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Let’s Talk…

“What is analytics?”
Analytics is the use of data, statistical and 
quantitative methods, and explanatory 
and predictive models to allow organi-
zations and individuals to gain insights 
into and act on complex issues. In col-
leges and universities, analytics is used 
to improve operational efficiency and 
student success. The term big data is often 
used interchangeably with analytics, but 
the scientific community uses big data 
to describe research that uses massive 
amounts of data. The use of analytics 
to improve administrative functions is 
often called business intelligence; similarly, 
academic analytics is used to help run 
the business of the higher education 
institution. Finally, learning analytics 

focuses specifically on students and 
their learning behaviors, gathering data 
from course management and student 
information systems in order to improve 
student success.1 Although the labels can 
be confusing, overall the term analytics 
refers to an approach that can be used to 
explore a broad range of questions. The 
emphasis should be on the question to 
be addressed rather than the tool.  

“We’ve been doing this for years. 
What’s new?”
Yes, we have been compiling data and 
generating reports in higher education 
for decades, but several things are new 
about analytics today. One is the volume 
of data being collected. Some of it is 

automated; other data comes from “data 
trails,” whether left in social media, on-
line purchases, or course management 
systems. Our computational capacity is 
radically different—in terms of speed, 
complexity, and throughput. And much 
of the use of analytics today goes beyond 
reporting—it is predictive and prescrip-
tive. Analytics can provide a report on 
a query or a hypothesis. Analytics can 
predict which majors or courses match 
student profiles, which interventions 
are likely to help at-risk learners, and 
thus which actions should be taken 
next. Visualization is also an important 
element of analytics, revealing patterns 
that would have been impossible to dis-
cern by looking at the data alone. Lastly, 

alk about analytics seems 
to be everywhere. Everyone 
is talking about analytics. 
Presidents are talking. 
CIOs are talking. Corporate 
representatives are talking. 
Government representatives 
are talking. Media pundits 
are talking. Yet even with 
all the talk, many in higher 
education have questions 
about—and objections to—
using analytics in colleges  
and universities.
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demand has risen significantly. Public 
pressure for accountability, efforts to 
increase efficiency, and concerns about 
college affordability are driving up the 
demand for analytics.

“Faculty and students  
don’t trust us with their data.”
People like to control data, often prefer-
ring to set context or provide interpreta-
tion. There are very legitimate concerns 
about data privacy and security. However, 
the lack of “trust” may be a fear that in-
formation will be used against someone. 
For example, a faculty member might 
fear that students’ performance data will 
be used to judge his or her effectiveness 
as an instructor. Analytics enables com-
parisons that are not typically performed 
today—such as expenditures across col-
leges or cost-to-degree across majors. 
This transparency can be threatening. 
Data governance is an essential issue for 
institutions to address; without it, distrust 

grows. Knowing the purposes for which 
data is being collected and how sensitive 
data will be handled is important. 

“Numbers aren’t enough to dictate 
what to do.” 
Analytics is a tool—one that must be used 
for the right purposes. The key is asking 
good questions. But making incorrect 
assumptions and failing to test them 
can undercut even good questions. Any 
numbers, unwisely used, can be mis-
leading. When using analytics, institu-
tions need to let the facts be the guide to 
the right answer. Incorrect conclusions 
can be reached by failing to take the time 
to understand alternatives or interpret 
the data correctly. There are different 
decision-making styles, of course. Some 
people trust analysis over judgment. 
Others prefer to rely exclusively on 
intuition. Most seek a balance between 
intuition and analysis. 

“We can’t use student  
data because of FERPA.”
Institutions must be concerned about 
the privacy of student information. Yet 
though the Family Educational Rights 
and Privacy Act (FERPA) is an often-cited 
concern, it isn’t necessarily a roadblock. 
FERPA stipulates that institutions must 
not disclose personally identifiable 
information from a student’s education 
records without consent. But there are 
recognized exceptions for use by col-
lege officials. Using data about students 
to make decisions within the institu-
tion, such as to help advisors monitor 
students’ academic progress or decide 
which courses to suggest for a particular 
student, is acceptable. Students may  
also consent to the use of their data (e.g., 
for plagiarism detection through services 
like Turnitin) or may voluntarily disclose 
information about their educational 
record (e.g., as part of the college admis-
sion process). Transparency—whether or 

not it is required by law or regulation—is 
the key consideration. Letting students 
know what information about them will 
be used for what purposes, by whom, 
and for what benefit is critical. In addi-
tion, students should know what they 
can do about any data-privacy concerns. 
Being clear about data, its use, benefits, 
and safeguards may allay fears. 

“We can’t afford to use analytics.”
Colleges and universities cannot afford 
not to use analytics. Yes, there is a cost 
to establish the infrastructure as well as 
to obtain the right talent for analytics. 
However, few institutions will be able to 
cope with today’s information demands 
or decision making without analytics. 
State reporting requirements call for 
an increasing level of sophistication. 
Boards, trustees, and legislative groups 
are demanding information, analysis, 
and projections that hinge on analytics. 

To be without the tools that allow an in-
stitution to improve graduation rates or 
reduce unnecessary costs is a risk. Pres-
sures on accountability, affordability, 
and effectiveness are making analytics 
essential. Very few colleges and universi-
ties can afford not to use analytics.

“Analytics is all hype  
and will go away.”
Although higher education analytics 
might be in a hype cycle, analytics has 
become a staple of other industries: 
retail, finance, insurance, health care, 
government. Even in higher education, 
few believe that analytics will go away. 
A growing emphasis on institutional 
performance, including calls for cost con-
tainment and outcomes-based funding 
tied to measures of college completion, 
requires that institutions have the capac-
ity to understand what drives not only 
their performance but also that of their 
students. The trend toward more compli-
ance and reporting at the federal and state 
levels is unlikely to change; in fact, most in 
higher education expect that the demand 
will only increase. The importance of ac-
creditation is also a constant driver. Still, 
it is important to note that analytics is not 
the answer for everything. Sometimes 
analytics does not apply or is not practi-
cal. Even when analytics does apply, the 
best decisions are made by combining 
analytics with sound reasoning. 

“Analytics will dehumanize 
education.”
Rather than dehumanizing education, 
analytics is being used to personalize 
education and improve student success. 
The behavior of individual students can 
be monitored, and alerts can be sent if a 
student is lagging. The kind of assistance 
provided to the student can be targeted 
to his or her specific needs. Without 
tools such as analytics, students’ prog-
ress—and problems—may be hard to 
detect. Rather than allowing students to 
fall through the cracks or become “just a 
number,” colleges and universities can—
through analytics—see and act upon 
individual students’ needs.

he pressures on accountability, affordability, and 
effectiveness are making analytics essential. Very few 
colleges and universities can afford not to use analytics.D TAI
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“What’s in it for me and my 
institution?”
Better insight. Clearer choices. Faster de-
cision making. Analytics allows faculty 
to see patterns of success or disengage-
ment in student populations. Analyt-
ics allows students to understand how 
their behaviors are linked to learning 
outcomes, not just to improving their 
grade in a single course. Analytics allows 
institution leaders to make better deci-
sions about energy utilization, financial 
models, and staffing. Large data sets, 
powerful analytics engines, and skill-
fully designed visualization techniques 
can send alerts about matters requiring 
attention and can extrapolate to the 
future using predictive modeling and 
optimization techniques.  

“What’s the next step?”
Individuals and institutions must engage 
in a dialogue about analytics. While the 
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technical issues might seem straight-
forward, many of the policy and ethical 
issues are complex. For example, should 
students be able to opt out of having 
their learning analytics data collected? 
What is the recourse for individuals who 
have had their data misused or inap-
propriately shared? Who owns the data 
mined from a learning process?

Analytics is being used in, and all 
around, higher education. Policies are 
being established. Statewide longitudi-
nal data systems are being implemented. 
Massive amounts of data about students 
are being collected by corporations. If 
colleges and universities do not begin 
talking about how to leverage analytics, 
others will. Those of us in higher educa-
tion can afford to ignore analytics only 
if we are willing to accept what others 
decide. If we aren’t willing to do that, we 
must be part of the solution—so that we 

will have a voice in, and an ability to in-
fluence, the future directions of the use 
of analytics in higher education. n
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