. Understanding the 
history of this groundbreaking program, 
she explained, might help inspire others to 
develop similar ones elsewhere.
The issue also features five submissions 
reviewed by leading experts in disability 
studies from CUNY and other colleges 
and universities nationwide. “[There are] 
articles on a wide range of topics, from 
examining universal design strategies in 
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Academic Journal

large enrollment courses to the use of a 
graphic autobiographical novel, El Deafo, 
with first-year college writers to explore 
ideas of narrative and voice,” adds Dr. 
Bates. “I am thrilled that we received such 
interesting and diverse submissions, and 
that two of the submissions were from 
CUNY faculty.”
Along with Dr. Bates, a large number of 
CUNY SPS and fellow CUNY colleagues 
have contributed to the journal, highlight-
ing the tremendous efforts the School’s 
disability studies programs have put 
toward the publication. The JTSD’s 
editorial board masthead lists CUNY SPS 
faculty Mark Friedman and Neil Harbus 
as well as Dr. Bates. Matthew Conlin, a 
CUNY SPS alumnus and faculty member, 
serves as both the managing editor and a 
member of the journal’s review board. 
Other review board contributors from 

CUNY SPS include April Coughlin, 
Sheryl Dicker, Kristen DuMoulin, 
Cassandra Evans, Mark Friedman, Beth 
Haller, Devva Kasnitz, Jacqueline Leber, 
Christopher Leydon, Julie Maybee, Karen 
Nielson, Jitka Nelb Sinecka, Justine 
Pawlukewicz, Lisa Pollich, Christopher 
Rosa, and Franklin Wyman.
The significant contributions of the 
CUNY SPS disability studies program to 
the JTDS also showcase the School’s 
larger commitment to the disability 
community. In addition to the journal, 
CUNY SPS disability studies faculty, 
students, staff, and alumni are also heavily 
involved in either planning School-wide 
or participating in University-wide 
disability–themed events yearly, particu-
larly in the commemorative months of 
April, July, and October.

The Journal of Teaching Disability 
Studies is available online at the CUNY 
Academic Commons website. Along with 
each issue, which are published yearly, 
there are two other sections on the site, 
both updated on a rolling basis. The 
Resources and Ideas section offers a 
space for disability scholars to contribute 
more information to the discipline, 
including assignments, syllabi, and 
essays. The For Students section allows 
students in the field to submit exemplary 
papers or presentations.

“It is my hope that this journal will help all of us 
identify and explore pedagogy that prioritizes the 
experience of people with disabilities of all ages, 
uses the social model as grounding philosophy, and 
incorporates principles of universal design in 
assignment, and course development and delivery.”
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Class of 2020 
Virtual
Graduation
On June 8, 2020, CUNY SPS hosted 

a virtual celebration to commend the 

Class of 2020. 

Over 900 students, the School’s 

largest-ever graduating class to date, 

were recognized during this celebra-

tion. Notably, this year’s cohort  includ-

ed first graduates from three master’s 

degree programs: MS in Research 

Administration and Compliance, MS in 

Nursing Education, and MS in Nursing 

Organizational Leadership, along with 

the first graduate from the accelerated 

BS to MS program in Nursing Organi-

zation Leadership, and the first grad-

uate from the advanced certificate in 

Research Compliance. 

The celebration was livestreamed on 

the School’s YouTube channel and 

included personal remarks from three 

members of the graduating class, two 

of whom shared their experiences as 

essential workers during their final 

semester in college. Following the 

graduates’ remarks, CUNY SPS faculty 

celebrated the students’ achievements 

in a lively, creative, and original video 

featuring SPS faculty, staff, founda-

tion board members, and prior years’ 

keynote speakers. Each individual 

academic program also hosted their own 

online celebrations of their graduates. 

These celebrations were international, 

with viewers located in Brazil, Canada, 

Colombia, Costa Rica, France, India, 

Mexico, Switzerland, South Africa, 

South Korea, the United Kingdom, as 

well as the United States. 

Amid the many congratulatory messages 

and tributes, Lisa Sheridan, this year’s 

Student Speaker, shared her thoughts 

on what made 2020 so unusual and 

what she learned while at college. “This 

is an amazing, weird, and historic mo-

ment. We are honoring our graduates 

in a format that has never been done 

before. Someday, hopefully, sooner 

than later, we will be able to gather 

together in person. But our accomplish-

ments are too significant to hold off 

acknowledging. And after pandemics 

and lockdowns, isn’t it wonderful to 

have something to celebrate?”

Sheridan, who earned a BA in media and 

communications more than 30 years 

after completing high school, continued 

with a story of what she had learned 

in college. “At SPS, I also picked up 

my other great college takeaway–stay 

curious. …College showed me that it 

was OK to admit I didn’t have all the 

answers, to ask questions, to be open to 

new solutions, and to let other people 

share their answers and insights…. I 

owe CUNY SPS a great debt of grati-

tude for showing me that learning is a 

life-long process.”

After the formal ceremony ended, 

students and guests were invited to 

join a virtual dance party led by 

DJ Sha Savage. Many stayed online 

for an hour or so more, dancing (often 

with their children and other family 

members) and posting celebratory 

messages on the screen’s chat window. 

Virtual Graduation Celebrations

Highlights include Nursing Convocation and 

Recognition of first class of MS in Nursing Graduates

This Spring, CUNY SPS was proud to celebrate our Class of 2020 

with two moving and heartfelt virtual celebrations.

Class of 2020
CUNY SPS
Commemorates
Commemorates
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Melissa Hinds 
(MS in Nursing Education)

Alicia Khan 
(BS to MS in Nursing 

Organizational Leadership)

Chimataran Oji 

(MS in Nursing 
Organizational Leadership)

Yasman Yudeh 
(MS in Nursing Education)

Vivian Lien 
(MS in Nursing Education)

Collins Ihunnia 
(MS in Nursing Education)

Nawana Viechweg 

(MS in Nursing Education)

Galina Murdakh 

(MS in Nursing Education)

Nursing 
Convocation

Ceremony 
On May 4, 2020, CUNY SPS hon-

ored the nurses of the Class of 2020 

with the launch of a virtual convo-

cation website celebrating them 

and their achievements. The site 

recognizes all 2020 nursing graduates, 

including the first graduating class of 

master’s degree students, and features 

congratulatory messages from students 

and faculty members. 

The 2020 celebration of CUNY SPS 

nursing graduates, which was already 

noteworthy as the International Year of 

the Nurse and National Nurses Week 

and Month, took on special signifi-

cance given the sacrifices so many have 

made to help battle the COVID-19 

pandemic. Nearly all CUNY SPS 

nursing students have served on the 

frontlines of the crisis, risking their 

lives to help others suffering from the 

virus, all while completing their pro-

gram coursework. 

Dr. Margaret Reilly, academic director 

of the CUNY SPS nursing programs, 

welcomed the students in a video 

message that acknowledged the 

difficulties they encountered this 

semester. “This Spring was especially 

challenging as the world grappled 

with a pandemic in which our nurses 

played a major role…. When the World 

Health Organization declared 2020 to 

be the Year of the Nurse, no one would 

know how prophetic it would be that 

nurses globally would be highlighted as 

healthcare heroes for their unwavering 

strength and dedication 

in providing patient care 

during the worldwide 

COVID-19 pandemic,” 

said Reilly. “In spite 

of these professional demands, our 

students demonstrated their incredible 

resilience and persistence and com-

pleted their degrees.”

In addition to Reilly’s remarks, the 

convocation page featured congratula-

tory messages from CUNY SPS Dean 

John Mogulescu and Senior Associate 

Dean of Academic Affairs George 

Otte, along with notes and well-wishes 

to the graduates from other members 

of the CUNY SPS community. The 

site also lists all 155 RN to BS grad-

uates who fulfilled the requirements 

for their degree during the Fall 2019 

and Spring 2020 semesters, along 

with information about their capstone 

research project. 

This year also marked the first class of 

nursing students who have complet-

ed a graduate degree at CUNY SPS. 

Eight students received MS degrees, 

with six from the Nursing Education 

program, one from the Nursing Orga-

nizational Leadership, and one from 

the accelerated BS to MS in Nursing 

Organizational Leadership. Of special 

note is that half of the graduates are 

alumni of CUNY SPS—four of the eight 

had attended the RN to BS in Nursing 

program prior to their master’s.

With the addition of both these 

graduating classes, the total number of 

nursing graduates at CUNY SPS since 

the programs began in January 2014 

comes to 535.

NursinG
Graduates

Congratulations to

our first class of MS 

in Nursing graduates!

Class of 2020
Commemorates
Commemorates
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       Shows Impact of CUNY SPS 
Partnership with Administration for 
Children’s Services

New Data

Briefs
school
CUNY SPS

CUNY SPS School Briefs

CUNY SPS earned a ranking in the top 5 
percent of U.S. News & World Report’s 
Best Online Bachelor’s Degree Programs 
for 2020. This commendation marks the 
6th consecutive year that the publisher 
has recognized CUNY SPS with a top 
distinction. CUNY SPS currently stands 
16th nationwide and is 12th on the list of 
Best Online Bachelor’s Degree Programs 
for Veterans, according to the report 
published on January 14, 2020. With this 
ranking, CUNY SPS continues to be the 
highest listed program in New York State 
and New York City. 

“This good news further confirms the rigor 
of CUNY School of Professional Studies’ 
academic offerings as well as the school’s 
commitment to provide exceptional online 
educational opportunities to New Yorkers 
from all backgrounds, including many 
working adults who would otherwise find 
it difficult to obtain a degree,” said CUNY 
Chancellor Félix V. Matos Rodríguez. 

CUNY SPS Dean John Mogulescu said, 
“To be recognized so highly by U.S. News 
& World Report again is a true honor, and 
acknowledges the hard work and dedica-
tion of CUNY SPS faculty and staff to en-
sure working adults receive an exemplary 
education that will enable them to obtain 
their diplomas, excel in the workplace, and 
enrich themselves and their communities.”

U.S. News & World Report assessed CUNY 
SPS and over 350 other institutions using 
a methodology based on four weighted 
categories, including engagement, services 
and technologies, faculty credentials and 
training, and expert opinion among peers.

The New York City Administration for Chil-
dren’s Services (ACS) released data showing 
the significant impact of the ACS Workforce 
Institute since its creation by Mayor De 
Blasio in 2016. In the last fiscal year, more 
than 5,500 individuals—nearly half of the 
New York City child welfare and juvenile 
justice workforce—completed 20,300-plus 
professional development courses at the ACS 
Workforce Institute.
The Workforce Institute, developed as a 
partnership between ACS, CUNY SPS, and 
the Hunter College Silberman School of Social 
Work, provides professional development 
opportunities for staff working within the city’s 
child welfare and juvenile justice sectors.
“Providing robust training to the human services 
workforce is critical to ensuring that children, 
youth, and families across New York City are 
safe and supported,” said ACS Commissioner 
David A. Hansell. “I thank CUNY for their con-
tinued partnership in delivering cutting-edge 

learning tools to our thousands of juvenile 
justice and child welfare staff.” 
“As a former Cabinet Secretary of Puerto Rico’s 
Department of Family Services, I know all 
too well how critical it is to provide top-notch 
professional skill development and educational 
opportunities,” said CUNY Chancellor Félix V. 
Matos Rodríguez. “The participation of CUNY 
SPS and Hunter College in the ACS Workforce 
Institute exemplifies CUNY’s unmatched effec-
tiveness in educating and enriching the lives of 
New Yorkers, including our role as a premier 
workforce training partner.”
The CUNY SPS Office of Professional Educa-
tion and Workplace Learning (PEWL) manages 
the development and ongoing implementation 
of the Institute’s programs to support NYC 
child welfare and juvenile justice staff, and also 
provides more than half of the training staff for 
the Workforce Institute.
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CUNY SPS hosted its 
6th Annual Scholarship 
Reception on October 23, 
2019, to thank its donors 
and celebrate the 2019-
2020 scholarship recipients’ 
academic achievements. 
The evening’s guests includ-
ed students, donors, faculty, 
and administration. Dean 
Mogulescu conveyed the 
importance of scholarships 
for the CUNY SPS student 
body. “The scholarships that 
we are here to acknowledge 
tonight are so very import-
ant—in many cases, they 
are the only way that our 
students can reach the finish 
line and complete their 
degrees,” said Mogulescu.

Three student recipients 
gave speeches describing the 
impact of their scholarships. 
Chiyere Barbor, recipient 
of the William J. Kissane 
Scholarship, commented, 
“With so much going on 
in my life personally, I am 
able to say that receiving 
this scholarship made a dif-
ference for me financially as 
well as academically. I hope 
to use what I learn at CUNY 
SPS to open up my own day 
program and residence to 
serve those that mean so 
much to me.”
ACE Scholar Eduardo 
Quevedo spoke of how the 
scholarship helped him. 
“Without this award, I would 
have not been able to return 
to CUNY SPS to complete 
my education.”

“The scholarship is more 
than the cost of tuition,” said 
Baly Cooley, recipient of the 
Petrie Nurse Scholarship. 
“(It’s) the support of know-
ing there are people who 
believe in me, a 47-year-old 
in her second career, her 
second bachelor’s, and her 
second chance at making a 
real difference in the world,” 
added Cooley.
The Office of Scholarships 
offers assistance to CUNY 
SPS students throughout the 
scholarship application 
process. In the past five 
years, the School has 
awarded over $500,000 in 
scholarship funds. 

CUNY SPS Celebrates
Students at 6th Annual 
Scholarship Reception

CUNY SPS
Celebrates
Day of Giving With 
#CUNYTuesday Event
CUNY SPS hosted an event for #CUNYTuesday, 
a University-wide day of giving in support and 
recognition of the international day of charitable 
giving known as #GivingTuesday. In record 
numbers for this event, more than 80 members 
of the CUNY SPS community attended the 
on-campus affair on December 3, 2019. 

The event highlighted the School’s data science 
programs, which have more than 280 students 
enrolled and 135 alumni working in the field, 
with discussions about cutting-edge data science 
trends. Other activities offered that night included 
raffle prizes and professional headshots.

Several CUNY SPS data science alumni, includ-
ing James Hamski, Saheli Kar, Duubar Villalobos 
Jimenez, and Niteen Kumar, gave presentations 
and shared their expertise. Shaun Stewart, CEO 
of New Lab, also made a guest appearance to 
discuss his work on Google X’s self-driving car 
project as well as entrepreneurship opportuni-
ties and technology applications within various 
industries.

The fundraising objective for the evening was 
to raise $46,000 to benefit student scholarships. 
Working with CUNY Central, #CUNYTuesday 
raised a total of $70,130, thereby exceeding the 
goal by 56%. 

Dean John Mogulescu welcomed and thanked 
everyone at the event through a streamed video. 
He observed, “It’s such a wonderful time for 
CUNY SPS. Our enrollment is the highest ever, 
close to 3,700 students in our credit-bearing 
programs and over 15,000 in our noncredit 
workplace learning offerings. We’re so grateful for 
your support and engagement with our School.”
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Briefs
Program
CUNY SPS

The MS in Data Science at CUNY SPS
has had a banner year, earning distinctions and building 
partnerships that highlight the program’s value and affordability.

CUNY SPS Program Briefs

DiscoverDataScience.org, a guide 
to US data science education 
opportunities, gave CUNY SPS’s 
MS in Data Science 8th place 
on its list “15 Best Online Data 
Science Master’s Programs for 
2019-20.” This ranking assigned 
CUNY SPS in the top 16% of the 
50 ranked institutions, directly 
behind John Hopkins.
Intelligent.com, a student resource 
website, also gave high marks to the 
program, slating it 4th in the “Top 
30 Best Online Master’s in Data 
Science Degree Programs of 2019.” 
Further, the program received the 
title of “Best in the Northeast,” with 
a score of 93.47 out of 100.
In another boost for the program, 
CUNY SPS formed an agreement 
with New York University. Through 
this partnership, the NYU Tandon 
School of Engineering will feature 
CUNY SPS’s MS in Data Science 
program as a graduate option for 
NYU Tandon Bridge students.

“Our agreement with the NYU 
Tandon School of Engineering will 
raise awareness among its Bridge 
graduates that the CUNY School 
of Professional Studies offers a 
highly rated rigorous technical and 
quantitative graduate degree in data 
science,” said Arthur O’Connell, ac-
ademic director of the data science 
and information systems programs 
at CUNY SPS. “By featuring our 
MS in Data Science degree program 
as another alternative to more ex-
pensive graduate degree programs, 
NYU Tandon is helping students 
access a highly affordable online 
option to attaining the knowledge 
and skills that remain in such high 
demand in the job marketplace.”
The MS in Data Science program 
offers advanced technical and 
quantitative instruction using cur-
rent industry best practices and an 
online teaching model that enables 
students to balance their work and 
personal life commitments with 
study time.
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CUNY SPS students joined with more than 275 other youth workers 
in a series of workshops, sessions, and activities that provided an 
opportunity for attendees to discuss and explore a rights-based 
approach for fostering youth empowerment in New York City. 
UNICEF Chief Strategy and Engagement Officer Anucha Browne 
delivered the keynote address. 

The MS in Data Science at CUNY SPS
has had a banner year, earning distinctions and building 
partnerships that highlight the program’s value and affordability.

Students and faculty in 
the disability studies, 
youth studies, nursing, 
and nursing education 
fields presented to 
more than 700 confer-
ence attendees during 
the 3-day online event.
Two students’ poster 
sessions received spe-
cial recognition. Melissa 
Hinds (MS in Nursing 
Education) was award-
ed first place, and 
Jenna Lamm (MA in 
Youth Studies) received 
an honorable mention.

The John F. 
Kennedy, Jr. 
Institute 
for Worker 
Education 
at CUNY SPS

The CUNY SPS youth studies 
program and the Collaborative 
for Advancing Youth Development 

co-hosted the third annual State 
of the Field Conference on Youth 
Participation on December 10, 2019.

hosted its inaugural 
“Promoting a Culture of 
Research Conference” 
from June 1-3, 2020. 

First, MAAT faculty members co-facilitated a 
curtain-raising master class. Later, the program 
collaborated with the CUNY Creative Arts Team on a 
special one-day event that featured MAAT faculty 
members as keynote speakers and session presenters.

The CUNY SPS MA in 
Applied Theatre (MAAT) program

made a strong showing at the 
national conference of The 
American Alliance for Theatre & 
Education (AATE) in August 2019.



Briefs

FACULTY,
STAFF, AND 
STUDENT

CUNY SPS

Dr. Elizabeth Alsop,
academic director of the communication 
and media and liberal studies degree pro-
grams, published her first book Making 
Conversation in Modernist Fiction, which 
examines the role of dialogue in early 
20th-century modernist English litera-
ture. As a scholar of narrative, she has also 
published a range of essays on fiction, 
film, and television. Her next planned 
book will explore aesthetic and narrative 
“excess” exemplified in various contem-
porary television series. 

Dean JOhn Mogulescu
was honored by fellow New York City 
Workforce Development Board members 
in a farewell ceremony held in December 
2019. Dean Mogulescu stepped down 
from the board after 20 years of service 
as an adviser on city workforce issues. 
Among his many contributions to the 
Board, he helped launch the successful 
Career Pathways initiative, which 
offered recommendations for building 
public-private partnerships to increase 
city workers’ opportunities.

Dr. lily Mathew,
associate professor of nursing informat-
ics, was one of 100 participants selected 
to attend the National Institute of Nursing 
Research’s intensive research  Precision 
Health boot camp. Additionally, Dr. 
Mathew was chosen for a poster presen-
tation on her research titled “Designing 
and Developing Virtual Simulations for 
Cultural Competence in Nursing Educa-
tion through Community Engagement,” 
which was also published in the NINR 
Book of Abstracts.

CUNY SPS Faculty, Staff, and Student Briefs

CUNY School of Professional Studies Magazine | 2019-202035



Three CUNY SPS faculty 
received the JFK, Jr. 
Institute Faculty 
Fellowship, which awards 
$10,000 to faculty to help them support 
graduate student academic scholarship 
through the facilitation of writing groups. Dr. Elizabeth Bishop, adjunct faculty, youth studies pro-
gram; Dr. Margaret Reilly, academic director of nursing programs; and Cassandra Evans, assistant 
professor, disability studies programs, were awarded the fellowship by the John F. Kennedy, Jr. 
Institute for Worker Education, a public/private partnership at CUNY SPS that supports workforce 
development initiatives in health and human services fields. 

Joseph Foy, a faculty member in the business programs at CUNY SPS, 
has published the article “The Daily Deal Sales Tax Trap: What CPAs Need to 
Know” in The CPA Journal. He co-authored the article, which examines the 
difficulties of collecting sales tax for daily deal voucher purchases, with two 
fellow CUNY professors: Rachel Raskin, from New York City College of 
Technology, and Frimette Kass-Shraibman, from Brooklyn College.

Dr. Anthony SternS, a faculty member in the CUNY SPS research 
administration and compliance program and CEO of iRxReminder, won the 
3rd annual American Medical Informatics Association PitchIt competition. Dr. 
Stern’s company, which focuses on the specific challenges of medication adher-
ence in mental health services, received $25,000 in grants.

Three 2019 graduates 
from the MA in Applied 
Theatre program, Chelsea 
Hanawalt, Nicole Kontolefa, and Esther 
Triggs-Camacho, co-published an arti-
cle in the online journal Etudes. Their 
essay, “Lessons in Homemaking: Devising Theatre with Women and Men in Transitional Hous-
ing”, explores the way applied theatre could foster a sense of home in transitional housing settings.

Nursing undergraduate student 
Jedglen Sandoval was awarded the 2019 National Association 
of Hispanic Nurses – New York chapter (NAHN NY) Univision Scholarship. 
Sandoval currently works at Healthfirst as a community nurse performing 
home visits, where he conducts uniform assessments to help implement 
preventative care measures.
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Spring

CUNY
SPS

Outing

CUNY SPS students, alumni, faculty, staff, and guests 

CUNY SPS students, alumni, faculty, staff, and guests 

cheered, waved flags, and rooted for the home team 

cheered, waved flags, and rooted for the home team 

at a Brooklyn Nets game on March 4, 2020. More than 

at a Brooklyn Nets game on March 4, 2020. More than 

130 attended the festive spring outing, which was 

130 attended the festive spring outing, which was 

organized by the School’s Office of Alumni Relations 

organized by the School’s Office of Alumni Relations 

and the Student Association.
and the Student Association.
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