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What we have learned about 
institutional transformation



CCRC’s 2015 book examined why, despite extensive reforms, 
community college student success rates haven’t improved.

Bailey, Jaggars, and Jenkins argued that to 

substantially improve student outcomes, colleges 

must abandon the “cafeteria college” model of the 

1960s and redesign programs and student supports 

at scale following “guided pathways” principles.



Guided pathways is a framework for redesigning colleges for 
access and success—starting with end goals in mind.

• Backward map all programs from good jobs and/or transfer in a major

• Organize programs by field (meta-major) to facilitate exploration and engage 

students in an academic and career community

Clarify paths to 

student end goals 

Help students 

get on a path

Keep students on path 

Ensure students are 

learning along their path

• Introduce students to practice of the field through active learning

• Ensure every student gains program-relevant experience

• Help all new students (including high school dual enrollment and adult ed students) 

explore options and interests, connect with an academic/career community, and 

make a purposeful program choice

• Replace prerequisite remediation with teaching students to be effective learners in 

college-level program foundation courses

• Ensure all new students have a “light the fire” learning experience in their first term

• Help all students develop a full-program learning and financial plan by end of term 1

• Redesign advising to allow case management by meta-major

• Schedule courses and monitor students’ progress based on plans



Our thinking about how to improve student outcomes has 
evolved through this research.

Redesigning America’s Community Colleges (2015) CCRC’s Current Thinking

Meta-majors and default program maps
Academic/career communities and individualized 

education plans 

Enhanced career and transfer information and advising
Conversations about interests, strengths, aspirations and 

connections with communities of interest 

“Corequisite” remediation based on multiple measures 

placement 

Teaching students to be effective college learners in 

courses on interesting topics (with diagnostic assessment)

Holistic advising with “wraparound” student supports
Case-management advising by meta-major, and class 

scheduling and progress monitoring using plans

Program learning outcomes and faculty development 

through collaborative inquiry

Field-relevant active and experiential learning integrated 

throughout programs

[High school and noncredit connections not discussed]
On-ramps to credit programs for high school dual 

enrollment, noncredit, and adult basic education students

Source: Jenkins, D., Lahr, H., & Mazzariello, A. (2021). How to achieve more equitable community college student outcomes: Lessons from six years of research on guided 

pathways. Columbia University, Teachers College, Community College Research Center. 



Why focus on program onboarding?



Students’ early experiences play a 
critical role in their likelihood of 
completing. 

of community college 

students are lost 

between application 

and the first day of 

classes

of community college 

students leave higher 

education by their 

second year

of community 

college students 

nationally complete 

any credential in 6 

years

10-40% 40%50%



Program onboarding sets students 
up for success. 
● Onboarding is the process of helping students select, enter, and gain 

experience in a program of study. This process starts as soon as 
students apply and is not complete until students have chosen a 
program, built an educational plan, and taken and passed program 
gateway courses, which can take up to a year. 

● A program of study prepares students for transfer in a major or entry 
into the workforce. 



What students say they want during onboarding

• Assistance exploring academic and career interests 

• Information on program options in fields of interest and their 
connection to career and baccalaureate transfer opportunities

• Opportunities to interact with other new and current students, faculty, 
and others who share similar academic and career interests 

• The chance to take a course on topics of interest in term 1

• Assistance developing a full-program academic and financial plan

• Note: Students who have clear career goals need different kinds of 
support than those who don’t 

Source:  Kopko and Griffin (2020). https://ccrc.tc.columbia.edu/publications/redesigning-community-college-onboarding-guided-
pathways.html

about:blank


Discuss: What experiences in college 
had the biggest impact on your 
choice of major?



Ask-Connect-Inspire-Plan 
framework for redesigning 
onboarding



To improve retention and completion, colleges need to ensure that 
every student has a program onboarding experience shaped by 
these research-based design principles.

INSPIRE PLANCONNECTASK



Every student is engaged in an ongoing 

conversation about their interests, 

strengths, and aspirations and is guided

to programs and people at the college 

with similar interests.

Ask



Asking students about their interests and 
aspirations

• Intake surveys and career assessments

• Additional advising and support for undecided students

• Introducing middle and high school students to career options



• How are we currently learning about students’ goals, interests, 

strengths, and aspirations?

• How are we supporting students’ academic and career 

exploration process? How are we exposing students to 

different opportunities and career paths?

• What students would benefit from this type of engagement 

but aren’t currently being reached?

Thought questions



From the start, colleges organize 
opportunities for all students to meet 

with faculty, students, alumni, and 
employers in fields of interest to 
them.

Connect



Connecting students to academic and 
career communities 

• Orientation and advising based on meta-majors

• Program and field showcase events

• Faculty liaisons 



• How are students connected with students, faculty, and other people 

in their field of interest (or meta-major)?

• How could people within programs and meta-majors help students to 

develop a sense of belonging?

• What students would benefit from this type of engagement but aren’t 

currently being reached?

Thought questions



Every student takes at least one 

course in term 1 on topics of interest 

that "lights their fire” for learning
Inspire



Inspiring students to learn

• Program-relevant courses for all students in the first term 

• Service learning and project-based learning

• Active and co-curricular learning techniques with dual enrollment 

students

• Professional development for faculty



• How can we ensure that every student has a light-the-fire learning 

experience on issues of interest in their first term?

• What supports do faculty need to make this happen?

• What students would benefit from light the fire courses but aren’t 

currently being reached?

Thought questions



Help every student to develop a full-

program educational plan that shows 

them a path to their goals. 
Plan



Planning a path to help students achieve 
their goals

• To ensure every student has a path, plans should be:

○ required as part of advising and first-year experience courses

○ built to cover the entire program through completion or transfer

○ based on a standard program map, but customized for each 

student

○ easily accessible

○ regularly monitored and updated

○ tied to scheduling and registration 



• How could we help every student develop a full-program 

educational plan by the end of their first term?

• How could advising appointments and first-year experience 

courses be restructured to include educational planning?

• What processes do we need to develop to ensure advisors are 

working with students to modify their plans as needed?

Thought questions



Placing equity at the center of program onboarding

● Undecided students
● Adult students
● Recent high school graduates
● Dual enrollment students 
● Students enrolled in basic 

skills programs 
● Additional target populations 

at our college

● Students from races/ ethnic 
groups historically excluded 
from higher education, English 
learners

● Military students
● International students
● Students with disabilities 

Providing all students with a high-quality onboarding experience, 

and tailoring it to the needs of different student groups, especially 

those that are underserved, for example:



For each part of the ACIP framework, address 
these questions:

● What do students currently experience related to this design 
principle?

● What groups of students do not benefit from such 
experiences (e.g., transfer students, non-credit, dual 
enrollment, adults students, students in certain programs, 
etc.)?

● What experience (related to each ACIP principle) should we 
provide for all students? How might we tailor these 
practices for students in our program/meta-major?



Thank you!

Questions? Please reach out! 

Hana Lahr, lahr@tc.columbia.edu


