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NEW BOOK FROM THE COMMUNITY COLLEGE RESOURCE CENTER OFFERS  
PRACTICAL, RESEARCH-BASED GUIDE TO IMPROVING OUTCOMES.

Student Success
A Clearer Path

to



THE PRESSURE ON COMMUNITY COLLEGES TO 

improve student outcomes has never been more intense. 

In our new book, Redesigning America’s Community 

Colleges: A Clearer Path to Student Success, we offer a 

research-based model for reform that has already begun 

to make a difference for students in a small but growing 

number of colleges. The model we describe, called 

“guided pathways,” involves an entire rethinking of how 

students move through community college. 

Most community colleges today are organized around 

what we call a “cafeteria-style” or “self-service” model 

of education, in which a wide variety of courses 

and programs are offered at low cost to many kinds 

of students. The model arose from a well-intended 

national policy focus to increase college access and 

from a public financing system in which funding dollars 

are tied to the number of students colleges enroll. But 

a model geared toward increased college access and 

enrollments is not necessarily the best one to maximize 

student completion. 

Under the cafeteria model, community college 

students face a bewildering array of options to consider. 

Navigating college entails a series of high-stakes 

choices about what courses to take, what program to 

pursue, how and when to seek out academic support, 

whether to enroll full-time or part-time, whether to seek 

a certificate or an associate or bachelor’s degree, and 

whether and where to transfer. Most students make 

these choices largely on their own. The system offers 

broad flexibility, but it is also confusing and frustrating. 

It works for self-motivated students who have clear 

goals and a network of family or peer support, but it is 

often disastrous for others.
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The cafeteria-style selection of courses also impacts how 
curriculum, instruction, and student supports are structured at 
community colleges. Courses within a program of study do not 
necessarily build upon one another; faculty often teach in isolation; 
and academic support and career services tend to be optional for 
students, detached from courses and from programs of study. Our 
research has convinced us that this “a la carte” organization of 
courses and services is a strong contributor to the low completion 
rates found at many community colleges. 

Under the guided pathways approach, the primary institutional 
goal is to help students complete a high-quality program of 
study that prepares them for transfer as a junior in their major 
or that prepares them for employment in locally available jobs 
with family-supporting wages. And that is what students want 
as well. Seventy-nine percent of California community college 
students surveyed in 2013 agreed that having more connection and 
direction would help their progress. 

To adopt a guided pathways approach, college academic leaders 
begin by determining what students need to know to transfer 
with junior standing in their target major or to secure good jobs 
in their field of study, and then they redesign programs to enable 
students to achieve those goals. The college’s intake services, 
first-year experience activities, and support services — including 
developmental education — are systematically focused on helping 
students explore career options and interests and choose and 
successfully enter a program of study. The requirements and 
expected learning outcomes for each program are unambiguously 
defined, communicated clearly to students, and aligned with 
requirements at students’ transfer destination institutions or with 
industry standards. 

Under this approach, faculty map out default course sequences 
in their programs of study, which simplifies students’ choices 
without limiting their options since students can change (but need 
to consult an advisor before they do so). Faculty work closely with 
support services staff to ensure that students receive help when 
they struggle or veer off track. The overarching idea is that students 
are more likely to complete a degree in a timely fashion if they 
choose a program and develop an academic plan early on, have 
a clear road map of the courses they need to take to complete a 
credential and prepare for further education and employment, and 
receive guidance and support to help them stay on plan.

Under the guided pathways approach, incoming students 
who are unclear about their interests and career aims begin 
with a “meta-major” in a broad initial field of interest (such as 
business, health, or science) that allows students to get a realistic 
sense of the field while accruing college credits — but without 
locking them into a program of study before they are ready. 
Developmental education is restructured so that instruction in 
foundational skills is contextualized and to the extent feasible 
integrated into critical gatekeeper courses in each student’s meta-

major (such as economics and management 101 for the business 
meta-major, or biology and anatomy and physiology for the allied 
health and nursing meta-major), as well as into math, English, and 
other general education courses. 

Moving a college from the cafeteria model to the guided 
pathways model requires a great deal of sustained collaboration 
among faculty, advisors, and administrators. It is an ambitious 
undertaking that is difficult to carry out. Yet the model does offer 
the benefit of program coherence and alignment with student 
end goals — organizing principles that can integrate otherwise 
disconnected and self-limited attempts at improvement. Efforts 
to improve high school to college transitions, developmental 
education, student supports, pedagogy, and baccalaureate transfer 
thus become oriented toward a clearly defined purpose shared 
broadly by faculty and staff. 

The guided pathways model takes direct aim at making 
community colleges more effective and more efficient. Yet while 
use of the model may lower costs per successful student outcome, 
it is also likely to increase a college’s per-student costs, in part 
because more students will persist and take more costly higher 
level courses, and in part because implementing the model 
involves some additional costs, for example, to increase advising 
and strengthen information systems for student tracking. 

But this ought not serve as a disincentive. State policymakers, 
in particular, should recognize that the economic returns on a 
community college education are already very high, both for 
graduates, who enjoy strong earnings gains in the labor market, 
and for taxpayers, who receive a large return on their investment 
(through higher tax payments and lower use of social services 
among those who complete community college credentials). 
Policymakers should therefore encourage colleges to use their 
scarce resources more efficiently, which will likely involve not cost 
cutting, but reallocation of existing resources and the provision of 
some additional resources to cover the costs needed to implement 
guided pathways. Early evidence from colleges that have begun 
to use the model suggests that the guided pathways approach can 
substantially increase the number of students who complete high-
quality community college credentials. 
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