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Background 
 
The guided pathways model is a comprehensive, whole-college redesign approach aimed 
at significantly improving student success, persistence, and completion rates in higher 
education, particularly at community colleges. It seeks to structure the student experience 
from initial connection and entry through progress and eventual completion of certificates 
or degrees with labor market value, or transfer to four-year institutions with junior standing 
in a major. 
 
The model is designed to address systemic issues within traditional higher education, 
where students often face an “oft-opaque, barrier-laden pathway” toward graduation. This 
traditional system is characterized by too many course and program choices, unclear 
requirements, and insufficient guidance, leading to uninformed decisions, wasted credits, 
tuition money, and time (Altstadt et al. 2014).  
 
This lack of structure is particularly detrimental to academically underprepared students, 
as three out of five community college students are referred to at least one developmental 
course, and graduation rates for this group are disconcertingly low (Building College 
Readiness 2016). This unstructured complexity disproportionately disadvantages first-
generation college students, minority, and low-income learners who may lack the "social 
know-how" or familial experience to navigate the system effectively (Altstadt et al. 2014).  
 
Key takeaways from the literature 
 
Initial evidence from colleges implementing guided pathways, or components thereof, 
demonstrates promising results. These include:  
 
1) Improved Completion and Persistence: Early adopters have shown positive impacts 

on student progress and completion (Johnstone 2015). For instance, CUNY's 
Accelerated Study in Associate Programs (ASAP), which includes elements of guided 
pathways, saw a 3-year graduation rate of 52% versus 22% for comparison groups 
(Johnstone 2015). Kingsborough Community College's learning communities program 
increased degree attainment by 4.6 percentage points and increased total credits 
earned by 4.0 after six years (Sommo et al. 2012) 

 
2) Cost-Effectiveness: Studies suggest that well-implemented guided pathways 

interventions can be cost-effective. For example, Kingsborough's learning communities 
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program resulted in a lower cost per degree earned for program participants compared 
to control group members (Sommo et al. 2012). While colleges may lose some credits 
from students having a tighter roadmap, these reductions are likely offset by increased 
persistence and completion (Johnstone 2015). 

 
3) Long-Term Gains: Research indicates that even modest short-term impacts can grow 

into significant long-term gains, highlighting the importance of long-term follow-up in 
evaluating such reforms (Sommo et al. 2012)  

 
Evidence also suggest that implementing guided pathways is a long-term, institution-
wide effort that demands broad engagement and collaboration from all organizational 
levels—from presidents to faculty, advisors, and staff (Jenkins et al. 2019). Colleges must 
first build awareness that the institution itself creates barriers to student success and that 
only large-scale, cross-college reforms can remove them. This requires a significant 
cultural shift focused on student success. Colleges need to reorganize decision-making 
structures to facilitate broad engagement, make student success “everyone's business,” 
and strengthen leadership roles like department chairs (Jenkins et al. 2019).  
 
Possible associated interventions/activities  
 
The guided pathways model usually involves several interlocking pillars to support 
students effectively:  

1) Structured Program Pathways and Meta-Majors The model emphasizes creating 
clear, efficient "roadmaps" to students' end goals (Johnstone). This involves 
organizing all programs into broad, career- and academic-field-focused meta-
majors or "communities of interest" (Jenkins et al. 2019). Faculty and staff 
collaborate to map out optimal course sequences for all programs, aligning them 
with employment requirements and bachelor's degrees (Jenkins et al. 2019).  

2) Comprehensive Intake and Early Planning Guided pathways redesigns 
onboarding processes to help new students explore career and academic options 
and develop a full-program educational plan during their first term (Johnstone 
2015). This often includes mandatory orientation, assigned advisors, and holistic 
assessments of student motivation and skills (Rodicio et al. 2014).  

3) Redesigned and Embedded Advising and Support The model integrates advising, 
progress tracking, feedback, and support throughout a student’s educational 
journey (Johnstone 2015). Colleges institute new advising models, often assigning 
advisors to meta-majors to provide dedicated support and strengthen connections 
with program faculty (Jenkins et al. 2019).  

4) Streamlined "On-Ramps" for Underprepared Students Developmental education 
is treated as a coherent, deliberate part of the transfer pathway, accelerating the 
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acquisition of basic skills while guiding students into transfer programs of study 
(Johnstone 2015).  

5) Enhanced Career and Transfer Information Colleges improve the accessibility 
and clarity of information on their websites, helping students and prospective 
students explore program options, understand requirements, and see connections 
to career and transfer opportunities (Jenkins et al. 2019).  

 
Related metrics and indicators: 
 
The literature on guided pathways identifies a range of metrics used to measure their 
success, focusing primarily on improving student progression, completion, and efficiency 
within the higher education system. These metrics serve to highlight systemic barriers and 
track the effectiveness of comprehensive institutional redesigns. Here are the most 
important metrics to measure the success of guided pathways: 

1) Student Completion Rates 
a. Degree and Certificate Attainment: A core measure of success is the 

proportion of students who earn a degree or certificate (Sommo et al. 2012). 
b. Bachelor's Degree Attainment Post-Transfer: Success also extends to the 

rate at which community college students ultimately earn a bachelor's 
degree after transferring (Altstadt et al. 2014) 

2) Student Progression and Efficiency 
a. Credit Accumulation and Excess Credits: A key problem addressed by 

guided pathways is students accumulating excessive credits that do not 
count towards their degree, leading to wasted time and money. Colleges 
track the average number of credits students earn for a degree (Jenkins et al. 
2019; Sommo et al. 2012)  

b. Time to Completion/Progress on Pathways: Metrics include the time it 
takes students to complete early milestones, such as 25% of their program 
requirements, as this is strongly correlated with overall program completion 
(Bailey et al. 2015). The number of students who are "off-path" (not following 
their intended program sequence) can also be tracked.  

c. Course Pass Rates: Monitoring pass rates for individual courses within a 
pathway can indicate student success and program efficacy (Bailey et al. 
2015).  

d. Developmental Education Progression: Tracking student placement and 
successful advancement through developmental courses is crucial, 
especially for underprepared students (Bailey et al. 2015).  

3) Student Persistence and Engagement 
a. Retention Rates: This includes semester-to-semester and fall-to-fall 

retention rates (Jenkins et al. 2019)  
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b. Student Satisfaction and Sense of Belonging: Guided pathways aim to 
improve the overall student experience, fostering a sense of integration and 
belonging (Sommo et al. 2012) 

c. Completion of Academic/Educational Plans: The number of students who 
complete an academic plan early in their college career is a metric for early 
engagement and planning effectiveness (Bailey et al. 2015).  

d. Enrollment Rates: While not a direct measure of pathways success, 
changes in overall enrollment, particularly for incoming students, can be a 
relevant outcome (Bailey et al. 2015). 

4) Equity of Outcomes: Guided pathways emphasize addressing disproportionate 
outcomes for specific student groups, such as low-income students and students 
of color. Colleges ca examine data to identify and address achievement gaps 
across various demographic groups (Altstadt et al. 2014; Jenkins et al. 2019)  

5) Cost-Effectiveness 
6) Cost per Degree Earned: This metric assesses whether the investment in guided 

pathways leads to more efficient production of degrees (Altstadt et al. 2014; Jenkins 
et al 2019). 

7) Operational and Cultural Shifts (Formative Evaluation) Colleges may also track 
progress in areas like improved progress monitoring systems, redesigned advising 
models, and the integration of career and transfer information on college websites 
(Bailey et al. 2015). They also assess the cultural shift within the institution, 
observing changes in faculty and staff attitudes towards student success, their 
collaborative practices, and their sense of shared ownership for reforms (Rodicio et 
al. 2014)  

 
Supporting literature 
 
[NOTE: Many of these sources are on file at RPIE as PDFs and can be shared on 
request]  
 
Altstadt, D. et al. (2014). Driving the direction of transfer pathways reform. Jobs for the 
Future.  
 
Attewell, B. G. (2012). What is academic momentum? And does it matter? Educational 
Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 34(1), 27–44. https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373711421958. 
 
Bailey, T. et al. (2015) Implementing Guided Pathways at Miami Dade College: A Case 
Study. Community College Research Center, Teacher’s College, Columbia University.  
 
Bennett, M. P., Lovan, S., Smith, M., & Elllis-Griffith, C. (2021). Nursing’s leaky pipeline: 
Barriers to a diverse nursing workforce. Journal of Professional Nursing: Official Journal of 

https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373711421958.


 
Research, Planning and Institutional Effectiveness 

 

 5 

the American Association of Colleges of Nursing, 37(2), 441–450. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.profnurs.2020.05.002 
 
Bickerstaff, S., Barragan, M., & Rucks-Ahidiana, Z. (2012). I came in unsure of everything”: 
Community college students’ shifts in confidence. CCRC Working Paper, 48. 
 
Booth, K. (2013). Using student voices to redefine success: What community college 
students say institutions, instructors, and others can do to help them succeed. Research 
and Planning Group for California Community Colleges. 
 
Building College Readiness Before Matriculation. (2016, April 1). MDRC. 
https://www.mdrc.org/work/publications/building-college-readiness-matriculation 
 
Burridge, A. B. (2024). The power of one more course: How different first semester credit 
loads affect community college student persistence. The Journal of Higher Education, 
95(7), 879–916. 
 
Campen, J., Sowers, N., & Strother, S. (2013). Community college pathways 2012-13 
descriptive report. Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching. 
 
Connolly, S., Flynn, E. E., Jemmott, J., & Oestreicher, E. (2017). First Year Experience for At-
Risk College Students. College Student Journal, 51(1), 1–6. 
 
Gicheva, D. (2025). Getting students to stick around: The effects of completing an online 
introductory course on persistence for community college students” Contemporary 
economic policy. 
 
Gross, B., & Goldhaber, D. (2009). Community college transfer and articulation policies: 
Looking beneath the surface. CPRE Working Paper, 2009_1R. 
 
Jenkins, D., Lahr, H., Brown, A. E., & Mazzariello, A. (2019). Redesigning Your College 
Through Guided Pathways: Lessons on Managing Whole-College Reform From the AACC 
Pathways Project. 
 
Johnstone, R. (2015). Guided pathways demystified: Exploring ten commonly asked 
questions about implementing pathways. National Center for Inquiry and Improvement. 
https://www.cccco.edu/-/media/CCCCO-Website/Files/Workforce-and-Economic-
Development/DWM/pws-demystified-johnstone-final-110315-
ada.pdf?la=en&hash=6375A6531CA7F7C5B8D5D563A8EA769EE0160533  
 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.profnurs.2020.05.002
https://www.mdrc.org/work/publications/building-college-readiness-matriculation
https://www.cccco.edu/-/media/CCCCO-Website/Files/Workforce-and-Economic-Development/DWM/pws-demystified-johnstone-final-110315-ada.pdf?la=en&hash=6375A6531CA7F7C5B8D5D563A8EA769EE0160533
https://www.cccco.edu/-/media/CCCCO-Website/Files/Workforce-and-Economic-Development/DWM/pws-demystified-johnstone-final-110315-ada.pdf?la=en&hash=6375A6531CA7F7C5B8D5D563A8EA769EE0160533
https://www.cccco.edu/-/media/CCCCO-Website/Files/Workforce-and-Economic-Development/DWM/pws-demystified-johnstone-final-110315-ada.pdf?la=en&hash=6375A6531CA7F7C5B8D5D563A8EA769EE0160533


 
Research, Planning and Institutional Effectiveness 

 

 6 

Kadlec, A., Immerwahr, J., & Gupta, J. (2013). Guided pathways to student success: 
Perspectives from Indiana college students and advisors. Public Agenda. 
Newmann, F. M. (2001). Instructional program coherence: What is it and why it should 
guide school improvement policy. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 23(4), 297–
321. 
 
PASOS Title V Grant: Valencia Campus | The University of New Mexico. (n.d.). Retrieved 
February 10, 2025, from https://valencia.unm.edu/campus-resources/pasos/index.html 
 
Rodicio, L., Meyer, S., & Jenkins, D. (2014). Strengthening program pathways through 
transformative change. New Directions for Community Colleges, 167, 63–72. 
 
Roksa, J., & Keith, B. (2008). Credits, time, and attainment: Articulation policies and 
success after transfer. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 30(3), 236–254. 
 
Schnell, C. A., & Doetkott, C. D. (2003). First year seminars produce long-term impact. 
Journal of College Student Retention, 4(4), 377–391. 
 
Scott-Clayton, J. (2011). The shapeless river: Does a lack of structure inhibit students’ 
progress at community colleges? CCRC Working Paper, 25. 
 
Sommo, C., Mayer, A. K., Rudd, T., & Cullinan, D. (2012). Commencement Day: Six-Year 
Effects of a Freshman Learning Community Program at Kingsborough Community College. 
Executive Summary. Opening Doors. MDRC. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED645733 
 
Speroni, C. (2011). Determinants of students’ success: The role of advanced placement 
and dual enrollment programs. In NCPR Working Paper. National Center for Postsecondary 
Research. 
 
Stern, J. M. B. (2016). The Effect of Articulation Agreements on Community College 
Transfers and Bachelor’s Degree Attainment. Community College Journal of Research and 
Practice, 40(5), 355–369. https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2015.1065209 
 
WWC | Designing and Delivering Career Pathways at Community Colleges. (n.d.). Retrieved 
February 10, 2025, from https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/27 
 
 

https://valencia.unm.edu/campus-resources/pasos/index.html
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED645733
https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2015.1065209
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/27

