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Reengaging Learners 
Expanding Access Through Fresh Start 
 

 

Executive Summary: 

Lehman College’s Fresh Start policy, first 

approved in 2012, was designed to support 

returning students by offering academic 

forgiveness for past performance. Despite its 

potential, student utilization remained low. The 

Fresh Start policy was identified as a candidate 

for review and revitalization in 2023. A 

committee was formed to evaluate eligibility 

criteria, analyze student data, and propose 

revisions. The revised policy expanded 

eligibility, introduced a student-facing 

application process, and integrated proactive 

advising through the Adult Degree Program 

(ADP). 

This initiative addresses concerns around 

declining enrollment and supports adult 

learners seeking degree completion. By 

removing barriers for students with prior 

dismissals and low GPAs, Lehman fosters a 

more inclusive reentry pathway. Early results 

show nearly double the amount of students 

utilizing the revised policy in just the first year 

of implementation. Continued monitoring and 

outreach will guide future improvements. 

 

 

 

Background and Rationale: 

Nationwide concerns about declining birthrates 

have sparked discussions around enrollment 

cliffs and institutional responses.  Two key 

strategies have emerged: improving retention 

and expanding the pool of potential students. 

Lehman College’s revitalized Fresh Start policy 

supports both by offering a pathway back for 

students who left in poor academic standing, 

paired with intrusive advising.  

Students who left for five or more years, or 

after attending other institutions, return to face 

low GPAs from earlier, less mature stages of 

life. These records can discourage reentry. 

Fresh Start acknowledges the growth that can 

occur during time away, and encourages 

degree completion at Lehman. 

The working group proposed changes to 

broaden eligibility and shift from an invitation-

only model to a student-facing application. The 

Adult Degree Program was identified as the 

best fit for this population, and the policy was 

amended to connect students with the program 

early on in the process.  

Unlike similar programs at other City University 

of New York institutions, which remove only 

failing grades, Lehman’s policy offers a full 

GPA reset. This potentially restores aid 
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eligibility for students under the lifetime credit 

cap, positioning Fresh Start as a strategic tool 

for reengagement and retention. 

 

Goals and Objectives: 

The revitalized Fresh Start policy is designed 

to expand access for a broader range of 

students. Targeted campaigns launched at the 

beginning of each semester aim to raise 

awareness among eligible students by clearly 

communicating the policy’s requirements and 

benefits. The primary goal is to encourage 

adult learners to reenroll at Lehman College to 

complete their degrees, thereby improving 

retention rates within this population. This 

initiative is particularly timely considering 

national trends indicating a decline in overall 

college enrollment. By prioritizing student 

retention and expanding eligibility criteria, 

Lehman aims to proactively address these 

challenges and support long-term institutional 

sustainability. 

 

Implementation Overview: 

Conversations around Fresh Start policy 

revitalization began in April 2023. A committee 

was formed in October 2023, comprised of 

leadership from Admissions, Financial Aid, 

Strategic Persistence Initiatives, Advising, 

Student Affairs, and the Registrar’s Office to 

review the policy and provide edits. 

Drawing on institutional data and past student 

outcomes, the committee recommended 

opening the application process to students 

and integrating intrusive advising and support 

by connecting students with the Adult Degree 

Program (ADP) early in the process. Eligibility 

criteria were broadened to expand access, with 

careful consideration given to indicators of 

readiness and potential for academic success. 

The full proposal was shared in a series of 

presentations and feedback was received. The 

finished proposal was approved by the Lehman 

College Senate in April 2024.  

Implementation included refining application 

procedures and process overhauls within 

SurveyMonkey, the current appeals platform. 

The system was fully in place by February 

2025, and the first Fresh Start appeals were 

heard in March. 

Outreach efforts included mailings and two-way 

text campaigns to a group of 409 potentially 

eligible students to encourage applications for 

the Fall 2025 semester. 

 

Outcomes and Impact: 

From initial rollout of the Fresh Start policy in 

2012 to February 2025, when the new policy 

was implemented, only seven students had 

utilized the opportunity. Of those seven 

students, only two went on to complete their 

degree at Lehman. As a result of the new 

revisions, 12 applications were approved in just 

one semester.  Already, 11 of the 12 approved 

students have enrolled and restarted their 

academic journey. We will be closely watching 

the semester outcomes for this cohort.  

While the population is small, the impact is 

significant. When asked, “What does having a 

Fresh Start mean to you?”, one student 

responded:  

“If I had been asked two years ago whether I 

would return to school to complete my 

bachelor's degree, I would have confidently 

said no; and listed every reason why that 

chapter had closed for me. But the Fresh Start 
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Program gave me the opportunity to prove that 

I could. 

It didn’t matter how long it had been since I 

studied for an exam, submitted homework, or 

how complex my life is as a single parent. The 

Fresh Start Program empowered me to excel 

in my career. Before, I had years of experience 

but lacked the academic credentials to support 

it. Now, thanks to this program, I’m not only 

advancing professionally; I’m also becoming a 

stronger provider for myself and my family.” 

 

Lessons Learned: 

From concept to implementation, the 

revitalization of the Fresh Start policy involved 

senior leadership from nine offices and 

spanned 23 months. This timeline reflected the 

complexity of coordinating a policy that 

required thoughtful collaboration across 

departments. Involving representatives from 

the Registrar and Financial Aid offices was 

essential to understanding the implications of 

the policy, while advising leaders provided 

insight into its impact on degree progression. 

One key lesson was the challenge of 

maintaining accurate contact information for 

older student records. Of the 409 outreach 

letters mailed, 48 were returned due to invalid 

addresses.  

Fresh Start appeals were given an earlier 

appeal deadline than other appeal types to 

accommodate the complex post-appeal steps 

required prior to registration. However, this led 

to at least three students deferring from Fall 

2025 to Spring 2026 after missing the Fresh 

Start appeal deadline.  

The current workflow (appeal submission, 

advising, then readmit application) resulted in 

multiple advising meetings and delayed course 

registration. This highlighted the need to 

reevaluate and streamline the process.  

As we continue tracking this student 

population, we expect further insights into 

academic outcomes and support strategies. 

 

Next Steps: 

To reduce deferrals, Academic Standards 

collaborated with the Adult Degree Program, 

Admissions and the Onboarding Advisement 

Office to approve aligning the Fresh Start 

appeal deadline with the Readmission appeal 

deadline. 

Discussions have begun around changing the 

workflow so students complete the readmission 

application before submitting an appeal. This 

adjustment would promote early advisor 

connection and smoother registration. 

Implementation conversations are ongoing. 

For tracking and analysis purposes, all Fresh 

Start students are assigned the FRST student 

group in CUNYfirst once their academic 

records are adjusted. As these students 

progress through their academic careers at 

Lehman, we will pay attention to their semester 

outcomes and work to identify strategies that 

best support their success.  

Looking ahead, we aim to explore new 

systems for maintaining accurate student 

contact information and increasing 

engagement with future campaigns. 
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Contact Information: 

Avery Forbes, Director, Academic Standards 

and Evaluation, Shuster Hall Room 116, 

avery.forbes@lehman.cuny.edu, Extension 

8055 


