
AGENDA ITEM 7. 
 

APPROVAL OF THE RESOLUTION ENDORSING THE DEVELOPMENT OF  
“GUIDED PATHWAYS TO SUCCESS” FOR ILLINOIS POSTSECONDARY STUDENTS 

 
 
Submitted for:  Action 
 
Summary: A significant factor in increasing college costs and student loan debt in recent 

years has been the extension of time-to-degree for students in programs of all 
types. Although the bachelor's degree has long been described as a “four-year 
degree” and an associate's degree as a “two-year degree,” fewer than half of 
Illinois postsecondary institutions graduate 60 percent or more of their first-time, 
full-time freshmen within six years.  As members of the MAP Advising Work 
Group noted in their February report, merely returning to the traditional time-to-
degree would reduce a student's direct costs of education by up to a third. 
 
Excess credit accumulation is often the result of students getting “off-track” in 
their efforts to complete an academic program and thereby extending their time-
to-degree.  Doing so raises the costs of a student's program, frequently leads to 
increased borrowing, and decreases the likelihood of eventual completion. 
 
To help students complete their chosen programs in a timely manner, some 
colleges and universities are developing what the organization Complete College 
America has deemed “guided pathways to success” or GPS.  Elements of GPS 
include:  
 

• highly structured degree plans that clearly prescribe the courses a student 
needs to take in each semester of a program for timely completion,  

• a guarantee that critical courses will be available when needed, and  
• the use of “intrusive advising” methods to identify and react early when a 

student may be at risk of falling behind, leading to more efficient 
intervention from advisors. 

 
The adoption of such systems shows promise in increasing degree completion for 
all students, but particularly for low-income and first-generation students who 
enter postsecondary education with more limited financial resources and, in most 
cases, less information about college.   
 
Developing and implementing a GPS approach on each campus will require time 
and effort on the part of the institutions, and many may benefit from outside 
support. 
 

Action requested: That the Commission approve the attached resolution urging schools to consider 
a “guided pathways to success” approach and endorsing institutions' pursuit of 
guidance and support in these efforts by joining the Complete College Compact.    
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ILLINOIS STUDENT ASSISTANCE COMMISSION 

 
APPROVAL OF THE RESOLUTION ENDORSING THE DEVELOPMENT OF  

“GUIDED PATHWAYS TO SUCCESS” FOR ILLINOIS POSTSECONDARY STUDENTS 
 
College Costs Increase with Time-to-Degree  
 
 A significant factor in increasing college costs and student loan debt in recent years has been the 
extension of time-to-degree for students in programs of all types. Although the bachelor's degree has long 
been described as a “four-year degree” and an associate's degree as a “two-year degree,” fewer than half 
of Illinois postsecondary institutions graduate 60 percent or more of their first-time, full-time freshmen 
within six years.   
 
 According to Complete College America, students seeking an associate's degree take an average 
of 81 credit hours, although most such degrees require just 60 credit hours to achieve. Students seeking a 
bachelor's take an average of 133-135 credits for a degree requiring, on average, 120 credits.  
 
 Excess credit accumulation is not a concern when it results from well-informed decisions that 
take into account both the students goals and the costs of this exploration.  However, excess credit 
accumulation is often the result of students' getting “off-track” in their efforts to complete an academic 
program and thereby extending their time-to-degree.  Doing so raises the costs of a student's program, 
frequently leads to increased borrowing, and decreases the likelihood of eventual completion. 
 
 This extension of time-to-degree can be the result of many factors, including but not limited to a 
student's changing major, a lack of clear understanding of the courses needed to complete a program, an 
inability to register for courses required to make progress towards a degree, and taking less than a full 
course load.  Many, though not all, of these factors relate to the student's access to clear, useful 
information and guidance, as well as the degree to which a student takes advantage of this information 
and guidance.  
 
MAP Advising Work Group Recommends “Blueprints” for Completion 
 
 Given the extraordinary unmet demand for grants through the Monetary Award Program (MAP), 
the General Assembly has tasked ISAC in recent years with examining alternative methods of distributing 
the grants and, subsequently, with examining the impact that increased or improved advising could have 
on the effectiveness and efficiency of MAP.  In February, the MAP Advising Work Group reported that an 
“emphasis on 'staying on track,' getting career counseling, identifying a major, carrying a full-time load of 
courses each semester, and smooth transitions between schools could be components of the most effective 
cost reduction effort–cutting a student’s time in school from what is now often six years back down to the 
traditional four years, reducing the direct costs of education by up to a third and eliminating up to two 
years of the opportunity costs of foregone employment.” 
  
 Work Group members felt that institutions, by accepting students, were taking on the 
responsibility of helping those students to succeed.  The report continued, “School cultures must change 
to focus on program completion. Several members of the group emphasized this idea –that progress in 
retention is a coordinated effort across many parts of the campus that requires leadership from the top 
administration followed by buy-in from lower levels of management to implement and sustain the 
programs.”  The Work Group specifically recommended that all MAP-approved institutions consider 
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adopting a “blueprint for each incoming student illustrating how they can complete their program in the 
most timely manner.” Toward those same ends, Work Group members identified early-alert programs and 
“intrusive advising” as promising practices to help students.  
 
“Guided Pathways to Success” Approach Addresses Work Group Recommendations 
  
 The organization Complete College America, of which Illinois is a state member, has identified 
many of the same solutions as did the MAP Advising Work Group, incorporating them into an approach 
that they call “guided pathways to success” or GPS.  Elements of GPS include:  
 

• highly structured degree plans that clearly prescribe the courses a student needs to take in 
each semester of a program for timely completion,  

• a guarantee that critical courses will be available when needed, and  
• the use of “intrusive advising” methods to identify and react early when a student may be 

at risk of falling behind, leading to more efficient intervention from advisors. 
 

Complete College America also encourages schools to develop and require students to choose early from 
a number of ‘meta majors’ such as Science, Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM), social sciences, 
or health professions, which narrow into more specific majors as a student makes progress.  
 
 The adoption of the GPS approach, already embraced by institutions such as Governor's State 
University, shows promise in increasing degree completion for all students.  Importantly to ISAC, the 
approach may offer particular benefits to low-income and first-generation students who enter 
postsecondary education with more limited financial resources and, in most cases, less information about 
college.   
 
 School participants in the “Scaling Up” conference hosted in October 2013 by the Office of the 
Lieutenant Governor showed particular interest in pursuing a GPS approach.  As a result, the Lt. 
Governor's office and higher education agencies are attempting to develop a supportive network to offer 
technical and research assistance to the institutions.  Institutions may also wish to join the Complete 
College Compact, a nationwide network that will offer guidance and research in GPS development.  
 
 The attached resolution endorses these efforts as a way to reduce time-to-degree, increase 
completion, and cut college costs. The ICCB recently adopted a similar resolution, and the IBHE plans to 
do so at its June meeting.   
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Resolution in Support of “Guided Pathways to Success” Implementation 
 
WHEREAS every student deserves the opportunity to enroll and succeed in higher education; and 
 
WHEREAS financial challenges remain among the top barriers to college completion; and 
 
WHEREAS the Illinois Student Assistance Commission (ISAC) and the Monetary Award Program (MAP) were 
established to help ensure that no qualified student in this State would be prevented by financial considerations 
from attaining a postsecondary education; and  
 
WHEREAS the limited funding and great demand for MAP grants make it particularly important that those grant 
dollars are spent efficiently; and  
 
WHEREAS fewer than half of Illinois postsecondary institutions graduate 60 percent or more of their first-time, 
full-time freshmen within six years; and  
 
WHEREAS cutting a student’s time in school from six years to the traditional four years for a bachelor's degree, or 
from three years to two for an associate's degree, would reduce a student's direct costs of education by up to a third 
and eliminate up to two years of the opportunity costs of foregone employment; and 
 
WHEREAS increased time-to-degree increases the costs of a student's program, frequently leads to increased 
borrowing, and decreases the likelihood of completion, and    
 
WHEREAS, students who make poor degree or credit choices are more likely to leave school with debt and 
without meaningful credentials; and 
 
WHEREAS, streamlined college degree requirements and degree maps have been shown to help improve retention 
and completion rates and reduce student and institutional costs; and 
 
WHEREAS all colleges and universities, by admitting students, take on the responsibility to guide those students 
toward successful outcomes in their chosen fields; and 
 
WHEREAS a MAP Advising Work Group recommended that all MAP-approved institutions consider adopting a 
“blueprint for each incoming student illustrating how they can complete their program in the most timely manner,” 
therefore be it 
 
RESOLVED, that the Illinois Student Assistance Commission urges all colleges and universities statewide to 
examine and consider the implementation of “guided pathways to success” for their students to reduce time-to-
degree, increase completion, and cut college costs; and be it further 
 
RESOLVED, that the Commission acknowledges the efforts already begun by schools of all sectors to streamline 
programs and improve advising; and be it further  
 
RESOLVED, that the Commission endorses the efforts of Illinois institutions to join the Complete College 
Compact to receive guidance and supports from state and national partners as they pursue “guided pathways to 
success” research and implementation. 
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