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Having spent thirty years as a higher education administrator, I understand how incredibly important 
data is to support decision-making in higher education, whether those decisions be about how to 
allocate scarce resources, what degree programs to offer, or what the long-term aspirations of an 
institution should be. As Executive Education Advisor at Amazon Web Services (AWS), I now have  
the opportunity to work with higher education leaders throughout the United States and across the 
globe as they build out their institutional data strategies and apply the insights that come with  
well-architected analytics solutions to address persistent problems, innovate in teaching, learning,  
and research, improve student experiences and outcomes, and truly transform their institutions.

Having spent thirty years in higher education, I also have a lot of personal experience with the 
challenges that come with harnessing the power of data. AWS works with institutions like the  
University of Maryland – Baltimore County, Illinois Institute of Technology, and Portland State 
University to solve those challenges and manage the entire lifecycle of their data, from collection  
and ingestion to analytics and visualization to long-term archiving. Working with AWS, institutions  
are able to manage, govern, and derive insights from the vast amount of data they have, and to 
anticipate sources of data not yet in existence, all while having access to tools to help manage  
the cost of their data and analytics strategies.

Data is the key to digital transformation. AWS stands ready to help you and your team unlock  
your institution’s full potential.

Sincerely,

Mark

Mark C. Hampton, Ph.D. 
Executive Education Advisor, Amazon Web Services

Becoming a Data-Driven 
Institution

“AWS is committed driving digital transformation in 
higher education with cost-effective, scalable and 
secure solutions that improve student outcomes  
and drive operation excellence.”

Mark C. Hampton, Ph.D.

https://aws.amazon.com/education/higher-ed/
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

T
oday’s higher-ed institutions have vast quantities 
of data at their disposal. That data can illuminate 
the paths to find new enrollment prospects; raise 
retention and better serve students; and create 
financial efficiencies and improve revenue. 

Data and the insights it uncovers are now seen as 
essential to running higher-ed institutions. But college 
leaders’ efforts to use data to make better-informed 
decisions have yet to instill widespread confidence. 

 A near-unanimous group of college officials — 
97 percent — say institutions need to better use data and analytics 
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to make strategic decisions, according to a Chronicle survey of 452 
college officials conducted in the spring of 2023. 

The survey explored their views on the increasing use of data, 
how data is being put to use across college campuses, and where 
barriers to data lie.

Held online from March 20 to April 3, the survey was 
underwritten by AWS and asked for responses from officials at two- 
and four-year public and private colleges in the United States. A 
majority (82 percent) work in college administration, with directors 
making up the largest group.
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T
he wait for data-fueled analysis and decision making on 
college campuses is over. 

Following in the footsteps of corporations, sports teams, 
and the consumer economy, more institutions are embrac-
ing technologies that amass and analyze data that can help 
them devise better strategies. Colleges are now looking for 
ways to convert data into insights that will better fulfill 
their missions, run their operations, and guarantee their 
survival in an increasingly tough market.

Over the past five years or so, experts say, colleges have 
become much more likely to compile and analyze large data sets that give 
them a clearer picture of a host of functions — including how their enroll-
ment and tuition levels stack up against 
peer institutions, and where their stu-
dent-services resources are apportioned.

Spurred on by professional groups and 
technology companies, colleges have 
stepped up the purchase of platforms that 
can help them learn more from their data.

The value of data analysis is now reflect-
ed in the institutional hierarchy. Many 
institutions have placed data operations in 
the hands of some of their most powerful 
people, typically vice presidents or senior 
vice presidents, according to research by 
Educause, an organization that supports 
the use of tech in higher education.

And more colleges are hiring their first 
chief data officers, or opening institutional 
research offices, to devise uses for the data 
they gather from faculty, finance offices, 

INTRODUCTION

Over the past five years or 
so, colleges have become 
much more likely to 
compile and analyze large 
data sets that give them a 
clearer picture of a host of 
functions — including how 
their enrollment and tuition 
levels stack up against peer 
institutions, and where their 
student-services resources 
are apportioned.
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governments, market studies, students, and other sources. Nearly all colleges 
— 97 percent — now have staff dedicated to some aspect of data analysis, 
according to Educause.

That heightened emphasis has come, in part, in response to campus pro-
fessionals’ concerns about their ability to make solid decisions and advance 
institutional goals based on broad and considerable evidence, not anecdotes 
or expediency.

Nearly four years ago, organizations representing campus finance offi-
cers, institutional researchers, and tech professionals issued a clarion call for 
colleges “to reaffirm higher education’s commitment to the use of data and 
analytics to make better strategic decisions.”

Using data “paves the way to developing new, innovative approaches for 
improved student recruiting, better student outcomes, greater institutional 
efficiency, and cost-containment,” the report noted.

At the time, colleges were “still struggling to take decisive action on an-
alytics,” says the report, which was published by Educause, the National 
Association of College and University Business Officers (NACUBO), and the 
Association for Institutional Research, a group that advocates the use of data, 
analytics, information, and evidence to make decisions that are effective and 
ethical in higher ed.

But times have changed. As institutions recover from lower enrollment 
numbers and other financial threats that arose during Covid-19, they must 
also continue preparing for another projected enrollment downturn, the 
looming “demographic cliff.” They must also answer concerns about educa-
tional equity and calls by parents, politicians, and others to be more open 
about the return on investment students can expect from a college edu-
cation. Many are turning to data-crunching to provide clear and in-depth 
responses to the public.

And yet, making a big move toward becoming a data-driven institution 
comes with many challenges, which colleges often struggle to meet. Despite a 
bounty of tech products — including enterprise-resource-planning platforms, 

https://er.educause.edu/articles/2023/2/educause-quickpoll-results-reorganizing-data-functions-for-todays-analytics
https://www.airweb.org/article/2019/08/28/joint-statement-from-air-educause-and-nacubo-urges-wider-use-of-analytics
https://store.chronicle.com/collections/reports-guides/products/the-looming-enrollment-crisis
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learning-management systems, and student-information systems — colleges’ 
need to compile, coordinate, integrate, store, and use data across all those 
programs remains a headache. 

In a study published late last year, researchers at the Massachusetts In-
stitute of Technology and the University of California at Los Angeles found 
that higher education has lagged behind business, industry, and government 
in its sporadic attempts to integrate data systems and reduce redundancies. 
What’s more, even when data is crunched in a way that makes it useful, silos 
and other cultural issues at colleges have often prevented the broad sharing 
of data across all academic departments and offices.

Only one in four college officials says the current information infrastruc-
ture at their institution operates ideally for data and data analysis, according 
to a February poll by Educause. (And 58 percent say those data functions are 
not ideal.) Only 16 percent say that data operations on their campus function 
cohesively and collaboratively.

Data curation presents another challenge. Some institutions have tried 
repurposing some tech platforms designed for one type of data for use with 
other data sets. The result is often confusion or unreliable information. 
Because data curation is expensive and labor intensive, experts worry that 
colleges may not give it proper attention, even as they ramp up their overall 
data operations.

As more colleges enter the realm of Big Data and analytics-driven decision 
making, they have been forced to learn on a curve. They must navigate con-
cerns over data governance and privacy, particularly regarding student data, 
as well as worries about the ethics surrounding the algorithms that underpin 
artificial-intelligence programs. Some AI systems have perpetuated ethnic or 
gender stereotypes and inequality on campus because of flawed algorithms.

And the overall cost of mining and picking data apart remains a concern 
for budget-strapped institutions. Though Educause and other groups en-
courage colleges to make substantial investments in the money, talent, and 

https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.add2734
https://er.educause.edu/articles/2023/2/educause-quickpoll-results-reorganizing-data-functions-for-todays-analytics
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time it takes to develop a comprehensive data 
operation, institutions face other financial 
concerns that can prevent them from making 
meaningful investments.

Larger colleges might be able to afford data 
systems and ways to link them that small-
er ones cannot, creating a haves-have-nots 
scenario that may reduce educational oppor-
tunities for students and spell doom for insti-
tutions of lesser means.

Though creating a data system that works is an arduous task, there re-
main plenty of reasons for hope. Colleges often maintain what Educause 
calls “pockets of excellence” in data analysis. Those innovative departments 
and offices can serve as models for others across campus. 

And, as many colleges ramp up data-science programs for their students, 
to meet the rapid growth of the field, they are becoming acutely aware of the 
need for data workers of their own: staff who can help them mine the ore 
and process it to find the crystalline insights that can point the way toward 
stronger decisions and, ultimately, better institutions.

As more colleges enter 
the realm of Big Data and 
analytics-driven decision 
making, they have been 
forced to learn on a curve.
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Using 
Data, Not 
Anecdotes, 
to Drive 
Decisions
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B
road agreement ex-
ists among college of-
ficials about the value 
in finding better uses 
for data and convert-
ing those results into 
solid, evidence-based 
decisions. Nearly 

all survey respondents (97 percent) 
agree that higher education needs to 
become more data driven.

When asked why they think that 
way, many officials said that colleges 
have traditionally relied on isolated 
narratives or unproven ideas. “Too 
many decisions are based on anec-
dotes or individual cases instead of 
data,” wrote one college leader.

Better data would help staff mem-
bers do their jobs better in several 
areas, officials say. Very high num-
bers of college officials cite a need 

for better data in academic advis-
ing (93 percent), student affairs (93 
percent), career services (91 per-
cent), and business and financial 
operations (90 percent). Five other 

Source: The Chronicle 11
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Please rate where better data is needed at your institution.

Source: Chronicle survey of 452 college officials.

Do you agree that higher education 
needs to better use data and analytics 
to make strategic decisions?

Source: The Chronicle 4

Several higher education associations have called for institutions to make more strategic decisions 
using data and analytics. Do you agree that higher education needs to better use data and analytics to 
make strategic decisions?

BECOMING A DATA-DRIVEN INSTITUTION
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categories garnered responses of 84 
percent or higher.

College leaders also largely 
agreed that corporations are well 
ahead on the use of data, with 
nearly three in four (73 percent) 
saying that institutions of higher 
education trail them.

But leaders are less unified on sev-
eral other questions. About half (56 
percent) say their institution makes 
data-informed decisions at a rate 
similar to other institutions. The 
same percentage agree that their 
institution does a good job using 
data as a basis for strong decisions. 
Only 5 percent strongly disagree — 
possibly a sign of a change in culture 
among institutions. 

“That number is amazingly low,” 
says Bryan Alexander, an adjunct 
professor and futurist at George-
town University, who studies how 
technology transforms education. “I 
can’t imagine seeing a number like 
that even a few years ago. People 
are excited seeing how data is being 
used around the world. We’re im-
mersed in it, and the advantages to 
colleges are pretty clear.”

Over all, survey results show that 
colleges are about midway through 
a transition to a data-centric era, 
he adds. 

“Those near 50/50 splits in the 
survey tell us something. We’re look-
ing at a snapshot of a moment right 
now. Colleges that didn’t think all 
that much about data analysis are 
now much more open toward it, and 

many are now trying to figure out 
what to do with it,” Alexander says. 
“We’re heading toward Moneyball” 
— the data-driven management 
strategy used in Major League Base-
ball, as described in Michael Lewis’s 
famous book  — “but we’re not quite 
there yet,” he adds.

The traditional ways of running a 
college are undergoing a vast cultural 

Source: Chronicle survey of 452 college officials.

Where does higher education stand compared 
to the corporate world when it comes to using 
data to improve its operations and serve its 
mission?

Source: The Chronicle 3
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https://www.amazon.com/Moneyball-Art-Winning-Unfair-Game/dp/0393324818
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shift based on data analysis — one 
that will take time.

“Higher ed has been driven by 
anecdotes for so long, and data-in-
formed decision making is so new, 
that it may take people a while to 
figure it all out,” says Betsy Reinitz, 
director of the CIO and senior-tech-
nology-leaders program at Educause.

Others worry that colleges are mak-
ing that transition too rapidly. Col-
leges are seeing the potential of using 

Big Data but aren’t prepared to 
understand it before relying on  
it quickly.

“It’s bandwagon-esque,” says 
Colin Koopman, chair of the 
department of philosophy at 
the University of Oregon, who 
studies the ethics surrounding 
technology use. “People want 
to jump on it. But the ques-
tion colleges should be asking 
themselves is, Will they be able 
to adjust our data course when 
they need to? As it stands now, 
too many colleges are moving 
too fast, and without the under-

standing of what effective data use 
and curation entails.”

While concerns about the pace 
of change are well founded, Reinitz 
says, nearly 60 percent of institutions 
contain departments or offices that 
represent data-savvy models — ones 
that can accelerate a college’s data 
transformation by informing other 
departments about best practices 
and warning them about trap doors. 

Source: Chronicle survey of 452 college officials.
Note: Percentages do not total 100 percent due to rounding.

How much do you agree with the following 
statement: “My institution does a good job of 
using data to inform our decision making.”

Source: The Chronicle 5

Is there an institution-wide effort to improve 
data collection and encourage the use of data 
in decision-making?

How much do you agree with the 
following statement: “My institution 
does a good job of using data to inform 
our decision making.”

Yes 55%

No, it varies by office 
or department 45%

BECOMING A DATA-DRIVEN INSTITUTION

7%
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38%
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Agree

Disagree
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Percentages do not total 100% due to rounding
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T
o get the most of their data, institutions must do more 
than gather, store, and analyze it. To be valuable in ma-
jor strategic decisions, data must travel freely between a 
variety of departments and offices. College officials are 
divided over whether their institutions are doing a good 
job of amassing and sharing data.

A majority (55 percent) of the officials surveyed says 
that their college maintains a campuswide program to 

Putting Data 
to Work 
Across 
Campus
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collect data and incorporates the 
results into its decision making. 

Colleges that have done so have 
created a variety of functions and 
partnerships that cut across depart-
ments to collect data, according to 
survey respondents, including cam-
puswide data-governance programs, 
leadership councils focused on data 
gathering, and data-driven pro-
grams in enrollment and retention.

However, most (55 percent of re-
spondents) say their institution falls 
short when it comes to sharing data 
across departments. 

When asked to elaborate, college 
leaders cited poor communications, 
departmental silos, and competition 
among offices for technology grants. 

Experts point to shortcomings in 
college culture, resources, and tech 
integration.

“For 200-plus years, Ohio Univer-
sity functioned without data,” says 
Loralyn Taylor, associate provost 
for institutional research and effec-
tiveness at the institution. “It’s hard 
to explain to people how valuable 
comprehensive and well-distribut-
ed data analysis can be when they 
never needed it before.”

Data can seem proprietary to some 
leaders and staffers who have it, says 
Sujoy Das, vice provost for institu-
tional research, assessment, and 
accreditation at Drexel University. 
“There’s a bit of politics in it — ‘this 
is my data, and that’s yours.’ It’s a 
cultural issue that holds back the 

potential of all the data, which of 
course belongs to the institution and 
not one department,” he says.

Colleges might spend a good bit of 
money on different tech systems, but 
they don’t do enough to link them 
so they can meaningfully collate 
and compare a wide variety of data. 
A tangle of tech platforms plays a 

Source: Chronicle survey of 452 college officials.

How much do you agree with the following 
statement: “My institution does a good job of 
sharing data between offices or departments.”

Source: The Chronicle 6

How much do you agree with the following 
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role in slowing the flow of data from 
office to office. 

“Admissions uses Slate, the regis-
trar uses Banner, student services 
uses Salesforce, student affairs 
enters student data into Maxient,” 
wrote one respondent to the Chron-
icle survey. “Academic advisers 
enter advising data into uConnect, 
housing uses their own platform. We 
have multiple texting platforms. The 
list goes on. There is so much data 
being collected but very little being 
strategically used and shared.”

The issue isn’t so much the num-
ber of systems a college maintains, 
but how it connects them. Insti-
tutions might have enterprise-re-
source-planning platforms, learn-
ing-management systems, and a 
customer-relationship manage-
ment tool, “but these may not link 
up well,” says Brent Drake, senior 
vice president for operations and 
research at the John N. Gardner 
Institute for Excellence in Under-
graduate Education. “Tech vendors 
will say that their tool allows for 

reporting. But it’s not really true. 
Their product might offer reporting 
on its one functionality, but it often 
won’t solve the problem of reporting 
across platforms.”

Though more colleges are hiring 
chief data officers and staffing insti-
tutional research offices to deal with 
challenges like those, too few senior 
leaders understand them, some ex-
perts say. People at the top might be 
all in on data, and yet they may have 
little idea of how to convert it into 
winning strategies. Institutions that 
value teamwork often lack the data 
structure or stakeholder buy-in that 
would make analysis more useful.

“When your leadership isn’t 
aligned, you can’t align on data 
collection and sharing,” one college 
official says. “One of the biggest 
challenges I have seen is that lead-
ership also picks and chooses what 
data they share or use in certain 
cases. That causes trust issues and 
challenges for the work force.”

When asked to name the biggest 
barrier to using data effectively, the 

“�Admissions uses Slate, the registrar uses Banner, 
student services uses Salesforce, student affairs 
enters student data into Maxient. Academic advisers 
enter advising data into uConnect, housing uses their 
own platform. We have multiple texting platforms. The 
list goes on.”
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largest number of college officials 
(23 percent) cited decentralized and 
siloed data collection over budget 
constraints (18 percent), difficulty 
turning data into action (15 per-
cent), and inadequate data gover-
nance (11 percent).

Experts say that using a decentral-
ized approach to data reflects an old 
way of doing business. Colleges have 
traditionally seen dispersed man-
agement of departments and offices 
as a major plus for academic free-
dom and managerial autonomy. But 
making a data strategy via a central 
office or campuswide entity could 
go a long way toward making sure 
institutions get the most out of data, 
some experts say.

Some institutions, such as Ohio 
University and the University of 

North Texas, use institutional-re-
search offices as hubs for regular 
training sessions, done both individ-
ually and in groups, that cover data 
governance, privacy, and security. 
While ongoing, sessions are empha-
sized whenever a new tech tool or 
linkage system is introduced.

At North Texas, training sessions 
available online began about a year 
ago. They start from the top down — 
from the president to cabinet mem-
bers to deans to faculty members. As 
soon as someone signs on for train-
ing, the university asks them to refer 
a colleague.

“We’re trying to make data literacy 
a regular function and expectation 
across campus,” says Jason Simon, 
associate vice president for data, 
analytics, and institutional research 

Source: Chronicle survey of 452 college officials.

What’s the biggest barrier on your campus to using data effectively to make decisions 
and improve operations?

Source: The Chronicle 10
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at North Texas. By making data 
training widely available, the uni-
versity works to break down barriers 
between departments, he says.

Simon, Taylor, and others profess 
a need for more “data champions” 
— people who understand how 
a well-coordinated data-analysis 
program can improve an institu-
tion — across campus. Those people 
can persuade people to break down 

walls between offices and share 
information. “We need better story-
tellers,” Taylor says.

“Even though we see pockets of 
excellence at some institutions, 
colleges need a shared sense of 
goals and a shared language re-
garding data,” adds Lindsay Wayt, 
senior director of analytics at NA-
CUBO. “We’re not there on culture 
change yet.”



iStock
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Focusing 
on Barriers 
to Effective 
Data Use
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A
long with campus cul-
ture, institutions face 
other formidable barri-
ers, especially when it 
comes to money. Consid-
erable initial outlays for a 
variety of tech platforms 
too often don’t add up 

to data that can offer strategy-changing 
insights, experts say.

Colleges need to pay for more tech 
professionals who can stitch together 
the scattered patchwork of data sets on 
campus, says Drake, from the Gardner 
Institute. The Chronicle survey found that 
slightly more than half (54 percent) of col-
leges have hired a chief data officer, while 
about the same number (51 percent) of 
departments or offices have emphasized 
data skills when hiring new employees. 

Less than half of offices or depart-
ments (44 percent) have brought on a 
new staff member whose primary focus 
is on data, however.

Within your office or department, 
have you hired new staff members 
with a greater emphasis on skills 
related to data, such as data analysis?

Source: The Chronicle 8

Within your office or department, have you 
hired a staff member whose primary focus 
is on data, including data collection, data 
governance, and analysis?
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hired new staff members with a greater 
emphasis on skills related to data, such as 
data analysis?
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Source: Chronicle survey of 452 college officials.

Does your institution have a chief 
data officer or equivalent role?

Source: The Chronicle 7

Yes 54%

No 46%

You selected Yes' to the question: Does your 
institution have a chief data officer or 
equivalent role? Does this official sit on the 
president’s cabinet?

Does your institution have a chief data 
officer or equivalent role?
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Yes 37%

No 63%
No 46%

Yes 54%

Source: Chronicle survey of 452 college officials.
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Budget-minded institutions 
may not be able to afford to hire 
enough outside data scientists to 
fill the need. Corporations pay 
tech pros more than many col-
leges can muster. Because of that, 
emphasis has been placed on 
training existing employees.

Most college officials (67 per-
cent) agree that their institution 
employs staff members who are 
well versed in using data. A larger 
number (71 percent) have trained 
people already on staff to build up 
their data skills. More than half 
(55 percent) of the institutions 
who upskill their employees of-
fer them training on a voluntary 
basis, sometimes while offering 
incentives.

“Training our own people is 
valuable because it takes the re-
sources we have and makes them 
more efficient,” says Simon, from 
North Texas.

But hiring from inside isn’t a per-
fect solution to a college’s resource 
issues regarding data. While staff 
members may benefit from data 
training, many are stretched thin. 
“Data-analysis teams are under-
staffed and overwhelmed,” says 
Reinitz, from Educause.

Hiring has suffered because of 
fiscal concerns. And while data 
analysis has college officials’ 
attention these days, it has yet to 
gain a seat at the leadership table. 
Only about one in three (37 per-
cent) of institutions that maintain 

Source: Chronicle survey of 452 college officials.
Note: Percentages do not total 100 percent due to rounding.

My institution has staff members who are well-
versed in using data to do their jobs.

Source: The Chronicle 6

How much do you agree with the following 
statement: “My institution does a good job of 
sharing data between offices or departments.”
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Percentages do not total 100% due to rounding

Source: Chronicle survey of 452 college officials.
Note: Only those who indicated they have trained existing staff members to build skills 
related to data were presented this question.
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a chief data officer has placed them 
on the president’s cabinet.

Experts had conflicting opinions 
about whether a cabinet seat would 
help leaders grow and improve use of 
data analysis across an institution. 
Some, like Drake, wondered wheth-
er colleges were taking data and 
the vital function of data officers 
seriously enough. Others, like Al-
exander, from Georgetown, believe 
data officers’ time would be better 
spent across campus explaining the 
benefits of data and how to analyze 
them than sitting beside a college 
president.

Financial shortfalls may also be 
leading college officials to cut cor-
ners on data-integration plans. One 
key to such plans is data curation: 
how data sets are organized and 
maintained so they can be useful to 
people seeking information.

Data from one platform can be 
misused when it hasn’t been proper-
ly analyzed, coded, or translated to 
another platform. When a state uni-
versity recently tried to assess how 
many publications faculty members 
were producing, it used a piece of 
analytics software that sought out 
only the publications listed in a pub-
lic database. Faculty members felt 
shortchanged.

“We’re at a moment when coding 
and algorithms are sexy in higher ed, 
as they were in Silicon Valley, and 
data curation is not,” says Koopman, 
from the University of Oregon. “Of-
ten, the limitations we see aren’t in 
the data themselves but in how little 
higher education is putting into han-
dling them.” 

Data curation “is sheer, exhausting 
labor,” Koopman adds. “When you 
don’t put the money and work into it, 

“�We’re at a moment when 
coding and algorithms 
are sexy in higher ed, as 
they were in Silicon Valley, 
and data curation is not. 
Often, the limitations 
we see aren’t in the data 
themselves but in how little 
higher education is putting 
into handling them.”

Source: Chronicle survey of 452 college officials.

You selected “Yes” to the question: 
Does your institution have a chief data 
officer or equivalent role? Does this 
official sit on the president’s cabinet?

Source: The Chronicle 7
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president’s cabinet?

Does your institution have a chief data 
officer or equivalent role?
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you’ll increase the chance you’ll end 
up with bad information, and possi-
bly treat your students unequally.”

AI has already been linked to in-
equality in student treatment, such 
as when students of color are treated 
differently from white students by 
software that monitors their aca-
demic progress. If not developed 
with more sensitivity, algorithms 
that view females and people of 
color differently from white males 
could affect the pace of culture 
change on campus.

“There’s a lot of anxiety about AI 
slowing this march to data,” says Al-
exander. “We might see things slow 
down once we expect faculty to get 
on the data bandwagon.”

While data analytics holds a store 
of fresh promise for institutions 
seeking solutions during challeng-
ing times, they won’t ever be able to 
answer every question or develop 
in a predictable, linear way, some 
experts contend.

“Some people expect too much 
from data,” says Wayt, from NACUBO. 

“Its best use is as part of a strategy. 
Investing in the right ERP or LMS 
or dashboard tool won’t solve the 
challenges of higher ed. There is no 
magic button.”

Leaders who use data analysis 
effectively, perhaps even transfor-
matively, will come to see it as one 
instrument in a kit of decision-mak-
ing tools. “Data provides a menu of 
options,” Wayt adds. “But it’s still up 
to human beings to make decisions 
that lead a college’s mission, staff, 
and students to success.”

“Some people expect too 
much from data. Its best 
use is as part of a strategy. 
Investing in the right ERP 
or LMS or dashboard tool 
won’t solve the challenges 
of higher ed. There is no 
magic button.”
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I
nstitutions are in the midst of 
a data transformation. Most 
college leaders now realize 
the need for better data that 
drives well-informed and 
evidence-based decisions 
— ones that transcend 
anecdotes and past practices.

They believe that useful 
data should be applied 

to a variety of college functions — 
everything from advising to business 
operations to career services to student 
affairs. 

But growing pains remain. Only 
about half of college officials say their 
institutions do a good job of using data 
to guide leaders’ decisions, maintain 
a campuswide effort to improve data 
collection, or share data among offices 
and departments.

Campus culture, data integration, 
and a lack of resources represent 
barriers to progress in data analytics. 
Siloed academic departments and 
operations offices, leadership that 
struggles with deeper data issues, and 
underdeveloped strategies on using 
data to make transformative change 
are serving as a drag on progress.

Though many colleges have invested 
in several types of technology 
platforms, they have yet to uncover 
their full potential. Integrating those 
systems so they will produce data that 
leads to decisions that will strengthen 
institutions will be key in the future, as 
will identifying people who can speak 
to the power of data and why it should 
be used to improve operations across 
the campus.  

Money remains a major issue. To deal 
with tight budgets, more institutions 
are training existing employees on how 
to understand and use data instead of 
hiring tech experts from outside. The 
advent of more chief data officers and 
institutional research offices indicates 
that colleges are developing more 
infrastructure as they move deeper and 
more quickly into the era of Big Data.

CONCLUSION

Campus culture, data 
integration, and a lack 
of resources represent 
barriers to progress in data 
analytics.
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The Chronicle asked officials at two- and four-year public 
and private institutions in the United States to answer a 
20-question online survey; 452 responded. Nearly all (99 
percent) work full time.

A majority (82 percent) work in college administration, with 
directors constituting the largest group (26 percent). Others 
represented include provosts (15 percent), vice presidents (14 
percent), presidents or chancellors (7 percent), finance officers 
(6 percent), human-resources officials (5 percent), and tech 
officers (4 percent).

METHODOLOGY
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