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“How lucky I am to have something that makes 
saying goodbye so hard.”

A. A. Milne, The Complete Tales of 
Winnie-the-Pooh

General education is one of the key parts of undergraduate 
learning that allow graduates to stay intellectually nimble 
in an ever-changing world. As such, AAC&U’s General 
Education Maps and Markers (GEMs) initiative was 

designed to develop principles (see page 6) through which institu-
tions of higher education can create general education curricula 
that focus on core proficiencies, intentional educational pathways 
within and across institutions, and students’ engagement in work 
that allows assessment of their demonstrated accomplishments in 
inquiry- and problem-based learning.  

In this Peer Review, supported by The Endeavor Foundation, 
the Practice section authors provide a retrospective of their 
work on the GEMs Pathways project, which put the GEMs 
principles into practice. Composed of faculty and administrators 
from three LEAP states—California, Indiana, and Texas—these 
partnership teams of two- and four-year institutions sought to 
actively make general education more effective for students. In 
this issue, team members share lessons learned as they aimed to 
reduce transfer-based barriers and improve student outcomes 
by making general education more effective. While the GEMs 
Pathways project has come to an end, the teams’ experiences 
offer guidance for others who are currently doing similar proj-
ects on their campuses and in their states. 

Just as the time comes for one project to end and others to 
start, this fall I will make a transition of my own. By the time 
you read this message, I will have retired from my position as 
the Peer Review editor and director of publications and editorial 
services at AAC&U. When I started at AAC&U in November 
2004, I had worked mostly on K−12 educational publications. 
In the time since, I’ve had the opportunity to learn much about 
higher education issues as the keeper of this esteemed journal. I 
could not have done this job effectively without the support of 
my AAC&U colleagues, who make our office one where lifelong 
learners thrive. Also, many thanks to Dave Cutler for his won-
derful artwork that enhanced every Peer Review since 2001, and 
to Darbi Bossman for her lively issue design.    

I’m excited about what will come next for me, but I’m sad to 
leave behind such a meaningful period of my life’s work. In many 
ways, this stage feels like the bookend to my undergraduate 
commencement because, even with careful preparation, the path 
ahead is bound to be filled with challenge. I am counting on the 
same essential learning outcomes that saw me through my pro-
fessional career to serve as my compass in retirement. 

Post-AAC&U, I’m looking forward to completing several 
writing projects that have been on hold for years. However, I 
think my first few weeks of retirement will be spent reflecting 
on the wonderful publishing career that I only hoped to achieve 
when I graduated from college forty years ago. My liberal 
education gave me the tools to navigate life’s choices and solve 
unscripted problems at work and home—not the least coming 
from being a parent of three! I’m forever grateful for those 
opportunities and for the chance to be part of an organization 
that allowed me to contribute to such an important mission. 

In closing, thank you so much for your support of Peer 
Review. It has been my honor to work with authors from across 
the academy and to share their enlightening stories with mem-
bers. After my departure, AAC&U will continue to publish a rich 
variety of valuable information through its many communica-
tions channels, and I look forward to my continued learning 
from a new vantage point.

—SHELLEY JOHNSON CAREY

SUMMER 2019 | PEER REVIEW | AAC&U  3

FROM THE EDITOR



4  AAC&U | PEER REVIEW | SUMMER 2019

The Power of Pathways: 
Lessons Learned from the GEMs Pathways Project
▶  Dawn Michele Whitehead, Vice President, Office of Global Citizenship for Campus, Community, and Careers, AAC&U  

ANALYSIS

With generous support from the Endeavor Foundation, the 
General Education Maps and Markers (GEMs) Pathways 
project of the Association of American Colleges and 
Universities (AAC&U) brought together two- and 

four-year institutional transfer partners in California, Indiana, and 
Texas to improve students’ educational experience through more 
effective guided pathways. These pathways focus on general educa-
tion, preparation for participation in signature work, improvements 
to the transfer process, and ways to increase degree completion. 
California, Indiana, and Texas are all LEAP States, which use 
AAC&U’s Liberal Education and America's Promise (LEAP) 
framework to advance statewide essential learning outcomes, 
high-impact practices, and assessment of student learning. With 
support from AAC&U, GEMs project participants collaborated 
with various educational stakeholders—including two- and four-
year institutions, community partners, and business leaders—to 
advance high-quality degree attainment, respond to stakeholders’ 
needs at the state level, and stay engaged in the national dialogue. 
Project participants focused on 

 � affirming or amplifying shared essential learning outcomes for 
signature work at the two- and four-year levels;

 � ensuring that curriculum design (at the program, course, and 
assignment levels) is mapped to learning outcomes;

 � developing or clarifying outcomes-based articulation 
agreements;

 � improving student support systems, such as collaborative 
advising and peer mentoring;

 � developing authentic assessments of student learning using 
AAC&U’s VALUE rubrics; and

 � piloting shared ePortfolios to document and assess student 
learning (AAC&U, n.d.).

The project was based on the General Education Maps and 
Markers (GEMs): Designing Meaningful Pathways to Student 
Achievement (AAC&U 2015) framework and the LEAP Challenge 
(www.aacu.org/leap-challenge). The LEAP Challenge puts stu-
dents at the center of their learning and encourages them to pursue 
signature work, requiring them to integrate and apply their learning 
to complex problems and projects that are important to them and 
to society. These projects should take place over the course of at 
least one semester, but the work is connected to students’ learning 
over their entire educational experience. It can come in the form of 
capstone projects, civic engagement, practicums, or undergraduate 
research. 

The GEMs principles—proficiency, agency and self-direction, 
integrative learning and problem-based inquiry, equity, and 
transparency and assessment—provide a framework for an inten-
tional, integrated, and inquiry-centered educational experience. 
These principles are also present across students’ curricular and 
cocurricular experiences, general education, and majors, and they 
ensure students make connections between formal and informal 
learning. 

Over the course of the project, the GEMs Pathways 
included seven participating institutions—California 
State University Channel Islands (CSUCI) and Santa 
Barbara City College (SBCC); Indiana University–Purdue 
University Indianapolis (IUPUI) and Ivy Tech Community 
College–Central Indiana; and Collin College, Dallas County 
Community College District (DCCCD), and the University 
of North Texas (UNT). These institutions learned from each 
other about their existing efforts, shared ideas for changing 
their practices, attended convenings on the LEAP Challenge 
and GEMs Pathways, and participated in webinars to learn 
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more about signature work, meaningful 
pathways, and GEMs. AAC&U staff 
members, fellows, and consultants 
also spent dedicated time on campus 
assisting the teams as they refined their 
work. The community of practice that 
emerged has much to share about how 
this kind of work can be advanced in 
very different states and with different 
types of partnerships between two- and 
four-year institutions.  

While the institutional partners all 
worked on developing or honing effective 
general education programs focused on 
guided pathways, student preparation 
for signature work, and ways to ease the 
transfer process, the articles about each 
partnership in this issue of Peer Review 
concentrate on a particular dimension of 
the three goals. The aim of each institu-
tional partnership was deeply connected 
to the local environment, leading the 
partner institutions to address pedagogy 
and high-impact practices, institutional 
culture, and alignment across institutions 
to meet their particular needs and the 
needs of “swirling” students, who attend 
multiple institutions in their quest for a 
postsecondary degree.

With an emphasis on signature work, 
the participating institutions took a closer 
look at their entire curriculum to ensure 
students were prepared for culminating 
assignments at the end of each educational 
experience. IUPUI and Ivy Tech changed 
their curricular emphasis to more closely 
examine their pedagogical practices and 
decided to focus on high-impact practices 
(HIPs). Due to the intentional integration 
of HIPs at both institutions, students who 
transfer from Ivy Tech to IUPUI would 
already be familiar with the practices and 
not “miss out” on participation in HIPs in 
the general education curriculum. Through 
these institutions’ work to integrate and 
scale HIPs, scaffold high-impact experi-
ences, and provide multiple opportunities 
to participate in HIPs, students on both 

campuses will be better prepared to engage 
in higher-level HIPs when they reach their 
signature work. 

As part of their work with the project, 
CSUCI and SBCC concentrated on the 
development of a broader institutional 
culture for faculty and staff, and within the 
classroom, to enhance student experiences. 
As they focused on curricular alignment, 
the partner institutions realized the 
importance of involving faculty, staff, and 
counselors throughout this process and 
wanted to ensure everyone felt comfortable 
participating in meaningful and equitable 
ways. As a result, the partners rotated 

meetings across campuses and offices, 
learned more about their own diverse 
institutional cultures, and realized that they 
also had to address their differences as they 
worked to provide equitable opportunities 
for participation for their students. This 
led to the faculty- and counselor-driven 
iPATH program, which you will read more 
about in their article later in this issue. 

As three institutional partners working 
together in Texas, Collin College, DCCCD, 
and UNT were well positioned to address 

students who were “swirling” among mul-
tiple institutions over time and struggling to 
pull the credits together to attain a certificate 
or degree—a reality for a number of today’s 
college students. The 60x30TX Strategic 
Plan requires mapping for eighth graders 
in public schools to connect learning from 
high school through associate’s degrees and 
beyond. Students earn credits from early-
college high schools through dual-credit 
programs and on the campuses of two- and 
four-year colleges. As a result, the three 
institutions must work together to clearly 
articulate their pathways and ensure students 
understand how the transfer process works 
across institutions. This attention to student 
mobility up the education ladder and across 
the rungs means that institutions must 
consider how and where credits attained 
at an early-college high school, or attained 
by students directly enrolled at a two-year 
college, will count. This work in Texas also 
shows the implications for state higher 
education policy and the ways institutions 
respond to new policies that affect the way 
they count credits. 

The number of students in higher educa-
tion is growing and becoming more diverse, 
with students of color and students from 
low-income families representing much of 
this growth, according to a May 2019 Pew 
Research Center report (Fry and Cilluffo 
2019). As these numbers increase and the 
population changes, it is critical that we pay 
closer attention to the types of experiences 
these students are having. Many educational 
researchers, journalists, and policy makers 
have noted that more students are attending 
some college but not completing a degree. 
The overall benefits of attending but not 
completing have been mixed for students 
(Giani, Attewell, and Walling 2019). This is 
just one of many reasons we must continue 
to explore programs and projects that align 
two- and four-year institutions. We must 
emphasize quality experiences for students 
across institutions and inform and prepare 
students for what to expect at each institu-
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tion from start to finish. Guided pathways 
provide these transparent, intentional 
opportunities for students to allow for a 
seamless transition once the articulation 
agreement has been signed or the state 
mandate has been passed. Students must 
also be prepared for real-world problem 
solving in both the two-year and four-year 
contexts. Guided pathways ensure students 
have scaffolded experiences and are ready 
for the level of work during each step of 
their academic study. Faculty and staff must 
also be prepared for students who swirl 
across institutions. With state-level partner-
ships, discussion can go beyond the broader 
issues of curriculum and transfer processes. 
Discussions about learning management 
systems, ePortfolio platforms, and sharing 
advising notes and other relevant informa-
tion for individual students can also be 
addressed to ensure students truly have a 
seamless experience from start to finish, 
even if it is on their timeline, not ours.

The other goal of this project is to share 
examples from these partnerships that 
can be replicated—in part or whole—in 
other contexts. It is our aim that you will 
find these models useful as you seek to 
strengthen the pathways for your students. � 
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THE GEMs DESIGN PRINCIPLES  
FOR GENERAL EDUCATION  

PROFICIENCY

Colleges and universities should provide clear statements of desired learning outcomes 
for all students . Similarly, general education, in all institutional and alternative settings, 
should provide programs, curricula, and experiences that lead to the development of 
demonstrable, portable proficiencies aligned to widely valued areas of twenty-first-
century knowledge and skill . Students should achieve and demonstrate progressively 
higher levels of proficiency through problem-centered work on significant issues 
relevant to their interests and aims . 

AGENCY AND SELF-DIRECTION

General education should play a critical role in helping all students understand, pursue, 
and develop the proficiencies needed for work, life, and responsible citizenship . 
Students should be active participants in creating an educational plan in which they 
identify and produce high-quality work on significant questions relevant to their 
interests and aims . Undergraduate education should enable students to understand 
the intellectual and personal capacities they are developing that will help them achieve 
their educational and professional goals, enrich their lives, and act in principled and 
constructive ways, both as individuals and in their roles in society .  

INTEGRATIVE LEARNING AND PROBLEM-BASED INQUIRY
Students should develop and demonstrate proficiency through a combination and 
integration of curricular, cocurricular, and community-based learning, as well as 
prior learning experiences, including in institutions and in local, global, and virtual 
communities and networks . Students should demonstrate proficiencies through inquiry 
into unscripted questions and problems that are relevant to their interests and aims and 
where a full understanding of the problem requires insights from multiple areas of study . 

EQUITY 
General education programs should be equity-minded in design and implementation . 
This requires a cognitive shift in the ways faculty and administrators understand and 
address inequalities in outcomes among students of color, students with disabilities, 
low-income and first-generation students, returning adult students, veterans, and 
others . General education programs should advance practices and policies that are 
aimed at achieving the full spectrum of learning outcomes for all students regardless of 
their backgrounds . 

TRANSPARENCY AND ASSESSMENT 
Students, faculty members, and other stakeholders should understand what proficiencies 
are being developed in any general education program, course, or activity, and how these 
proficiencies can be demonstrated at key milestones in students’ progress toward the 
degree . Students and institutions should be able to point to students’ work, especially 
their “Signature Work” in problem- and project-based inquiry, as demonstrations of 
proficiency worthy of credit across institutional settings and as a body of work associated 
with earning the degree .
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PRACTICE

To meet current and future workforce needs, the 
United States must increase its levels of post–high 
school educational attainment, but for many students, 
achieving the American dream is challenging because of 

a variety of roadblocks along the way to success and gradu-
ation (Sawhill 2013). A higher education team from Texas, 
representing Collin College, Dallas County Community 
College District (DCCCD), the North Texas Community 
College Consortium (NTCCC), and the University of North 
Texas (UNT), responded to these challenges and joined the 
Association of American Colleges and Universities’ General 
Education Maps and Markers (GEMs) Pathways project 
on transfer pathways and signature work, funded by The 
Endeavor Foundation.

The Texas GEMs Pathways project team is located in the 
Dallas–Fort Worth–Arlington Metropolitan Statistical Area, 
the fourth-largest US metropolitan area, with a population of 
7,399,662 and a current postsecondary attainment rate of 41.6 
percent. The Texas team worked to coordinate curriculum and 
transfer pathways to support student success in this popula-
tion when moving from two-year to four-year institutions 
and to develop articulation agreements based on learning 
outcomes.

NATIONAL FOCUS ON TRANSFER
Lumina Foundation was an early leader in identifying the urgent 
need for postsecondary education, and on the Stronger Nation 
report web page, the foundation tracks American progress toward 
their 2025 goal that “60 percent of Americans hold a credential 
beyond high school—a quality credential that prepares people for 
informed citizenship and economic success” (A Stronger Nation 
2018). Lumina’s data tracks the proportion of adults ages twenty-
five through sixty-four with at least an associate’s degree.

According to Lumina’s metrics, the degree attainment rate in 
Texas is 43 percent, so it is clear the state still has significant work 
to do, but there is promise in the fact that Texas’s overall attainment 
rate has increased by 9.7 percentage points in the past eleven years. 

The Texas Transfer Landscape
Recognizing the need for increased postsecondary attainment, 
the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board launched the 
60x30TX strategic plan in 2015, a road map to help Texas meet 
the need for 60 percent of Texans ages twenty-five to thirty-four 
to hold a postsecondary credential by 2030. This is a key goal for 
Texas to meet the demands for a skilled workforce that will drive 
its economy and support its families. Today, the Texans targeted by 
60x30TX are fourteen to twenty-three years old.

▶  Ann Hatch, Former District Director, DCCCD Media Relations, Dallas County Community College District 

Anna Mays, Associate Vice Chancellor, Educational Policy and Student Success, Dallas County Community College District 

Doris Rousey, Associate Chief, Strategic Initiatives, Dallas County Community College District  

Mary Brumbach, Chief Strategy Officer, Dallas County Community College District  

Monica Young, Senior Digital Editor/Writer, Digital Communications Team, Dallas County Community College District 

Christine Hubbard, President, North Texas Community College Consortium 

Jean Keller, Professor of Kinesiology, Health Promotion, and Recreation and Co-convener, North Texas Regional P–16 Council, 

University of North Texas 

Promoting Transfer Success through the 
AAC&U GEMs Pathways Project
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Under 60x30TX, Texas has been 
divided into ten regions, and each region 
has developed its own targets and strate-
gies. Collin College, DCCCD, and UNT 
reside in Region 3: Metroplex, which 
includes the Dallas–Fort Worth–Arlington 
metropolitan area and sixteen surrounding 
counties and is home to thirty-six public 
and private higher education institutions. 
Texas educational institutions must 
focus their attention on building strong 
partnerships that map a clear path from 
the selection of future career paths in high 
schools to dual-credit opportunities, career 
and technical education (CTE) certificates, 
associate’s degrees, and beyond. The 
students who enter dual-credit programs, 

early-college high schools, collegiate acad-
emies, and similar programs will have the 
opportunity to acquire CTE certificates 
as well as the associate of applied science, 
associate of arts, or associate of science 
degrees as they simultaneously fulfill high 
school endorsement requirements and 
meet 60x30TX goals. Because of these 
trends, Texas is likely to see a significant 
increase in the number of students who 
will earn academic and technical certifi-
cates and degrees in the coming years.

Students in the Metroplex Region swirl 
between higher education institutions, 
commonly accruing credits at multiple 
community colleges and universities on 
the way to receiving a higher education 
credential. With exponential increases 

in credits earned through dual-credit 
and early-college high schools in the 
Metroplex, almost all college students hold 
transcripts from at least two institutions. 
For those faculty members working on 
the Texas GEMs Pathways project team, 
transfer is a way of life.

RESPONDING TO THE 60X30TX 
GOALS
By 2030, Dallas County is projected to 
have more than 2.8 million people, with 
the majority made up of minorities (39 
percent Hispanic and 15 percent African 
American). The current college credential 
completion rate is significantly less for 
Hispanics and African Americans than it 

is for whites. If nothing in higher educa-
tion significantly changes the current 
trajectory, educational achievement in 
Dallas County will remain static at fewer 
than 37 percent or will decrease, with 
the current projection of only 190,000 of 
those ages twenty-five through thirty-four 
having degrees by 2030 (40,000 short of 
our 60 percent goal). Only 27 percent of 
the 2010 high school graduates in Dallas 
County earned a degree by 2016, and 
of students from the great majority of 
Dallas high schools that predominantly 
serve minorities, fewer than 15 percent 
earned a certificate or degree in six years 
(11 percent for Hispanics and 13 percent 
for African Americans). Although North 
Texas and Dallas County are increasing 

in population (projected to increase by 
27 percent by 2030) and employment 
opportunities (a total of 5.1 million non-
construction jobs by 2030), there is a 
stark inequity in income and educational 
attainment for its residents, with more 
than 70 percent of the 460,000 public 
school students in Dallas County eligible 
for free or reduced lunch. Historically, 
only one in ten economically disadvan-
taged eighth-grade students has gone on 
to earn a college credential.  

Expansion of Dual-Credit and Early- 
College High Schools 
DCCCD initially began the development 
of guided pathways through its partnerships 
with Dallas County public schools interested 
in expanding dual-credit and early-college 
high schools. Joe May, DCCCD’s chancellor, 
and Michael Hinojosa, superintendent of 
Dallas Independent School District (Dallas 
ISD), set the vision and direction for such 
an expansion by designating a steering 
committee of district administrators from 
DCCCD and Dallas ISD composed of rep-
resentatives from involved colleges and high 
schools. Dallas ISD, which had four early-
college high schools with three DCCCD 
colleges in 2015–16, planned for the imple-
mentation of twenty new early-college high 
schools by 2017–18, taking the expansion to 
scale. A new model, Pathways to Technology 
(P-Tech), was adapted to incorporate career 
and technical education certificates and 
degrees and industry partners to support the 
students’ career development and pathways 
to employment. 

Each high school has two or three 
industry partners (such as American 
Airlines, HCA Healthcare, Bank of America, 
AT&T, Microsoft, and fifty others) associ-
ated with the career pathways. Faculty 
and curriculum development specialists 
at DCCCD developed more than fifty 
certificate and degree pathway maps to align 
the high school and college requirements 
to ensure that the students would graduate 

Texas educational institutions must focus their 
attention on building strong partnerships that map a 
clear path from the selection of future career paths in 
high schools to dual-credit opportunities, career and 
technical education certificates, associate’s degrees, 
and beyond. 
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with both a high school diploma and college 
credentials. More than nine hundred ninth-
grade students at the first eight Dallas ISD 
P-Tech schools completed the first year of 
dual-credit college courses in 2016–17, with 
a course success rate (grades of A to C) of 
more than 87 percent and a retention rate 
(from ninth to tenth grade) of 96 percent. 
By fall 2017, more than three thousand 
Dallas ISD students were at twenty-four 
early college high schools that partnered 
with all seven DCCCD colleges. A total of 
thirty-one early-college high schools and 
collegiate academies (Dallas and other 
ISDs) and more than fifteen thousand total 
dual-credit college students are supported 
each semester by DCCCD colleges through 
tuition scholarships, instructional services, 
and support services. Each DCCCD col-
lege contributed to the development of 
dual-credit course pathways in collaboration 
with independent school districts that lead 
to certificates, degrees, or seamless transfer. 
DCCCD also worked with the North Texas 
Community College Consortium and its 
twenty community college members to 
partner with fifteen regional universities in 
the development of pathways for career and 
technical education students completing 
associate of applied science degrees to 
transfer college credits and complete bach-
elor of applied arts and sciences degrees.

Texas Pathways Project
In fall 2016, the Texas Association of 
Community Colleges’ Texas Success Center 
invited DCCCD to be part of the first 
cadre of colleges to participate in the Texas 
Pathways project, based on the American 
Association of Community Colleges 
Pathways model. May appointed a leader-
ship team, including three college presidents 
and members of his executive staff, to 
lead the effort, and the college presidents 
selected fifty key faculty, staff, and admin-
istrators to be part of the DCCCD Guided 
Pathways to Success team. Starting in 
November, DCCCD analyzed student data, 

conducted further research, identified tar-
gets for improvement of success milestones 
associated with Texas performance-based 
funding, and developed a district-wide 
action plan. The project team developed 
informational materials, workshops, and 
web-based promotional material referencing 
research from the Community College 
Research Center (Bailey, Jaggars, and 
Jenkins 2015). The team identified seven 
career paths (meta-majors) that are aligned 
with Texas high school career endorsements 

and the National Career and Technical 
Education career clusters (O-Net Online, 
n.d.). In addition to participating in Texas 
Pathways project institutes involving almost 
fifty community colleges that featured 
nationally recognized speakers and research 
leaders, DCCCD brought in Rob Johnstone, 
founder and president of the National 
Center for Inquiry and Improvement, for 
local workshops for administrators and 
personnel.

Guided Pathways to Success at DCCCD
Guided Pathways to Success (GPS) is 
Dallas County Community College 

District’s integrated, district-wide 
approach to student success. The dis-
trict’s new guided pathways—documents 
that clearly show the correct courses to 
take (and when to take them) to best 
prepare students for success—comple-
ment the degree plan that each student 
uses to finish the classes he or she needs 
to earn an associate’s degree or certificate 
(DCCCD, n.d.). It is designed to help 
students stay on track, avoid taking 
unnecessary classes, finish on time, 
launch their careers, or transfer to a four-
year college or university.

Anna Mays, DCCCD associate vice 
chancellor for educational policy and stu-
dent success, explains, “Using DCCCD’s 
higher education network—plus pathways, 
degree plans, advisors, navigators, career 
coaches, faculty, and staff—we work 
together to help our students identify their 
career goals and put them on the right 
path so they can become completers and 
enter the workforce with credentials that 
employers want and need.”

In order to support students, many 
of whom are the first in their families 
to attend college, it is essential to give 
students information about the types 
of degrees and careers and the paths by 
which to reach them. College and district 
leadership communicate clear benefits 
for guiding students on these pathways. 
“Finish earlier and with less debt. Get a 
good job or transfer to a university to con-
tinue on your higher education path. These 
are all of the benefits that guided pathways 
bring to our students,” May said. 

A guided pathway for the associate 
of applied science degree in personal 
computer support, for example, provides 
a semester-by-semester plan and action 
steps, including certificate awards; it 
also provides links to the degree plan. 
DCCCD’s GPS also offers associate’s 
degree pathways that are designed to 
transfer to a bachelor’s degree program at a 
university.
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“While the degree plan is the official 
document our students use to complete 
their credential, a guided pathway serves 
as the students’ navigation tool,” said Doris 
Rousey, the district’s director of strategic 
initiatives. Degree plans are published 
in the official DCCCD catalog, which is 
posted on the district’s website.

GPS CHAMPIONS
To implement the GPS support system at 
DCCCD, “champions” are trained to pro-
vide local support at each of the district’s 
seven colleges. As leaders of this effort, 
the main goal for campus guided pathways 
champions is to help students from each 

district graduate from their colleges faster 
and more efficiently and go on to live suc-
cessful, productive lives.

“You have a real opportunity to influ-
ence others about what guided pathways 
mean at your college,” Anna Mays said at 
a recent training session. “It’s really critical 
that we have everyone involved in the 
guided pathways process.”

The event began informally, with a 
discussion of what guided pathways would 
have meant to the champions when they 
were still students. Each person recounted 
a unique experience, but all roads eventu-
ally ran together. Nearly everyone stated 
that guided pathways would have provided 
a consistent path and made their lives as a 
college student easier.

“I came to the United States in junior 
high, and I didn’t speak English, but I under-
stood math because there was no language 
barrier,” said Alla Kelman, STEM professor 
at Eastfield College. “So I knew I would do 
something math-related. But with guided 
pathways, someone would have suggested 
that I try some education classes so I could 
see how math relates to education.”

“I changed my major about nine times,” 
said Sharon Jackson, math professor at 
Brookhaven College. “I was good in math, 
but back then I didn’t even like it. Through 
something like guided pathways, I could 
have discovered what my dad knew all 
along—that I would teach.”

“I originally went into political science 
to become a professor,” said Jose Adames, 
president of El Centro College. “I tried law 
school for a semester, but it wasn’t a good 
fit, so I went into a linguistics program 
and eventually became an ESL adjunct, 
then taught full time for seventeen years 
before eventually landing in administration. 
Guided pathways would have cleaned up 
that trajectory a lot, and I probably would 
have figured out law school wasn’t for me 
before I tried it.”

Through training, champions learned 
more about the expectations for their work. 
“We’re leaving today with tools that will 
hopefully open and expand our idea of the 
importance of guided pathways, as well as 
some practical things we can take back to 

our campuses,” said Tiffany Kirksey, director 
of guided pathways at Eastfield College.

For the newly trained champions, the 
session reinforced the value of DCCCD’s 
GPS approach. “When I first learned about 
guided pathways, I thought it was a practical, 
sensible, and responsible framework for 
assisting students and getting them to persist 
and complete their degrees,” said Cornelius 
Johnson, dean of academic advising and 
student success at El Centro College.

Guided pathways provide a common 
tool for the college to communicate 
effectively and consistently with students. 
Advisors and student services staff have 
endorsed using the pathways in their work 
directly with students.

“I saw guided pathways as the ability to 
connect all three sectors of education—high 
schools, community colleges, and universi-
ties,” said Marisa Pierce, vice president for 
student services and enrollment manage-
ment at North Lake College. “It’s a real 
opportunity to continue those collaborative 
efforts for student success and really stream-
line these processes on a state and even 
national level.”

“This is really a perfect opportunity for 
faculty, advisors, and staff to work together 
in helping students with educational and 
career planning. It really does take a vil-
lage!” said Brenda Dalton, executive dean 
for student and enrollment services at 
Brookhaven College. 

DALLAS COUNTY PROMISE
In fall 2017, DCCCD also initiated the Dallas 
County Promise with the financial support 
of the DCCCD Foundation and Commit, 
a collective impact community group 
involving more than fifty nonprofit agencies 
as well as the Dallas Regional Chamber of 
Commerce. Dallas County Promise is a last-
dollar scholarship funded by the DCCCD 
Foundation with matching scholarships 
from partner universities (University of 
North Texas at Dallas, Southern Methodist 
University, Prairie View A&M University, 

Two of the primary issues for member colleges 
are college credit transfer and degree applicability. 
Recognizing the swirling pattern of north Texas 
postsecondary students, the institutions focused on 
streamlining transfer and providing support for 
students, counselors, and advisors.
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and others) for students who complete an 
associate’s degree at a DCCCD college. The 
initial pilot, which began October 1, 2017, 
included the thirty-one high schools that 
have DCCCD college partnerships for early 
college high schools and collegiate acad-
emies. By January 31, 2018, more than 8,600 
high school seniors completed a pledge 
to enroll in a DCCCD college or another 
institution of higher education, and those 
who complete the admissions and financial 
aid applications indicating that they plan to 
attend a DCCCD college in fall 2018 will 
be given a foundation scholarship to cover 
tuition if they are not awarded full financial 
aid. This new initiative is based on the suc-
cess of the Rising Star scholarship program, 
historically limited to fewer than six hundred 
students. Dallas County Promise is a trans-
formational effort between school districts, 
colleges, universities, the workforce, and 
communities to increase college completion. 
At the core, the promise is a scholarship 
from the Dallas County Community College 
District Foundation in partnership with 
matching university scholarships aligned to 
high-demand jobs. 

This transformational effort between 
school districts, colleges, universities, 
the workforce, and communities seeks to 
increase college completion and develop a 
pipeline of world-class talent that creates 
equity in outcomes for students, families, 
and the community. 

SEAMLESS TRANSFER PATHWAYS
Inspired by their AAC&U GEMs Pathways 
project work, UNT and Collin College 
next participated in Education Design 
Lab’s Seamless Transfer Pathways Design 
Challenge funded by the Michael and 
Susan Dell Foundation. UNT and Collin 
College made up one of four institutional 
pairs that participated in the fifteen-month 
design process exploring ways for students 
seeking a bachelor’s degree to transition 
smoothly from a community college to a 
four-year institution.

Established in 1890, UNT is one of the 
nation’s largest public research universi-
ties, with nearly 38,000 students. UNT 
graduated 8,500 students last year from 
its thirteen colleges and schools and offers 
101 bachelor’s degrees, eighty-two master’s 
degrees, and thirty-eight doctoral degree 
programs. As the university has grown, so 
has its reach and impact. UNT recently 
opened the New College at Frisco, located 
in Collin County, which offers bachelor’s 
and graduate degree programs, as well as 
certificates and professional development. 

Collin College serves more than 
53,000 credit and continuing education 
students annually and offers more than 
one hundred degrees and certificates in a 
wide range of disciplines. Collin College 
also provides customized training and 
workforce development with business, 
government, and industry and operates the 
Collin Higher Education Center, which 
serves 3,100 additional students each 
year in partnership with UNT, a founding 
partner, and other universities.    

UNT and Collin College focused on 
seamless transfer pathways in business, 
since many Collin transfer students iden-
tify business as an interest but are missing 
prerequisites needed to take upper-level 
courses and regularly incur an additional 
eighteen credit hours post-transfer.

The two institutions addressed this mis-
match by creating a new general business 
degree designed with input from students 
and advisors and focused on accelerating 
Collin College’s associate of arts and 
associate of science graduates to the UNT 
bachelor’s degree within two years. The 
general business degree has been struc-
tured to apply nonbusiness coursework 
toward the degree—reducing excess 
credits—and is informed by employer 
demand through partnerships with local 
businesses, including the opportunity for 
career exposure placements before gradua-
tion. The new degree launches in fall 2019 
at the UNT New College in Frisco.

NTCCC TRANSFER COLLABORATIVE
In addition to the projects and partner-
ships that Collin College, DCCCD, and 
UNT have embarked upon, the primary 
outcome of the Texas team’s GEMs 
Pathways project work has been the cre-
ation of the Transfer Collaborative.

Collin, DCCCD, and UNT are all 
members of the North Texas Community 
College Consortium (NTCCC), estab-
lished twenty-eight years ago to provide 
professional development and leadership 
programs and to facilitate communication, 
cooperation, and collaboration among 
member institutions.

NTCCC is made up of UNT and 
twenty community colleges across north 
Texas, representing 225,298 enrollments 
(31.5 percent of all Texas community, 
junior, and technical college enrollments). 
Two of the primary issues for member col-
leges are college credit transfer and degree 
applicability. Recognizing the swirling 
pattern of north Texas postsecondary stu-
dents, the institutions focused on stream-
lining transfer and providing support for 
students, counselors, and advisors.

One growing but traditionally under-
served student population is those earning 
AAS degrees, and with the development 
of Dallas ISD early-college high schools 
within Dallas County Community College 
District, most of which yielded AAS 
degrees, the time was right to highlight 
and clarify baccalaureate pathways for AAS 
graduates. 

Students who successfully earn AAS 
degrees have demonstrated their ability to 
succeed in college-level coursework and to 
finish what they start. These students most 
often represent adult, first-generation, low-
income, and minority students, and they 
possess clear awareness of the marketable 
skills they acquire through the AAS. A 
pathway that provides opportunities for 
“stackable credentials” provides these stu-
dents and their families a bridge to a better 
future. Unfortunately, the old paradigm 
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that divides education into “academic” 
and “vocational” tracks can create a barrier 
that limits the long-term advancement of 
some students. Often, advancement into 
managerial and executive ranks requires, or 
at least favors, candidates with a bachelor’s 
degree. Most AAS graduates are unaware 
that there are degree programs that will 
honor their technical course hours and 
help them progress quickly toward a bach-
elor’s degree and beyond. 

The Transfer Collaborative helps to 
address this problem. The twenty North 
Texas Community College Consortium 
colleges, in conjunction with fourteen uni-
versities representing 240,497 enrollments 
(36.8 percent of all Texas public university 
undergraduate enrollments), have built the 
collaborative. 

The first-year outcome of the collabora-
tive was the development of a “common 
template” that clearly shows how AAS 
degrees align with BAAS degrees across 
North Texas. The AAS-BAAS guided 
pathway is not intended to replace a 
degree audit but to function as a guided 
pathway for students, leading to informed 
decision-making. The template does not 
create policy, but rather organizes already 
existing information at each college into 
a single readable and consistent form. It 
is structured as a full-time, eight-semester 
pathway but can also be used as a checklist 
for part-time students. 

For the past three years, the Transfer 
Collaborative has expanded to include 
academic guided pathways for agriculture, 
architecture, business, communications, 
computer science, criminal justice, educa-
tion, engineering, kinesiology, music, 
nursing, psychology, and sociology, 
representing 80 percent of Texas transfer 
majors. 

Information on transfer pathways—
including DCCCD’s GPS program, the 
Collin College to UNT general business 
degree, and programs of other participating 
community colleges and universities 

across Texas—resides on the Transfer 
Collaborative website (http://ntxccc.org/
pathways), providing students and their 
families, as well as secondary counselors 
and postsecondary community college 
and university advisors, with clear and 
consistent transfer information in a single 
location. 

THE TEXAS TEAM'S IMPACT
The Texas team’s participation in the 
AAC&U GEMs Pathways project has pro-
duced strengthened relationships between 
the participating institutions as well as the 
development of the Transfer Collaborative, 
which provided proof of concept for a state-
wide transfer portal scheduled to be launched 
in spring 2020 and housed at the Texas 
Higher Education Coordinating Board.   �
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PRACTICE

As the two largest institutions for higher education in 
the central Indiana region, Indiana University–Purdue 
University Indianapolis (IUPUI) and Ivy Tech 
Community College–Central Indiana were natural part-

ners to help the state of Indiana pursue its college completion 
goals. Ivy Tech, founded in 1963 as Indiana Vocational Technical 
College, has grown to be the largest community college in 
Indiana. In 2005, Ivy Tech was named the official community 
college system for Indiana (O’Malley 2007). Since that declara-
tion, Ivy Tech’s enrollment has grown significantly. In 2018, there 
were roughly 94,000 students enrolled in Ivy Tech statewide, 
with 59,693 of those enrolled at the Indianapolis campus. Ivy 
Tech’s student population is 68 percent part-time and 70 percent 
Pell-eligible, with 24 percent having dependents. Their average 
age is twenty-seven.

IUPUI has followed a similar trajectory. Formed in 1969 by 
combining educational efforts of Indiana University and Purdue 
University in Indianapolis, IUPUI has evolved into a vibrant 
downtown campus which serves as the health sciences campus 
for Indiana University. Ninety-two percent of the nearly 20,000 
undergraduate students at IUPUI are from the state of Indiana, and 
more than 40 percent are Pell-eligible. After they graduate from 
IUPUI, 91 percent of alumni remain in Indiana, with approximately 
75 percent of those graduates living in central Indiana.

Following the declaration of Ivy Tech as the community college 
system for Indiana, efforts to formalize intentional pathways from 
Ivy Tech to IUPUI intensified. Today, more than one-quarter of 
all new IUPUI students are transfer students. In fall 2018, 2,302 
students transferred from Ivy Tech, representing 12.2 percent of the 
IUPUI student population. The pathway from Ivy Tech to IUPUI 

has been improved by an increase in articulation agreements and 
state legislation requiring tightly linked pathways in select degree 
programs. To further help students navigate the pathway, the 
Passport Office was created to exclusively focus on the transfer 
pathway from Ivy Tech to IUPUI.

DESCRIPTION OF THE IVY TECH–CENTRAL INDIANA 
AND IUPUI PARTNERSHIP
IUPUI and Ivy Tech Community College partnered with the 
Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) in 
2011 with the kickoff of the Quality Collaboratives project—an 
undertaking that required our institutions to engage in the assess-
ment and mapping of learning outcomes to degree pathways. 
The project created opportunities for faculty from our respective 
institutions to collaboratively engage in a dialogue about how we 
measure student accomplishments against learning outcomes. 

 From this initial project, the collaborative work between 
our institutions continued through AAC&U’s Multi-State 
Collaborative, with a focus on assessment, and the Faculty 
Collaboratives project, with a focus on the development of faculty 
leaders. Through the Faculty Collaboratives project, two sustained 
outcomes emerged. First was the establishment of LEAP Indiana, 
a statewide network of higher education institutions focused on 
inclusive excellence, which continues to connect faculty across 
Indiana through meetings. Second was the emergence of collabora-
tive work between institutions to embed high-impact practices into 
the general education curriculum at various stages in transfer stu-
dents’ degree paths. This project became the starting point of the 
General Education Maps and Markers (GEMs) Pathways project, 
also in partnership with AAC&U. 

▶  Heather King, Assistant Professor of English, Ivy Tech Community College–Central Indiana 

Jay Gladden, Associate Vice Chancellor for Undergraduate Education, Indiana University–Purdue University Indianapolis

General Education Transfer from  
Two-Year to Four-Year Institutions in Indiana
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 Through GEMs Pathways, Ivy Tech 
and IUPUI saw an opportunity to build 
on the progress made in recent years in 
moving toward a more unified transfer 
system by exploring the changing environ-
ment students face in their efforts to earn 
a college degree. As required by legislation 
passed by the legislature and signed by the 
governor, Ivy Tech and IUPUI developed 
Transfer Single Articulation Pathways 
(TSAPs) for a number of degree programs. 
TSAPs include sixty credit hours of course-
work at Ivy Tech, including the completion 
of the General Education Core, followed 
by sixty credit hours of coursework at 
IUPUI. However, the vast majority of 
students still move through the general 
education core curriculum, choosing 
courses without intentionality or focus and 
rarely seeing connections between courses 
in general studies and those in their major. 

Both institutions became keenly aware 
that students do not enter college with uni-
form backgrounds, experiences, or levels 
of academic preparedness. Further, the 

relationships students have with faculty 
and advisors are among the most mean-
ingful of their time in college and can 
lead to student success. Finally, there 
was also a great appreciation for research 
that suggests high-impact practices, such 
as first-year seminars, service learning, 
study abroad, undergraduate research, and 
capstone courses, have a significant effect 
on underserved college students, including 
underrepresented minorities (e.g., African 
American or Latinx) and students from 
lower socioeconomic groups (Finley and 
McNair 2013).

A reimagining of general education 
became essential because the current, 
widely used model has students (especially 
traditionally underserved students) strug-
gling to see the relevance of courses that, 
when done well, expose them to a depth 
of essential skills beyond those in their 
majors. As higher education continues 
to struggle with gaps in success between 
privileged student populations and under-
served student populations, research has 
shown that this gap is minimized by expo-
sure to high-impact practices, which have 

a pronounced impact on traditionally 
underserved student populations 

(Finley and McNair 2013).

GOALS OF THE PROJECT
IUPUI and Ivy Tech 
Community College sought to 
build upon existing partner-
ships to facilitate transfer 
between our institutions and 
more strongly implement high-
impact practices in the general 
education curriculum. The 
General Education Core cur-
riculum at Ivy Tech is a distri-
bution of credits over multiple 

areas of study. Students selected 
from a set of courses that 

promote competencies in each 
area. Courses listed in the State of 

Indiana Core Transfer Library (CTL) 

automatically transfer to public four-year 
institutions. Additionally, in the 2015–16 
academic year, the two campuses had 
just started the process of implementing 
TSAPs, which were mandated by state law. 
TSAPs aimed to promote better curricular 
alignment and a streamlined proficiency-
based transfer process. 

Ivy Tech Goals
Ivy Tech’s overarching goal for the 
learning community project was to cul-
tivate an early sense of community and 
belonging for our students, to help them 
discover connections between learning 
in multiple disciplines, and to develop 
reflective learning habits from the start 
of their college experience that would 
transfer through the associate’s degree, 
into their bachelor’s, and beyond. Ivy 
Tech endeavored to build upon previous 
work that began with the Indiana Faculty 
Collaboratives project’s GEMs initiative. 
Ivy Tech had these overarching goals:
1. Examine opportunities to embed 

high-impact practices that support 
community building, engagement, 
and students’ sense of belonging into 
general education courses beyond 
the scope of the learning community 
structure.

2. Develop an innovative model for 
learning communities for first-year 
students, with a focus on complex and 
meaningful integrated learning.

3. Seek out opportunities for curricular 
and cocurricular collaboration between 
disciplines.

4. Review, revise, and develop capstone 
courses to focus on reflection and 
integration related to essential learning 
outcomes. 

5. Assess the progress of students by 
tracking them through information 
systems, ePortfolio usage, and program 
review.

6. Continue examining the challenges of 
students who are not persisting, and 
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consider what needs are not being met 
or what challenges create barriers that 
still need to be addressed within our 
institutional structure or curriculum 
design.

IUPUI Goals
In 2008, the RISE to the IUPUI 
Challenge initiative emerged from a stra-
tegic planning process, and it was formally 
launched in 2009. RISE challenged all 
IUPUI undergraduates to complete at 
least two of four possible high-impact 
experiences as an undergraduate student: 
(1) undergraduate research; (2) study 
abroad; (3) service learning in the 
Indianapolis community; and (4) other 
experiential learning such as internships, 
clinical work, and fieldwork experiences. 

IUPUI’s project goals focused on 
ensuring equitable access to RISE experi-
ences (especially for students after they 
transfer from Ivy Tech) and expanding 
RISE implementation across the cur-
riculum. They did this by

 � mapping RISE experiences in TSAP 
programs to understand student access 
to RISE experiences and ensure equi-
table access to high-impact practices, 
including the more intentional use of 
ePortfolios to provide students with a 
platform to reflect on their learning;

 � reimagining the capstone experience 
to ensure equity of access to rich peda-
gogies intended to foster integrative 
learning between general education 
and the major and that enable students 
to practice applying their knowledge 
and skills to complex real-world 
problems;

 � deepening and sustaining collabora-
tion between IUPUI and Ivy Tech.

PROJECT OUTCOMES
While the work between Ivy Tech and 
IUPUI started in 2015, both institu-
tions continue to implement the project 
strategies and measure project outcomes. 

Complete implementation of high-impact 
practices across the first year at Ivy Tech 
or across capstone courses at IUPUI 
requires systematic change, and that work 
is ongoing at both institutions. The out-
comes presented below represent interim 
outcomes, and this article concludes 
with directions for future effort at both 
institutions. 

Outcomes for Ivy Tech
High-impact practices program review. 
At the start of the project in 2015, Ivy 
Tech’s first objective was to conduct a 
survey of existing high-impact practices 
(HIPs) implemented in TSAP degree 
programs. The results of this survey found 
significant strengths across programs: 
a robust first-year learning experience, 
designated writing-intensive courses, and 
service and community-engaged learning 
opportunities. We also identified HIPs 
that were not being used to their full 
potential in most programs. Learning 
communities and the integration of ePort-
folios into students’ first sixty credits were 
identified as particularly promising areas 
of focus. 

Ivy Tech Community College serves a 
student population rich in diversity, lived 
experience, and challenges. The college 
is committed to being an open-access 
institution and thus has implemented 
interventions and supports for students 
ranging from those who enter needing 
more academic services to honors 
students seeking additional challenges 
and opportunities. And yet, a significant 
percentage of Ivy Tech’s students are not 
completing their associate’s degree pro-
gram or transferring to a four-year institu-
tion. Students who are at the highest risk 
for attrition tend to be those who need 
more academic support services, nontra-
ditional students, first-generation college 
students, students from traditionally 
underserved groups, or students dealing 
with a wider range of noncognitive 

issues. The learning community program 
sought to address inequities in the institu-
tion’s support and engagement of these 
students, specifically as it pertained to 
students’ first semester in college and 
the beginning of their general education 
curriculum.

When enrolling in general education 
courses, many community college students 
find it challenging to identify connections 
between general education requirements 
and study in the major. We know that 
general education helps students build 
essential skills such as critical inquiry, com-
munication, problem solving, synthesizing, 
and analytical reading and writing. It was 
the goal of Ivy Tech’s first-year learning 
community (FYLC) to engage students 
in complex and meaningful integrated 
learning from the very start of their college 
experience, to foster a sense of community 
among students, and to support them 
inside and outside of the classroom as they 
plan their educational path beyond the 
first semester. We aimed to help students 
compile reflective ePortfolios in order to 
recognize links between the content in 
general education and specialized subject 
areas, as well as to begin academic and 
career mapping.

Development of a first-year learning 
community model. Learning communities 
are commonly identified as one of eleven 
high-impact-practices that support student 
success and retention (see www.aacu.org/
leap/hips). Student learning communities 
traditionally comprise two or more courses 
linked and taken as a cohort. Implementing 
other HIPs into the learning community 
setting is essential for the success of this 
model, including the use of ePortfolio-
based reflective learning and integrated, 
interdisciplinary signature work. 

As the focus of the Faculty 
Collaboratives’ GEMs initiative, we 
proposed a first-year learning community 
pilot at Ivy Tech Community College in 
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spring 2016. From fall 2016 through fall 
2018, our pilot learning communities 
ran in psychology, education, and design 
technology. What follows is a description 
of the major tenets of our model. 

Building community. Ivy Tech’s first-year 
learning community aimed to take a “wrap 
around” approach to student success. 
Students began to build a community of 
learning from the very start of the semester 
through the learning community, and 
faculty collaborated with supplemental 
instruction, tutoring, information literacy 
specialists, and advisors to ensure students 
had access to resources and support as they 
moved through their first semester as col-
lege students. 

Equity. By its nature, a community college 
student population necessitates an equity-
minded approach in all student success 
initiatives. Community college represents 
more than just equal access to higher 
education; it also means taking stock of 
the varied levels of support each student 
needs, reevaluating current programs, and 
diverting resources to support necessary 
revisions. One of the aims of this project 
was to offer maximum support to all stu-
dents in their first semester and introduce 
them to the expectations and conventions 
of college-level work. It was essential that 
equity be embedded in the mind-set and 
practices of all learning community team 
members.

Integrative learning and signature work. 
A key feature of what we would consider 
a successful model was to encourage 
students to begin engaging with complex, 
unscripted problems from the start of 
their college career. Faculty teams col-
laborated to create opportunities for 
interdisciplinary signature work in the 
learning community classes. This work 
was inherently student-led; however, 
faculty planned possible avenues for 

students to see the integrated nature of 
general education coursework and offer 
opportunities to use the skills they were 
learning to address significant problems in 
the form of community engagement, ser-
vice learning, or interdisciplinary research 
projects.

Portfolio-based learning and assessment. 
Student ePortfolio use in the learning 
communities was designed to allow room 
for meaningful reflection to make sense 
of learning experiences, connect course 
content across disciplines, and shape 
students’ intellectual identities as they tell 
the story of their learning. ePortfolios are 
considered a high-impact practice that 
has the potential to enhance the impact 
of other HIPs when used as a reflective 
learning tool (Kuh 2008). This approach 
also allowed students to preserve examples 
of their work for reflection and evalua-
tion of their major or program’s learning 
outcomes, as well as later use once they 
transfer to a four-year institution. In addi-
tion to being an effective learning tool, the 
ePortfolio acts as one of the primary means 
of assessing student proficiency in their 
work using a modified Integrative Learning 
VALUE Rubric.

Authentic assessment outcomes. The 
success of the learning communities has 
been measured by examining Ivy Tech’s 
institutional goals of student persistence 
and completion of degree programs, as 
well as students’ demonstrated ability to 
practice integrative learning skills.

We examined student artifacts with 
a focus on measuring the impact that 
implementation of high-impact practices 
in transfer pathways has on student 
outcomes. We examined the results of 
artifact assessment using a modified 
VALUE rubric that measures integration 
of learning between general education 
courses and the major. We also examined 
other metrics—student completion rates 

of general education courses, grade point 
averages, and fall-to-spring and fall-to-fall 
retention rates—for both learning commu-
nity students and non-learning community 
students. What we learned is that, par-
ticularly among traditionally underserved 
student populations, there were higher 
rates of successful completion of general 
education courses, higher GPAs, and better 
fall-to-fall retention rates than among their 
non-learning community counterparts. 
This is a strong indicator that the kind of 
community building and engaged learning 
opportunities present in high-impact prac-
tices can be substantially beneficial. 

Outcomes for IUPUI
Mapping. Since 2018, there have been 
fourteen different transfer single articula-
tion pathway agreements between Ivy 
Tech and IUPUI. The mapping exercise 
looked at the IUPUI portion of the TSAP 
agreements, which articulated that transfer 
students would take sixty credit hours 
at IUPUI. Of these majors with existing 
TSAP agreements, all but one required 
a RISE (research, international, service, 
or experiential learning) course, and at 
least one major (education) required 
nineteen RISE courses. All but three of 
the programs had additional RISE courses 
that a student could take to complete their 
degree. This ranged from a low of one 
course to a high of eight courses.

The mapping exercise confirmed 
that Ivy Tech transfer students would be 
exposed to a minimum of one RISE course 
during their sixty credit hours of course-
work at IUPUI. Because every student on a 
TSAP plan had access to at least one RISE 
course, either required or as a program 
elective, no additional effort was focused 
on individual majors for the specific 
creation of new RISE courses. Instead, 
IUPUI relied on a new strategy for engaged 
learning: the creation of the Institute for 
Engaged Learning, which is discussed later 
in this article.
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Capstone courses. IUPUI has made 
significant progress in the development of 
capstone courses as a signature element 
of the IUPUI experience. Starting in 2017, 
faculty and advisors across campus identi-
fied the capstone experience required for 
each major. More than three-quarters of 
all IUPUI programs featured a capstone 
course. Once identified, these courses were 
given a unique indicator in the IUPUI 
student information system so that overall 
participation can be tracked. The tracking 
system went live in 2019. 

In addition, during the 2018−19 
academic year, the newly created Institute 
for Engaged Learning initiated a capstone 
community of practice with two main 
focal points. First, faculty were asked to 
develop a taxonomy to guide best practices 
around capstone courses. Second, faculty 
were asked to identify ways in which the 
capstone courses could be used to gauge 
student progress toward IUPUI’s new insti-
tutional learning outcomes, the Profiles 
of Learning for Undergraduate Success: 
communicator, problem solver, innovator, 
and community contributor. 

The profiles, developed during the 
2017−18 academic year and approved by 
the IUPUI faculty council in May 2018, 
formally launched in fall 2019. Faculty 
see capstone courses as a critical point at 
which they can work with students to help 
them reflect on their experience at IUPUI 
and on their progress toward the develop-
ment of each of the four profiles. This 
work would have particular relevance for 
understanding the experiences of transfer 
students at IUPUI.

The faculty community of practice suc-
cessfully developed an extensive taxonomy 
to guide the work of capstone courses. 
This taxonomy prescribes several key 
facets for every IUPUI capstone course:

 � Programs are highly committed to cap-
stone courses and use capstone courses 
to assess student progress toward the 
profiles and adjust curricula according 

to gaps and deficiencies identified.
 � Students reflect on what they have 

learned during their time at IUPUI and 
integrate knowledge across their various 
curricular and cocurricular learning 
experiences.

 � Students produce a tangible deliverable 
from their work in the capstone course.

 � Students undertake a public demonstra-
tion of that tangible deliverable.
The work to create the taxonomy for 

capstone courses consumed the faculty 
work in 2018–19 and continues at IUPUI 
in the 2019−20 academic year. IUPUI’s 
goal is that every academic program will 
offer a capstone course in alignment 
with the newly created taxonomy, and 
the campus will hold a fall event for all 
capstone instructors. Following this, 
instructors will create a community of 
practice whose focus will be on integrating 
the taxonomy into all capstone courses 
and prescribing tools and methods for 
using the capstone course to assess student 
learning toward the profiles. 

Institute for Engaged Learning. Now ten 
years old, the IUPUI RISE initiative has led 
to an increased focus on integrating high-
impact practices into a variety of courses 
at IUPUI. This has benefitted all students, 
including the large number of transfer 
students from Ivy Tech to IUPUI. While 
the original goal of the RISE program was 
to have students participate in at least two 
RISE experiences, IUPUI decided in 2017 
to increase this goal to have every student 
participate in four curricular or cocur-
ricular high-impact experiences during 
their college career. 

The Institute for Engaged Learning, 
envisioned by Chancellor Nasser Paydar 
and Chief Academic Officer Kathy 
Johnson to signify IUPUI’s continued and 
increased commitment to high-impact 
learning experiences, was created with 
the charge of ensuring equitable access 
to HIPs for all students. Additionally, the 

institute brought together entities (e.g., 
Center for Research and Learning, Center 
for Service and Learning, ePortfolio pro-
grams, first-year experiences, and Gateway 
to Graduation programs) that had been 
located in a variety of different units. 

The vision of the Institute for Engaged 
Learning is that all IUPUI undergraduate 
students will participate in educational 
pathways that include at least four engaged 
learning experiences and be transformed 
by making meaningful connections among 
their degree, life experiences, and post-
graduation goals. To achieve this vision, 
the Institute for Engaged Learning pro-
motes and supports the equitable progres-
sion of undergraduates through pathways 
of connected and scaffolded curricular 
and cocurricular, applied, integrative, and 
experiential learning opportunities that 
prepare students for lives of commitment 
and success with skills to communicate, 
innovate, and engage in local and global 
communities to address twenty-first-
century problems.

One of the first key projects of the 
Institute for Engaged Learning was a 
campus-wide collaboration to promote 
equity-mindedness during the 2018−19 
academic year. This project aimed to 
contribute to the creation of a cultural shift 
at IUPUI by focusing on two intersecting 
goals: (1) intentionally infusing diversity 
and global-mindedness throughout the 
college curriculum with a focus on high-
impact practices and engaged learning, 
and (2) equipping our faculty and staff to 
be culturally competent agents of change 
through diversity and intercultural training 
and professional development workshops.

In addition to hosting multiple events, 
including a LEAP Indiana conference 
focused on equity-mindedness and 
high-impact practices, IUPUI focused 
on how students progressed through 
various plans of study with the Purposeful 
Pathways project. Six different academic 
units studied students’ pathways and 
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developed strategies to infuse high-impact 
practices into specific points of a student’s 
academic career. For example, the School 
of Engineering and Technology partnered 
with University College (where all unde-
clared students at IUPUI are housed) to 
identify ways to encourage students that 
did not place into college algebra that 
there was still a path to an engineering 
degree.  

Outcomes and measurables. In order 
to measure the success of this project, 
IUPUI looked at the number of RISE 
courses taken by Ivy Tech students 
at IUPUI. Table 1 shows data on the 
number of Ivy Tech students who trans-
ferred to IUPUI, as well as those who 
specifically came from Ivy Tech–Central 
Indiana, which is IUPUI’s closest partner. 
Analysis of the data shows mixed results. 
While the number of RISE courses taken 
by Ivy Tech students declined over three 
years, the number of RISE courses taken 
by Ivy Tech–Central Indiana students 
increased slightly. The RISE results are 
not completely surprising as IUPUI is just 
now in full implementation mode related 
to increasing high-impact practices. With 
the advent of the Institute for Engaged 
Learning, IUPUI expects these numbers 
to increase. 

CHALLENGES AND TAKEAWAYS
As IUPUI and Ivy Tech have been working 
closely on projects since 2011 and on the 
GEMs Pathways project, in particular, since 
2015, the two institutions can identify chal-
lenges and insights. For example, during 
the period of the GEMs Pathways project, 
the point people at both institutions tran-
sitioned into new roles, necessitating the 
transfer of leadership of the project at both 
institutions. It was helpful in this transition 
that both institutions possessed working 
documents describing the project. However, 
that could not fully overcome gaps in 
knowledge that naturally occur. These 
transitions also resulted in a more deliberate 
implementation of the project. In the future, 
the institutions will strive for even more 
detailed work plans so that these gaps can 
be minimized.

Another challenge we identified was 
the lack of a common student management 
system where assessment data and student 
outcomes can be shared. Similarly, while 
building ePortfolios that begin in the first 
sixty credits of students’ TSAPs program 
was discussed as a possible objective, 
lacking a shared or consistent ePortfolio 
platform became a barrier. Ideally, a student 
would transfer the ePortfolio across institu-
tions and thus be able to more effectively 
make connections across the institutions in 
knowledge gained and skills learned. The 

increasing sophistication of freely available 
ePortfolio tools and the industry focus on 
creating ePortfolios that are more portable 
should allow IUPUI and Ivy Tech to more 
effectively work together to solve the porta-
bility issues.

Given the focus on high-impact practices 
at both institutions, a high level of faculty 
buy-in was required. Both institutions used 
pilot projects and data to share the positive 
results of infusing high-impact practices, but 
garnering widespread faculty buy-in takes 
time. As a result, both institutions continue 
to work on scaling these projects for 
maximum impact while collecting data that 
demonstrates the efficacy of the programs.

Despite these challenges, we have identi-
fied concrete successes and ways in which 
this work has been significant. Through 
the GEMs Pathways project, Ivy Tech and 
IUPUI have taken steps to address issues 
of equity and access for transfer students. 
We have generated additional data to 
demonstrate that students who participate 
in HIPs are more successful and tend to 
matriculate and complete degree programs. 
Ivy Tech and IUPUI have also formed close 
collaborations around creating opportuni-
ties for faculty to participate in professional 
development related to integrative learning. 
Finally, Ivy Tech and IUPUI have developed 
opportunities for reflective learning that 
draws connections between signature 
experiences from the first-year through the 
capstone.  �
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IVY TECH TRANSFER  
STUDENTS AT IUPUI*

NUMBER OF TRANSFER 
STUDENTS IN RISE COURSES

YEAR IVY TECH
IVY TECH–
CENTRAL 

INDIANA**

% IVY TECH–
CENTRAL 
INDIANA

IVY TECH
IVY TECH–
CENTRAL 

INDIANA**

2016–17 5,189 3,903 75.2% 4,093 3,179

2017–18 4,645 3,662 78.8% 3,971 3,173

2018–19 4,387 3,853 87.8% 3,799 3,282

TABLE 1. RISE COURSES TAKEN AT IUPUI BY TRANSFER STUDENTS FROM IVY TECH

*Based on students classified as transfer students in the academic year and most recent transfer institution 
for the students

**Due to minor changes in the way Indiana University tracks Ivy Tech transfer students starting in 2017, 
there are slight differences between the way categories were classified in 2017–18 and 2018–19 compared 
with 2016–17 .



SUMMER 2019 | PEER REVIEW | AAC&U  19

PRACTICE

Building an Adaptive  
Transfer Culture in California
▶  Joshua Ramirez, Chair of the Department of Psychology, Santa Barbara City College

Three years ago, I toured the Oxnard College library when 
I participated in a regional community college faculty 
exchange that served as a meet-and-greet event among 
community college neighbors. Oxnard College is situated 

in Ventura County’s City of Oxnard, which is located at the cross-
roads of well-to-do upper-middle-class residents and tightly knit 
working-class families, where yachts and prime shoreline real estate 
rest mere yards from strawberry fields tended day-in and day-out 
by hard-working laborers. I was happy to see students hard at work 
at Oxnard College’s newly constructed library, where I encountered 
bright open spaces, tall ceilings, easy access to technology, and . . . 
Alyssa, a former student of mine from Santa Barbara City College 
(SBCC).

What?
“Dr. Ramirez! Hi! You’re far from Santa Barbara!” 
I was happy to see her, but it took me a few moments to place 

her. I found myself a bit flummoxed, finding none of my usual 
surroundings to cue my memory of Alyssa. I was so involved chat-
ting about her plans to transfer to neighboring California State 
University Channel Islands (CSUCI), and her ambitions to pursue 
a master’s degree, that I decided not to ask her why she was at 
Oxnard College. In that moment, it was just good to hear of her 
good fortune and hopeful outlook. After all, her education is what 
she makes of it, what she wants it to be, or—at the very least—
what opportunity allows it to be. In retrospect, however, not inves-
tigating why she was at Oxnard was a missed opportunity to learn 
more about the path Alyssa would traverse to finish her degree.

The encounter left me wondering: In all the time she was my 
student at SBCC, was she always a neighbor of mine in Oxnard? 
Was she making the drive to Santa Barbara, a lengthy thirty-five-
mile one-way trip that often turns into a two-hour commute? 

Could it be that she needed to complete a class or two to finish 
her transfer requirements that she could only take at Oxnard 
College, whether as a matter of convenience or because it was just 
not offered at the campus I call home? Was she starting a new 
degree? Or did she feel she belonged at Oxnard College in a way 
she may not have felt at other schools (Santa Barbara City College 
included)? 

 “What ifs” and “shouldas” aside, I was happy that she was 
making her way through the different tiers of higher education. 
This encounter left the teacher in me stewing over questions 
about the lived-in realities of our students and what we could do 
collectively to be more student-ready. From campus to campus, 
our curricula are similarly rigorous, but our students’ divergent life 
circumstances are characterized by deep inequities. Maybe Alyssa 
got what she needed from her time at SBCC. Maybe she found a 
new home in Oxnard College. Whatever her situation, as a regional 
learning community, it is our shared responsibility to help her and 
other students like her on their trajectory to degree completion.

TOWARD ONE DEGREE
Santa Barbara City College is one of four community colleges 
working with a regional university partner, CSUCI, to develop 
guided curricular transfer pathways for students to transfer to 
upper-division study. In 2016, faculty and counselors at SBCC 
developed a program known as iPATH, funded by a Developing 
Hispanic-Serving Institution Title V grant, with the goal of 
removing barriers to timely transfer and degree attainment. The 
iPATH program directors recognized for some time that students 
across the Ventura and Santa Barbara County regional hub were 
sometimes taking a break or sometimes moving from institution 
to institution and patching together their education. The iPATH 
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grant, written with CSUCI as a transfer 
partner, funded the work of Project ALAS 
(Aligning Learning and Student Success).

The initial areas of emphasis for Project 
ALAS were (1) to encourage curricular 
alignment and teaching practices between 
CSUCI and SBCC to reduce the likeli-
hood of students’ transfer credits being 
adrift, (2) to alleviate culture shock that 
students experience moving to a new col-
lege, and (3) to align campus experiences 
from one institution to the next. In doing 
so, iPATH’s and Project ALAS’s mutual 
efforts were intended to help students 
move closer to normative time to degree 
by refining and streamlining CSUCI’s 
breadth requirements and general educa-
tion transfer pathway. This entailed 
smaller class sizes; guaranteed enrollment 
in core courses critical for transfer; dedi-
cated counseling services; classes bound 
by a coalition of willing faculty that sought 
an open exchange of innovative best prac-
tices; and regular, frank, and supportive 
discussion about student progress through 

the course of the program. The program 
was also intended to create an adaptive 
transfer culture to help underrepresented 
students find their place at the college 
level. iPATH faculty met regularly for pro-
fessional development on affect-sensitive 
(“noncognitive”), culturally responsive 
pedagogies that leverage what community 
cultural wealth students brought to the 
classroom. 

As iPATH developed, instructional fac-
ulty needed to shift their mind-set from a 
focus on best practices in the classroom to 
an increasing awareness of student equity 
issues by acknowledging (1) students’ 
need to belong, (2) many students’ first-
generation status, and (3) students’ need 
for peer-to-peer and instructor-to-student 
mentorship. These efforts culminated in 
SBCC’s Affective Learning Institute (ALI), 
a three-day, in-house, faculty-led series of 
workshops that invited faculty, staff, and 
counselors to gain exposure to student 
equity issues and introduced them to 
affect-sensitive teaching strategies—a sort 
of reorientation program to life at SBCC.

Lastly, iPATH’s faculty coalition also 
nurtured a core group of SBCC faculty leads 
who were plugged into a regional conversa-
tion with their disciplinary counterparts in 
the Ventura County Community College 
District and at CSUCI, and who collabo-
rated in a joint effort to promote student 
transfer success and equity—the Cross-
institutional Learning Community. 

REGIONAL TRANSFER FELLOWS: A 
CROSS-INSTITUTIONAL LEARNING 
COMMUNITY
Project ALAS’s Regional Transfer Fellows 
(RTF) program invited faculty from 
campuses across Ventura and Santa 
Barbara Counties to encourage networking 
and build collaborative efforts to refine 
or re-engineer teaching practices in the 
classroom. On its inaugural run, for some 

faculty cohorts this translated concretely 
into (1) students collaborating with 
their counterparts at other campuses on 
undergraduate research, writing, peer 
review, and other long-term projects, and 
(2) agora-style academic exchanges on the 
CSUCI campus where prospective com-
munity college transferees from across the 
region could hop from student discussion 
to student discussion in outdoor academic 
open forums. These forums allowed com-
munity college students to preview life as 
an upper-division student. Other cohorts 
engaged in teach-the-teacher forums to 
help faculty adopt and adapt emerging 
humanizing technologies and online 
community-building teaching strategies 
that re-envisioned online teaching from 
correspondence courses to forums for 
belongingness.

iPATH's instructional faculty involve-
ment with the RTF program started as a 
collaborative professional development 
opportunity to discuss pedagogical 
techniques and other innovations in the 
classroom, with the hope of creating a 
regional culture of instruction with our col-
leagues in the Ventura County Community 
College District. In calling our regional 
colleagues to action, the RTF program’s 
efforts gradually evolved into a larger con-
versation about our collective desire, will, 
and mandate to develop general education 
pathways from dual enrollment, to univer-
sity transfer, to degree completion.

FACULTY PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT, INSTITUTIONAL 
CULTURE, AND COMMUNITY 
OUTREACH
Project ALAS’s RTF faculty meetings were 
very impactful, rotating from campus to 
campus in our regional hub and giving fac-
ulty an opportunity to find familiar ground 
as they toured each other’s campus (hence, 
my memory of touring Oxnard College’s 
library) and learned about each other’s 
respective instructional culture. These 

Faculty needed to feel they were truly higher education 
peers, despite teaching in a tiered system where 
maintaining rigor presents evolving challenges for 
working with students who come to higher education 
along divergent paths and face different economic or 
cultural perils. 
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meetings were as much about addressing 
students’ sense of belonging as they were 
about inspiring a sense of belonging among 
the community of professors. These meet-
ings provided the opportunity to air out 
the occasional concerns about curricular 
territoriality perceived as upper-division 
versus lower-division microaggressions; 
full-time versus part-time faculty condi-
tions (“Faculty conditions are student con-
ditions,” an English colleague remarked); 
and all-too-familiar challenges to shared 
governance on our respective campuses. 
Faculty needed to feel they were truly 
higher education peers, despite teaching 
in a tiered system where maintaining rigor 
presents evolving challenges for working 
with students who come to higher educa-
tion along divergent paths and face dif-
ferent economic or cultural perils. 

Our RTF faculty could agree that 
successful writing is a critical transferable 
skill—a “passport” students could take 
from one discipline to the next—and 
that encouraging undergraduate research 
projects in lower-division study might 
help students develop the stamina and 
grit to weather long-term projects and 
the occasional collaborative missteps in 
upper-division study. That was all well 
and good, but we also eventually came to 
a moment of meta-awareness that the best 
of our attempts to reinvent the wheel on 
classroom intervention practices made all 
the sense in the world to faculty who were 
A students to begin with, but we were  still 
no closer to addressing deep-seated inequi-
ties that contribute to student achievement 
gaps. 

Amid the friendly exchanges of 
humorous anecdotes and sarcasm about 
a day-in-the-life of an academic—some 
much-needed peer bonding among our 
academic neighbors—our personal 
anecdotes about our day-in and day-out 
interactions with students were a litany 
of unmet student needs that our peda-
gogical savvy had yet to address. These 

included the facts that time-in-seat was an 
emerging equity issue for students who 
sustain more part-time jobs and more 
family responsibilities than any genera-
tion should; that the best of emerging 
digital practices, noble in their intent, may 
not be enough to bridge the equity gap 
in retention and success for students who 
have been historically disadvantaged both 
economically and digitally; and that some 
of our students feel they have little sense 
of personal connection to their institu-
tion’s campus communities.

These collective exchanges among RTF 
faculty led Project ALAS directors to make 
yet another shift in mind-set, moving the 
focus of conversation beyond the class-
room to create regional forums—a series 
of mini-conferences—and inviting instruc-
tional faculty, including K−12 teachers, 
counselors, deans, and executive leadership 
to congregate around our regional commu-
nities’ shared mission to effect successful 
strategies to improve student success, 
retention, and transfer.

The development of equity-minded 
classroom practice continued in parallel 
with discussions about institutional 
culture and our role in the public sphere. 
This gave faculty a chance to flip the 
narrative on our respective institutions’ 
approach to community outreach. Merely 
providing information about access to 
financial and learning-support services to 
prospective college students—largely a 
conventional recruitment strategy—was 
not enough. Project ALAS sponsored 
the Ventura County Community College 
District Chicano Studies Summit (one 
of several mini-conferences debuting 
in year three of this cross-institutional 
partnership), a prime example of how 
faculty and administrators can accomplish 
more by joining prospective students and 
their families as educational partners and 
advocates rather than treating them as 
mere educational consumers. That very 
practice of calling in our neighbors was 

most recently paid forward and demon-
strated by iPATH-RTF faculty alumni 
whose recent cultural competency series 
invited SBCC faculty and students, and 
community members outside the campus, 
to weigh in on courageous conversations 
about race relations, equity gaps, and 
students’ lived experiences that either 
propel or imperil the prospects of histori-
cally disadvantaged groups on college 
campuses.

If Project ALAS’s goals were to build a 
coalition of instructional and counseling 
faculty and administrators to regularly 
congregate under a single roof—if not 
to agree, then to dialogue—then Project 
ALAS succeeded abundantly.

A NEIGHBORHOOD CONVERSATION 
ABOUT ALIGNMENT
Project ALAS’s oft-used remark about 
aligning academic requirements “toward 
one degree” pointed to our regional 
hub’s evolving struggles that caused 
students’ academic credits to not always 
be recognized at the time of transfer 
across California’s three-tier public 
higher education system. In parallel 
with Project ALAS’s RTF, and as part 
of SBCC’s subaward for the iPATH 
Title V grant, CSUCI and SBCC faculty 
leads were funded by the Association 
of American Colleges and Universities 
(AAC&U) General Education Maps 
and Markers (GEMs) project to meet 
regularly with representatives from state 
university and community college transfer 
hubs in Indiana and Texas to develop 
and implement joint activities around 
transfer success. Locally, CSUCI and 
SBCC facilitated ongoing coordination 
over curricular changes and alignment 
by discipline (biology, history, commu-
nications, economics, and psychology). 
Additionally, CSUCI’s faculty leads 
worked with SBCC faculty to assess chal-
lenges faced by transfer students in these 
disciplines and help identify potential 
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solutions. CSUCI’s faculty leads provided 
iPATH faculty with a side-by-side com-
parison of SBCC’s curricular offerings and 
those from other local community col-
leges, with qualitative data from informal 
interviews with transfer students, faculty, 
and staff, and data from a formal survey of 
SBCC students’ post-transfer experiences.

FINDING AN ACADEMIC HOME
The iPATH program partnered with 
SBCC’s Transfer Academy to focus 
students’ attention on claiming their own 
space in the transfer process. As a commu-
nity, iPATH faculty came together to offer 
faculty-student socials; special courses as 
part of students’ first-year experiences, 
such as a semester-long guest speaker 
series that introduces new college students 
to social sciences and STEM; and visits 
to universities in and out of state (CSUCI 
among them). Additionally, SBCC’s 
iPATH courses conducted a yearlong peer 
mentor ambassador program pilot in which 
CSUCI peer mentors visited regularly 
with SBCC students at key points in the 
semester (e.g., Welcome Week, midterms, 
and finals). In an attempt to replicate the 
robust success of the CSUCI’s Peer Mentor 
Ambassadors program, the CSUCI-iPATH 
peer mentors were important for offering 
iPATH students advice about college 
success with the “hidden curriculum” to 
help acclimate students to college general 
education study and student life, and to 
help students preview life after transfer and 
to envision their place in upper-division 
study.

It is one thing to call iPATH a transfer 
pathway program, but really it was an 
adaptive transfer culture at SBCC that 
we hoped would live on at CSUCI 
post-transfer. Ending its fourth year, and 
beginning its sunsetting fifth year, the 
iPATH program planned to adopt CSUCI’s 
Latinx community outreach effort, Noche 
de Familia, which is traditionally an open 
invitation by CSUCI to Ventura County 

residents to visit the campus for a festive 
night of faculty, staff, and student speakers 
and performers. Like the endeavors of 
Project ALAS’s RTF, Noche de Familia 
invited families who may never have 
visited a university campus before to see 
themselves and their children as having 
a second home in a welcoming academic 
environment. SBCC’s iPATH faculty leads 
acquired funding from The Endeavor 
Foundation through AAC&U’s GEMs 
Pathways project, allowing them to host a 
similar event alongside CSUCI’s outreach 
efforts that would invite Latinx families 
from the neighboring city of Goleta to visit 
SBCC. 

THE NEXT CONVERSATION
With community colleges in California 
adopting their own approach to Guided 
Pathways, the conversation about shifting 
academic instructional culture moved 
toward integrating smaller grant-funded 
initiatives like iPATH together. SBCC 
was (and still is) home to several grant-
funded programs that have come to a 
greater meta-awareness of their some-
times overlapping and duplicated efforts. 
While this largely benefited students, 
allowing programs to leverage each 
other’s resources, this also came with 
the occasional headache where students 
periodically wondered, “I’m in what 
program, now?” With efforts to stream-
line campus support programs, guided 
pathways quickly became the focal point 
for conversation about students’ timely 
graduation, transfer, and degree attain-
ment. While the iPATH branding did 
not become a mainstay of the campus, 
our iPATH faculty leads have persisted in 
bringing their experience to the guided 
pathways table. After the sun set on iPATH’s 
sponsoring grant, our faculty (not all, 
but a growing number) increasingly 
recognized students’ sense of belonging 
as a critical component in retention and 
success. This also meant that discussions 

on cultural competency—following a 
long-acknowledged need to celebrate 
diversity—needed to be complemented 
by a deeper dive into historical trends 
of institutionalized racism. The kind of 
wrap-around services that iPATH tried 
to secure and strategic scheduling that 
met the needs of part-time and working 
students were all critical to their ability 
to thrive amidst the shifting grounds of 
academia. While our guided-pathways 
faculty leads discuss how to organize our 
academic disciplines under the rubric 
of meta-majors, we have not forgotten to 
consider our university neighbors and 
how these “interest areas” (we are still 
trying to come up with a better name) 
will live on post-transfer.

I’m pleased to report that we still talk 
with our Ventura County neighbors. I still 
get calls from my CSUCI counterparts in 
psychology asking to update, exchange, 
and align our syllabi and course records. 
I, in turn, occasionally ask for a letter of 
recommendation or feedback about the 
next grant application from my CSUCI 
counterparts. And yes, we now “like” 
each other’s vacation posts on Facebook, 
knowing that we may occasionally need 
something to talk about when we run into 
each other at conferences or Whole Foods. 
It’s the neighborly thing to do.   �
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PRACTICE

Campus Change Processes and Action Steps 
for Transferring Student Success

INITIATING A
 PROJECT

Set a collaborative tone early in the process

•  Include project faculty and staff in the grant application 
process

•  Schedule early conversations with multiple project 
stakeholders

•  Inventory faculty and staff who are familiar with 
campus change mechanisms

•  Begin with a small team of enthusiastic leaders 
who can lay groundwork for expansion

•  Define expected project outcomes as a team

•  Conduct an institutional inventory of similar 
initiatives and relevant campus structures and 
goals

•  Clarify for faculty, staff, and policy makers 
how project work fits with existing work

Build a team that…

•  seeks balance with different types of participating faculty 
and includes senior academic leaders who can help build 
intracampus and intercampus support

•  schedules formal and informal convenings to strengthen 
existing relationships across departments, campuses, etc.

•  connects its work to other top strategic priorities and 
plans and starts with work already valuable and familiar to 
faculty and staff

•  helps faculty move from “my students” to “our students”

Intentionally calibrate the work of 
multiple initiatives by organizing 

a project that…

•  aligns with disciplines already engaged in 
similar work

•  is anchored in data-sharing agreements and 
learning management systems to propel the 
work forward

•  repeatedly uses statewide convenings to 
connect initiatives

•  leverages funds from other projects

Design a project, with end goals 
in mind, that…

•  repeatedly emphasizes and clarifies the overall 
project goals, and that introduces change slowly 
and deliberately

•  intentionally structures relevant activities
(e.g., curriculum mapping work) to build 
faculty capacity

•  scaffolds faculty/staff workshops and other 
project activities over time (i.e., assignments 
➔ assessments ➔ student pathways and 
program design)

Proactively coordinate and connect 
multiple initiatives

Maximize engagement based on assessment 
and collaborative capacity

Increased levels of respect 
and trust among colleagues

Sustainable, scalable projects embedded in 
and connected to institutional goals and 

other related initiatives

Increased understanding and new avenues 
to extend project work more broadly,

 engaging larger groups of stakeholders
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REALIT Y CHECK

Those of us who work in higher education are pretty good at 
conceptualizing, organizing, and creating useful ideas and 
plans based on years of study, multiple reports, and mounds 
of data. It is how educators with advanced credentials are 

trained to identify and respond to issues. It is part of our identity as 
professionals and scholars. The data we collect include the number 
of courses we teach each term, our publications and presentations, 
our promotion decisions, and the number of students we teach. 
Virtually all this evidence is about “my work.” 

Yet, confidence in higher education continues to decline as the 
percentage of students not completing a credential—but incurring 
heavy debt—increases; costs continue to rise in relation to return 

on investment; institutions and departments face competition that 
challenges the bottom line; and educators find it harder to avoid 
the unbundling and outsourcing of their jobs. These factors are 
very personal to those affected by them.

Individually, there seems to be little that can be done to reverse 
the pressures, models, and practices that support higher educa-
tion’s current work. So, if individual efforts are not making much 
difference, one obvious alternative is to work in collaboration with 
others to effect change.

This issue of Peer Review provides examples of collaboration 
through pathways across institutions, departments, and programs 
in the pursuit of enhanced student success in obtaining a creden-

tial. Making the pursuit of student success “our work,” rather than 
just “my work,” is built on evidence that working together can 
enhance effectiveness (if not always sustainability), especially if the 
focus is on the quality of learning rather than simply seat time and 
completion.

In 2011, the Degree Qualifications Profile (DQP) was devel-
oped as a framework to measure student success in terms of the 
learning needed and attained by students as they entered and pro-
gressed through their educational pathways (Lumina Foundation 
and NILOA, n.d.). It was a framework that allowed success to be 
parsed from any set of specified courses and listed requirements by 
focusing on the demonstration of the expected learning apart from 

the instruments used to measure progress. 
The DQP was modeled on the tuning pro-
cess developed by disciplinary organizations 
in the European Union (EU) that facilitated 
student transfer among and across institu-
tions throughout the EU.  

The DQP was followed in 2015 by a 
national task force that examined factors 
affecting general education programs in 

colleges and universities. The task force’s connection of higher 
education credentials to employer surveys of twenty-first-century 
skills and abilities, and reports of diminishing support for college 
degrees and higher costs, led to a series of recommendations and 
guidance on what general education—a uniquely American con-
tribution to undergraduate curricula—could do to address the 
rising challenges. Entitled General Education Maps and Markers: 
Designing Meaningful Pathways to Student Achievement, the report 
articulated five principles for GE programs essential for student 
success: proficiency, agency and self-direction, integrative 
learning and problem-based inquiry, equity, and transparency and 
assessment (AAC&U 2015). These principles cross content and 

It’s All about “Me,” but Does It Have to Be?
▶  Terrel Rhodes, Vice President for Quality, Curriculum, and Assessment and Executive Director for VALUE, AAC&U

 We do not lack evidence and examples of what works 
and how student success through transfer can be 
implemented. What we lack is will. 
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disciplinary boundaries and can create 
sense and meaning for students and fac-
ulty across general education programs, 
especially in curricular designs that are 
often cafeteria-style or haphazard course 
menus.

During this same time (2011–16), the 
Association of American Colleges and 
Universities was engaged in the Quality 
Collaboratives initiative involving twenty 
institutions across nine states (AAC&U, 
n.d., “Quality”). These two- and four-year 
institutions formed dyads with already 
established transfer agreements for their 
students. Each dyad agreed to collaborate 
on how their multiple existing transfer 
practices could be transformed into 
approaches focused on the quality of 
student learning rather than checklists 
of courses completed. The collection of 
pre-existing transfer agreements resulted 
in basic considerations and steps that 
supported truly collaborative interactions 
and conversations based on faculty and 
transfer administrators linking their prog-
ress to student success and incorporating 
learning as an essential component of 
transfer credit (AAC&U, n.d., “Tuning”). 
These cross-institutional collaborations 
functioned well for general education 
programs and a variety of majors. 

Faculty from two- and four-year institu-
tions talked to each other about both the 
content and the level of learning expected 
for transfer by examining the assignments 
from courses approved for transfer and 
samples of student work produced in 
response to those assignments. The faculty 
discovered several important areas where 
transfer issues and student preparation 
could be enhanced. For example, faculty in 
biology at one four-year research institu-
tion found themselves reassessing their 
assumptions and attitudes when they 
found that the community college transfer 
students performed as well or better than 
their own first-year and sophomore stu-
dents (Wolfe 2016). 

A rich flow chart emerged (included 
in this issue on page 24) by mapping a 
framework based on how interactions, the 
cooperative alignment of assignments, 
content coverage, and expectations for 
performance levels can support student 
development and enhance their success. 
Sets of case studies were developed to illus-
trate the variety of positive benefits from 
focusing on quality learning as institutional 
coequal partners committed to student 
growth and achievement. 

In short, we do not lack evidence and 
examples of what works and how student 
success through transfer can be imple-
mented. What we lack is will. Guided path-
ways have been shown to help students, 
especially students who are unfamiliar with 
higher education. However, limiting course 
options and creating articulated paths 
through the curriculum to achieve a degree 
or credential are not enough. It is equally 
critical to develop and scaffold essential 
learning skills and abilities at increasingly 
complex and sophisticated levels in diverse 
settings. And this is equally possible, as 
the research continues to demonstrate 
(Bombardieri 2019). 

Higher education could address several 
of the ongoing criticisms from outside our 
institutions related to lost credits, rising 
costs, and wasted time by simply acting on 
what we know could blunt those critiques. 
A curious aspect of this phenomenon 
is that we already spend a lot of time as 
educators working out detailed course lists 
for student progress through programs 
and across campus boundaries that keep 
in place systems perpetuating the same 
practices that have led to little change thus 
far. The evidence that supports alternatives 
to predominant practices has been the result 
of faculty and other educator creativity, not 
something imposed from outsiders. We 
find ourselves in a moment where shared 
governance could produce benefits for 
faculty effectiveness, student success, and 
institutional health if we have the courage 
to act together from top to bottom within a 
single program or institution, as well as with 
our partner programs and institutions, to 
accomplish something that is not simply a 
time- or grant-limited project but is sustain-
able and responsive over the years. But only 
if we have the courage to act together.   �
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