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Introduction

On Tuesday, February 25, 2014, the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Inez Barron, will hold a hearing titled, “Oversight: Can CUNY’s Pathways Program Help Improve Graduation Rates?” This hearing will focus on a new initiative by The City University of New York (“CUNY”) to streamline graduation requirements and the transfer process. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the CUNY administration, faculty members, students and other interested parties.

Background
In June 2011, the CUNY Board of Trustees approved the adoption of the Pathways Initiative, also called “Pathways to Degree Completion” or “Pathways”, which establishes a new general education and credit-transfer system across the University.
 Essentially, Pathways is designed to standardize core curricula and to streamline the transfer process across the University system.
 According to CUNY, “[t]his change is expected to improve graduation rates, help more students earn their degrees on time, and save money for students and the University.”
 In February 2013, the New York State Board of Regents approved CUNY’s new Master Plan, including Pathways.
 Pathways took effect in Fall 2013.
 Approximately, 39,000 students have registered in at least one Pathways Common Core course.

Pathways aims to rectify the problems many students experienced in meeting general education and transfer requirements. Prior to Pathways, CUNY’s general education requirements varied from campus to campus. In some instances, associate degree-seeking students were required to complete a minimum of 60 credits and baccalaureate students were required to complete a minimum of 120 credits. In fact, the University’s Office of Institutional Research and Assessment estimated that in the 2008-2009 academic year, 17,634 baccalaureate graduates completed an average of 130 credits, significantly higher than the required 120 credits, which cost students and the State $72.5 million.
  Many of those excess credits were due to students not having received transfer credit for courses they had taken at their original colleges.
 For decades, the CUNY system posed challenges for students seeking to transfer from one CUNY campus to another, and lacked an effective process for quality control of the courses that students wished to transfer.
 Faculty and administration have tried to improve the situation through articulation agreements among the campuses and matching courses for credit by means of the online Transfer Information and Program Planning System (TIPPS).  In spite of such efforts, oftentimes transferring students would be forced to retake classes taken at other CUNY schools even though such classes would not be covered by financial aid.
 

Under Pathways, students at all CUNY schools are guaranteed that all their credits are transferable to all the other schools in the CUNY system, easing the ability of students to transfer from junior colleges to senior colleges. 
  To accomplish this end, a new curriculum has been implemented across all schools. All new CUNY undergraduates, freshmen and transfer students, are required to complete a “Common Core” general education curriculum consisting of 30 credits in order to attain their degrees.
 Students enrolled in baccalaureate programs are required to take an additional 6 to 12 “College Option” credits of general education, as defined by each college within the CUNY system.
  Students who entered CUNY prior to Fall 2013 have the choice of deciding whether to “opt-in” to the Pathways requirements and are encouraged to seek the guidance of an advisor or other on-campus resource to help them make informed decisions.

However, Pathways has received strong opposition from the Professional Staff Congress (“PSC”), the union representing CUNY faculty members, stating that the new requirements are too restrictive and lower CUNY’s academic standards.
 Although Pathways would facilitate easier transfer between CUNY campuses, advocates against Pathways argue that it would simultaneously limit the opportunities for any student leaving CUNY for another institution.
 Advocates also argue that it renders CUNY’s core curriculum incompatible with general education standards at most other universities, forcing students exiting CUNY to start at a new institution at a disadvantage.

Conclusion


At today’s hearing, the Committee seeks to explore the academic value of Pathways. Specifically, how it aims to increase graduation rates, increase cost savings and ensure that students receive a high quality education. Furthermore, the Committee seeks to learn how students are informed about Pathways, how opting out of Pathways may affect student outcomes and what areas of Pathways can be improved to provide students with the adequate support they need to succeed in college.
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