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A

s more and more institutions
struggle to keep their doors open

for business, campuses have turned
to analytics to provide insight into how they
might maintain relevance in an increasingly
competitive market. Today, nearly all higher
education institutions are interested in data
analytics and its potential to:
1. Attract students that are the “best-fit”
for their campus.
2. Provide more practical and meaningful
student experiences.

“Our research has

shown that analytics
and student success
technologies are
among the services that
institutions are most
capable of delivering
well.

- EDUCAUSE

3. Reduce institutional overhead and cut
unnecessary spending.
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“Analytics has already made an indelible
impact on higher education,” says EDUCAUSE
researcher Jacqueline Bichsel, Ph.D. “Our
research has shown that analytics and student
success technologies are among the services
that institutions are most capable of delivering
well. There have been many cases in which
analytics have been used to improve student
achievement, graduation rates, and institutional efficiency and effectiveness.”
So far, there have been numerous instances
of institutions wisely using robust analytics to
solve key problems, but most institutions still
struggle to use analytics in a meaningful way—
overcoming barriers of cost, training, human
resources and misinformation about what the
technology can do. While data use at most
institutions is typically limited to reporting,
a recent EDUCAUSE report recommends that
institutions define strategic questions and
develop a plan to address those questions
using their data, with the end goal of more
informed decision-making.1

But, how exactly are
institutions doing this?

1 Educause. 2012. Analytics in Higher Education: benefits, barriers,
Progress, and Recommendations. Bichsel, Jacqueline. Retrieved from
http://goo.gl/5AOgWx
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Enrollment
Challenge:
How can institutions identify and
communicate with students who
might want to enroll?

Tactic #1:
Use analytics to see where
students are coming from,
in order to understand the
prospective students that
need to be reached.

At the Virginia Community College System
(VCCS), which comprises 23 community
colleges, the administration used analytics to
create an admissions dashboard that illustrated, over the entire system of colleges, the demographics and backgrounds of the students
who were enrolling, so they could better
understand where students were coming from.

“With the help of analytics, we’ve been looking
more closely at the data, just as many private
colleges have been doing for years,” says
Catherine Finnegan, assistant vice chancellor
for institutional effectiveness. “Enrollment
is the backbone of any college, and we need
to understand what’s happening so we can
continue to offer students the education
they’re looking for. There’s a lot of competition
out there.”
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“Tuition costs are

climbing nationwide and
the cost of an education
is a serious barrier to
students enrolling.

- VCCS

Tactic #2:
Use analytics to track
where financial aid is being
allocated—who is receiving
financial aid and how much
is being awarded.
Tuition costs are climbing nationwide and
the cost of an education is a serious barrier
to students enrolling. That’s why, according
to Finnegan, VCCS has used analytics to track
financial aid data, to see how much aid is
being awarded and what types of students
are receiving aid. In this way, the institution is
getting a sense of the common financial needs
of enrolling students and can make long-term
planning decisions accordingly.
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Student
Learning &
Engagement
Challenge:
How can faculty make sure
that students are engaged and
mastering the material?

Tactic #3:
Use analytics to compare
how much time students
spend online and identify
where they are struggling.

With traditional pencil-and-paper learning,
faculty used to have to wait until a mid-semester assessment– or final evaluations– to
determine which manner of instruction was
most effective with their students. “Now, with
online course materials and analytics, faculty
can see where students are spending most of
their time, comparing how much time they
spend on each unit of study,” says Dionne
Curbeam, director of instructional technology

at Coppin State University. “If students are
spending significantly more time in one area, it
can be a signal to that faculty member that the
students aren’t understanding the material
in that area, and that perhaps the presentation of the material needs to be revised or
rethought. Quick assessments in the online
system can also provide similar indications for
faculty.”
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Tactic #4:
Use analytics to study
the relationship between
patterns of student
engagement and success,
and look for signs of students
who aren’t engaging.
“With analytics, faculty can identify if there’s
a relationship between student activity— the
time and effort they are putting in— and their
grades,” Curbeam says. “Without fail, students
who are actively engaged earn higher grades.”
At Coppin, Curbeam says the faculty
understand that students who are typically
successful in courses are the ones who make
a strong start; they are fully engaged with
the coursework in the first two weeks. So,
faculty are on the lookout early for straggling
students and reach out to them. With the help
of analytics, faculty can see when a student

suddenly stops engaging with the course
material online. Sometimes it’s because life is
interfering with the student’s coursework: their
job, financial issues or family responsibilities.
With such information immediately at their
fingertips, a faculty member can work with
the student to help him or her persist in spite
of challenges, as Curbeam did in a course that
she teaches. “I was able to catch the student at
the drop-off point,” she says.

“Without fail, students

who are actively engaged
earn higher grades.
- Coppin State University
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Tactic #5:
Share analytics tools with
students, so they can track
their own learning.

It’s important for faculty to have feedback
on student progress, but it’s also important
for students to have feedback on their own
learning trajectories. Curbeam says a special
analytics module just for students in the
school’s Blackboard analytics system has
helped students “take part in their own
rescue.” With the tool, students can compare
their own progress to that of their peers. The
system also gives them signals, such as a red,
yellow or green light, to show how well they
are doing. In this way, “students can find their
areas of weakness and need and ameliorate
their learning on their own terms, and on their
own time,” Curbeam says.

“Students can find their

areas of weakness and
need to ameliorate their
learning on their own
terms, and on their
own time.
- Coppin State University
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Retention
Challenge:
What can institutions do to get
students to completion?

Tactic #6:
Use analytics to track the
performance of students and
identify at-risk groups.

North Carolina’s Central Piedmont Community
College (CPCC) has a special program focusing
on first-year students, First Year Experience
(FYE). Using data, the school learned that firstyear student success rates were low. “If they
don’t really feel a part of the school in their
first year, we’ll lose them,” says Kara Bosch,
director of college administration support
training.

Staff of the FYE program use analytics heavily,
she says, to gauge how first-year students are
doing. For instance, they use analytics tools
to compare the ‘average credits attempted’ to
the ‘average credits completed.’
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Tactic #7:
Use analytics to look for
patterns that might explain
why students dropped
out and then develop
interventions that address
these obstacles.

According to Bosch, the college’s administrators have identified key factors that lead
to students dropping out: the courses that
they needed were not available, they didn’t
succeed in those courses, or they didn’t have
the tools they needed to succeed in school. To
overcome the first barrier, administrators track
course enrollment to see where the demand
is highest, and then they can plan to offer
more sections of those courses, cut unpopular

courses and allocate faculty time in a way
that effectively serves students. Bosch says
administrators also use analytics to run “what
if” scenarios: For instance, if students who
are enrolled in Wednesday afternoon courses
are failing more often, they use analytics to
forecast what would happen if those courses
were offered in the morning. How? They
compare success rates of students in morning
sections of those same courses to see if there’s
a meaningful difference.

“If they don’t really feel
a part of the school in
their first year, we’ll
lose them.
- CPCC
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Tactic #8:
Use analytics to evaluate the
effectiveness of retention
programs, and then
strategize or adjust programs
based on the findings.
Bosch says that CPCC officials are using
analytics to look at student achievement
in specific groups in order to measure the
effectiveness of specific retention programs–
such as their minority male mentoring
program designed to help high-risk students
stay in school. If certain programs aren’t found
to be effective, the college can change course
and channel their resources into proven,
data-supported programs. If they are effective,
officials know to allocate more support to
those programs.
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Financial
Outcomes
Challenge:
With the cost of tuition rising,
how can institutions cut costs and
maintain affordability??

Tactic #9:
Use analytics to track crucial
budget information, such as
energy usage and expenses
like salaries, in order to make
long-term decisions about
where to allocate funds.
Keeping education affordable is a huge priority
for higher education institutions, and analytics
can help leaders strategically track costs over
time. By tracking common factors associated
with institutional overhead, campuses can
compare costs and determine which areas
require the most attention to cut spending.
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Tactic #10:
Use analytics to see where
costs are climbing and
where they can effectively be
reduced.
At CPCC, the administration used analytics to track the cost of their energy usage. According to Bosch, college officials
knew that many Friday classes were not
filling. With the help of data, they realized they could save more than $200,000
per year by closing down the six campuses on Fridays in the summer, when
cooling costs were at their highest. “It
was a great practical use of the analytics
by the finance group. When the college
saves money, it benefits everyone, especially our students,” Bosch says.

“When the college saves
money, it benefits
everyone, especially
our students.

- CPCC
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As some institutions now know, wisely used
analytics can have a significant impact on
enrollment, student learning and engagement, retention and financial outcomes. These
results are most often the result of strong
leadership that broadly values and champions
analytics. “Leadership may at times even lead
the charge in creating a data-driven culture of
decision-making,” Bichsel says. On the other
hand, investing in the right staff and technology to support the use of analytics is essential.

Higher education institutions have a plethora
of transactional data at their disposal in their
student information and learning management systems. Without analytics, the data
isn’t particularly useful. The right technology
can help institutions take raw data and turn it
into meaningful insight that will drive campus
decision-making and, ultimately, long-term
success.

The right technology
can turn raw data into
meaningful insight
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Blackboard is reimagining
education to create a world
inspired to learn.

Blackboard is shaping the future of education with big ideas
that challenge conventional thinking and advance new
models of learning. Every day Blackboard inspires people
to find new ways to learn, connect, and drive change in
the way education is delivered and experienced. Through
technology and services Blackboard brings people closer to
the knowledge they seek and to ways they can change their
own education and the world for the better.
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