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New Students Want to Know
 What are my career options?

 What are the education paths to those careers?

 How do I get a bachelor’s degree?

 What will I need to take?

 How long will it take and how much will it cost?

 How do I pay for it?
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Returning Students Ask
 How far along am I toward completing my 

program?  How much more will I have to pay?

 What will I need to take next term and what 
will my scheduled be?

 What if I want to change programs?

 Will my credits transfer?

 How can I get work experience in my field of 
interest?
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Ideal CC Student Pathways

Source: Crosta, 2013.
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Actual CC Student Pathways

Source: Crosta, 2013.
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Cafeteria College

Paths to career goals unclear

Intake sorts, diverts students

Students’ progress not monitored

Learning outcomes not defined 
and assessed across programs

Churning

Early transfer

Completion

Time to degree

Excess credits

Skill building
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Guided Pathways College

Clear roadmaps to career goals

Intake redesigned as an on-ramp

Students’ progress closely tracked

Learning outcomes/assessments 
aligned across programs

Churning

Completion

Early transfer

Excess credits

Time to degree

Skill building
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• Chaotic student enrollment patterns
• Pathways misaligned, lots of roadblocks
• Students say they are confused

Pathway 
analysis

• Big improvements require systemic change
• Align organizational practices to end goals
• Broad engagement critical to success

Organizational 
performance

• Maps
• Defaults + “Active choice”
• Feedback and Reminders

Behavioral 
psychology/ 
economics

Supporting Evidence
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• Instructional program coherence
• Contextualization
• Importance of feedback

Research on 
teaching and 

learning

• CUNY ASAP (MDRC)
• Acceleration (CCBC ALP)
• Alternative math pathways (Mathway, 

etc.)
• Contextualization (I-BEST)

Targeted 
research

More Supporting Evidence
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• Guided pathways involves rethinking academic programs and support 
services to help achieve four main objectives: 

1) mapping pathways to students’ end goals, 
2) helping students explore and enter a pathway, 
3) keeping students on their pathway to completion, and 
4) ensuring that students are learning across their programs. 

What do students think of guided pathways reforms?

Guided Pathways Reforms



17

COMMUNITY COLLEGE RESEARCH CENTER

LUCC began implementing guided pathways in 2014:

• Programs were reorganized and aligned with local workforce needs

• Teams of faculty and advisors worked together to create program maps, or 
idealized, term-by-term sequence of courses for a particular degree program. 

• Advising and student intake was redesigned with the goal of having every 
degree-seeking student develop an educational plan: a customized, term-
by-term plan for courses a student will take to complete in a particular degree 
program. 

– In the educational planning process, students and advisors start with 
program maps and make adjustments based on factors such as the level 
of remedial education needed and how many courses students can take 
each term.

Research Setting: 
Large Urban Community College (LUCC)
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Data and Research Methods

• Transcribed student interviews were 
qualitatively analyzed using a coding 
scheme capturing perceptions to 
guided pathways reforms

– Reliability and validity ensured by 
Dedoose’s “training center” and 
regular coding checks

• Categorized coded experts into 
themes describing student 
perceptions

• Site visits to 4 community colleges 
within LUCC system 

– Fall 2015 and Spring 2015 
• One-on-one interviews were semi-

structured using a life-history approach 

– Lasted approx. 45 mins to 1 hr
• Written surveys collected demographic 

and program information as well as 
advisor interaction frequency

• N=149 students

Data Sources Empirical Method
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• 50 students expressed a clear opinion about guided pathways 
– 37 students expressed something positive about GP, and 
– 4 students expressed a critique or downside of pathways. 
– 19 students expressed frustration with issues from implementation of 

GP

• Themes: 
– Students described the Pros and Cons of Pathways.
– Students react to how pathways are implemented, not just the theory 

behind them.

Findings
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Students describe the Pros and Cons of 
Guided Pathways
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Students surface potential downside of program maps:

• Restricted course selection:
[Pathways] kinda restricted the ability to really pick 

[the classes] exactly what you wanted to pick

• Feeling overwhelmed:
I knew there was obviously 2 years of schooling you have to go through.

I just didn’t realize the amount of classes. … And they’re incredible long and there’s 
a lot of time involved.

But, GP also assures students they are on track and motivates them to 
continue: 

– If you stick to [your plan] you can’t help but succeed… it gets your mind in mode to 
know what you’re gonna be tackling.

– It’s the best thing in community college because if you stay with the maps it keeps 
you motivated and on track.

– It’s something I look up to, something that is motivating me that if you can do this 
by fall 2017 you’re going to be at [University].

Students describe Pros and Cons of Guided Pathways
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Pathways simplify educational planning and help in selecting courses:

I thought it was gonna be a lot more complicated. But [the advisor] did 
make it very like I was saying before very simplistic.  [The advisor] said you 
know like even though you don’t necessarily know what you wanna do yet 
you're sort of feeling this field and I see where you're coming from.  So let’s 

put you in this direction.  Just to make things a lot easier for you.

I didn’t know it would be that hard, but I realized that it was beneficial 
because it gave me an idea of the different courses I needed.

Increased confidence that they are on the ‘right track’:
I was able to see how long it was actually going to take. I can take these 

classes this semester and then these ones [next] semester and be able to 
actually enroll myself instead of going to an advisor and waiting.

…you just gotta follow it and then graduate.

Students describe Pros and Cons of Guided Pathways
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Students react to how pathways are 
implemented, not just the theory behind them
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Course availability issues and changing program requirements:

Why doesn’t anyone know that the plans are changing?  So I think that was 
what the most aggravating thing for me because I felt like I had started a 
semester and then I felt like I was going nowhere because nobody was 

backing me at that moment.

Confusion and technical difficulties with the new system:

I don’t know where I found [the program map] and I can't find it again.

I wanna check my class to make sure that it didn’t drop anything and the 
whole system goes down.

You know it was just like you know I had to start over okay.  And the next 
day I get on there, and it’s like, Welcome to Smart Planner.  Alright.  Here’s 

me startin’ over

Students react to how pathways are implemented, 
not just the theory behind them
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Students want guidance as they move into, through, and out of pathways
• One student commented that they felt advising was rushed:

since [advisors] have to deal with so many students one-on-one sometimes 
they just kind of set out a plan for you and they don’t get to know you 
personally

• Referring to career information provided to help students explore majors:

But what do they really mean to me?  Does it mean its jobs all over the 
place and the market is flooded with psychologists?  Or does that mean 
that right now we only need 5 psychologist but you know by 2020 we’re 
gonna need 20.

Students react to how pathways are implemented, 
not just the theory behind them
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• Most students reacted positively to guided pathways:

– Program maps simplified educational planning

– Students felt motivated towards completion

– Appreciation for integrated supports - advisors played an important role in 
helping make meaning of the educational planning processes 
• Previous research suggests students want more interactive and collaborative 

relationships with advisors, particularly during complex tasks like degree 
exploration and educational planning

• A few students,  however, voiced concern about GP reforms:

– Possible unintended consequences of the reform’s theoretical 
underpinnings (e.g., defaults, active choice, structure)

– Challenges with implementation, e.g., confusion and technical glitches
• How can colleges more smoothly implement such major changes?

Implications & Discussion
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Please visit us on the web at 

http://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu

where you can download presentations, reports, 
and briefs, and sign-up for news announcements. 
We’re also on Facebook and Twitter. 

Community College Research Center 
Teachers College, Columbia University 
525 West 120th Street, Box 174, New York, NY 10027 
E-mail: ccrc@columbia.edu Telephone: 212.678.3091

For more information 


