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Tech-Enabled Services

Reinventing the college bookstore 
in the online era 
Leaders discuss how the college bookstore is becoming a tech-enabled,
data-rich cornerstone of campus life.

By Meris Stansbury, Editor

They still sell t-shirts for proud parents and cof-

fee mugs with catchy slogans, but college book-

stores are also going through a renaissance of

sorts, using technology-supported measures to

become an integral cornerstone of campus life.

It’s what Ed Schlichenmayer, deputy CEO of

the National Association of College Stores

(NACS), and chief operating officer (COO) of

indiCo (a NACS subsidiary), calls a system based

on trust equity.

Despite booming online marketplaces for col-

lege textbooks--like Amazon, CourseSmart and

BookFinder.com—”75 percent of course material

transactions stay with the college bookstore,” said

Schlichenmayer. “And that’s based on the trust

equity they’ve built throughout the entire campus

community.”

A reinvention’s beginning
According to Schlichenmayer, multiple drivers

propelled college bookstores to reimagine how

they work with students and faculty to procure

needed course materials, including: pressure from

online publishing, heavy use of used materials,

the surge in rental platforms, and non-traditional

wholesale options.

However, one of the major initial motivations

to update practices began with the Higher

Education Act’s (HEA) suggested guidelines to

promote earlier adoption of course materials on

campus.

“Five years ago, HEA added a guideline that

urged colleges to adopt course materials at an ear-

lier stage,” explained Jenny Febbo, vice president

for strategic communications for NACS. “Faculty

were asked to find and choose the materials

required for their courses months before a student

actually began the course. This gives college

bookstores more time to find alternative options

to new, printed books, as well as help drive down

the overall cost for students by giving them the

information they need to comparatively shop and

consider their campus budgeting.”

And though the guideline was included in the

HEA five years ago, “colleges had a two-year

implementation window, so we’re really seeing

the uptick in these practices within the last three

years,” Schlichenmayer noted.

Incorporating tech-enabled practices
One of the critical ways college bookstores are

building trust with the student community is by

using an online price comparison tool part of the

bookstore’s website.

“A price comparison tool part of the college

bookstore’s website is quickly becoming a critical

component, and usually consists of a set of sub-

scription-based apps, or a software, that’s inte-

grated with various e-commerce systems,” said

Schlichenmayer. “A product’s identifying infor-

mation is readily available on the online open

market and that’s where the tech gathers informa-

tion.”

Swarthmore College offers just one example of

a price comparison tool via a college bookstore

website. The website, which writes on its home-

page that its main mission is to benefit the cam-

pus community, includes a “Textbook Price

Comparison Tool” that includes price informa-

tion from major online textbook retailers, such as

Amazon, Abebooks, and Half.com.
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“We strive to get you the lowest price on text-

books. Sometimes, however, another online

source can beat our price…let our [tool] do the

research for you,” says the tool’s description.

Clicking on the comparison tool, students

choose the term, department, course, and then the

title/professor of the course.

Randomly selecting Fall 2015, Biology, 030, and

“Animal Behavior (Baugh),” the comparison tool

shows all books that are required reading for the

course. And though Swarthmore’s used version of

the required textbook is the cheapest version, new

versions of the textbook are cheaper on Abebooks

and Alibris than via Swarthmore. The tool also

lets students know when the course material will

arrive if ordered immediately from the various

sites.

“These tools not only help students, it helps

faculty,” said Schlichenmayer. “When faculty give

bookstores information on their required materi-

als, the bookstore can plug it into the software

and see what the price is, as well as comparative

shop on similar texts and formats. Bookstores can

then give that information to faculty to help them

make the most informed choices on their required

texts for students, with the goal of ultimately sav-

ing students money.

According to the NACS Spring 2015 edition of

their twice-yearly survey on student spending,

the early-textbook-information practice seems to

be working: the average annual spending from

surveyed college students on required materials

has dropped from $701 in 2007-2008 to $563 in

2014-2015 (down $75 from 2013-2014’s $638 aver-

age), with “faculty working with campus stores to

source less costly materials in use for multiple

semesters” listed as one of the major factors con-

tributing to the student spending decline.

Another way Schlichenmayer says college

bookstores' tech-supported practices help faculty

make informed course material decisions is by

harnessing the data available via digital and

online course materials.

“Most people think when you say ‘digital

course materials’ that you mean e-books, but

higher education has really leapfrogged to inter-

active, analytics-based digital materials,” he

emphasized. “If a faculty member chooses to use

a digital textbook that has the capability to moni-

tor data—such as amount of time used by the stu-

dent, ideas highlighted and looked-up by the stu-

dent, proficiency on assessments offered by the

textbook, etc.—the bookstore can work with the

publisher to have access to that data (organized

into broad general trends) and let faculty mem-

bers know which texts are the most used, which

are the hardest to potentially comprehend, which

help in succeeding on assessments, and more.”

Schlichenmayer noted, however, that not all

faculty may want this data, explaining that first

the faculty has to choose an analytics-enabled

course material, then the bookstore has to gain

access to the data (which may include a fee), and

“many faculty may see this process and data

aggregation as intrusive for not only their course

but for their students.”

Though technology may be a support tool, it

really all goes back to building the concept of

trust equity across the whole campus, said

Schlichenmayer.

Outside of faculty and students, college book-

stores are also working more closely with often

budget-strapped campus libraries.
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Tech-Enabled Teaching

“We’re seeing more bookstores work in close

partnership with campus libraries to figure out

which materials the bookstore can supply, and at

what cost, versus what the library can rent or lend

to students and in what formats; it’s really a more

collaborative effort,” he explained.

Looking ahead
In the future, Schlichenmayer says he sees col-

lege bookstores looking more into wholesale sup-

port for textbook affordability, especially in terms

of open educational resources (OER) and online

formats, as well as becoming bigger supporters of

the institution’s overall academic mission.

“College bookstores will become even more

entrenched in campus culture, providing  critical

services for students that will help in recruitment,

retention and alumni engagement.”

For example, going back to Swarthmore, the

college’s bookstore not only sells course materials

and the usual fare, but includes a “technology 

e-store,” where, among other things, the campus

community can purchase Microsoft Office starting

at a reduced price of $79.98.

“The bottom line is that college bookstores are

positioning themselves as a trusted campus part-

ner that really understands student and faculty

needs and weaves those needs-based services into

the fabric of the institution,” he concluded.

“They’re there to build and maintain mission and

brand and will become even more integral to

campus life in the next five-to-ten years.” eCN

Whether at home, at work, or on the road, you can
keep up with eCampus News 24/7.

Login and learn! eCampusNews.com/social

Get the latest news and information delivered straight to your desktop

eCampus News This Week
– your executive summary of the week’s 
most important ed-tech news and information

eCampus News Today
– your source for the latest ed-tech 
news and information every school day

Sign up for subscriptions to our eMail newsletters—FREE:
http://www.ecampusnews.com/registration

Higher Ed’s No. 1 Source for Ed-Tech News and Information  www.eCampusNews.com

The web address of higher education’s most comprehensive 
source for technology news and information

— Visit us online every day at www.eCampusNews.com

From higher ed’s leading ed-tech Newspaper

Keep up with eCampus News between issues

Higher Ed’s No. 1 Source for Ed-Tech News and Information
www.eCampusNews.com



Get the latest news and information delivered straight to your desktop

eCampus News This Week
– your executive summary of the week’s 
most important ed-tech news and information

eCampus News Today
– your source for the latest ed-tech 
news and information every school day

Sign up for subscriptions to our eMail newsletters—FREE:
http://www.ecampusnews.com/registration

Higher Ed’s No. 1 Source for Ed-Tech News and Information  www.eCampusNews.com

The web address of higher education’s most comprehensive 
source for technology news and information

— Visit us online every day at www.eCampusNews.com

From higher ed’s leading ed-tech Newspaper

Keep up with eCampus News between issues

Higher Ed’s No. 1 Source for Ed-Tech News and Information
www.eCampusNews.com



8 August/September 2015 • www.eCampusNews.com

Thought Leadership

What does collaboration 
really look like?
Campus leaders discuss why collaboration is a necessity, 
as well as best practices for action. 

Recently,  the term “collaboration” has become

higher education’s latest buzzword, with multiple

conference speakers touting its importance, as

well as everyone from CIOs to professors

exclaiming that collaboration is imperative for

supporting, and growing the capabilities of,

today’s innovative institutions.

But collaboration is much more than the initial

“warm glow” feeling of partnership, says Richard

Ray, provost and professor of Kinesiology, Hope

College. Meaningful collaboration is about outlin-

ing specific group roles, letting go of precon-

ceived notions, specifying measurable deliver-

ables, making personal investments into these col-

laborative projects and implementations, and

much more.

In this thought-leadership piece, leaders from

diverse departments and institutions discuss what

collaboration really means, the potential benefits

of successful collaborations, and how to get start-

ed at your department or institution.

[Listed in alphabetical order by last name]

IT tools can help
By David J. Hinson,
Yeshivah of Flatbush

Of the myriad challenges

faced in running an efficient

technology services organi-

zation, few are more chal-

lenging that keeping every-

one engaged and connected

to what’s happening across the entire enterprise,

and being able to effectively cover the entirety of

the spectrum of customer service response levels

(emergencies, on-demand service, equipment

drop-off, ticketing systems, etc.).

At the Yeshivah of Flatbush, we use several col-

laboration tools to help us manage our real-time

communications. Between our campuses, our IT

staff is often out-of-reach of a cell signal and

rarely in their offices, though they’re usually

within range of a solid WiFi signal. Texting is also

often more miss than hit.

In this environment, the tool that we rely upon

most, for our daily group collaboration and mes-

saging needs, is Slack. Our uses for Slack are

twofold: First, we use Slack’s feature of channels to

communicate where group members are working,

and what they are working on, at any given time

of day (our #zoho channel); announcing when we

arrive or leave a work site (our #whereami chan-

nel); or simply sending out a call for lunch partners

(our #lunch channel). Second, we use Slack to aug-

ment our online help desk ticketing system to rally

additional help or expertise to a person or location.

As Slack has highly customizable alerts, available

on our iOS and Android mobile devices, it allows

us to know in real time something of interest that is

happening on our channels, or when someone

needs to reach us immediately.

Most organizations have a blind spot in their

service coverage: knowing where their people

assets are at any given time, and being responsive

to all of their constituencies in real time.

Slack helps us to fulfill both of these needs,

without disrupting our normal work flow.

David J. Hinson is the director of IT at the Yeshivah of

Flatbush, in Brooklyn, NY. He is also a former CIO of a

small liberal arts college, a seasoned mobile applications

developer, and a popular podcaster.
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Establish specific, measurable deliverables 
By Salwa Ismail,
Georgetown University

As institutions of higher

education balance and

manage the rising com-

plexities of the dynamic

environment that they

operate within, collabora-

tion among the different units on campus

becomes imperative. However, the strategies for

collaboration are still nascent and under devel-

opment. It becomes essential that the different

units with asymmetrical reporting structures and

different unit-based goals collaborate efficiently

and effectively while balancing the restraints that

the different units have based on their organiza-

tional structures. 

Some of the strategies for successful collabora-

tion and effective partnerships emanate from clear

communication. It’s always best to ensure that the

final goals and outcomes of the collaborative part-

nership are defined before the initiation of the col-

laboration. Once the final outcomes have been

agreed upon, it is extremely beneficial to keep

channels of communication open between the dif-

ferent team members involved in the partnership

to ensure clear, professional, and respectful

exchange of information between them. 

Periodic check-ins between the different parties

involved should be built into the partnership

expectations, along with an upward reporting

structure to ensure that the collaboration’s deliv-

erables are on task, and are still compliant with

the overarching goals. What also helps is to have

the team members who are involved in the collab-

oration be clear on their roles and responsibilities

towards the partnership deliverables. Having the

team members on the same page helps ensure

that conflicts are minimized (if any arise) and also

helps ensure efficiency and output of deliverables

within the expected timeline. 

As partnerships evolve—and include not just

intra-campus units, but units from other universi-

ties and the outside community—establishing

specific, measurable deliverables, along with the

functional requirements needed to produce these

deliverables, can ensure that the projects and part-

nerships do not stagnate or create any misunder-

standings. 

Collaborations between different units can

leverage the best resources and expertise to deliv-

er successful results for the institution. And fol-

lowing some of these tips for cooperative partner-

ships—many from my own personal experi-

ences—can help the institution increase adminis-

trative efficiencies and programmatic impact

through these combined services and resources. 

Salwa Ismail heads the Library Information Technology

Department at Georgetown University Libraries.

Inter-institutional collaboration requires
personal investment

By Sarah Jewett,
University of Maryland,
Baltimore County (UMBC)

The STEM Transfer (t-

STEM) Student Success

Initiative is an inter-institu-

tional collaboration

between UMBC and four

partner community colleges, including AACC,

CCBC, HCC, and MC.*  A central outcome for t-

STEM is to provide direct support for prospective

and current transfer students, and to facilitate a

successful transition for students between institu-

tions. The initiative reaches students through its

pre-transfer and peer mentorship services, as well

as its suite of online tools resources that can be

utilized by faculty, staff, and students (stemtrans-

fer.org).

This student-focused outcome requires extensive

institutional collaboration, the structure and ethos
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of which must be explicitly created and intentional-

ly nurtured over time. First, the structures must be

grounded in ways that are broad and deep. t-

STEM depends on the visible commitment of insti-

tutional leaders, as well as the work of intra- and

inter-institutional working groups of faculty and

staff who thoughtfully guide the direction of the

programming, and create the content for the online

tools and resources. These team members then con-

sult closely on the graphic design and technical

delivery of the online components.  

Second, the ethos of the initiative must be rooted

in relationships that are honest and trustworthy.

There are no shortcuts here. These kinds of relation-

ships require personal investment, professional

commitment, shared responsibility, and critical

reflection. They also rely on time for collaboration—

both face-to-face time to discuss and plan, as well as

online time to review and refine material. Threaded

throughout these elements is a willingness to con-

front some of the stereotypes of both two-year and

four-year institutions and redirect unproductive ten-

dencies to assume or ascribe blame. Taken together,

these processes yield products where student suc-

cess can take center stage, and everyone’s contribu-

tions to that goal are visible.

Ultimately, the work of t-STEM is to take the les-

sons learned from our local partnership, and to

translate them into a national model for collabora-

tion between two-year and four-year institutions

that integrates services, resources, and technologies. 

Note:  The STEM Transfer Student Success

Initiative is an innovative inter-institutional col-

laboration funded by a grant to UMBC from the

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.

*Anne Arundel Community College,

Community College of Baltimore County, Howard

Community College, Montgomery College, and

University of Maryland, Baltimore County.

Sarah Jewett is executive director of the t-STEM 

initiative at UMBC.

Strategy doesn’t have to mean sacrifice 
By Bill Muse, Schreiner
University

Collaboration between

academic officers, business

officers and faculty is the

cornerstone to effective

leadership at colleges and

universities. While this

might sound trite, when these three groups of

individuals come together to formulate in-depth

strategies and seek ways to align priorities and

budgets while being nimble enough to incorpo-

rate innovations, the result is powerful and effec-

tive. This collaboration can lead to higher enroll-

ment levels, academic freedom, and financial via-

bility while ensuring the successful education of

students.

A cohesive relationship between the Chief

Business Officer (CBO) and Chief Academic

Officer (CAO), or Provost, is a good place to start

and is essential to developing creative ideas for

college programs, while also being able to over-

come any inherent prejudices and budgeting

issues. The CBO and the Provost must be able to

talk through issues to find the commonality of

their goals in order to take the first step towards

implementing programs and technology to trans-

form the college experience.

While higher aspirations are always welcome,

some believe that enhancing educational value

while increasing affordability is an oxymoron,

with the only result being that one goal is

achieved at the expense of another. I’m fortunate

to have a solid relationship with Schreiner’s

Provost Charlie McCormick and together we are

always looking for the next big thing. We recently

were able to introduce a new undergraduate pro-

gram that enables students to graduate in three

years instead of four and introduce a textbook-in-

tuition model from Rafter. The new technology

solution provides students with significant sav-
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ings on course materials and ensures that they

will have all of their materials by the first day of

class. This is all accomplished without sacrificing

academic freedom.

The cost-savings from textbooks and transform-

ing the textbook business model is used to fund

experiential enhancements like studying abroad

and increasing internship and service-learning

opportunities that make a degree from Schreiner

even more valuable.

While the process of agreeing on an initiative,

holding planning sessions, educating the faculty,

hosting town hall meetings with students, present-

ing solutions to the president and winning the

board’s approval is an ambitious one, the rewards

are monumental. Collaboration across all levels of

higher education results in a true and memorable

impact on students’ educational experience.

Bill Muse has served as VP of Administration and

Finance at Schreiner University since 2011. Bill previ-

ously served as Associate Vice President for University

Planning, Budgeting and Analysis at The University of

Montana.

Moving past the “warm glow” 
takes effort

By Richard Ray, 
Hope College 

Collaboration is an idea

that most in higher educa-

tion find attractive. Yet,

most efforts at collabora-

tion fail to take root if they

do not move beyond the

initial warm glow of inter- or intra-institutional

friendliness. The following points can prove

helpful in establishing and sustaining fruitful

collaborations that serve the needs of all partners

and also stand the test of time:

1. Focus as much on the relationship as on the

project(s). Collaborators must—above all else—

deal with each other in a spirit of honesty.

Partnerships usually involve some degree of sac-

rifice for the accomplishment of mutual goals.

Being honest about the nature of those sacrifices

is important. 

2. Define the project's goals as precisely as

possible. Each partner should understand—and

be accountable for—the objectives to be pursued.

The best objectives are usually those that are

measurable according to mutually acceptable

timeframes. 

3. Specify who will be responsible for each

aspect of the project. This is standard stuff for

projects that are contained within a single unit or

institution, but sometimes overlooked in collabo-

rative efforts. Bear in mind that, depending on

the nature of the project, different institutional

partners may be responsible for a different num-

ber of objectives.

4. Evaluate the relationship regularly. How

well are the original goals for collaborating being

met? Is the circle of those within the participat-

ing institutions being widened, or is the collabo-

ration narrowly “owned” by one or two people?

Does the collaboration make financial sense for

both partners? What problems have been identi-

fied, and how can they be minimized? Have new

opportunities been identified?

Every collaboration takes on the “personality”

of its participants. Close attention to the human

aspects of the collaboration provides the flexibili-

ty that is required to make something that is

often hard to sustain both successful and pro-

ductive.

Richard Ray, provost and professor of Kinesiology, Hope

College, Holland Michigan, has served as Provost at

Hope College since 2010, where he has been a professor

of kinesiology since 1982. 



Working together means listening to all
voices and eliminating the blame game

By Crystal Sands, 
Excelsior College

One of the biggest strug-

gles for colleges across the

country is in preparing stu-

dents with the kinds of

written and oral communi-

cation skills they need as

professionals. The National Commission on

Writing reported that American companies are

spending billions of dollars annually to provide

additional training in writing for their employees. 

And, as colleges and universities work to pro-

vide more and better writing instructions for

their students, collaborating on Writing Across

the Curriculum (WAC) projects and initiatives

becomes a necessity.

The following tips are in no way comprehen-

sive, but summarize some of my biggest lessons

from working on WAC initiatives for nearly

twenty years, and, hopefully, give those who are

working on similar projects some things to con-

sider. 

1. We can’t solve writing problems with one

writing course—or even two—at the beginning

of a student’s academic career. Therefore, it is

necessary to teach writing in all classes, working

together to build upon the foundations begun

for students in introductory writing courses. 

2. The field of writing instruction provides

important research about assignment design,

process, and the evaluation of writing. Making

sure those who are versed in this research have

their voices heard at the institutional level is

imperative.

3. Writing faculty need to teach and listen

when it comes to working with faculty in other

disciplines, paying close attention to the writing

needs of specific disciplines. 

4. WAC committees should take advantage of

free resources that are available. Free writing

resources like the Excelsior College OWL pro-

vide support that can be used in any course that

requires writing. Sharing common resources is a

great way to build bridges for faculty—and stu-

dents. 

5. Finally, we have to stop playing the “blame

game” when it comes to writing issues. At every

level, we need to work to meet our students

where they are and provide them with the writ-

ing support they need. There are many reasons

why students struggle with writing, and we are

not helping anyone when writing faculty blame

public schools, when faculty in the disciplines

blame writing faculty, and so on. 

It takes a group effort—and a monumental

effort at that—to improve students’ writing skills

in a way that lasts their lifetimes. 

Crystal Sands, PhD, is the executive director of the

Excelsior College Online Writing Lab and has been teaching

college-level writing and working on writing across the cur-

riculum initiatives for nearly twenty years. 

Consider consortia to expand resources
By Karen Talentino, Saint Michael’s College

As the challenges to our

futures expand and

increase in potential

impact, it has become clear

to many of us that most

individual institutions do

not have the capacity to

develop successful strate-

gic responses completely on our own.  For insti-

tutions of higher education today, collaborations

are essential.

In order to provide a transformative student

experience we work across institutional divisions

to create an engaging and integrated curriculum

and co-curriculum. We accept that students are

learning 24/7 and we work together to articulate

12 August/September 2015 • www.eCampusNews.com
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learning outcomes and create learning opportu-

nities that acknowledge that fact. We are no

longer independent silos of academics, student

activities, residence life, financial aid, athletics,

and career and health services.  A number of

schools have combined offices, or created stu-

dent “hubs” that provide comprehensive, one-

stop support for students.  Without serious and

intentional collaboration, these efforts could not

be successful. 

With constrained budgets and increased com-

petition for students, most institutions are look-

ing for creative ways to expand resources for

student learning by looking beyond campus

boundaries and budgets. For example, most, if

not all institutions are members of at least sever-

al consortia, which may be aimed at administra-

tive cost-sharing, cross registration opportunities

(both local and online), joint academic or student

life programs, or any number of other objectives.

In addition, many undergraduate colleges have

articulation agreements with various universities

to facilitate post-graduate education for their stu-

dents. Inter-institutional collaborations are some

of the most exciting initiatives in higher educa-

tion today and will continue to an important

aspect of cost-savings and expanded opportunity

in the future.

Regardless of the type, here are a few sugges-

tions about how to make the most of any collab-

orative experience:

• Set aside enough time to work on the col-

laboration – it will require time, trust and

compromise

• Articulate a clear assessment plan and exit

strategy

• Learn from successful models – there are

lots of them

• Consider collaborations with institutions of

all types, not just those that are similar to

you

• Be aware of infrastructures and processes

that are set up for silos, not collaborations

• Publicize your successes

Although a collaboration can require more

effort than going it alone, at its best a collabora-

tion can lead to shared knowledge, enhanced

creativity, additional resources and better think-

ing. A collaboration encourages introspection

and clarity of articulation about goals and expec-

tations, creating a greater likelihood of a success-

ful outcome. 

Karen Talentino is a professor of Biology and vice presi-

dent for Academic Affairs at Saint Michael’s College

(VT).  She has been an academic administrator and biol-

ogy faculty member for nearly 40 years at several pri-

vate liberal arts colleges in New England.

“The important point is that the professor tried something out and we’re here to

support that and honor him or her for it, whether it worked or not. We see this is 

a great way to push innovation through the educational system.” 

eCN
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By Paige Francis, CIO at Fairfield University

Current buzzwords for technology are indicative

of how we want it to behave in any environment –

agile, responsive, integrative, nimble, and stream-

lined. The good news is that these attributes are

now commonly available in many of today’s solu-

tions. Yet implementing these flexible technologies

oftentimes proves difficult, not because of the tech-

nology itself, but because our funding models are

anything but agile and responsive. 

Indeed, the technology funding models we use

in higher education have handcuffed IT leaders to

archaic solutions that hinder our ability to truly

support our institutions’ ability to deliver a first-

rate teaching and learning environment in fiscally

sound ways.

The Way It Was
Historically, IT teams have built the campus

technology environment from the ground-up,

implementing hardware builds that require large

initial costs followed by routine large replacement

costs. Costs so large, in fact, that refresh cycles

became the norm – PC refresh, server refresh,

backup refresh and the like. These cyclical spend-

IT model, page 16

New funding models for innovation
From new student learning pathways to questioning the merit of the credit hour, and from the move to enterprise cloud solutions to

online learning models, colleges and universities are in innovation warp drive. Unfortunately, most funding models are stagnating

under antiquated institutional and state-based policies—how can these models restructure to support the innovation required of

today’s institutions? From an in-the-trenches perspective, Paige Francis of Fairfield University argues that nowhere is innovation most

prevalent, or critical, than in IT, and that only when institutional budgeting transitions from capital expenditures to operational dollars

will funding be “as nimble as the technology it supports,” and able to support innovation. From a broader state policy approach,

Martha J. Snyder, a senior associate at a public policy advocacy and consulting firm, believes that only when states restructure their

funding models to leverage state appropriations toward innovation and support outcomes-based funding will colleges and 

universities have the ability to successfully implement innovative strategies toward student success. These essays can also be read at

ecampusnews.com/symposium. There we also welcome your thoughts on this important topic. 

– Meris Stansbury, Editor

Funding America’s next top higher-ed IT model
Supporting new IT initiatives needed for today’s institutions means 
implementing funding models as nimble as the technology they support.
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By Martha J. Snyder, a senior associate at 

HCM Strategists, a public policy advocacy 

and consulting firm

Public finance literature makes clear that incen-

tives and alignment to objectives matter. How to

best translate this concept into effective policies

for higher education that support broader adop-

tion of innovative academic delivery models and

spur increased student completion remains large-

ly unresolved. For many states there is a persist-

ent disconnect between how public funds get

resourced to higher education and what the state

needs in return.  This is true of both what the

state invests (level of funding) and how the state

invests it (allocation model). 

Why Do We Need Innovation 
in Academic Delivery?

The graduation attainment needs for each

state, and the nation as a whole, can not be met

by simply increasing the success of “traditional”

college students: 18 year old, middle to upper-

class, non-minority students. According to

Lumina Foundation’s most recent Stronger

Nation report, the overall attainment rate for the

Policies, page 18

New funding models for innovation
From new student learning pathways to questioning the merit of the credit hour, and from the move to enterprise cloud solutions to

online learning models, colleges and universities are in innovation warp drive. Unfortunately, most funding models are stagnating

under antiquated institutional and state-based policies—how can these models restructure to support the innovation required of

today’s institutions? From an in-the-trenches perspective, Paige Francis of Fairfield University argues that nowhere is innovation most

prevalent, or critical, than in IT, and that only when institutional budgeting transitions from capital expenditures to operational dollars

will funding be “as nimble as the technology it supports,” and able to support innovation. From a broader state policy approach,

Martha J. Snyder, a senior associate at a public policy advocacy and consulting firm, believes that only when states restructure their

funding models to leverage state appropriations toward innovation and support outcomes-based funding will colleges and 

universities have the ability to successfully implement innovative strategies toward student success. These essays can also be read at

ecampusnews.com/symposium. There we also welcome your thoughts on this important topic. 

– Meris Stansbury, Editor

Rethinking state funding policies for innovation
How finance policy and state funding can be restructured to help institutions 
achieve better student outcomes.
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ing sprees were paid for as capital expenses,

which, as we all know, are planned for well in

advance. Very few operational dollars—which are

annually and more elastically budgeted for—were

needed to maintain these clunky, localized solu-

tions. Outside of staff compensation, operational

dollars were traditionally only used for software

licensing, training/development, and supplies. 

But technology, as its wont, changed, and in the

process, so did our funding requirements. Higher

education technology departments are moving

away from homegrown, large builds, and in-

house systems. The cloud has offered up better

solutions that are easier to manage for less money.

Why buy a cow when I can buy better milk

down the block for less money and I don’t need

to actually feed and house a cow? Why manage

numerous computer labs when students would

prefer to use their own devices in their own

spaces and I, in turn, could save precious real

estate and provide virtually everything the stu-

dents need for less cost and less maintenance?

Why endlessly build and harvest a server farm

when I can have someone else host my needs for

less, in a more secure environment, with near

zero man-hours?

A New Move, a New Problem
We are moving toward a more hosted technol-

ogy environment, which enables our IT work-

force to focus more on refining processes and

procedures, empowering us to work smarter and

harder on things that have an impact on an insti-

tution’s core mission and bottom line.  

With this trend comes a very real problem.

Current expenditures formerly known as capital

are now operational. Cloud, out-sourced, remote

solutions all typically involve a subscription or

routine monthly/annual fee. Not unlike technol-

ogy as a whole, individual technology solutions

today are pervasive, day-to-day, integrated prod-

ucts and services. 

In other words, technology is primarily opera-

tional. 

In a world where suddenly it’s not unheard of

for a university’s technology offering to directly

impact recruiting, attracting and/or retaining

students, technology matters more than ever.  If

a higher education institution is not willing to

morph its technology funding model to be as

nimble as we want our technology to be, IT lead-

ers will be forced to continue with legacy sys-

tems, regardless of whether or not they further

innovation or support the school’s core mission. 

How to Improve Funding for IT Today
Therefore, the question becomes, “How can

funding models be improved so that they sup-

port, rather than thwart, innovation?”

There exists no single pill that will remedy our

legacy funding models. It is, however, as easy as

1-2-3 to begin an internal dialogue to reform the

process within each institution: 

1. Understand the issue and the need. This is

massive change in process, procedure, and

Innovation
continued from page 14

As a technology leader, you need to be able to identify the innovative versus the

archaic, explain the funding dam that is occurring, and identify peer institutions

(as well as institutions that your administration seeks to emulate) that fund

innovation the way you want your institution to fund innovation. 
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mindset, and it is imperative that the issues be

thoroughly understood. Technology leadership

should lead this change process because we have

been selling change for decades. Same task, dif-

ferent audience. For years the discussion in high-

er ed has been selling change to a fearful audi-

ence made up of primarily faculty and rank-and-

file administration – technology use in the class-

room, new solution to better process invoices,

and easier ways for advisors to access advisee

information. Guess what? We’ve been successful

for the most part.

Technological change has moved for many

from scary to routine. So now funding for tech-

nology must undergo the same change process.

This step involves selling change to the business

stakeholders who have investments (both profes-

sional and institutional) in legacy business

processes where standard response for modifica-

tion in any way is, “Well, we’re just following

federal guidelines.” But we all know that these

guidelines are pliable and interpreted by differ-

ent institutions in different ways, and that cre-

ativity and openness can take down a host of

roadblocks.

As a technology leader, you need to be able to

identify the innovative versus the archaic,

explain the funding dam that is occurring, and

identify peer institutions (as well as institutions

that your administration seeks to emulate) that

fund innovation the way you want your institu-

tion to fund innovation. 

2. Right people, right time. The initial discus-

sions need to involve more movement over less

time. You need a roadmap to innovation, a clear

budget model mapped out, and all the main

players at the table – internal and external.

External includes everyone from leaders from

institutions doing it the right way to consultants

and even auditors. At the end of these discus-

sions, everyone sitting around the table needs to

feel a significant sense of urgency. This is a new

team-building opportunity, one that will help

break down any legacy silos and proffer continu-

ous dialogue.

3. Embrace collaboration. In technology col-

laborations we should no longer expect to work

in absolutes. Directives and mandates of technol-

ogy development and implementation are no

longer attractive or tolerated, and the same

should be true for creating new technology fund-

ing models. Expect to collaborate with a healthy

dose of give and take throughout all processes. 

As an example, just because you sell a new

cloud computing initiative that results in an

unheard-of operational increase, doesn’t mean

you won’t need to spread it out over three fiscal

years instead of jumping all in within one. This

is finance and budgeting not Veruca Salt and

her golden goose. 

Technology exists to provide value, service,

and opportunity for improvement for all univer-

sity departments and stakeholders. Technology

can only serve its purpose if it is agile and

responsive to the mission it serves. Therefore, it

only makes sense that an institution needs to

develop a funding model as nimble as the tech-

nology it supports. eCN

Technology exists to provide value,
service, and opportunity for
improvement for all university
departments and stakeholders.
Technology can only serve its
purpose if it is agile and responsive
to the mission it serves. Therefore, it
only makes sense that an institution
needs to develop a funding model as
nimble as the technology it supports. 
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nation is 40 percent. Most concerning are the

gaps that exist between the overall rate and spe-

cific student groups – with the attainment rate of

African Americans at 28.1 percent and Native

Americans and Hispanics at 23.9 percent and

20.3 percent, respectively. 

The capacity of higher education must be

expanded to better serve a more diverse group

of students. And, as illustrated in the 2014 SHEF

report, this must be done on an overall base of

state support that has declined per student,

resulting in tuition becoming an increasing

source of revenue for institutions. According to

Moody’s, this declining base of support from

states is not likely to grow. As a result of this

increased reliance on tuition: 

• Costs are increasingly shifting to students.

This makes shorter-time to degree, lower-

cost opportunities and pathways (including

competency-based and prior learning), and

well structured need-based financial aid

models even more essential for all students,

particularly low-income students; 

• The enrollment and retention incentive for

institutions is increased. As such, adoption

of models such as competency-based educa-

tion or prior learning assessment comes at

an increased opportunity cost, absent other

non-enrollment based revenue streams. 

• The ability of states to drive change

toward outcomes and completion is more

limited. However, state appropriations

remain the largest single source of revenue

for institutions and can be leveraged in

ways that alter the business model. 

As documented in the New America

Foundation’s report, Cracking the Credit Hour,

many of these barriers are grounded in the out-

moded notion that the credit hour equals learn-

ing. The credit hour, therefore, has become the

primary driver and structure upon which higher

education – and the funding that supports it – is

built. This structure limits the ability for institu-

tions to accelerate the adoption of alternative,

innovative, and lower-cost pathways. 

What types of Innovations can Expand
Capacity and Improve Completion?

Innovations in higher education include those

within the traditional model of higher education

to those that significantly break down the tradi-

tional models and parameters. Examples of this

range include:  

• Structured programs designed to take less

time with higher success rates. Examples

of this would include degree pathways or

accelerated models (such as the CUNY

ASAP model). Under these models, per stu-

dent costs per term are likely higher, but

per student costs per completion are lower

and the return on investment is higher. 

• Learning assessed from multiple sources

contributing toward and leading to a cre-

dential. This would include competency-

based education models that allow students

to progress toward a degree through the

demonstration of skills and knowledge.

These models are not based in the tradition-

al credit-hour construct of postsecondary

education allowing students to accelerate at

their own pace, once content and competen-

cies are mastered. 

Two Ways Finance Policy can Better
Support Innovation

Financing locks in how we deliver, and who

delivers, education with no financial rationale

for acceleration or collaboration. 

Below I focus primarily on state general oper-

ating support to institutions, but there are other

finance policies that can be examined and better

aligned to support adoption of innovative aca-

demic models. These include changing institu-

Policies 
continued from page 15



tional tuition and state financial aid policies to

support students to take competency-based pro-

grams. For example, differential and flat-rate

tuition policies can charge students in more flexi-

ble ways than purely by credit hours completed.

1. Leveraging state appropriations to 

advance innovation

This single source of revenue for public insti-

tutions generally makes up a greater proportion

of revenue for comprehensive or regional four-

year institutions and community colleges than

that of high-level research universities. 

The relatively decreased proportion of rev-

enue from state dollars makes the imperative

greater for the state to direct its investment more

significantly in a way that will support state pri-

orities and advance objectives not already cov-

ered by other revenue sources institutions

receive. In simple terms, this would mean states

more directly invest in completion of programs

and degrees and not solely on FTE or a constant

base-plus approach (generally disconnected from

any state policy objectives). 

2. Outcomes-based funding to support 

innovation

In an effort to address some of these underly-

ing challenges, several states are turning to a

concept called outcomes-based funding. The

concept is an evolved and refined form of per-

formance-based funding models, inherently

meant to provide incentives for institutions to

support completion of degree programs, as well

as other priorities, such as enrollment and com-

pletion of underserved student populations (for

example, adult, low-income, minority).  

Outcomes-based funding that results in a sig-

nificant portion of the state’s investment allocat-

ed based on degree or program completion, as

well as the success of underserved students, can

more directly support the adoption of innovative

academic delivery models. Directing a significant

source of revenue based on degree completion

can change the underlying business model for

institutions and create a financial incentive that

does not otherwise exist: 

• Support advancement and timely comple-

tion of students. These models can help to

decouple an institution’s revenue from a

purely enrollment incentive. As a result,

there is an underlying financial incentive

for institutions to restructure academic pro-

grams, or adopt more expansive innovative

models that help students advance more

quickly through programs.  Articulation of

transfer credit would have a greater finan-

cial return for institutions in an outcomes-

driven environment so long as the “lost

cost” from tuition revenue is offset by

returns in state dollars. Similarly, competen-

cy-based models would be less costly (and

have greater return) for institutions as they

would support the advancement and more

timely completion of degree programs. 

• Create incentives for institutions to focus

on underserved populations. From a state

policy and institution perspective, it costs

more to educate less prepared and less

resourced students. State finance policies

need to finance higher education in a way

that encourages institutions to serve these

students and recoup the costs. Without this,

the costs will limit the scaling of these

strategies needed for higher completion and

will also not support expanding capacity to

serve more students. 

Limitations of Today’s Outcomes-Based
Funding Models

While outcomes-based funding is an increasing-

ly popular concept (some 35 states were develop-

ing or implementing some form of outcomes-

based funding in fiscal year 2015), there is wide

variation in the design and level of funding associ-

ated with completion supported by these models. 
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As indicated in the HCM report Driving

Better Outcomes, only two states (Ohio and

Tennessee) have seemingly significant portions of

their state investment based on student progress

and completion. Nearly all other models direct

only minimal amounts of state investment based

on these measures, with the majority remaining

aligned to enrollment or a base allocation calcu-

lation. These policies may be enough to focus an

institution’s attention on student success, but are

likely not enough to encourage significant

adjustment of the overall business or academic

model. 

The other notable limitation is one of design.

In many cases the student progression measures

reflected in the funding models remain largely

based on accumulating certain numbers of cred-

its. While these benchmarks support the

advancement of students they still provide barri-

ers for institutions to adopt innovative models

not inherently based on the credit hour. States

have started to pursue establishment of credit

equivalencies that can be used to align these

models within the common construct of the cred-

it hour. Nonetheless, continued reliance in whole

or part on the credit hour does not provide a

clean connection between the innovative model

and the finance model trying to support it. 

There are certainly barriers to innovation

beyond state-level finance. Federal student aid

programs grounded in credit hours and more

standard measures of academic progress.

Accreditation systems as well as programmatic

approval processes can also limit openness to

innovation. 

Further, solving the problem is not as simple

as states adopting outcomes-based funding mod-

els. True expansion of innovation and capacity

will require states to examine the entirety of

higher education finance, including how and

how much is invested in direct support to insti-

tutions; the state investment and design of need-

based aid programs to allow students to access

and progress through education more flexibly;

and how tuition policies are structured. 

Policies 
continued from page 19

August/September: New Models for Funding Innovation
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October/November: Rethinking Accreditation for a New Age. Deadline 9/1
From online learning to concerns about graduation rates and student loan debt, accreditation is coming under the
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5 massive MOOC lessons learned 
by colleges and universities
Recent best practices and research from adventurous,
innovative colleges and universities yield 5 takeaways
about MOOC implementation.

http://www.ecampusnews.com/top-news/
massive-mooc-lessons-318/

The best strategy for managing
disruptive innovation in higher ed
A tale of two disruptive innovation implementation
case studies provides best practices for interested
institutions.

http://www.ecampusnews.com/
top-news/managing-disruptive-innovation-280/

Should there be a “driver’s license”
for online programs?
Utilizing the State Authorization Reciprocity Agreement
could be the key to reaching a national standard on
recognizing online degree programs.
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online-program-success-085/

5 rising IT trends going into fall 2015
Cloud app migration, multi-layered security, some top
initiatives for IT departments going into the fall semester.
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it-trends-fall-577/ 

Pricing online vs. on-campus courses
Initial investigation aims to get the ball rolling on
understanding course pricing at today’s institutions.
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pricing-online-courses-161/ 
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All change: Taking the enterprise 
into the cloud 
As universities migrate enterprise applications to the cloud, change 
management—not technical challenges—is proving to be the 
biggest hurdle of all. 

By Andrew Barbour

Go ahead and call it: 2015 is the year when

higher education finally accepted that the cloud

offers advantages its institutions simply can't

match. Gone is the suspicion that the cloud is a

Wild West of drive-by FERPA violations and

nonexistent security; gone is the fear that schools

will lose ownership of their data. Today, schools

are focused on the upside of cloud deployments

for everything from LMSs to SISs—and that

upside can be truly significant. But even as earli-

er fears about the cloud have subsided, new

challenges have arisen. These challenges tend to

be more organizational than technical, but they

are nevertheless forcing complete rethinks in

campus IT departments nationwide, and causing

major upheaval along the way.

“The challenge that we're hearing from all of

our campuses is change management,” said Shel

Waggener, senior vice president of Internet2, a

nonprofit consortium of higher ed institutions,

companies, and education networks focused on

advanced networking technologies. “Even those

institutions that were early cloud adopters are

really struggling with the pace of change man-

agement and the impact it's having across areas

that haven't had to change for a very long time.” 

Ignoring these looming changes is not really

an option, however, since few IT university

shops can afford to pass up what the cloud has

to offer: Cost savings, better performance and

uptime, increased flexibility, and tighter security

are all quantifiable benefits offered by cloud

deployments that are handled properly.

“ I don't want to make too blanket a state-

ment, but we just know the cloud works,” said

Ted Dodds, CIO and vice president for informa-

tion technologies at Cornell University. “The

value is almost unequivocally there and it's just a

matter of how you harvest that value. That does-

n't mean everything fits in the cloud, but when

we contemplate a new service or business

process, we look to the cloud first for a solution.” 

Reorganizing IT
But migrating enterprise IT services to the

cloud—and managing them there—is far from a

fire-and-forget operation. It requires different

skill sets, different knowledge, and a different

approach. Helping IT staffers—as well as those

in departments ranging from legal to finance—

manage this transition may have as much impact

on the success of an organization's migration to

the cloud as the technological underpinnings

themselves.

“The technology side of things is really not the

issue,” said Dodds. “The impact on campus is

much more around how you handle changing

from an approach where you build or buy your

own solutions—and run them—to basically bro-

kering services provided by others.”

Obviously, the biggest impact of any cloud

migration will be felt in the IT department,

which at most institutions is currently built

around such tasks as server administration, data-

base administration, and desktop support.

“The skill sets we need today and tomorrow

are different from the ones that we have in great
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abundance on campus today,” said Dodds. “It's

not that we don't need these skills anymore, but

we need a different sort of category. We probably

need a smaller number of more senior, deeper

technical resources than in the past, and some

roles and responsibilities will probably phase

out.”

Talk like this inevitably sparks anxiety among

IT staffers about job security. “You have to really

help people see where the department is head-

ing, otherwise they just see their jobs going

away,” said Sue Workman, CIO and vice presi-

dent of information technology services at Case

Western Reserve University, which recently tran-

sitioned its PeopleSoft ERP to the AT&T cloud

platform. To facilitate the university's transition

to cloud-based services, Case Western is devel-

oping training plans to help staffers shift to new

positions, as well as a strategic plan that shows

what new positions will become available.

“Being as proactive as you can is really a good

thing,” added Workman.

Cornell recently asked all 700 of its IT staff to

do a self-assessment of their skills and then com-

pared those with a list of the skills that the uni-

versity thought would be needed in the next five

years. “There were some significant gaps

between the two,” recalled Dodds, adding that

the university is now launching professional

development and training programs “so that we

can move as many of our staff as quickly as pos-

sible into this new environment without break-

ing our operational services that we have to

maintain at the same time.” 

While staffers can often be retrained to fill

new roles, IT departments must also recognize

that, in some cases, the new positions will sim-

ply not be a good fit for them. A cloud environ-

ment requires a new breed of service owners

who are responsible for everything from conceiv-

ing the scope of a service to developing a P&L,

writing a business plan, and then marketing the

service. “You can't take superb technical peo-

ple—people who know how to keep a product

tuned and functioning—and suddenly expect

them to sprout those capabilities,” said Dodds.

“It's a different dimension: It is a horizontal

dimension to what traditionally in IT has been a

vertical specialization in technology.”

While restructuring any organization along

radically new lines is difficult, the problem is

compounded by the tremendous speed at which

these changes are occurring. “Three years ago

there would have been no more than a handful

of IT organizations on campuses that had job

descriptions with explicit cloud responsibilities

built into them,” said Waggener. “That is just no

longer viable.”

Indeed, there is a certain urgency among col-

leges now to ensure they have the right staff in

place for this new cloud-centric world. “If you

don't have quality people who understand how

to inter-operate in cloud environments or in a

Cloud, page 24
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hybrid environment, that's a problem,” said

Waggener. “In the cloud, if you don't do it right

you can really run into difficulties.”

Changing the Mindset
Without doubt, some colleges are experiencing

difficulty moving IT services to the cloud

because their staffs are clinging to an old mind-

set of how things are done. “I see a lot of institu-

tions mess that up,” said Lige Hensley, chief

technology officer at Indiana's Ivy Tech

Community College, which is saving millions of

dollars in the area of analytics alone by utilizing

the cloud. “Their brains aren't wrapped around

how to use the cloud. They're taking an on-

premise approach and trying to apply it in the

cloud. It doesn't work that way and it's going to

cost a whole lot more. You have to shift your

thinking.” 

To assist in this shift, Ivy Tech brought some-

one from Amazon Web Services to Indiana to do

a training session with 15 staff members. “We

actually took a fair number of steps to get our

folks to understand how best to utilize the cloud

technology, because it's not going to get you any-

where if you use it the way you use traditional

technology,” said Hensley.

Changing campus IT mindsets is a problem

encountered by vendors, too. 

“At the same time institutions are facing

changes in the model for higher education, IT is

facing similar challenges. Clearly, IT plays a criti-

cal role in enabling institutions to leverage tech-

nology to enable business change. It will be

interesting to see how IT organizations are able

to make the necessary changes as they adopt to

new business models,” said Connor Gray, Chief

Strategy Office of Campus Management.

“Campus Management has already helped many

of our clients transition to the cloud by offering a

robust set of options – from simple out-of-the-

box solutions to more robust cloud solutions that

allow for advanced integration with third-party

applications. We have also added cloud training

at our annual users conference – CampusInsight

– to provide IT professionals with actionable

insights regarding how to effectively leverage

the cloud and to sharpen their skillsets.”

Mark Armstrong, Oracle's vice president for

higher education product development, noted

that it can be difficult for college IT departments

to give up the sense of control that comes from

maintaining their own systems. He's seen this

firsthand as schools migrate their Oracle ERPs to

the cloud. “A hands-on approach doesn't work

in a cloud environment,” he noted. “If an admin-

istrator requests a feature change, you cannot

just go in and create a patch.”

The Need for Standardization
The level of standardization needed in the

cloud is one of the most difficult aspects for cam-

pus IT shops to accept, according to Armstrong.

Before a migration can even begin, the data must

first be cleaned up, which can involve significant

Cloud
continued from page 23

“At the same time institutions are facing changes in the model for higher education,

IT is facing similar challenges. Clearly, IT plays a critical role in enabling institutions to

leverage technology to enable business change. It will be interesting to see how IT

organizations are able to make the necessary changes as they adopt to new business

models.” —Connor Gray, Chief Strategy Office of Campus Management. 
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effort depending on how it has been collected

over time. And once the service is in the cloud,

IT staffers must recognize that they cannot sim-

ply customize it as they see fit.

In the view of Cornell's Dodds, the propensity

of IT shops to customize applications for the per-

ceived unique needs of their institutions is a mis-

take. “There is a tendency for universities to

emphasize how they are different rather than

how they are the same—we all want to be our

own snowflake,” he said. “But, underneath it all,

a lot more is the same from university to univer-

sity than really is a differentiator.”

Encouraging universities to accept a level of

standardization in the cloud is one of the goals

of Internet2's Net+ initiative, which strives to

provide its members with access to a suite of

scalable cloud offerings specifically tailored to

the needs of higher education. Blackboard,

Azure, Canvas, and Box are among the dozens of

cloud services and applications currently avail-

able through Net+, all of which are peer-

reviewed by other higher ed institutions for

security, accessibility, and performance. “Instead

of having universities deploy services with huge

diversity locally, they can consume cloud servic-

es in a much more common way,” explained

Waggener. 

While some IT shops may chafe at efforts to

standardize technical cloud specs, standardiza-

tion can actually help minimize the upheaval felt

in other departments on campus. For instance,

Net+ expends a lot of effort negotiating baseline

contracts for each cloud service, which can be a

real boon for university legal offices that often

have little or no experience dealing with cloud

contractual issues.

“Once a cloud service is on Net+, it really

helps speed up the negotiation phase of a con-

tract,” said Workman. “Net+ goes through a real-

ly huge workload to get the contract to a point

that they think is sufficient. Universities, on the

other hand, don't have a whole team of negotia-

tors available to work six months on every con-

tract.”

Whether a school works through Net+ or not,

cloud deployments will inevitably cause some

disruption in departments that work closely with

IT. At Ivy Tech, for example, the finance depart-

ment struggled with the concept of costing in the

cloud. “Internally, our folks were used to us buy-

ing an asset like a server that they could list as a

capital expense and depreciate over three or five

years,” said Hensley. “But it doesn't work that

way in the cloud—you pay as you go. It took

some time for our finance folks to understand

the concept of utility computing.”

Focus on the Mission
While the organizational changes required by

the migration of enterprise services into the

cloud can be daunting, the alternative—doing

nothing—is not a viable long-term strategy.

External pressures for greater security, better per-

formance, and lower costs will ultimately push

even the most heel-dragging naysayers into the

cloud. As painful as these changes may be,

schools must also recognize that the cloud offers

a way to free themselves of commodity IT in

favor of initiatives that ultimately benefit their

institutions even more—and help differentiate

them from other schools. 

“Seventy percent of our cost structure is peo-

ple,” said Dodds. “If we can find ways to take

that 70% and apply it as closely as possible to the

mission, then we are doing the right thing for the

university.”

Andrew Barbour is a contributing editor for eCampus

News.

eCN
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Tech-Enabled Services 

Admissions turn to AI to transform
dormant leads
Los Angeles entertainment schools turn to an artificial intelligence 
application to help increase new student engagement from zero 
percent to 19-22 percent over two years.

By Bridget McCrea

Stephanie is a great conversationalist, always

willing to follow-up with every student lead and

determining a student’s interest in attending the

school. What some may not know is that

Stephanie isn’t human.

A for-profit college that offers associate and

bachelor degrees in entertainment-related majors,

The Los Angeles Film School and the Los

Angeles Recording School both rely on technolo-

gy to engage and educate students.

Open since 1999, the schools recently started

using technology to more effectively connect with

prospective students who might have either

selected another institution or not attended

film/recording school at all.

The initiative dates back to 2013, when Ben

Chaib, vice president of admissions and marketing

for both schools, learned about a new application

that used artificial intelligence (AI) to generate

interest and engagement among prospects. “I went

to a leads conference in Las Vegas,” says Chaib,

“where I attended a breakout session and heard

someone talking about how he used Conversica’s

AI technology to generate more engagement in the

auto industry. I was fascinated.”

With Conversica’s connection to higher educa-

tion not immediately evident, Chaib started think-

ing about how well something other than an auto-

responder would be at attracting and connecting

with new recruits.

At the time, he says the schools’ engagement

rate on this level was zero percent. The fact that

school representatives weren’t getting much

engagement via the emails that they were sending

out helped cement Chaib’s assertion that a new

solution was in order.

“Auto-responders are basically just mass, push

email marketing pieces. Students just don’t respond

well to these efforts,” says Chaib, who, while at the

Las Vegas conference, visited Conversica’s booth

and asked if he could test out the tool. Los Angeles

Film School proceeded to test 10,000 leads that had

already been classified as “dormant” (those that

were sitting for at least 90 days with zero contacts

during that time). “We saw immediate results when

we started using the AI tool.”

Freeing Up Humans in Higher Ed
Conversica’s technology utilizes an artificial

intelligence “persona” to interact with hundreds

(or thousands) of prospective student leads from

interest to intent to attend – and without human

intervention.

The AI persona named “Stephanie” (by the

school), initiates email conversations with incom-

ing student recruiting leads. Stephanie also reads

replies, extracts information, and interprets the

student’s intention and sentiment based on word

classification specific to email marketing.

Carl Landers, Conversica’s senior vice president

and chief marketing officer, calls Stephanie a “vir-

tual admissions assistant” and says she’s especial-

ly good at separating the wheat from the chafe

and weeding out the tire kickers. “People respond

to her because she’s very human and lifelike in

nature,” says Landers, who sees potential applica-

tions of AI in various settings in higher education,
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where using physical or telepresence robots can be

costly and/or difficult to implement.

“We’re using AI to solve problems,” says

Landers. “Our objective is to free up humans

from repetitive tasks that can be automated and

give them more opportunity to be creative, have

human conversations, and connect with people in

a real way.”

Chaib says one of Stephanie’s biggest advan-

tages is the consistent enthusiasm that comes

across during her virtual conversations with

prospects. “She presents questions that ensure

that the prospect has been serviced and that he or

she has received all of the desired information,”

says Chaib. If those aren’t reached, the program

connects the student with a live representative for

further support. “This technology serves as a liai-

son between the prospect and the admissions

rep,” says Chaib. “It’s a perfect pairing.”

A Tiered Engagement Approach
These days, when a new student registers on

LA Film School’s or LA Recording School’s web-

site, he or she receives an email with the appro-

priate school’s name in the subject line. The email

includes a few simple questions (i.e., Have you

received the requested information? Is this your

correct phone number?), and then reaches out in a

few more days to confirm more information. The

system makes about 6-8 attempts to engage the

student in this manner.

“Once the prospective student engages, the sys-

tem assigns an admissions rep and again confirms

the phone number,” says Chaib. “Stephanie then

follows up about 24 hours later to see if the stu-

dent needs anything else and to make sure he or

she received the requested outreach.” If the stu-

dent hasn’t been contacted, Chaib is alerted

immediately via email.

This tiered approach to customer engagement

– similar to strategies that are being used suc-

cessfully in the corporate world – has helped

increase the schools’ engagement on older leads

to 19 – 22 percent.

Conversions (turning a prospect into an

enrolled student) have also increased, growing

from 2-3 percent on average to a current 4-6 per-

cent. In total, Chaib estimates that the tool has

helped the schools convert an additional 250

prospects (on top of those students they already

signed up in the traditional manner) into students

over the last two years.

Excited About the Future
According to Chaib, the schools took a sly

approach to introducing the new technology to its

admissions reps, knowing that not all of them

would readily embrace the new tool. Instead of

telling them that they would be using a new

application, they let the reps assume that

Stephanie was a real person. “We had people ask-

ing to take her out to lunch to thank for all of her

great work,” Chaib says, laughing, “in helping

them reach their students more effectively.”

Chaib, who eventually brought his team

together and told everyone on it that Stephanie

was actually a virtual, AI persona, says taking

that simple, sneaky approach helped ensure suc-

cessful adoption of the technology. “People don’t

feel like they owe anything to a tool,” says Chaib,

“but when they think they’re being held account-

able by another human, they reacted differently.”

Going forward, Chaib would like to see

Conversica evolve into a “full student lifecycle

tool” that stays with pupils from the first contact

all the way through to graduation. A student who

misses a few too many classes during a semester,

for example, could receive the intervention neces-

sary to avoid dropping out.

Conversely, the tool could be used to recognize

student success and even engage them post-grad-

uation, when they become alumni. “I really see

this as a full lifecycle product that can do a lot for

us,” says Chaib. “I’m excited to see what the

future holds.”

Bridget McCrea is an editorial freelancer with 

eCampus News.

eCN
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Oh, the Places Credentials Go!

Oh, the Places 
  Credentials Go!

WHERE
are credentials 

SHARED TODAY?

LOVE

Parchment asked recent postsecondary graduates,  
“Now that you’ve earned your credential, how are you 

going to use it?”

Learn more about how students keep their transcripts, diplomas and 
other credentials handy, why they scan them and what they’d love to have 

Registrars do to help them turn their credentials into opportunities. 
(Hint: It’s all about becoming more marketable.) 
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Registrars do to help them turn their credentials into opportunities. 
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Oh, the Places 
  Credentials Go!

WHERE
are credentials 

SHARED TODAY?

LOVE

Parchment asked recent postsecondary graduates,  
“Now that you’ve earned your credential, how are you 

going to use it?”

Learn more about how students keep their transcripts, diplomas and 
other credentials handy, why they scan them and what they’d love to have 

Registrars do to help them turn their credentials into opportunities. 
(Hint: It’s all about becoming more marketable.) 
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