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          I am Margaret Tabb, Professor of English at John Jay College. I have taught at John Jay 

College for 40 years, serving most recently as chair of the English Department (2007-2011). In 

my long sojourn at the college, I have taught hundreds of sections of general education 

composition and literature courses to thousands of students, and I recently served on a college-

wide committee mandated to reform our general education curriculum. These experiences have 

been challenging and joyful in equal measure.They provide the foundation for my adamant 

opposition to the Pathways curriculum. 

 

          As you know, our students come to CUNY from a variety of educational backgrounds. The 

majority are missing many of the intellectual skills and the basic knowledge that we on the 

faculty acquired unthinkingly in high school. It is our responsibility—as professors in a public 

university—to address this deficit. Unfortunately, Pathways vastly weakens our ability to do so. I 

will speak to only one of a number of serious problems created by the Pathways curriculum: 

Learning Outcomes. 

 

          Learning Outcomes is not an acceptable pedagogical basis for a general education 

curriculum. Our students come to CUNY lacking adequate academic preparation in or 

knowledge of the disciplines. This is a serious problem which Pathways will not address. To 
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limit my comments to the humanities: history, philosophy, and literature may have similar 

learning outcomes but their superficial resemblance in this regard conceals, obviously, marked 

differences in their texts, in their intellectual history, and in our methods of analysis. A 

curriculum based on Learning Outcomes will not allow students to parse these differences in a 

sufficient number of disciplines. They will graduate from college without understanding how 

variously the world is configured when examined through different disciplinary perspectives. 

 

          For instance: following a Learning Outcomes pedagogy, students can graduate from 

college without a single history course, a truly frightening prospect. Students at John Jay, with 

the two history courses currently required, can of course not begin to "know" the history of the 

world. But they emerge from their classes with a foundational knowledge of important historical 

events and trends, a basic understanding of the subtleties of chronology, and an awareness that 

neighborhoods, cities, countries, and regions have a past that has shaped the present. These 

historical understandings will allow them to forever see our complex twenty-first century world 

from a larger perspective. This is absolutely crucial. Similar arguments can of course be made 

for other disciplines. 

 

          Most students will major in a single discipline or interdisciplinary cluster. Without a wide 

acquaintance with different disciplines in the humanities, sciences, and social sciences, they 

cannot make an informed decision as to which major will most deeply satisfy their curiosity or 

prepare them for their professional life. Often the introduction to a variety of disciplines at the 

college level brings an aha! moment for our students, who change their academic and 

professional plans as a result of required courses they would not otherwise have taken. As one 
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instance: students come to John Jay intending to major in the social sciences. The excitement, 

rigor, and new insights they find in their required humanities courses turn a percentage of them 

in directions they would never have predicted; our newly re-constituted majors in English, 

history, philosophy, and our interdisciplinary Humanities and Justice Studies major are one 

consequence of this student enthusiasm. A general education curriculum structured primarily by 

Learning Outcomes with its paucity of disciplinary requirements will give them a very limited 

familiarity with the selection of disciplines available to them. 

 

          Learning Outcomes as they have been developed in the Pathways curriculum do not 

adequately address knowledge acquisition. This lack of well thought out and carefully articulated 

knowledge outcomes (conventionally lodged within the disciplines) does a profound disservice 

to an already disadvantaged student population. 

 

          Related problems with Pathways: the impoverishment for our students of its diminished 

course requirements compared to those currently in place in the colleges; the elimination of 

crucial pedagogical components such as science and foreign language lab requirements; and, of 

course, its unprecedented curtailment of faculty curricular prerogatives. 

 

          Let me be clear: curricular innovation should be an ongoing process. Just as we seek to 

improve our own courses and departmental offerings semester by semester, we should regularly 

scrutinize the general education curriculum throughout the university with a view toward 

strengthening its effectiveness and challenge for our students. However, the Learning Outcomes 

concept, at least as articulated in Pathways, will have the opposite effect. I cannot support a 
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pedagogy which so diminishes the complexity and quality of our students’ undergraduate 

education. 

 

          Regarding the very real student transfer problem that, we are told, lies behind this radical 

revision of General Education: let us, the faculty, solve the transfer problem ourselves. I 

volunteer to serve on a student transfer task force that is generated and run by faculty. 

  

 


