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Introduction


On October 26, 2016, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Inez D. Barron, will hold an oversight hearing on the Pathways to Degree Completion program at the City University of New York (“CUNY” or “University”). Earlier in this legislative session, on February 25, 2014, the Committee held an oversight hearing titled, “Can CUNY’s Pathways Program Help Improve Gradation Rates?” during which the Committee heard concerns about the new initiative’s impact on shared governance in curricular decision-making and changed academic standards. At this hearing, the Committee will seek an update on the progress of the initiative including relevant data. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from CUNY, faculty members, student groups and organizations, higher education advocates, and other interested parties. 

Background

CUNY was created in 1961, through legislation signed into law by Governor Nelson A. Rockefeller, which united seven existing municipal colleges into a formally integrated system of public higher education.
 Today, CUNY is the largest urban public university in the United States, providing accessible high quality education to more than 274,000 degree-seeking students and nearly 276,000 adult and continuing education students at 25 campuses across New York City.
 With over half a million students enrolled in more than 1,600 academic programs,
 200 majors leading to associate and baccalaureate degrees, and 800 graduate degree programs, the University offers learning opportunities at every level, from certificate courses to Ph.D.s, in a “single integrated system”
 of 11 senior colleges, seven community colleges, seven graduate and professional schools and an assortment of research centers, institutes and consortia.
 The University’s newest institution, the CUNY School of Medicine, opened this year.

According to the New York State Education Law, “[t]he Legislature’s intent is that the city university be supported as an independent and integrated system of higher education” provided the University “will continue to maintain and expand its commitment to academic excellence and to the provision of equal access and opportunity for students, faculty and staff from all ethnic and racial groups and from both sexes.”
 Thus, CUNY “must remain responsive to the needs of its urban setting and maintain its close articulation between senior and community college units” and, “[w]here possible, governance and operation of senior and community colleges should be jointly conducted or conducted by similar procedures to maintain the university as an integrated system and to facilitate articulation between units.”


As an integrated system, CUNY has always had significant numbers of students who transfer from one institution to another over the course of their college career. Though the move from a community college to a senior college may be the most common path, students transfer in all directions at CUNY—up, down, and laterally.
 Additionally, transfers from a CUNY community college, another CUNY senior college, or from a college outside the CUNY system represent a growing percentage of new students entering CUNY’s baccalaureate programs.
 Hence, in keeping with its legislative mandate, it is important that CUNY has an effective transfer process to ensure that students who transfer within the system can do so in an efficient and cost effective manner.
Pathways to Degree Completion
On June 27, 2011, the University’s Board of Trustees adopted new transfer policies to ease an undergraduate student’s transition from one CUNY college to another.
 Named Pathways to Degree Completion (“Pathways”), the initiative established a new general education “framework of core course, credit, subject area, and learning requirements” while allowing colleges the discretion to determine specific courses and graduation requirements.
 More importantly, Pathways guarantees that general education requirements fulfilled at one CUNY college will be carried over seamlessly if a student transfers to another CUNY college.
 According to the recently adopted CUNY Master Plan 2016-2020, since the Pathways initiative was launched in fall 2013, it has made it easier for students to transfer credits between CUNY’s colleges.
 
The Pathways’ general education framework features three elements, the Required Common Core, the Flexible Common Core, and, for students in bachelor’s degree programs, the College Option Requirement, which lays out the requirements that undergraduate students across CUNY must meet.
 The Required Common Core consists of a four-course, 12-credit requirement for all CUNY students in an Associate of Arts (A.A.), Associate of Science (A.S.) and bachelor’s degree programs.
 This includes English Composition, Mathematical and Quantitative Reasoning, and Life and Physical Sciences.
 The Flexible Common Core consists of a six-course, 18-credit requirement for students in A.A., A.S., and bachelor’s degree programs, in which they must complete at least one course in each of the five Flexible Core areas and an additional sixth course in one of them.
 This includes World Cultures and Global Issues, U.S. Experience in its Diversity, Creative Expression, the Individual and Society, and Scientific World.
 In addition to the aforementioned 30-credit Common Core requirements, students in bachelor’s degree programs are also required to complete a College Option requirement specified by their college.
 Depending on whether a student transferred into the college and the number of credits earned at the time of transfer, the number of College Option credits ranges from 6 to 12.
 Once a student has met a Common Core area requirement at one CUNY college, that requirement will be considered fulfilled at any other CUNY college.
 This is also true for College Option credits, which vary by college.
 Additionally, Advance Placement credits and non-CUNY credits may also count towards a student’s Common Core or College Option requirements.
 Associate of Applied Science (A.A.S.) students are required to complete part of the Common Core although specific requirements vary by degree program.
 An A.A.S. student that transfers to an A.A., A.S., or bachelor’s degree program must then fulfill any part of the Common Core not yet completed.

In addition to the Common Core framework, Pathways also offers a minimum of three “gateway” courses leading into ten of CUNY’s most popular majors.
 That is, students who anticipate pursuing Biology, Business, Criminal Justice, Economics, English, Nursing, Political Science, Psychology, Sociology, or Teacher Education as a major have the opportunity to take the designated courses that will count toward major requirements at any CUNY college that offers that major.
 While preliminary data strongly suggest that Pathways has significantly eased transfer of general education courses leading to better credit accumulation, efficient credit transfer in the majors appears to be less successful.

Prior to the Pathways initiative, and despite CUNY’s designation as an integrated university, each college set its own general education and graduating requirements, including which transfer credits to accept.
 As a result, many students that transferred within the University—especially those who moved from a community college to a senior college—had previously earned credits rejected or downgraded to elective credit at their post-transfer schools, forcing them to spend more time and money to graduate.
 Additionally, according to a 2013 study by Dr. Paul Attewell and then-Ph.D. candidate David B. Monaghan of the Graduate Center at CUNY, students who lose credits when transferring from a community college to a senior college have significantly lowered chances of graduation.
 Students who were able to transfer 90-100 percent of their credits were 2.5 times more likely to graduate than those who transferred in with less than half of their credits, while students who transferred in with 50-89 percent of their credits were 74 percent more likely to graduate.
 Hence, credit loss and downgrades upon transfer are one of the greatest obstacles facing students who begin in an associate degree program with the goal of attaining a baccalaureate degree. This is particularly important because, over the past 15 years, there has been a 55 percent increase in the number of students who enter a CUNY baccalaureate program from a CUNY community college, another CUNY senior college, or from a college outside of the University. That trend is continuing to increase.

In fall 2015, two years after Pathways was implemented, CUNY offered more than 16,000 sections of Pathways courses, comprising 45 percent of total undergraduate courses taught that semester, and 85 percent of all degree-seeking students were following Pathways. This included 79 percent of those enrolled in baccalaureate degree programs and 93 percent of those enrolled in associate degree programs.
 Preliminary data on the impact of the initiative shows that course enrollment patterns by major have been consistent, apart from some increases in the humanities, mathematics, natural sciences, and social sciences. Between the academic years of 2013-14 and 2014-15, there was an 11 percent increase in the number of students transferring into CUNY’s baccalaureate programs. Among first-time freshmen entering CUNY in the fall of 2013 academic year, the average credits accumulated after one year remained consistent with those entering in fall of 2012.
 Lastly, preliminary data suggest that transfer students are much less likely to present transferable courses that are not counted by the senior college toward degree requirements.
 Furthermore, there has been a University-wide decline in the number of students who upon transfer from both outside and within CUNY have credit-bearing courses classified as non-contributory.
 The number of newly admitted transfer students that presented at least one credit-bearing course that did not satisfy any degree requirements fell from 30 percent in fall 2012 academic year to 12 percent in fall 2014 academic year. Among the senior colleges, the number of such students declined from 35 to less than 10 percent.

According to the CUNY Board of Trustees, Pathways must “be reviewed and evaluated each year for three years beginning in 2013, and every three years thereafter, to modify them as necessary to improve them or to meet changing needs.”
 The first review led to three changes designed to provide more flexibility in implementation and to give faculty governance greater influence over the process for approving Common Core courses.
 The second review produced findings that included quantitative information as well as feedback generated from several constituencies, including campus-based Pathways liaisons, faculty, and students.
 The third review will be initiated in 2017, after completion of the third year of Pathways.

Moving forward, the University will focus on strengthening Pathways by improving articulation agreements and increasing dual and joint degree programs between CUNY colleges.
 Additionally, in fall 2015, the University implemented a new “reverse transfer” process for granting an associate degree to students who transferred from an associate program to a bachelor’s program without first receiving an associate degree.
 Based on a pilot initiative launched in 2013 by colleges in the Bronx and Queens, in which 237 degrees have since been awarded, CUNY suggests that this process could lead to improved graduation rates at the community colleges and would allow for greater recognition of the educational opportunities provided by these schools.

Conclusion

At today’s hearing the Committee seeks an update on CUNY’s Pathways to Degree Completion program since its implementation. Additionally, the Committee is interested in learning about the academic value of Pathways, how it has and intends to continue to improve graduation rates, whether it has decreased costs to both students and the government, and whether it has ensured that students continue to receive a high quality education. Furthermore, the Committee seeks information related to outreach efforts, enrollment, and success of the program.
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