
By SHOMIAL AHMAD

Fifty years ago City College Student 
Government President John Zippert 
received a Western Union telegram 
from Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., 
asking him – and other student body 
presidents – to make their own “per-
sonal witness” in support of voting 
rights and “join me in the march to 
Alabama’s Capitol.” 

Zippert had joined civil rights 
protests in New York, picketing a 
Woolworth’s in support of Southern 
lunch-counter sit-ins and protesting 
at the 1964 World’s Fair against the 
lack of hiring of black workers. But 
this was different. 

Two efforts to march from Selma 
to Montgomery had been turned 
back, by brutal violence or the 
threat of it. In the past month a lo-
cal civil rights activist and an out-of-
town supporter, one black and one 
white, had lost their lives in Selma. 
But Zippert made the decision to go. 

GOING SOUTH
“I had a feeling at the time that 

the march would be a historic mo-
ment, but I didn’t know how his-
toric it would become,” Zippert told 
Clarion in 2015. “It seemed from the 
TV coverage that it was a turning 
point,” he said, “and I felt the more 
people who went, the more support 
it would show.”

Zippert and two other City College 
students left New York together, and 
another 40 CCNY students made the 
journey to Alabama three or four 
days later. They paid the $40 round-
trip fares and took packed buses that 
left at night from Port Authority. 

Baruch College journalism pro-
fessor Josh Mills, then a City College 
student, was one of those students 
who made the trip. A native New 
Yorker, Mills has vivid memories 
of the first lengthy stop that their 
bus made, in Richmond, Virginia. 

“There were segregated water 
fountains and segregated bath-
rooms. And it was like, ‘Woah, 
we’ve heard of this – but here we 
are about an hour from the nation’s 
capital and seeing a water fountain 
that said whites only,” Mills told 
Clarion. “It was kind of stunning.”

The students would join the final 
leg of what would become the last of 
three efforts to march from Selma 
to Montgomery, and the first one to 
reach the capital. The marches were 
pivotal in the passage of the Voting 
Rights Act that summer. The first, 
on March 7, 1965, became known 
as Bloody Sunday: state troopers 
and white racists tear-gassed and 
savagely beat nonviolent protest-
ers as they sought to cross the Ed-
mund Pettus Bridge (named after a 
Confederate general who became a 
Grand Dragon of the Alabama Ku 
Klux Klan). 

At the second march, two days 
later, activists returned to the bridge, 
but did not advance past the heavily 
armed state troopers massed on the 
other side. That night Unitarian Uni-

full distance....I spent the next few 
days in Selma working at the SNCC 
[Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee] Freedom House and 
helping to mimeograph leaflets.” 
Zippert then got a ride on the back of 
a truck and rejoined the march in its 
final day, as 25,000 people marched 
into Montgomery to demand voting 
rights for all.

DOCUMENTING THE MARCH
The City College students who 

went were social activists. Some, 
like Josh Mills, were on the staff 
of the college’s more left-leaning 
student paper, Observation Post. 
In its pages, they shared their ex-
periences of marching with nuns 
and African-American residents 
from Marion, Alabama, of hearing 
“Dixie” blasting from a nearby ap-
pliance store, and listening to an old 
woman proudly sing from her front 
porch, “This little light of mine.”

Stephen Somerstein, who at-
tended City College at night and 
was managing editor of the eve-
ning school paper, Main Events, 
documented the last day of the 
march in photos. Many of those 
photos are currently on display at 
the New York Historical Society in 
an exhibit titled “Freedom Journey 
1965: Photographs of the Selma to 
Montgomery March,” which runs 
until July 12. Somerstein took five 
cameras and about a dozen rolls of 
film. With a limited amount of film, 
he knew that each photo had to tell 
a story; he says he decided early on 
that he wanted to document what 
the march meant for African Ameri-
cans living in Alabama.

“I wanted to capture that sense of 
hope and reality, the joy and antici-
pation and thoughtfulness,” Som-

versalist minister James Reeb, who 
had come from Boston to take part 
in the march, was attacked by segre-
gationists and died a few days later. 

Civil rights leaders secured fed-
eral protection of their third march, 
a 50-mile trek that went through 
open farmland, residential neigh-
borhoods and business districts. 
A federal court order both backed 
and restricted the march this time: 
President Lyndon Johnson federal-
ized the Alabama National Guard 
and vowed to send whatever fed-
eral forces the defense secretary 
deemed necessary. But the terms 
of the court order limited the size 
of the march to no more than 300 
people along the two-lane highway 
to Montgomery. 

“We marched out of Selma on 
Sunday,” Zippert recalled. “We 
returned to Selma on Sunday eve-
ning because only 300 selected 
people were allowed to march the 

different angles.” One of the result-
ing pictures is instantly familiar to-
day: it shows the back of King’s head 
with the sea of the crowd stretching 
away in the background. An image 
from this perspective was adapted 
for the poster for the movie Selma. 

Somerstein’s photos were pub-
lished in a special civil rights issue 
of Main Events. Other CCNY stu-
dents who went to Alabama also 
wrote accounts of their trip.

RACIAL JUSTICE ON CAMPUS
“I’m back in New York now, safe 

and secure, and removed from the 
terror that is Alabama,” wrote City 
College student Mickey Friedman 
in an article published in the March 
31, 1965 edition of the Observation 
Post. “I endured Alabama for a day, 
[Alabamians] must endure it for a 
lifetime. The heroes of the march 
were the Alabamians – for their 
sacrifice is the greatest.”

City College was a politically 
active campus at the time, with 
students who ranged across the 
political spectrum from Young Re-
publicans to Maoists. “Free tuition, 
civil rights and the peace movement 
were the big issues on campus,” re-
called Vivian Kahn, City College ’65 
and former Observation Post editor. 
The largest crowds turned out for 
protests in defense of free tuition, 
in response to Governor Rockefell-
er’s support for a measure to start 
charging tuition at CCNY (a stance 
that, according to The New York 
Times, led the college’s president 
to resign in protest). Pro-civil rights 
activity had a strong presence at 
CCNY throughout the early-to-mid 
1960s: John Lewis and Malcolm X 
spoke at the campus, while students 
picketed Woolworth’s and took part 
in the March on Washington. When 
the march from Selma arrived in 
Montgomery, 200 City College stu-
dents joined in a solidarity march 
in Harlem. 

But questions of racial justice did 
not only exist in the Deep South. A 
February 1965 editorial in the Am-
sterdam News charged that City 
College of New York was “almost 
as lily white during the day as the 
campus of the University of Missis-
sippi.” The daytime student body in 
the mid-1960s was overwhelmingly 
white, and most students accepted 
that state of affairs.

 “We were quick to jump on the 
bus to go to Selma,” former City 
College student Ron McGuire told 
Clarion. McGuire had marched in 
Montgomery, and later as a civil 
rights lawyer went on to represent 
many CUNY student activists. “But 
we were reluctant to bring black stu-
dents to our college.”

While no official statistics by 
race were taken by City College at 
the time, according to York College 
associate professor Conrad Dyer 
around 1% of City College’s gradu-
ates from 1960-1965 were black. 
The student body in the evening 

erstein told Clarion. “There was a 
certain amount of joy among the 
younger people. The older people 
were very serious. It was not a pic-
nic. It was a serious statement that 
they were making.”

AT THE CAPITOL
In one of Somerstein’s photos 

there’s a multi-generational black 
family sitting in front of Coke bill-
board watching the procession. In 
another photo, the march turns a 
corner with its destination in view: 
the white Alabama State House with 
a Confederate flag flying above it. 
At the Capitol, Somerstein stepped 
onstage while Dr. King delivered his 
“How Long? Not Long” speech.

Somerstein says he didn’t want to 
take King’s photo from down in the 
crowd: “I saw there was no one to 
the back of King. I slid over, found 
a spot and took three shots” from 
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In 1965, City College student Stephen Somerstein documented the last of the three efforts to march from Selma to Mont-
gomery. His photos are now on display at the New York Historical Society until July 12.

City College student on the bus

Writer James Baldwin in Montgomery

CCNY students headed south after King appeal

Continued on page 8
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By SHOMIAL AHMAD & PETER HOGNESS

The PSC encourages all of its 
members – full-time and part-
time teaching and non-teaching 
faculty, Higher Education Officers 
and College Lab Technicians – to 
review their personal personnel 
file at least once a year. To encour-
age making this review a regular 
practice, the union is organizing its 
second annual “Review Your Per-
sonnel File Week” this year, from 
April 20-24, 2015. 

When it comes to your career and 
your professional rights, accurate, 
complete and up-to-date informa-
tion contained in your personnel 
personal file is crucial.

FILE CONTENTS
Article 19 of the contract states 

that you have two personnel files 
at the college: the “personal per-
sonnel” file and the “administra-
tion” file. Under the union contract, 
you have the right to review your 
personal personnel file, not the ad-
ministration file. (The administra-
tion file is available only to those 
involved in decisions such as an 
employee’s reappointment, promo-
tion, certification or tenure.)

Your personal personnel file 
should include your academic and 
professional accomplishments at 
the college. Observation reports, 

annual evaluations, materials re-
lated to professional performance 
and documents submitted at your 
request are all included in 
the personal file.

Decisions about things 
like reappointment, promo-
tion, certification and tenure 
are made, in part, based on 
the contents of your person-
al personnel file – so this 
file plays an important part in your 
career. You can request copies of 
materials that are in your personal 
file, and it’s a good idea to request a 
copy of any document that you don’t 

a l r e a d y 
have for 

your own 
records.

“If there 
is a problem 

with your file, 
it’s usually obvi-

ous,” says Renee 
Lasher, a PSC 

contract enforce-
ment coordinator. 

“For example, it 
should contain all 

your evaluations. If 
you find an error or see 

that something is miss-
ing, it’s usually not hard 

to get it corrected.” What’s in your 
personal personnel file should come 
as no surprise, since management is 

required by the contract 
to let you review and 
initial materials before 
they are placed in your 
file. You have the right 
to rebut any document 
placed in your file. It’s 
important that you’ve 

previously seen all the documents 
in your file, and that any notes that 
you made to those documents have 
been included. If any document has 
been included in the file without your 

knowledge, ask for a copy. Note on 
the copy that this is the first time 
you’re seeing it and record the date, 
and contact your chapter grievance 
counselor. (More details on review-
ing your personal personnel file are 
on the PSC website.)

FINDING YOUR FILE
How to find and arrange to re-

view your personal personnel file 
varies depending on your title and 
your campus. Some college offices 
may require you to make an ap-
pointment; others may allow you 
immediate access. Some may have 
someone present while you look at 
your file – which is permissible as 
long as it doesn’t interfere with your 
review in any way.

Specifics on how to find your per-
sonal personnel file at your college 
will be listed in the “Our Rights” 
section of the PSC website (psc-cu-
ny.org) in early April. If you have 
any questions about the process, or 
any concerns about your file, you 
can contact your PSC chapter chair 
(psc-cuny.org/about-us/directory) 
or chapter grievance counselor 
(psc-cuny.org/our-rights/chapter-
grievance-counselors), or call the 
PSC office at 212-354-1252.

While Review your Personnel File 
Week is a good reminder to check 
your file each year, you can request 
to review your file at any time.

work for grievance handling and 
union representation
● The role and responsibilities of 

the chapter grievance 
counselor
● Creative strategies 
for resolving workplace 
issues.

 Sessions will take place 
in the PSC Union Hall, on 
the 16th floor of 61 Broad-

way, on Wednesday, April 22, and 
Thursday, April 23, from 11 am to 3 
pm both days. If you plan to attend 
please RSVP to Renee Lasher, coor-
dinator of contract administration, at 
RLasher@pscmail.org no later than 
April 11.
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By CLARION STAFF

The PSC will be holding a  two-day 
workshop in April. The workshops 
will examine how the PSC/CUNY 
contract works for you and how 
the union defends member’s rights 
through the grievance and arbitra-
tion process.  The workshop will be 
held from 11 am to 3 pm on April 22 
and 23; registration details are below.

Who is this workshop for?  “Any 
PSC member who’s interested in 
knowing more about the union con-
tract is invited to attend,” Debra Ber-
gen, the PSC’s director of contract 
enforcement, told Clarion before a 
similar workshop last year. “Knowl-

edge is power, and any time you don’t 
know your rights, or your colleagues’ 
rights, you are putting yourself in a 
weaker position. By learning more, 
you can make yourself stronger and 
make the union stronger.” 

BASIC RIGHTS
The first day will focus on basic 

contractual rights and protections 
such as annual evaluation and ob-
servations procedures, junior faculty 
research reassigned time and HEO/
CLT workweeks as defined.  Mem-
bers who can only attend for one day 
are welcome. The second day will fo-
cus on skill-building tools that can be 
useful for any member, but especially 

for members considering becoming 
more active in the union, as well as 
chapter chairs, grievance counselors, 
department representatives, 
prospective grievance counsel-
ors, members of the chapter ex-
ecutive committees and union 
delegates.  

“The contract lies at the cen-
ter of day-to-day union practice,” 
says Bergen, “and this is infor-
mation every union member can use.”

Key topics include: 
● An overview of basic contractual 
rights
● The structure and framework for 
contract enforcement at the PSC
● The legal and contractual frame-

‘Review Your Personnel File Week’
Make sure your file is accurate

April 22-23: Contract enforcement workshop

Your file 
can affect 
reappointment, 
promotion and 
more.

‘By learning 
more, you 
can make 
yourself 
stronger.’

school, according to estimates by 
school officials cited in Dyer’s the-
sis, was almost one-third black, but 
the number of night students was 
much smaller.

The lopsidedly white enrollment 
in a school in the middle of Har-
lem troubled Allen Ballard, one of 
the few African-American faculty 
members at City College at the time. 
“The contradiction was just too 
intense in the midst of the whole 
revolution that was taking place in 
the country,” Ballard later recalled. 
In his memoir, Breaching Jericho’s 
Walls, Ballard wrote that “Black au-
thors such as John Killens, James 
Baldwin and John Williams...fre-
quently referred to the white cita-
del on the hill, inaccessible to the 
black population in whose midst it 
stood and whose taxes paid for the 
education of white students and 
the salaries of white faculty and 
administrators.”

PRECURSOR TO SEEK
A proposal from Ballard “to ad-

mit a selected number of black and 
Hispanic students to CCNY” with 
increased academic support led to 
the establishment in 1965, the year of 
the Selma marches, of a precursor to 
the SEEK opportunity program that 
exists at CUNY senior colleges today. 
It was just a start, but it was perhaps 
the first time that racial inequities in 
admissions became an institutional 
concern at City College.

The demands for change that 
were gathering strength in the 
mid-1960s led to dramatic changes 
in direction, for both individuals 
and institutions. 

John Zippert, the student body 
president who went down to Selma, 
wrote in the pages of the Observa-
tion Post about feeling he was at a 
crossroads: should he “go South to-
morrow,” “organize a group of stu-
dents to go South this summer,” or 
“[work] harder here at home in Har-
lem”? Certainly there was work to 
do in Harlem, including at City Col-
lege. Within four years, black and 
Puerto Rican students were leading 
an occupation of the campus, which 
they renamed “the University of Har-
lem,” and waging a student strike to 
demand open admissions.

CHANGING COURSE
Zippert ended up going back to 

the South that summer in 1965, 
where he joined a Congress of Ra-
cial Equality organizing project and 
worked with black farmers on mar-
keting their sweet potatoes. When 
September came, he stayed.

 “It’s been a long summer,” Zip-
pert told Clarion in March of this 
year. Today he lives in Alabama and 
still works with low- and moderate-
income farmers at the Federation of 
Southern Cooperatives, which grew 
out of the civil rights movement. “I 
went there for the summer, and it re-
ally led to the next 50 years of my life.”

For City College, the changes that 
began in the mid-1960s would prove 
to be just as profound.

City College 
and Selma
Continued from page 7

higher than Brooklyn’s median 
household income – could qualify for 
a refund of up to $5,460. The average 
credit is around $2,500, according to 
city officials, and the maximum fed-
eral credit is around $6,000. There 
are different qualifying income 
thresholds for people filing jointly 
and independently, and the amount 
of the credit depends on the number 
of dependents.

 To find out if you qualify go to 
irs.gov/eitc, file your return with 
a reputable tax software that will 
check your eligibility or visit one of 
the 200 tax centers in the city that 
give free tax assistance for quali-
fied individuals (find a location 
here: nyc.gov/taxprep).            -SA

If a family earned $52,427 or less 
in 2014, they may qualify for the 
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). 
The federal tax credit has been re-
ducing economic stress for working 
people since 1975, but a significant 
number of people who qualify for 
the credit don’t apply.

 “About a quarter of eligible 
working families fail to apply for 
this credit that is rightfully theirs,” 
said PSC Executive Council Mem-
ber Susan DiRaimo. The PSC is 
part of a citywide outreach effort 

to inform people of their possible 
eligibility.

 For CUNY adjuncts, who make 
on average $3,000 for each course 
they teach, the credit could mean 
help with paying rent or other 
necessities. City officials say the 
credit could be the largest “lump 
sum of money” that low income 
New Yorkers can receive this year.

 That is why the city has 
launched a major outreach initia-
tive, putting up subway ads and 
calling individual taxpayers to talk 

about the EITC and let them know 
where they can get their taxes pre-
pared for free. 

“Too many New Yorkers who 
qualify for the Earned Income Tax 
Credit do not receive it due to ei-
ther not being informed or because 
they are not able to provide proof of 
income,” said New York City Pub-
lic Advocate Letitia James, who 
praised city efforts to increase 
awareness about the credit.

 A family of four that makes a 
little less than $50,000 – which is 

Claim Earned Income Tax Credit
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