
ACADEMIC MAPS: A CORE 
ELEMENT OF GUIDED PATHWAYS 

1 Guided Pathways to Success: Boosting College Completion. Indianapolis: Complete College America, 2013.  Print. 
 



OUR CHALLENGES 

 

 LOW GRADUATION RATE 

 TOO MUCH TIME TO A DEGREE 

 EXCESS HOURS 

 HIGH COSTS & TOO MUCH DEBT 
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Institutions Have a Large 
Effect on Graduation Rates* 
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First to Second Year Retention 
• 2011-IPEDS  retention and graduation rates for public universities with an 

entering class >200, n=525 
 



Institutions Have a Large Effect on 
Excess Hours and the Cost to 

Students is Huge* 

0 

10 

20 

30 

40 

50 

60 

70 

80 

90 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

P

e

r

c

e

n

t

 

o

f

 

S

t

u

d

e

n

t

s

 

Ten Public Universities 
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*~54,600 students graduating from the SUS in 2011, ~1 million excess hours at a cost of 
 $200 million to students in tuition, at 2011 rates. 



Distribution of Excess Hours by 
Student Type* 
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n Type  Mean Median Range 

1785 FTIC   135.5 131 120-254 

1037 AA   135.9 131 120-269 

261 Transfer**  137.6 133 120-254 

3,083 135.9 131 120-269 

*None of these students have applied for graduation. 

** Transferred from another university without a degree. 
Sample of students with > 120 hours from a SUS institution 



A TALE OF TWO STUDENTS 

STUDENT ON  MAP STUDENT OFF MAP 

YEARS IN SCHOOL FOUR TEN 

TOTAL CREDITS 129 224 

TUITION AND FEES ~$22,000 ~$38,000 

TOTAL COST ~$76,000 ~$190,000 

LOST SALARY* 0 ~($270,000) 

ADDITIONAL COST 0 +~$400,000 

*Average starting salary in discipline 6 



Source of Excess Hours* 

Source Percentage of Total 
( n=21.5 excess hours) 

Withdrawals 20.2% 

Course Failed 11.2% 

Course Repeated 7.0% 

Upper Level Course not  
Required 
Lower Level Course not Required            

19.3% 
 
31.1% 

Transfer Course not Required 11.1% 

Change of Major  ???? 
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*n=~39,989 students graduating in the State University System of Florida 
includes all undergraduate students, FTIC, AA, etc.: Source SUS Reports 



Why Students Drift 

• Insufficient advising 

• Catalogs are difficult to understand 

• General Education requirements are confusing 

• Cannot enroll in the required class:  not 
offered, time conflicts with other classes, etc. 

• Do not understand course prerequisites 
and/or course sequencing 

• Course withdrawals, repeats and failures 

• Changing majors late in academic career 
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GENERAL EDUCATION 
REQUIREMENTS 
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Recommended Course of Study to 
Transfer into  Various Majors 
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Chemistry Degree 
Requirements 
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CHEMISTRY DEGREE REQUIREMENTS 
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A successful implementation of academic maps 
required a series of steps to achieve the desired results 

Challenge Solution Results 

 Students could not 
enroll in the courses they 
needed 

 Small improvement in 
retention and graduation; 
little to no reduction in 
excess hours 

 Built Demand Analysis 
to monitor need and open 
sections for students 

 Slight improvement in 
retention and graduation; 
no reduction in excess 
hours 

 Introduced maps for all 
majors 

 Students lack a clear 
path to graduation   
 

 6% point increase in 
retention rate and almost 
17% point increase in 4-
yr.  graduation rate; 
number of students with 
>120 hours decreased 
from 30% to less than 
5% 

 Added Milestone 
courses with hold on 
registration and required 
students to select area of 
interest or major upon 
entering 

 Students continued to take 
courses that were not 
“on map” 
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Providing students with a clear pathway to success is 
possible through a number of promising strategies 

Maximize 
credit 

attempts 

Reduce lost 
credits Simplify 

course 
selection 

Preserve 
flexibility 

 Clear course choices along with 
“barriers” that keep students on the path 
to graduation. 
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Academic Maps 

An academic map is a term-by-
term sequence of courses 
required to complete the degree 
in four years. This helps students 
understand how degree 
requirements can be translated 
into a term-by-term 
registration plan. 

           



THREE IMPORTANT POINTS 

1. [If at all possible] Do not ask your faculty 
colleagues to enter the information (they 
did so when they set the catalog). 

2. Send final map to faculty for approval. 

3. Allow departments to adjust maps once 
a year. 
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Steps For Designing Maps - I 

1. Don’t complicate the process- paper and 
pencil will get you started. 

2. Select a format. 

3. English and Mathematics are in term I. 

4. Complete the requirements for the 
major. 
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Steps For Designing Maps - II 

5.  Sequence the General Education courses to be 
completed in four to six terms, e.g., for 36 hours include 
six to nine hours a term. 

6.  Match major requirements with General Education to 
identify courses that satisfy both requirements. 

7.  Fill in Milestone courses or actions that must be 
completed in that term. 

8.  Keep a running tally of Milestone courses because 
many majors will require the same courses as 
Milestones, particularly in mathematics and statistics. 
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Four Aspects of Academic 
Maps  

 1. The Academic Maps: term by term 
list of courses with critical courses 
or actions that MUST BE completed 
in the listed term. 

2. Academic Policies. 

3. Advising Policies. 

4. Communication Policies. 

 19 
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Academic maps: four essential components – the narrative, 
sample schedule, milestones and employment opportunities 

The narrative explains the use 
of academic maps and any 
specific information about 
degree requirements, 
including admissions 
requirements 

The sample schedule outlines 
which courses should be 
taken in which specific term 
in order to satisfy all 
requirements  

The milestones identify critical 
courses for timely progress and the 
last semester in which they can be 
completed for on-time graduation.  
Critical grades for Milestone 
courses may be included. 

List of Representative Job 
Titles and Potential 
Employers 
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Example: Sinclair Community College presents courses as 
defaults in their registration system 

  

Students meet with advisors 
to develop personalized 

degree maps 

Map is loaded into the 
registration system and 
courses are presented to 

student as default courses 

Students can opt out and 
register for other courses, 

with a warning 

Credit: 
http://flashmedia.sinclair.edu/dl/dept/advising/presenter/online_registration/index.htm  

http://flashmedia.sinclair.edu/dl/dept/advising/presenter/online_registration/index.htm
http://flashmedia.sinclair.edu/dl/dept/advising/presenter/online_registration/index.htm


Chipola College has Maps by Major for 
Students Intending to Transfer 
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Example: UNC Charlotte has progression courses  to identify 
students who are off-track and require them to seek 
guidance 

  

Academic maps identify 
milestones—the critical 

courses/actions for timeline 
completion 

Registration system flags 
students who withdraw or do 

not register for milestone 
courses 

Students are placed on hold 
until advisors meet with 

students 

Credit: https://academics.uncc.edu/sites/academics.uncc.edu/files/media/Accounting-APS-Jan-
2013.pdf 

https://academics.uncc.edu/sites/academics.uncc.edu/files/media/Accounting-APS-Jan-2013.pdf
https://academics.uncc.edu/sites/academics.uncc.edu/files/media/Accounting-APS-Jan-2013.pdf
https://academics.uncc.edu/sites/academics.uncc.edu/files/media/Accounting-APS-Jan-2013.pdf
https://academics.uncc.edu/sites/academics.uncc.edu/files/media/Accounting-APS-Jan-2013.pdf
https://academics.uncc.edu/sites/academics.uncc.edu/files/media/Accounting-APS-Jan-2013.pdf
https://academics.uncc.edu/sites/academics.uncc.edu/files/media/Accounting-APS-Jan-2013.pdf
https://academics.uncc.edu/sites/academics.uncc.edu/files/media/Accounting-APS-Jan-2013.pdf


Accelerated Degrees with 
Block Schedules for Meta-

Majors 

24 
http://www.cuny.edu/academics/programs/notable/asap.html 



Block Schedule for 
Business Meta-Major 

25 http://www.bcc.cuny.edu/asap/Documents/ASAP_SampleBlock.pdf 



ASAP Program Results 

26 http://www.cuny.edu/academics/programs/notable/asap/about.html 
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Example: At CUNY Lehman College, entering students are 
required to choose from pre-built course schedules 

Students register during 
orientation for a pre-made 
schedule that satisfies a 

number of GE requirements 

Students continue to enroll 
in blocks of courses together 

for the second term 

Students can opt out and 
register for other courses, to 

explore majors 

Credit: CUNY Lehman College, ―Building Guided Pathways to Success,‖ Education 
Advisory Board 

http://doingwhatmatters.cccco.edu/Portals/6/docs/Building Guided Pathways to Success - EAB Report FINAL.pdf
http://doingwhatmatters.cccco.edu/Portals/6/docs/Building Guided Pathways to Success - EAB Report FINAL.pdf


Social/Behavioral Sciences  
Block Schedule 

28 http://www.lehman.edu/academics/freshman-programs/documents/f04blocks.pdf 
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MyMajorMatch (interest 
inventory) 

Students can take an on-line 
assessment to gauge their 

interest and skill across areas 

MyMajor (academic maps) 

Provide admissions criteria, 
course sequence, and career 
opportunities for each major 

Differentiated maps for two-year 
transfer vs. 4-year students 

My_e_advisor (registration flag) 

Provides immediate feedback to 
students and advisors on 

progress 

Alerts students and advisors  if 
students are off-track 

FIU has developed a comprehensive system for integrating 
maps into their student advising system 

 
 

Credit: https://ugrad.fiu.edu/gsi/index.html 

 

https://ugrad.fiu.edu/gsi/index.html


Example: Florida International University  
Milestone Courses with Critical Grades 

30 
Source:http://mymajor.fiu.edu/browse?area=PHSCEN&campus=MMC&go=Browse 

Note Critical Grade Based on  
Predictive Analytics 



Academic Map in Chemistry for 
a Transfer Student 

31 Source: http://mymajor.fiu.edu/browse?area=PHSCEN&campus=MMC&go=Browse 

Note Critical Grade Based on  
Predictive Analytics 



PLACE MAPS TOGETHER IN A 
CONSPICUOUS LOCATION TO ALLOW 

STUDENTS TO BROWSE AND COMPARE 
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Milestone Courses by Major 
and by Term 

Major Lower 
Division 
Students 

Term 1 Term 2 Term 3 

Accounting 26 Algebra Calculus Statistics 

Biology 1307 Algebra Calculus Statistics 

Chemistry 188 Algebra Calculus Finite Math 

Criminology 405 Algebra Mathematics Statistics 

Dietetics 617 Algebra ------------- Statistics 

Economics 93 Algebra Statistics Trigonometry 

Psychology 637 Algebra Statistics Mathematics 

33 



KEY ACADEMIC POLICIES 
 

Require early declaration of interest area (a 
meta-major) or major. 
Require every student without a major to 

attend  a “choosing a major” workshop and 
have a major selected by 30 hours. 
Establish Milestones for each term (key 

courses, factors, or events that must be 
completed by a specific time in order to stay 
on track).  These courses must be offered 
when needed. 

Rationalize general education requirements. 
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KEY ADVISING POLICIES 

• Assist students with choosing a major through 
workshops, the Career Center and web resources, 
e.g., http://www.bls.gov/ooh/ and 
http://www.onetonline.org/.  

• Monitor student registration and grades for 
milestone courses. 

• Every student “off-map” must be mandated to 
meet with an advisor in person (or electronically). 

• Students must change majors if they are “off-
map” two consecutive terms. 
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http://www.bls.gov/ooh/
http://www.bls.gov/ooh/
http://www.onetonline.org/
http://www.onetonline.org/


KEY COMMUNICATION 
POLICIES 

EARNING A DEGREE IS A TWO (OR FOUR) YEAR 
PROCESS. 

MAPS MUST BE PART OF EVERY 
COMMUNICATION WITH STUDENTS,  PARENTS 
AND FACULTY. 

THEY MUST BE EASY TO FIND ON THE 
WEBSITE AND EASY TO UNDERSTAND. 

MAPS MUST BE INTEGRATED INTO EVERY 
ASPECT OF THE ACADEMIC EXPERIENCE. 
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MAPS BENEFITS STUDENTS 

STUDENTS SAVE TIME AND MONEY 

AVOID UNNECESSARY COURSES 

REDUCE TIME TO DEGREE 

ALWAYS KNOW WHERE THEY  

   ARE and WHERE THEY ARE GOING 

37 



Providing Students with a clear Path to  
Graduation Reduces Excess Hours, 

Significantly Reduces Costs and 
Improves Time to Graduation  

Source: Florida State University 

Year Students with 
Excess Hours 

 4-year 
Graduation  

Rate 

2000 7,382 44.2% 

2006 3,011 ------- 

2009 1,540   61.1%* 
*2008 cohort 4 year graduation rate 



MAPS BENEFIT INSTITUTIONS 

DEPARTMENTS KNOW THE NUMBER OF 
META-MAJORS AND THEIR PROGRESS 
TOWARD A DEGREE 

DEPARTMENTS CAN PREDICT STUDENT NEED 
FOR COURSES 

CLASSROOMS CAN BE SCHEDULED OPTIMALLY 

FACULTY CAN PLAN FOR THE FUTURE 

ADVISORS CAN BE EFFECTIVE UTILIZED 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 DEVELOP ACADEMIC OR META-MAJOR 

MAPS FOR ALL PROGRAMS 

 COHORT BASED ENROLLMENT BY 
META-MAJOR/MAJOR 

 BLOCK SCHEDULING TO FACILITATE 
EMPLOYMENT WHERE APPROPRIATE 

 USE PREDICTIVE ANALYTICS TO 
ADVISE STUDENTS INTO AN 
APPROPRIATE META-MAJOR OR MAJOR 

40 
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