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Executive Summary
Purpose
To determine whether the instructional staff employed by the City University of New York (CUNY) 
who are granted fellowship leaves (fellowships), formerly known as sabbaticals, are awarded such 
leaves for authorized purposes and are in compliance with all applicable requirements.  The audit 
covered the period January 1, 2007 through December 1, 2011.

Background
Fellowships are to be used to improve the recipient’s teaching skills, perform research in the 
recipient’s respective field of study, or to conduct creative works in literature or the arts.  
Fellowship recipients are required to submit written summaries of their activities within 30 days 
of completion of their leave and must serve in the employ of CUNY for at least one year upon their 
return.  Six of CUNY’s 11 senior college campuses (Brooklyn College, the Graduate Center, Hunter 
College, John Jay College, Lehman College, and Queens College), granted 665 fellowships at a cost 
of approximately  $57 million during the Spring of 2007 through Spring of 2011 semesters.  At the 
time of our audit field work, 616 of the 665 fellowships had been completed.  

Key Findings
• Although the majority of fellowship recipients complied with CUNY guidelines, improvements 

are needed to protect taxpayer dollars and the integrity of CUNY’s fellowship program.
• CUNY officials did not have a comprehensive, accurate record of CUNY instructors who were 

granted fellowships during our review period. 
• At least two fellowship leave recipients were not eligible and should not have been granted 

them.  These recipients were paid $93,632 while on such leave.
• Ninety-six fellowship recipients failed to submit the required written summaries upon their 

return from leave detailing the activities they performed while on fellowship; the aggregate 
compensation paid to them while on leave approximated $6.7 million.  Such documentation is 
important to ensure that the benefits of this taxpayer investment are being realized.  

• One instructor did not remain in CUNY’s employ for the required 12-month period upon her 
return from leave.  This instructor was paid $96,908 while on such leave. 

• CUNY policies governing fellowship leaves do not provide for recoupment of benefits or other 
follow-up measures when instructors do not comply with the above noted requirements.

Key Recommendations
• Ensure that an accurate and complete database of all CUNY fellowship leaves is maintained. 
• Ensure that instructors granted fellowship leaves are eligible and comply with all necessary 

requirements upon their return.
• Revise Fellowship policies to address potential actions to be taken in the event of instructor 

noncompliance.

Other Related Audits/Reports of Interest
City University of New York Kingsborough Community College: Selected Financial Management 
Practices (2008-N-9)  

http://osc.state.ny.us/audits/allaudits/093009/08n9.pdf
http://osc.state.ny.us/audits/allaudits/093009/08n9.pdf
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State of New York
Office of the State Comptroller

Division of State Government Accountability

October 9, 2013

Dr. Matthew Goldstein
Chancellor
The City University of New York
535 East 80th Street
New York, NY 10021

Dear Chancellor Goldstein:

The Office of the State Comptroller is committed to helping State agencies, public authorities 
and local government agencies manage government resources efficiently and effectively and, by 
so doing, providing accountability for tax dollars spent to support government operations.  The 
Comptroller oversees the fiscal affairs of State agencies, public authorities and local government 
agencies, as well as their compliance with relevant statutes and their observance of good 
business practices. This fiscal oversight is accomplished, in part, through our audits, which identify 
opportunities for improving operations. Audits can also identify strategies for reducing costs and 
strengthening controls that are intended to safeguard assets.

Following is a report of our audit of the City University of New York entitled Administration of 
Fellowship Leaves.  This audit was performed pursuant to the State Comptroller’s authority under 
Article V, Section 1, of the State Constitution and Article III, Section 33 of the General Municipal 
Law.

This audit’s results and recommendations are resources for you to use in effectively managing 
your operations and in meeting the expectations of taxpayers. If you have any questions about 
this report, please feel free to contact us.

Respectfully submitted,

Office of the State Comptroller
Division of State Government Accountability
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State Government Accountability Contact Information:
Audit Director:  Frank Patone
Phone: (212) 417-5200
Email: StateGovernmentAccountability@osc.state.ny.us
Address:

Office of the State Comptroller 
Division of State Government Accountability 
110 State Street, 11th Floor 
Albany, NY 12236

This report is also available on our website at: www.osc.state.ny.us 
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Background
The City University of New York (CUNY), the largest urban public university system in the United 
States, is governed by a 17-member Board of Trustees (Board).  CUNY’s 24 institutions (11 senior 
colleges, six community colleges, a graduate school, and six other specialized and professional 
schools), serve more than 540,000 students.  CUNY received over $2 billion annually in taxpayer 
support from New York State and New York City for the five-year period ended March 31, 2012. 

CUNY’s Central Administration (CUNY Central) provides general oversight of CUNY operations,  
and is responsible for monitoring academic development and other activities at the individual 
colleges.  Each college is responsible for complying with governing laws, regulations, policies, and 
Board guidelines.

The CUNY system employs about 5,000 full-time faculty.  Paid fellowship leave (fellowship), 
formerly known as sabbatical leave, is a fringe benefit available to tenured faculty (instructional 
staff) with at least six years of continuous paid full-time service. CUNY’s fellowship policy is set forth 
in the CUNY’s Bylaws and in the agreement between CUNY and the Professional Staff Congress 
(PSC), the labor organization that represents CUNY’s instructional staff.  Fellowship applicants can 
apply for either a full-year fellowship, at 80 percent of their annual compensation (salary and 
fringe benefits), or a half-year fellowship, at 100 percent of their annual compensation.  

Fellowships are to be used to improve the recipient’s teaching skills, perform research in the 
recipient’s respective field of study, or to conduct creative works in literature or the arts.  
Fellowship recipients are required to submit written summaries of their activities within 30 days 
of completion of their leave, and must serve in the employ of CUNY for at least one year upon 
their return.  

According to available data, 1,081 fellowships were granted by CUNY’s 11 senior colleges during 
the spring of 2007 through spring of 2011 semesters.  Approximately $92.5 million was paid 
to these employees while they were on leave.  Six-hundred and sixty-five of those fellowships 
were granted to staff at our six sampled institutions (Brooklyn College, Hunter College, John Jay 
College, Lehman College, Queens College, and the Graduate Center), for which the associated 
compensation approximated $57 million.  In addition, 616 of these 665 fellowships were 
completed during our audit scope period. 
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Audit Findings and Recommendations
Although most of the fellowship recipients we reviewed complied with CUNY policy, improvements 
are needed to protect taxpayer dollars and the integrity of CUNY’s fellowship leave program.  For 
example, there was no single comprehensive record maintained by CUNY listing all fellowships 
granted during our audit period.  We found instances where fellowships were granted to ineligible 
employees and to some where no supporting paperwork was available.  Further, the required 
activity summaries were not submitted by many fellowship recipients upon their return, and one 
recipient did not remain in the employ of CUNY for the required period of time upon his return 
from leave.  Lastly, CUNY guidelines do not provide for any potential measures to be taken when 
recipients do not comply with fellowship requirements.

Accuracy of Fellowship Leave Database

When we initiated our audit, we asked CUNY Central for a listing of all faculty members granted 
fellowships during our review period so we could select our sampled recipients for audit.  After 
we received such a listing, we asked our liaisons at the six sampled colleges (Brooklyn, Hunter, 
John Jay, Lehman, Queens, and the Graduate Center) whether each had their own lists so we 
could compare them to the list received from CUNY Central.  When we compared the listings 
from the six sampled colleges  (which we were told were pulled from the New York State PayServ 
System) to the central listing, we found that they did not agree.  The fellowships for these six 
colleges per CUNY Central totaled 667, while the fellowships per the colleges totaled 682. 

For example, according to CUNY Central, Lehman College granted 62 fellowships during our 
review period.  Yet, the listing we received from the college listed 35 grantees.

Similarly, CUNY Central noted 59 fellowship grantees for the Graduate Center while the Graduate 
Center’s listing noted 84 grantees.

As such, we compared the two listings for each of the six colleges, deleted any names that 
appeared twice on either listing, and prepared our own comprehensive listing from which to 
select our sample.

Without such a comprehensive listing, CUNY officials do not have accurate information readily 
available about which of their staff are on fellowships and the associated costs.

Compliance With Fellowship Leave Requirements

CUNY instructors (e.g., professors, assistant professors, etc.) requesting fellowships are required 
to submit an application to their respective Department Chair outlining: their proposed activities 
while on leave, the length of leave they are requesting, and any prospective income that would 
be derived from said activities.  Applicants are also asked to denote how their respective day-
to-day course loads would be covered in their absence.  Once approved by the Department 
Chair, the fellowship application must be endorsed by a college-wide committee established at 
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each institution.  If approved by the committee, the applicable College President transmits the 
application to CUNY’s Office of the Vice Chancellor for Faculty and Staff Relations and subsequently 
to the CUNY Board.  

Fellowship applicants may use their paid fellowships to conduct research (including study and 
related travel), improve their teaching skills, or to conduct creative work in literature or the arts.  
Instructors granted fellowships are required to submit a written summary of their fellowship leave 
activities within 30 days after the completion of their leave.  In addition, each fellowship recipient 
is required to serve at a CUNY institution for at least one year upon their return from leave, unless 
that requirement is expressly waived by the Board.  Unlike State University of New York officials, 
CUNY officials have not developed or instituted any measures (e.g., compensation recovery, etc.) 
in the event of instructor noncompliance with any part of CUNY’s fellowship policy. 

Ineligible Fellowship Recipients

We reviewed the 611 available applications for the 616 instructors who were granted fellowships 
during our review period.  Each appeared to include the required information, and the respective 
planned activities outlined in the applications were compliant with the authorized reasons for 
CUNY fellowships.  However: 

• For three of the faculty at John Jay College, there was neither an application nor activities 
summary.  We could not confirm that the necessary approvals were given for these 
fellowships, or that their associated activities while on fellowship were compatible with 
CUNY guidelines.  The associated payments to these instructors while on fellowship 
totaled $186,966.

• One Hunter College professor had no application on file and did not have qualifying 
tenure as an instructor.  This employee had been reinstated as a professor just before the 
leave was granted after he served several years in a non-instructor position as a CUNY 
administrator.  This employee was paid $77,382 during his fellowship.

• An employee of the Graduate Center, a non-instructor higher education officer, applied 
for and received a 2010 fellowship from the Guggenheim Foundation.  This individual was 
ineligible for a CUNY fellowship because he was not a member of the tenured instructional 
staff.  However, to complement the Guggenheim fellowship, CUNY and PSC officials agreed 
to waive their eligibility requirements and allow the applicant to receive $16,250 (a half-
year CUNY fellowship at 21.64 percent of his annual $77,382 compensation).  According 
to the application agreement, this was done so that the employee would not lose his 
CUNY income and health insurance coverage, or his PSC Welfare Fund benefits, while on 
the Guggenheim fellowship.  Both CUNY and PSC officials indicated that the terms of this 
agreement were without precedent.  

Activity Summaries

Out of the 665 fellowships that were granted during our review period, 616 were completed prior 
to the end of our audit field work. As such, a written activity summary should have been on file 
for each.  We found that fellowship recipients did not routinely submit written activity summaries 
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in compliance with CUNY requirements as follows:  
 

• Ninety-six of the 616 summaries that should have been on file during our audit field work 
(16 percent) were not.  The dollars associated with these fellowships aggregate $6.7 
million.  After notifying CUNY officials of the missing summaries, they apparently made 
some inquiries (including some via email), and an additional 54 were eventually received.  
Without the activity summaries, there is no evidence as to what benefits were achieved 
as a result of these fellowships.  

• Ninety-one of the 520 summaries that were on file were submitted to CUNY within the 
required 30 day period.

• One-hundred and thirty-two of the summaries on file were submitted after the 30 day 
grace period, and, in some cases, up to 48 months late.

• Two-hundred and ninety-seven of the summaries on file were not dated.  Therefore, we 
could not determine whether they were submitted on time or only after we requested 
them from CUNY officials.

The absence of the activity summaries leads us to question whether these fellowship recipients 
performed the authorized activities they had included in their leave applications.  Moreover, 
there is no evidence that college administrators made any efforts to obtain them. 

We interviewed several of the instructors at three of the six sampled institutions whose activity 
summaries were not on file to determine the reasons why.  The most prevalent reasons for non- 
submission were, “I forgot,” or “No one ever asked me for it.”  These comments raise questions 
as to whether CUNY officials are attentive to, or are ensuring accountability as to, the benefits to 
be achieved from such paid fellowships.  

We also found that CUNY officials had neither established guidelines for preparing summaries 
nor developed an appropriate mechanism for collecting, reviewing, and evaluating them.  As a 
result, summaries were inconsistent in their detail.  Some summaries were one or two sentences 
long, while others were two or more paragraphs.  For example, one recipient, after completing 
a one-year fellowship, provided a two-sentence summary stating, “I revised a manuscript on 
contemporary multicultural American fiction.  This involved updating my secondary sources 
and rethinking my first draft.”  In contrast, the State University of New York requires approved 
applicants to provide a summary report that includes substantive and complete fellowship leave 
information providing details on exactly what was done during the fellowship, and how the work 
performed relates to their instructional duties.  Without sufficient details, CUNY administrators 
lack adequate support to determine what activities the employees were actually engaged in while 
on fellowship, and whether the fellowships benefited CUNY. 

In response to our preliminary findings, CUNY officials advised that the reporting requirements 
were not intended to be the only indication of faculty productivity while on leave.  They did 
not offer any alternative indications but agreed to immediately require the colleges to develop 
reporting standards.  
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Other Fellowship Leave Requirements

• One Brooklyn College instructor, who was granted a full-year fellowship at a cost of 
$96,908, did not serve the required one-year period at CUNY upon her return from leave.  
Instead, this employee served only five months and then was granted early retirement as 
a result of an early retirement incentive offered by CUNY.  This employee did not receive 
the required waiver from the CUNY Board.

• Three of the fellowship grantees noted in their activity summaries that they were teaching 
at other institutions while on leave. However, they did not denote whether they were 
compensated for doing so.

Recommendations

1. Reconcile CUNY Central’s listing of fellowship grantees to the listings maintained by the 
individual colleges and prepare a comprehensive centralized listing.  Periodically reconcile the 
two records to maintain an up-to-date and accurate listing.  

2. Enhance internal controls to prevent ineligible CUNY Staff from obtaining fellowships.

3. Investigate the circumstances surrounding the fellowship leaves granted to the three John 
Jay College instructors for which no supporting paperwork was available. Institute controls to 
prevent similar occurrences from happening in the future.

4. Follow up on all returning fellowship leave grantees in a timely manner to ensure they prepare 
and submit the required activity summaries to evidence the activities performed while on 
leave, and to provide accountability as to the benefits that are to be obtained from such.  
Provide guidance on the proper preparation of activity summaries. 

5. Enforce the “one year of service upon return” requirement.  Determine why the Brooklyn 
College instructor noted in this report was able to leave CUNY service prematurely without the 
required waiver.  

6. Enhance CUNY policies to address potential measures to be taken by CUNY when fellowship 
grantees do not comply with fellowship requirements, such as the possible recovery of salaries 
paid while on fellowship, and non-CUNY income earned by grantees while on fellowship.

Audit Scope and Methodology 
Our audit determined whether the instructional staff employed by CUNY, who were granted 
fellowships during the period January 1, 2007 through December 1, 2011, were granted such 
fellowships for authorized purposes and that they complied with all applicable fellowship 
requirements. 
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To accomplish our objectives, we interviewed selected CUNY Central and college officials to gain 
an understanding of CUNY’s fellowship policies.  We reviewed selected fellowship applications, 
activity summaries, and other relevant documentation.  The six senior campuses we reviewed 
were selected because they had the highest number of staff who received fellowships during our 
review period and covered four out of the five New York City boroughs. 

We conducted our performance audit in accordance with generally accepted government auditing 
standards.  Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient, 
appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on 
our audit objectives.  We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives.

In addition to being the State Auditor, the Comptroller performs certain other constitutionally and 
statutorily mandated duties as the chief fiscal officer of New York State.  These include operating 
the State’s accounting system; preparing the State’s financial statements; and approving State 
contracts, refunds, and other payments.  In addition, the Comptroller appoints members to 
certain boards, commissions and public authorities, some of whom have minority voting rights.  
These duties may be considered management functions for purposes of evaluating organizational 
independence under generally accepted government auditing standards.  In our opinion, these 
functions do not affect our ability to conduct independent audits of program performance.

Authority
We performed this audit according to the State Comptroller’s authority in Article V, Section 1 of 
the State Constitution and Article III of the General Municipal Law.
  

Reporting Requirements
We provided a draft copy of this report to CUNY officials for their review and comments.  Their 
comments were considered in preparing this final report, and are included in their entirety at the 
end of the report.

Within 90 days of the final release of this report, as required by Section 170 of the Executive 
Law, the Chancellor of the City University of New York shall report to the Governor, the State 
Comptroller, and the leaders of the Legislature and fiscal committees, advising what steps were 
taken to implement the recommendations contained herein, and where recommendations were 
not implemented, the reasons why.



2011-S-20

Division of State Government Accountability 10

Division of State Government Accountability

Andrew A. SanFilippo, Executive Deputy Comptroller
518-474-4593, asanfilippo@osc.state.ny.us

Elliot Pagliaccio, Deputy Comptroller
518-473-3596, epagliaccio@osc.state.ny.us

Brian Mason, Acting Assistant Comptroller
518-473-0334, bmason@osc.state.ny.us

Vision

A team of accountability experts respected for providing information that decision makers value.

Mission

To improve government operations by conducting independent audits, reviews and evaluations 
of New York State and New York City taxpayer financed programs.

Contributors to This Report
Frank Patone, Audit Director

Kenrick Sifontes, Audit Manager
Christine Chu, Audit Supervisor

Adrian Wiseman, Examiner-in-Charge
Legendre Ambrose, Staff Examiner
Jonathan Bernstein, Staff Examiner

Daphnee Sanon, Staff Examiner
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Agency Comments



2011-S-20

Division of State Government Accountability 12



2011-S-20

Division of State Government Accountability 13



2011-S-20

Division of State Government Accountability 14



2011-S-20

Division of State Government Accountability 15



2011-S-20

Division of State Government Accountability 16


	Background
	Audit Findings and Recommendations
	Accuracy of Fellowship Leave Database
	Compliance With Fellowship Leave Requirements
	Recommendations

	Audit Scope and Methodology 
	Authority
	Reporting Requirements
	Contributors to This Report
	Agency Comments

