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S
ummer 2006 was long and hot 
across the United States. Data from 
the National Weather Service sug-
gest that this was one of the warm-
est summers on record. (Perhaps 
there really is something to the 
claims about global warming.) Of 

course, the weather was not the only source of 
heat—and of discomfort—for the higher education 
community this past summer. In offices across the 
country, academic leaders, association executives, 
news reporters, and policy experts—plus polemi-
cists from the left, right, and center—functioned as 
metaphorical meteorologists, tracking what many 
viewed as the impending storm brewing in the in-
terim drafts and forthcoming final report from the 
Secretary’s Commission on the Future of [U.S.] 
Higher Education.

I l l u s t r a t i o n  b y  D u n g  H o a n g ,  ©  2 0 0 6EDUCAUSE r e v i e w November/December 200630



32 EDUCAUSE r e v i e w November/December 2006

Education Secretary Margaret Spell-
ings convened the Commission in 
September 2005. During her inaugural 
tour of education conferences in winter 
2005, Secretary Spellings, appropriating 
a quip from (the easily Googled) W. Ed-
wards Deming, the widely recognized 
father of statistical quality control, told 
education audiences: “Back in Texas we 
like to say, ‘In God we trust; all others 
bring data.’ ” Secretary Spellings’s ap-
propriation of Deming’s bring data mes-
sage was a charming and disarming way 
to describe a key aspect of the George 
W. Bush administration’s priorities in 
education: evidence and assessment.

These priorities were clearly appar-
ent in the Bush administration’s first-term 
focus on K–12 education, culminating in 
the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 
2001. Although some education leaders 
praise the NCLB Act, teachers unions 
have been very critical, and several 
states have sued the U.S. Department 
of Education over various provisions 
of the implementation of the NCLB 
legislation. Undoubtedly, the Spellings 
Commission report—officially released 
on September 19 under the title A Test of 
Leadership: Charting the Future of U.S. Higher 
Education—will also have its fair share of 
advocates and antagonists. But as with the 
NCLB legislation, one fact is indisputable: 
the Spellings Commission report sends a 
strong message that the Bush administra-
tion is serious about assessment and ac-
countability in higher education.

Plus ça Change
Secretary Spellings charged the Com-
mission, chaired by former Texas Re-
gents Board Chairman Charles Miller, to 
“think boldly” about the future of higher 
education in the United States. Yet de-
spite this mandate, A Test of Leadership 
may well generate a sense of plus ça change 
(the more things change, the more they 
stay the same) for many in the higher 
education community. Even though the 
individual commissioners may not have 
been happy with each and every element 
in the final document, the only object-
ing vote to the third and final prerelease 
draft came from Commission Member 
David Ward, the president of the Ameri-
can Council on Education, who also 

refused to sign the final report.1 (For 
the record and of special interest to the 
higher education IT community, there 
was a post-final-vote objection by Com-
mission Member Gerri Elliott, corporate 
vice president of Microsoft’s Worldwide 
Public Sector division, who “vigorously” 
objected to the report’s language sup-
porting open-source software and open-
content projects in higher education.2)

Reporters at the Chronicle of Higher 
Education and  Inside Higher Education 
spent a good part of their summer pars-
ing the sometimes small, sometimes 
semantic, and sometimes significant 
changes in the tone, tenor, and text of 
the evolving drafts. Inside Higher Education 
called the first draft a “stinging critique” 
of the nation’s colleges and universities.3 
The initial text, described by Commis-
sion Chairman Miller as “very rough,” 
characterized U.S. higher education 
as offering “equal parts meritocracy 
and mediocrity.” But as the document 
evolved over the summer, the subse-
quent drafts reflected a softer, if still criti-
cal tone. Of course, conspiracy theorists 
might view the moderating criticism in 
subsequent drafts as an explicit strategy 
on the part of some commissioners or 
the Commission staff: by moving toward 
“moderation” in the later versions of the 
document, the most critical members of 
the Commission and its staff could place 
on the public record the evolution of the 
Commission’s work—taking a proverbial 
“shot across the bow” without having a 
heavy-handed critique stand as the final 
word.

Still, despite what some observers 
in the press and the higher education 
community have nonetheless character-
ized as the critical tone and tenor of the 
report, the final text of A Test of Leadership 
pales in comparison to the terse opening 
paragraphs of Nation at Risk, the 1983 
report presented to President Ronald 
Reagan and the American people by the 
National Commission on Excellence in 
Education, chaired by David P. Gardner, 
president of the University of Utah and 
president-elect of the University of 
 California:

Our Nation is at risk . Our once 
unchallenged preeminence in com-
merce, industry, science, and techno-
logical innovation is being overtaken 
by competitors throughout the 
world. This report is concerned with 
only one of the many causes and 
dimensions of the problem, but it is 
the one that undergirds American 
prosperity, security, and civility. We 
report to the American people that 
while we can take justifiable pride 
in what our schools and colleges 
have historically accomplished and 
contributed to the United States and 
the well-being of its people, the edu-
cational foundations of our society 
are presently being eroded by a rising 
tide of mediocrity that threatens our 
very future as a Nation and a people. 
What was unimaginable a generation 
ago has begun to occur—others are 
matching and surpassing our educa-
tional attainments.
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If an unfriendly foreign power had 
attempted to impose on America the 
mediocre educational performance 
that exists today, we might well have 
viewed it as an act of war. As it stands, 
we have allowed this to happen to our-
selves. We have even squandered the 
gains in student achievement made 
in the wake of the Sputnik challenge. 
Moreover, we have dismantled es-
sential support systems which helped 
make those gains possible. We have, 
in effect, been committing an act of 
unthinking, unilateral educational 
disarmament.4

By comparison, the opening para-
graphs of A Test of Leadership seem surpris-
ingly tame: 

Three hundred and seventy years after 
the first college in our fledgling na-
tion was established to train Puritan 
ministers in the Massachusetts Bay 
colony, it is no exaggeration to declare 
that higher education in the United 
States has become one of our greatest 
success stories. Whether America’s 
colleges and universities are measured 
by their sheer number and variety, by 
the increasingly open access so many 
citizens enjoy to their campuses, 
by their crucial role in advancing 
the frontiers of knowledge through 
research discoveries, or by the new 
forms of teaching and learning that 
they have pioneered to meet students’ 
changing needs, these postsecondary 
institutions have accomplished much 
of which they and the nation can be 
proud. 

Despite these achievements, 
however, this commission believes 
U.S. higher education needs to im-
prove in dramatic ways. As we enter 
the 21st century, it is no slight to the 
successes of American colleges and 
universities thus far in our history 
to note the unfulfilled promise that 
remains. Our year-long examina-
tion of the challenges facing higher 
education has brought us to the 
uneasy conclusion that the sector’s 
past attainments have led our nation 
to unwarranted complacency about 
its future. 

It is time to be frank. Among the vast 
and varied institutions that make up 
U.S. higher education, we have found 
much to applaud but also much that re-
quires urgent reform. As Americans, we 
can take pride in our Nobel Prizes, our 
scientific breakthroughs, our Rhodes 
Scholars. But we must not be blind to 
the less inspiring realities of postsec-
ondary education in our country. 

To be sure, at first glance most 
Americans don’t see colleges and uni-
versities as a trouble spot in our edu-
cational system. After all, American 
higher education has been the envy of 
the world for years. . . . For a long time, 
we educated more people to higher 
levels than any other nation. 

We remained so far ahead of our 
competitors for so long, however, that 
we began to take our postsecondary 
superiority for granted. The results of 
this inattention, though little known 
to many of our fellow citizens, are 
sobering. We may still have more than 
our share of the world’s best universi-
ties. But a lot of other countries have 
followed our lead, and they are now 
educating more of their citizens to more ad-
vanced levels than we are. Worse, they are 
passing us by at a time when education 
is more important to our collective 
prosperity than ever.

We acknowledge that not everyone 
needs to go to college. But everyone 
needs a postsecondary education. 
Indeed, we have seen ample evidence 
that some form of postsecondary 
instruction is increasingly vital to an 

individual’s economic security. Yet too 
many Americans just aren’t getting the 
education that they need—and that 
they deserve.5 

Even with the major differences in 
tone and tenor, the opening paragraphs of 
these two reports sound a common set of 
alarms: education is essential for the gen-
eral welfare and economic development 
of the nation; the world is increasingly 
competitive; the declining quality of U.S. 
educational institutions poses significant 
challenges to the U.S. economy, security, 
and quality of life; and other nations are 
surpassing the United States on key edu-
cational metrics and attainments. (Those 
readers with really long memories will 
recall the same set of issues and urgency 
in the wake of the launch of the Sputnik 
satellite by the Soviet Union some fifty 
years ago, which led to the U.S. National 
Defense Education Act of 1958.)

Interestingly, few observers refer-
enced the dire tone and tenor of the 
Nation at Risk report when discussing 
the summer drafts from the Spellings 
Commission on the Future of Higher 
Education. And even fewer acknowl-
edged the Nation at Risk’s “companion” 
document focusing on higher education: 
the “kindler, gentler” Involvement in Learn-
ing, a 1984 report from the Study Group  
on the Conditions of Excellence in Amer-
ican Higher Education, also chartered  
by the Department of Education during 
the Reagan presidency.6 Involvement in 
Learning is an early public source for 
the concept of “value added,” stemming 
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from the work of UCLA’s Alexander 
W. Astin, who served as a member of 
the Study Group.7 The “value added” 
concept, which has become part of the 
conversational lexicon about higher 
education outcomes over the past 
two decades, also received a strong 
endorsement from the Spellings  
Commission. 

Focused on the Three A’s
Given the “accessibility, affordability, 
and accountability” mantra often heard 
from Republican congressional lead-
ers during the legislative debate on the 
renewal of the Higher Education Act of 
1965 over the past two years, it should 
come as no surprise that the Spellings 
Commission report speaks directly to 
these three issues:

 Accessibility “is unduly limited by the 
complex interplay of inadequate 
preparation, lack of information about 
college opportunities, and persistent 
financial barriers. . . . Too few Ameri-
cans prepare for, participate in, and 
complete higher education—especially 
those underserved and nontraditional 
groups who make up an ever-greater 
proportion of the population.” 

 Affordability is a consequence of the 
“seemingly inexorable increase in 
college costs, which have outpaced 
inflation for the past two decades. 
. . . Our higher education financing 
system is increasing dysfunctional. 
. . . Affordability is directly affected 
by a financing system that provides 
limited incentives for colleges and 
universities to take aggressive steps to 
improve institutional efficiency and 
 productivity.” 

 Accountability suffers from “a remark-
able shortage of clear accessible 
information about crucial aspects of 
American colleges and universities. 
. . . There is inadequate transparency 
and accountability for measuring 
institutional performance, which  
is more and more necessary to  
maintaining public trust in higher 
education.”8

The other focal issues in A Test of Lead-
ership include institutional innovation, fi-

nancial aid, and student learning. Perhaps 
its three most controversial recommen-
dations involve (1) “replacing the current 
maze of financial aid programs . . . with a 
system more in line with student needs 
and national priorities”; (2) measuring 
and reporting “meaningful student 
learning outcomes”; and (3) developing 
“a privacy-protected higher education in-
formation system that collects, analyzes 
and uses student-level data as a vital tool 
for accountability, policy-making, and 
consumer choice.”9

Nevertheless, as noted above, many 
readers may find the key critiques and ac-
companying recommendations strikingly 
familiar. With due respect to the commis-
sioners and the Commission staff, A Test of 
Leadership is really more a compilation of 
continuing criticisms than a bold, break-
through document that charts a new path 
for U.S. colleges and universities and for 
public policy in American higher educa-
tion. Indeed, a small team of undergradu-
ate or graduate students working online 
and in a good research library could 
quickly generate a well-documented 
bibliography that cross-references the 
Spellings Commission’s key findings 
and policy recommendations with previ-
ous reports from a variety of academic 
groups, government task forces, and 
professional organizations. Even a quick 
pass at the headline stories published by 
the Chronicle of Higher Education in the de-
cade of the 1980s confirms the recurring 
nature of most of the issues noted in the 
report: accountability, rising college costs, 
quality, and globalization.10 

Admittedly, some will view these 
comments about the familiarity of the 
Spellings Commission’s work as cheap 
shots—as self-serving “academic” criti-
cism that fails to acknowledge the larger 
message, and potential consequences, of 
the Commission report. And that is a fair 
counter-critique. Like the NCLB legisla-
tion, A Test of Leadership could indeed 
have major consequences. Early signals 
suggest that the Bush administration and 
the Republican congressional leader-
ship are serious about the Commission’s 
work: press reports suggest that Educa-
tion Secretary Spellings began exploring 
options to implement some recom-
mendations via department regulations 
even ahead of the formal release of the 
report on September 19.11 And at her 
September 26 press conference about 
the Commission report, Secretary Spell-
ings announced several initiatives—from 
convening accrediting agencies for a 
November 2006 meeting to revising the 
federal student-aid application form 
and earlier notification about federal 
student-aid grants—that reflect her plans 
to move quickly on various aspects of the 
Commission’s recommendations.12

Attention Must Be Paid
If the critiques in A Test of Leadership are fa-
miliar, why should IT officers pay attention 
to or care about yet another report criticiz-
ing U.S. colleges and universities? Does 
the Spellings Commission report offer a 
particular message for college and univer-
sity IT leaders or present a special oppor-
tunity for them to engage with faculty, other  
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institutional officials, and various on- and 
off-campus constituencies about key—in-
deed, vital—campus planning and policy 
issues identified in the report?

Let’s chart the terrain, looking at the 
key functions of information technology 
in higher education and how these func-
tions map back to the Commission report. 
Most CIOs—and the presidents and pro-
vosts they report to across all sectors of 
higher education—would agree that vital 
institutional IT functions include infra-
structure, instruction, and management. 
Two or three decades ago, only a small 
number of students and faculty were 
“consumers” of campus IT resources for 
research and instructional activities. In 
contrast, today, information technology is 
ubiquitous across the campus and across 
all sectors of American higher education: 
virtually everyone on or affiliated with a 
college or university is a user/consumer 
of IT resources and services (e.g., e-mail, 
online services, portals, online content, 
learning management systems). Adminis-
trators are increasingly dependent on in-
creasingly complex information systems 
to manage student records, institutional 
finances, development efforts, student 
recruitment, and alumni initiatives.

Back to the Spellings Commission 
report. The final document makes some 
modest, yet critical, references to the 
role of information technology in U.S. 
colleges and universities. The report 
complains that American higher educa-
tion “has taken little advantage of im-
portant innovations that would increase 
institutional capacity, effectiveness, and 
productivity,” commenting that with “the 
exception of several promising practices, 
many of our postsecondary institutions 
have not embraced opportunities for in-
novation, from new methods of teaching 
and content delivery to technological ad-
vances to meeting the increased demand 
for lifelong learning.” Discussing college 
costs and affordability, the Commission 
recommends that state and federal policy-
makers support “the spread of technology 
that can lower [institutional operating 
costs].” Elsewhere in the report, the Com-
mission urges postsecondary institutions 
“to make a commitment to embrace new 
pedagogies, curricula, and technologies 
to improve student learning.”13  

No doubt some (many?) in the higher 
education community will take issue 
with the Commission’s assessment that 
institutions have taken little advantage 
of advances in information technology 
to improve instruction, enhance opera-
tions, and increase productivity. Over the 
past two decades, colleges and universi-
ties have spent billions on information 
technology. Unfortunately, much of the 
“evidence” about the impact of informa-
tion technology too often involves indi-
vidual or institutional epiphany. We lack 
good data—hard data—to document the 
beneficial effect of these investments on 
instruction, operations, and productivity.

Moreover, whereas CIOs strongly sup-
port the notion of evaluating the impact 
and benefit of institutional investments 
in information technology, less than one-
third of the institutions participating in 
the 2006 Campus Computing Survey do 
so on a regular basis (see Figure 1). Alas, 
this is all too common across higher edu-
cation: even though many will agree on 
the need for evaluation and assessment, 
few units—IT or otherwise—engage in 
thoughtful, effective, and informative as-
sessment activities. 

Productivity has long been a conun-
drum for higher education; the link 
between technology and “academic, in-
structional, or institutional” productivity 

has always presented special problems. In 
the United States, corporate investment 
in information technology surpassed 
corporate investment in manufactur-
ing technology in 1994. However, it was 
not until the last years of the 1990s that 
economists were able to document any 
productivity bang for the billions of cor-
porate IT bucks spent during the 1980s 
and early 1990s. Moreover, in the run-up 
to the 2004 presidential election, the 
often political conversation about the 
“jobless recovery” brought the issue of 
information technology and productivity 
back into public focus. No less an author-
ity than Federal Reserve Chairman Alan 
Greenspan confirmed the economic re-
covery early in 2004, explaining that the 
jobless recovery was a “benefit” of rising 
productivity and that the catalyst for ris-
ing productivity was the corporate invest-
ment in information technology. 

No wonder, then, that the Spellings 
Commission members (and others) 
would turn from corporate America to 
campus America to ask when the in-
stitutional investment in information 
technology would begin to affect—that 
is, improve—“academic” productivity: 
instruction, learning, and institutional 
operations. Most definitely, the higher 
education community is being asked to 
document the productivity returns from 

FIGURE 1.  WHAT WE SAY ABOUT EVALUATION
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investments in information technology. 
Unfortunately, unlike the corporate 
sector, higher education does not have 
clear and concise definitions for pro-
ductivity, nor does it have consensual 
agreements about the kinds of data that 
are needed to measure “academic” pro-
ductivity—for instruction, for learning, 
or for institutional operations.14

An Emerging IT  
Responsibility: Assessment
The growing—indeed, pressing—need 
for hard data about institutional per-
formance and outcomes leads directly 
to an emerging function for informa-
tion technology in today’s colleges and 
universities: assessment. Today, informa-
tion technology is clearly linked to infra-
structure, instruction, and management. 
But should assessment also be a key 
function of information technology? Yes, 
absolutely. Higher education IT leaders 
should—indeed, must—recognize assess-

ment as a new critical and core function 
of institutional IT services. 

We now have the analytical tools  
(business intelligence/analytics, data 
mining, and data warehousing, among 
others) to use routine, unobtrusive in-
stitutional data (high school transcripts, 
students’ test scores, students’ records 

from ERP modules, transactional data 
from learning management systems, 
 college/university transcripts, and more) 
to address the critical assessment and 
outcomes issues that affect colleges and 
universities. Referring back to Deming 
(and Spellings, and the Commission re-
port), information technology brings data 
to both the campus conversations and the 
public policy discussions about institu-
tional performance, academic productiv-
ity, and student outcomes. 

Unfortunately, the powerful bring 
data analytical tools that are increasingly 
deployed in the corporate sector are 
only beginning to be used by colleges 
and universities. Consider the case of 
Wal-Mart and the fall 2004 hurricanes 
that hit Florida. As reported in the New 
York Times, with two hurricanes down 
and one coming, Wal-Mart executives 
assumed that they knew what their cus-
tomers were buying in the hours before 
the storms hit: diapers and duct tape, 
bottled water and snack foods. But just 
to be sure, they did a quick analysis of 
the sales data in the hours leading up to 
the two prior storms. And although Wal-
Mart shoppers did indeed buy massive 
amounts of diapers, duct tape, bottled 
water, and snack foods, Wal-Mart execs 
also discovered a surprising run on beer 
in the hours before each storm hit. Eager 
to serve shoppers and shareholders, 
Wal-Mart execs rushed additional sup-
plies of beer to the stores in the path of 
the impending third storm.15

Note that the Wal-Mart execs did not 
assign the analytical task to a research of-
fice, hoping to receive a report in weeks 
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or months. They gave it to the IT shop 
and got the data back fast, in time to dis-
cover an opportunity and move a desired 
 product—beer!—into stores ahead of the 
third storm. Compare the Wal-Mart ex-
perience, where the company’s informa-
tion system knows every customer in and 
every product out at the end of the day, 
with the experience that is all too com-
mon at all too many colleges and universi-
ties, where three to six weeks are required 
to produce an accurate class roster after 
the beginning of each term.

Similarly, consider Amazon.com. Al-
though Amazon still sells books and lots 
of other products, Amazon is now really a 
service business—effectively mining data 
about the interests, preferences, and pur-
chases of the millions of people who shop 
at Amazon each day. For example, Ama-
zon offers the shopper multiple ways to 
buy a book: new from Amazon or used (at 
a lower price) from dozens of Amazon-
affiliated resellers. Why would Amazon 
“sacrifice” a sale to become a portal for its 

potential competitors? Because Amazon 
executives know that gaining additional 
data about shoppers’ purchases will help 
the company customize its services to 
better serve the Amazon customer.  

ERP analytics, digital dashboards, data 
marts, data mining, and data warehouses 
are emerging technologies that bring data 
to the planning, policy, productivity, and 
outcomes discussions that confront all 
postsecondary institutions today. More-
over, this is not just an abstract, “white-
board” conversation about a coming 
world of IT resources. Well ahead of the 
Spellings Commission report, the Uni-
versity System of Georgia (USG) began 
planning a comprehensive outcomes 
project to exploit a rich array of student, 
academic, and institutional data to ad-
dress assessment, outcomes, and produc-
tivity issues affecting Georgia’s thirty-four 
public postsecondary institutions that 
serve undergraduates, from community 
colleges to research universities. Draw-
ing on unobtrusive data—data already 

in hand, already in campus information 
systems—Georgia officials are planning 
a unique and comprehensive initiative 
that will help state agencies and indi-
vidual institutions (as well as the rest of 
the campus community) address critical 
assessment and outcomes issues. Georgia 
officials, under the leadership of USG 
Chancellor Erroll B. Davis Jr. and Interim 
USG CIO Thomas L. Maier, intend to 
bring data to the policy discussions about 
student retention, student development, 
student enrollment in critical majors (sci-
ence, technology, engineering, and health 
care), the impact of information technol-
ogy on student learning, and student 
preparation and financial resource issues 
that also affect persistence, completion, 
and learning outcomes.

The Expanding Technology “Evolution”
Three decades into the much discussed 
(much-hyped?) “computer revolution in 
higher education,” we have learned (or 
should have learned) that (1) the past two 
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decades have been marked by the rapid 
evolution of information technology in 
U.S. colleges and universities, and (2) 
the real IT issues are not about products 
but rather are about the effective use 
of resources and the effective delivery 
of services—about how information 
technology aids and advances the insti-
tutional mission. 

The emerging analytical tools —
badly needed and long overdue—will 
help colleges and universities address 
the assessment conundrum that began 
in 1980 when the Southern Association 
of Colleges and Schools became the first 
of the six regional accrediting agencies 
to mandate institutional outcomes as 
part of accreditation. These mandates re-
main today, and there is broad agreement 
across all sectors of higher education 
on the need for outcomes assessment. 
The strong support for assessment in 
A Test for Leadership reaffirms this need. 
But the devil is in the details, as are the 
politics. Left unresolved is the method-

ology for the assessment. There is no 
consensual methodology—an effective 
 methodology—for this work. 

Moreover, as Margaret Miller, at 
the University of Virginia, notes in a 
thoughtful and informative Chronicle of 
Higher Education “Point of View” article, 
the individual student testing initiatives 
launched by the NCLB legislation are not 

appropriate for higher education. Unlike 
the assessment initiatives launched by 
the NCLB legislation, which are intended 
to monitor the educational progress of 
individual students as well as individual 
schools, the Spellings Commission’s 
focus on accountability and assessment, 
says Miller, reflects the Commission 
members’ interest in knowing “if the 
government’s massive investment in 
higher education is paying off. They want 
to know if the nation is poised to take on 
the increasingly fierce economic com-
petition it faces, and whether its citizens 
are prepared to navigate the complexities 
of modern life and make good collective 
decisions.” These are good, fair questions 
we should be asking ourselves. These 
are, says Miller, “questions we want policy 
makers to ask [us].” 16

In this context, a key component of 
the outcomes and assessment solution 
resides in the emerging analytical IT tools 
increasingly deployed in the corporate 
sector and now coming to higher educa-
tion. These tools can, do, and should ex-
pand the mission of information technol-
ogy in colleges and universities to include 
assessment. 

Admittedly, this is not necessarily 
a responsibility that many central IT 
units—and many college/university IT 
officials—will want or will eagerly pursue. 
But the new technologies of data mining 
and warehousing mean that campus IT 
units and institutional IT leaders can re-
spond to the bring data message—the bring 
data mandate—with real, timely, and useful 
data and information about aggregated 
student performance and institutional 
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outcomes. Information technology now 
offers viable methodologies to address 
the mandates for outcomes assessment. 

The question here no longer concerns 
if information technology has a role to 
play in the campus conversations and 
public discussions about assessment 
and outcomes. Rather, the issue before 
us in the wake of the Spellings Commis-
sion report concerns when college and 
university IT leaders will assume an ac-
tive role, a leadership role, in these discus-
sions, bringing their IT resources and 
expertise—bringing data, information, and 
insight—to the critical planning and policy 
discussions about institutional assess-
ment and outcomes that affect all sectors 
of U.S. higher education. 
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Viewpoints

W
hen Susan Jones began her 
faculty career as a newly 
hired assistant professor of 
literature at “Acme Univer-
sity” in the fall of 1992, her 

institution, like many others, was about 
to embark on a major investment in a 
management information system (MIS). 
Advocates for the MIS—senior campus 
administrators as well as faculty from 
the information systems department 
in the business school—described the 
new system as one that would provide 
“more, better, and faster”: more data, 
better information, and faster than ever 
before. Part of the public conversation 
about the need for the MIS focused on 
something called EDI (electronic data 
interchange), a new technology that 
would allow the individual components 
of the information system, primarily 
student records and campus finance, to 
exchange data—or, in “civilian terms,” to 
talk with one another.

Recalling her experiences as a gradu-
ate student teaching assistant, and also 
her part-time job as an adjunct at a local 
college while completing her disserta-
tion, Jones thought the investment in 
an MIS was really about institutional 
issues that would have little impact on 
her activities as a professor. Her primary 
interaction with the university’s student 
information system involved official class 
lists, which often seemed incomplete 
and arrived late in the term. Still, she was 
intrigued by the oft-heard claim that this 
new MIS would offer some services that 
would benefit both individual faculty and 
academic departments. For a campus that 
had experienced major enrollment and fi-
nancial upheavals in the 1980s and 1990s, 
Acme’s investment in an MIS seemed like 
a reasonable, if expensive, investment. 
But as a recently hired assistant professor, 
Jones thought she had little experience 

or expertise to contribute to the campus 
conversation about the MIS.

That was then. Today Jones is a tenured 
professor and chair of the literature 
department at Acme. She has served on 
a number of key campus planning and 
policy committees. Her campus experi-
ence now includes two years as an as-
sistant vice-provost for academic affairs, 
during which time she co-chaired the 
committee that prepared the university’s 
recent self-study report for accredita-
tion. Her academic and administrative 
experiences over the past fifteen years 
have given Jones a new appreciation for 
the role of campus information systems. 
Although not a “techie” by training or 
avocation, Jones, like many of her faculty 
colleagues across a range of disciplines, 
has learned a lot about IT planning, policy, 
and resources.

And today at Acme, the university is 
again in the midst of a major upgrade to 
its administrative information system, 
rechristened the ERP. This time, how-
ever, Jones is engaged in both the public 
discussions and the formal planning. Yet 
Jones, like many of her colleagues, re-
mains a bit perplexed by what she sees as 
the semantic enhancement of the campus 
discussion about the university’s admin-
istrative systems. What, she wonders, is 
the difference between an MIS and an 
ERP, between EDI and Web Services? The 
explanations offered at Wikipedia and by 
her more “techie” colleagues all sound 
very similar.

Admittedly, Susan Jones is not a real 
person, and Acme University is not a real 
institution. However, the narrative above 
fairly summarizes the real experiences 
of tens of thousands of faculty members 
over the past two decades. Often on the 
periphery of the campus discussions (de-
bates?) about the information systems that 
help manage the academic enterprise, 

many faculty recall the often perplexing 
jargon as well as the promises—explicit, 
implied, and easily inferred—about how 
a new administrative system, initially an 
MIS and now an ERP, would advance 
and enhance campus management and 
services.

A large proportion of today’s profes-
sorate “came of age” professionally in the 
1980s and 1990s as institutions across 
the country began making strategic (and 
significant) investments in administra-
tive information systems. During these 
years, the administrative information 
systems at colleges and universities were 
structured as a protected silo, intended to 
collect and protect key institutional data 
related to institutional finances, student 
records, human resources, and develop-
ment initiatives (see Figure 1). Institu-
tions typically established strict policies 
and procedures to “protect” the integrity 
of the data in these systems and also to 
keep outsiders—especially faculty—away 
from the individual student records and 
aggregated institutional data. Moreover, 
beginning in the late 1970s, the Fam-
ily Educational Rights and Privacy Act 
(FERPA) provided campus officials with 
cover to restrict access to student records, 
even when the use of aggregated student 
data was legal and appropriate for key 
institutional research projects (e.g., reten-
tion and outcome studies).

Today the landscape of ERP and Web 
services looks very different. The past 
fifteen years have seen the emergence of 
a wide, rich, and mission-critical array of 
student and institutional services that are 
directly linked to core campus informa-
tion services (or ERP functions). Yet these 
new functions and services—alumni 
services, course/learning management 
systems, digital content, e-portfolios, 
e-services (online registration, fee pay-
ment, etc.), and portals—are all firmly 
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dependent not only on the Web but also 
on real-time interaction with the core 
elements of the “old” MIS, particularly 
student records and institutional fi-
nances. Moreover, unlike the “old” MIS, 
which was a protected silo inaccessible to 
both students and faculty, these new ERP 
resources and services are, by definition, 
open and interactive: students and faculty 
“touch” them daily.

Iconographically, these new functions 
reside on the periphery of the old MIS 
silo—on the outside of the boundaries 
that protected the core elements of cam-
pus information from “outsiders.” Yet 
these new functions have become part 
of the de facto core of campus informa-
tion resources and services. Allowing for 
some graphic license, the new map of the 
campus ERP looks a little like a turtle: 
outside of the hard “shell” protecting 
what were once the core elements of the 
administrative information system are 
the new Web-based functions, resources, 
and services that are (a) an essential set 
of campus resources and (b) dependent 
on data elements residing in the core (see 
Figure 2). 

These new Web-based functions, re-
sources, and services have been a catalyst 
for change in the core. For example, an 
effective course or learning management 
system (LMS) needs a direct link into the 
student information system (SIS). Why? 
Because key data about students who 
use the LMS reside in the SIS. Moreover, 
it is impossible to do an effective assess-

ment of the impact of an LMS on student 
learning and outcomes without key data 
from the SIS.1 The same principle holds 
true for the campus portal, e-portfolio 
services, alumni services, digital content, 
and various e-services: key data elements 
from the core (particularly the SIS) are 
essential both for the functionality and 
for an assessment of these resources and 
services.

Unfortunately, the turtle is more than 
a graphic metaphor. On too many cam-
puses, it is also an operational metaphor: 
core information systems remain in hard-
shelled silos, “protected” by both old code 
and outdated policy. The elements that 
propel the new, integrated ERP reside 
outside of this hard shell. And movement 
(change) comes slowly, turtle-like. For 
example, it is only now, fully a decade 
after the emergence of the LMS and por-
tals as key instructional and service re-
sources, that institutions and the campus 
ERP providers have begun to link these 
functions to the traditional core campus 
information systems.

Of course some will argue that 
campuses must proceed slowly—cau-
tiously—with major changes to the design 
and implementation of campus informa-
tion systems: the systems are complex; 
integrating code and data from various 
providers is no small task and also in-
volves significant expense; and the chal-
lenge includes both change management 
(involving people and campus processes) 
and technology.

These are all valid arguments, and 
yet, they are all increasingly irrelevant. 
Postsecondary institutions and their 
ERP providers must accelerate the in-
tegration of the elements of the ERP 
turtle—both the core information ele-
ments and the interactive Web-based 
functions, resources, and services. The 
“bring data” mandates emerging from the 
Spellings Commission,2 coupled with 
rising student and faculty expectations 
about online instructional resources and 
institutional services, leave campuses and 
their ERP providers with no option other 
than to prod the ERP turtle as part of a 
broader—and continuing—institutional 
effort to leverage, enhance, and integrate 
IT resources and services.
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FIGURE 1. The MIS/ERP Silo, circa 1990s
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