
THE EDUCATION TRUST |   USING DATA TO IMPROVE STUDENT OUTCOMES |  MAY 2016   1

EDUCATION TRUST HIGHER EDUCATION PRACTICE GUIDE #2

Using Data to Improve Student Outcomes:
Learning From Leading Colleges
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Leaders at four universities share how they used data to mobilize  
broad-scale action and dramatically improve student success. 

Florida State University
San Diego State University
University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire
Georgia State University
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Using Data to Improve Student Outcomes:
Learning From Leading Colleges

INTRODUCTION
All across the country, leaders in colleges and universities are 
asking the same question: What can we do to improve student 
success, especially for the low-income students and students of 
color whose graduation rates often lag behind? By now, college 
leaders understand that just adding an initiative or two — a 
First-Year Experience, a few learning communities or freshman 
seminars, a new tutoring or multicultural center — typically 
ZRQ·W�EH�VXIÀFLHQW��8QOHVV�VWXGHQW�VXFFHVV�LV�D�FRUH�YDOXH�DQG�
broadly felt responsibility throughout the institution as a 
ZKROH��LW�LV�KDUG�WR�EXGJH�H[LVWLQJ�SDWWHUQV�RI�VWXGHQW�VXFFHVV�

But how does one build that institution-wide sense of 
responsibility and mount the broad-scale action necessary to 
dramatically improve student success?

If you ask the leaders at the fastest gaining institutions, they 
KDYH�D�YDULHW\�RI�DQVZHUV��&OHDUO\��QR�VLQJOH�VWUDWHJ\�ZRUNV�
HYHU\ZKHUH��%XW�DW�WKH�FRUH�RI�DOO�RI�WKHLU�VWUDWHJLHV�LV�D�YHU\�
GLIIHUHQW�XVH�RI�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�GDWD��1R�ORQJHU�MXVW�WKH�VWXII�RI�
institutional reports to various government agencies, data are 
XVHG�WKURXJKRXW�LQVWLWXWLRQV�WR�PRELOL]H�DFWLRQ�

Transforming the use of data from primarily a compliance 
exercise to a platform for action, though, is easier said than 
GRQH��6R�ZH�WUDYHOOHG�WR�IRXU�XQXVXDOO\�VXFFHVVIXO�XQLYHUVLWLHV�
WR�OHDUQ�DERXW�KRZ�WKH\�XVHG�GDWD�DQG�ZKHUH�LW�OHG�WKHP�

This simple guide, intended to help college leaders begin or 
re-energize the change process in their own institutions, is the 
SURGXFW�RI�WKRVH�YLVLWV�

FAST IMPROVERS IN STUDENT SUCCESS

Florida State University, with more than 31,000 students, is 
D�TXLQWHVVHQWLDO�ODUJH�SXEOLF�UHVHDUFK�XQLYHUVLW\��+LVWRULFDOO\��WKH�
JUDGXDWLRQ�UDWH�JDS�EHWZHHQ�ZKLWH�DQG�XQGHUUHSUHVHQWHG��850��
students had not been large, but rates for both student groups 
ZHUH�ORZ��%HWZHHQ������DQG�������WKH�JUDGXDWLRQ�UDWH�IRU�ZKLWH�
students increased by 13 percentage points — from 65 percent 
WR����SHUFHQW��/LNHZLVH��WKH�UDWH�IRU�850�VWXGHQWV�JUHZ�IURP�
���SHUFHQW�WR����SHUFHQW��'XULQJ�WKH�VDPH�SHULRG��)ORULGD�6WDWH�
continued to increase diversity with the percent of Pell Grant 
UHFLSLHQWV�ULVLQJ�IURP����SHUFHQW�LQ������WR����SHUFHQW�LQ������
DQG�SHUFHQW�850�LQFUHDVLQJ�IURP����SHUFHQW�WR����SHUFHQW��

San Diego State University is a diverse public university  
ZLWK�/DWLQR�VWXGHQWV�FRPSULVLQJ����SHUFHQW�RI�XQGHUJUDGXDWHV��
In the past decade, as the campus began to prioritize student 
VXFFHVV��JUDGXDWLRQ�UDWHV�IRU�/DWLQR�VWXGHQWV�QHDUO\�GRXEOHG�
IURP����SHUFHQW�LQ������WR����SHUFHQW�LQ�������0HDQZKLOH��
the overall graduation rate improved from 38 percent to 66 
SHUFHQW��7KHVH�JDLQV�RFFXUUHG�DORQJVLGH�LQFUHDVHG�HQUROOPHQW�
IRU�850�VWXGHQWV�DQG�3HOO�*UDQW�UHFLSLHQWV��

,Q�������RQO\����SHUFHQW�RI�ÀUVW�WLPH��IXOO�WLPH�VWXGHQWV�DW�WKH�
University of Wisconsin–Eau Claire were Pell Grant  

UHFLSLHQWV��,Q�������PRUH�WKDQ�D�TXDUWHU�RI�WKHP�UHFHLYHG�3HOO��
'XULQJ�WKLV�SHULRG�RI�H[SDQGHG�DFFHVV��WKH�XQLYHUVLW\�DOVR�VDZ�
JUDGXDWLRQ�UDWHV�IRU�850�VWXGHQWV�JURZ�VLJQLÀFDQWO\��%HWZHHQ�
�����DQG�������JUDGXDWLRQ�UDWHV�IRU�850�VWXGHQWV�QHDUO\�
doubled, increasing from 36 percent to nearly 70 percent, 
which was — at that time — higher than the institution’s 
RYHUDOO�JUDGXDWLRQ�UDWH��+RZHYHU��WKLV�WUHPHQGRXV�JURZWK�VDZ�
VRPH�VHWEDFNV�LQ������DQG�������&XUUHQWO\��WKH�JUDGXDWLRQ�UDWH�
IRU�850�VWXGHQWV�LV����SHUFHQW��ZKLFK�LV����SHUFHQWDJH�SRLQWV�
KLJKHU�WKDQ�LW�ZDV�LQ������

A truly urban institution, Georgia State University occupies 
EXLOGLQJV�DPRQJ�WKH�VN\VFUDSHUV�JUDFLQJ�WKH�$WODQWD�VN\OLQH�
Embracing a mission to educate a diverse population, Georgia 
6WDWH�KDV�HYROYHG�WR�UHÁHFW�WKH�FLW\�LW�FDOOV�KRPH��0RUH�WKDQ�KDOI�
����SHUFHQW��RI�IUHVKPHQ�LQ������UHFHLYHG�D�3HOO�*UDQW��XS�IURP�
���SHUFHQW�LQ�������%HWZHHQ������DQG�������WKH�SHUFHQWDJH�RI�
850�VWXGHQWV�DPRQJ�XQGHUJUDGXDWHV�JUHZ�IURP����SHUFHQW�WR�
���SHUFHQW��2YHU�WKLV�VDPH�SHULRG��JUDGXDWLRQ�UDWHV�IRU�850�
VWXGHQWV�MXPSHG�IURP����SHUFHQW�WR����SHUFHQW��D�KLJKHU�UDWH�
WKDQ�WKHLU�ZKLWH�SHHUV��,Q�IDFW��WKH�JDS�LQ�JUDGXDWLRQ�UDWHV�FORVHG�
LQ������DQG�KDV�UHPDLQHG�WKDW�ZD\�VLQFH��

HOW THESE LEADERS USED DATA 
LAUNCHING A CAMPUS-WIDE IMPROVEMENT EFFORT 

In every institution we visited, leaders used data to call the 
campus community to action to address and remove obstacles 
WR�VWXGHQW�VXFFHVV��7KHVH�GDWD�QHHGHG�WR�WHOO�D�FRPSHOOLQJ�
story that would help inspire those who want to take the next 
VWHS�LQ�LPSURYHPHQW�HIIRUWV��7KHUH�ZHUH�VLPLODULWLHV�LQ�WKH�
types of student outcomes data that resonated within each 
LQVWLWXWLRQ��%XW�GLIIHUHQFHV�LQ�WKH�VWRU\OLQH�WKDW�WLHG�WKH�GDWD�
with the unique history and mission of each campus played 
D�VLJQLÀFDQW�UROH�LQ�ZKDW�UHVRQDWHG�GHHSO\��KRZ�TXLFNO\�WKH�
call to action was created, and how the college took action to 
LPSURYH�RXWFRPHV���

The examples at each institution describe a key catalytic moment 
LQ�WKH�HYROXWLRQ�RI�LPSURYHPHQW�HIIRUWV�RQ�WKHLU�FDPSXVHV�

/HDGHUV�IURP�San Diego State describe the gap in graduation 
UDWHV�EHWZHHQ�850�VWXGHQWV�DQG�WKHLU�SHHUV�DV�WKH�PRWLYDWLQJ�
SRLQW�WKDW�KHOSHG�WKHP�WR�JDOYDQL]H�DFWLRQ��,Q�DQ�DGGUHVV�WR�
WKH�IDFXOW\�VHQDWH��WKHQ�3UHVLGHQW�6WHSKHQ�:HEHU�WDONHG�RI�WKH�
many ways in which the faculty had worked toward — and 
DWWDLQHG�³�H[FHOOHQFH�RYHU�WKH�\HDUV��´%XW�D�JUHDW�XQLYHUVLW\�µ�
KH�VDLG��´GRHVQ·W�ORVH�DOPRVW�WZR�WKLUGV�RI�LWV�/DWLQR�IUHVKPHQ�
DORQJ�WKH�URDG�WRZDUG�JUDGXDWLRQ�µ�7KDW�PRPHQW�NLFNHG�RII�
D�GHFDGH�ORQJ�LPSURYHPHQW�HIIRUW�WKDW�UHVXOWHG�LQ�VLJQLÀFDQW�
JDLQV�LQ�VWXGHQW�VXFFHVV��HVSHFLDOO\�DPRQJ�/DWLQRV�

At Florida State, the initial light bulb moment that created 
urgency for improvement came from the college’s retention 
UDWH��ZKLFK�KRYHUHG�DURXQG����SHUFHQW�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V��:KLOH�
PDQ\�FROOHJHV�DURXQG�WKH�FRXQWU\�PLJKW�EH�TXLWH�VDWLVÀHG�
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ZLWK�WKDW�UHWXUQ�UDWH��OHDGHUV�DW�)ORULGD�6WDWH�GHFLGHG�WKDW�
ORVLQJ���RXW�RI����HQWHULQJ�VWXGHQWV�ZDV�MXVW�SODLQ�WRR�PDQ\��
By establishing a goal of raising retention above 90 percent, 
WKHQ�3URYRVW�/DUU\�$EHOH�ZDV�DEOH�WR�RUJDQL]H�D�IRFXVHG�
LPSURYHPHQW�HIIRUW���

$QG�)ORULGD�6WDWH·V�HIIRUWV�JRW�D�VHFRQG�NLFN�VWDUW�IURP�D�
TXDOLWDWLYH�GDWD�VRXUFH�³�WKH�1DWLRQDO�6XUYH\�RI�6WXGHQW�
(QJDJHPHQW��$QVZHUV�WR�RQH�TXHVWLRQ�RQ�WKH�166(�³�´:KDW�
LV�WKH�DFDGHPLF�UHSXWDWLRQ�RI�)68�LQ�\RXU�KRPHWRZQ"µ�³�
VXJJHVWHG�WKDW�)ORULGD�6WDWH�KDG�D�VHULRXV�SUREOHP�ZLWK�
LWV�SHUFHSWLRQ�DPRQJ�VWXGHQWV�DQG�WKH�SXEOLF��7KLV�ZDV�D�
transitional moment for the university and sparked diligent 
work to improve its reputation as a rigorous academic 
LQVWLWXWLRQ��7KHVH�HIIRUWV�VKLIWHG�WKH�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�VWXGHQWV�DQG�
SDYHG�WKH�ZD\�IRU�IXWXUH�LPSURYHPHQW�HIIRUWV��4XDOLWDWLYH�DQG�
TXDQWLWDWLYH�GDWD�HDFK�KDYH�EHQHÀWV�DQG�FKDOOHQJHV��EXW�OHDGHUV�
DW�)ORULGD�6WDWH�ZHUH�DEOH�WR�VXFFHVVIXOO\�HPSOR\�ERWK�

/HDGHUV�DW�Georgia State used the contrast between their 
student-focused culture and unacceptably low graduation rates 
WR�JDOYDQL]H�DQ�LPSURYHPHQW�HIIRUW�WKHUH��:KLOH�PDQ\�FROOHJHV�
identify graduation rates as a target for improvement, Georgia 
6WDWH·V�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQDO�LPSURYHPHQW�VWRU\�FDQ�EH�DWWULEXWHG�
WR�D�PLQGVHW�RI�XQSDFNLQJ�VXFK�´�������IRRWµ�PHWULFV�LQWR�
WKHLU�FRPSRQHQW�SLHFHV��7KH\�FRQVWDQWO\�ORRN�EHQHDWK�WKH�
ELJ�SLFWXUH�WR�LGHQWLI\�IDFWRUV�WKDW�LQÁXHQFH�ODUJHU�UHVXOWV��,Q�
WKH�EHJLQQLQJ��FDPSXV�OHDGHUV�WRRN�D�FORVHU�ORRN�DW�ÀUVW�\HDU�
UHWHQWLRQ�UDWHV��ZKLFK�KDG�KRYHUHG�EHWZHHQ����SHUFHQW�DQG����
SHUFHQW�IRU�\HDUV��:KDW�WKH\�OHDUQHG�ZDV�D�JLDQW�VXUSULVH��:KLOH�
they were retaining more than 80 percent of freshmen, only 
DERXW����SHUFHQW�KDG�DFWXDOO\�DWWDLQHG�VRSKRPRUH�VWDWXV��7KLV�
ÀQGLQJ�VSXUUHG�D�QXPEHU�RI�DFWLRQV�WR�LPSURYH�WKH�QXPEHU�
RI�VWXGHQWV�FRPSOHWLQJ����FUHGLWV�E\�WKH�HQG�RI�WKHLU�ÀUVW�\HDU���
LQFOXGLQJ�LQFUHDVLQJ�WKH�UHFRPPHQGHG�FRXUVH�ORDG�IURP����
to 15 credits, ensuring that college scheduling practices led to 
improved course availability, and working hard to shrink the 
QXPEHU�RI�VWXGHQWV�HDUQLQJ�D�'��)��RU�ZLWKGUDZLQJ�

8VLQJ�GDWD�WR�PDNH�WKH�FDVH�IRU�FKDQJH�GRHVQ·W�DOZD\V�KDYH�
D�VPRRWK�HYROXWLRQ��$W�UW–Eau Claire, senior leaders 
LGHQWLÀHG�GDWD�WKH\�IHOW�ZDV�D�FOHDU�FDOO�IRU�FKDQJH��+RZHYHU��
LQLWLDO�HIIRUWV�WR�VKDUH�WKHVH�GDWD�ZHUH�QRW�HPEUDFHG�E\�IDFXOW\��
The data revealed that while the six-year graduation rate 
was strong — near 65 percent — the institution’s four-year 
graduation rate was unacceptably low at 18 percent, creating 
H[WUD�H[SHQVH�DQG�EXUGHQ�IRU�ERWK�VWXGHQWV�DQG�WKH�XQLYHUVLW\��
$�VHQLRU�DGPLQLVWUDWRU�LQLWLDOO\�DVVXPHG�WKH\�´FRXOG�SXW�
the data out there to stimulate change, but it really made 
SHRSOH�XSVHW��7KHUH�ZDV�D�UHVLVWDQFH�WR�WKH�GDWD��DQG�LW�ZDV�
FKDOOHQJHG�µ�7KH�VHQLRU�WHDP�UHJURXSHG�DQG�UHDOL]HG�WKDW�LQ�
WKHLU�FXOWXUH��WKH\�QHHGHG�WR�IRFXV�RQ�KRZ�WR�WHOO�WKH�VWRU\��
´:H��RI�FRXUVH��QHHGHG�WR�WHOO�WKH�WUXWK�ZLWK�WKH�GDWD��EXW�ZH�

UHDOL]HG�ZH�QHHGHG�WR�EXLOG�D�VWRU\�DURXQG�D�ÀQGLQJ�³�DQG�
ZH�PLJKW�QHHG�WR�VWDUW�DJDLQ�LI�ZH�FRXOGQ·W�ÀQG�D�QDUUDWLYH�µ�
Taking an alternative approach, they dissected the time-to-
degree data by demographics, such as ethnicity and income 
status of students, which succeeded in breaking through the 
UHWLFHQFH��,Q�WKH�HQG��WKH�VHQLRU�OHDGHU�UHÁHFWHG��´7KHVH�SHRSOH�
ZDQW�WR�EH�IDLU��,I�\RX�FDQ�VKRZ�WKHP�GDWD�FRQQHFWHG�WR�UHDO�
VWXGHQWV�ZLWK�D�VWRU\��LW�FDQ�EUHDN�WKURXJK�µ

MODELING DESIRED BEHAVIOR AT THE TOP 

These four institutions show a remarkable amount of 
consistency in the stories their staffs tell about how they created 
a shared sense of ownership over analyzing, understanding, 
DQG�LPSURYLQJ�VWXGHQW�VXFFHVV��,Q�HYHU\�FDVH��LW�VWDUWHG�ZLWK�
OHDGHUVKLS��(LWKHU�QHZ�RU�H[LVWLQJ�FDPSXV�OHDGHUVKLS�HPEUDFHG�
the behavior they wanted in others by using data themselves, 
digging in, disaggregating it every which way, and looking for 
LQVLJKW�DERXW�ERWK�SUREOHPV�DQG�SRWHQWLDO�VROXWLRQV��7KHLU�
personal engagement with data ensured that discussions of 
campus structures and policies required the use of the insight 
JHQHUDWHG�IURP�GDWD��DV�RSSRVHG�WR�VWULFWO\�WKH�GDWD�LWVHOI���

Abele, of  Florida State — a scientist by discipline and a self-
GHVFULEHG�´GDWD�QXWµ�³�SUHVHQWV�D�WH[WERRN�FDVH�RI�ZKDW�WKDW�
ORRNV�OLNH��+H�EHJDQ�E\�VSHQGLQJ�D�ORW�RI�WLPH�ZLWK�WKH�GDWD�
KLPVHOI���%XW��RYHU�WLPH��$EHOH�LQVLVWHG�WKDW�RWKHUV�GR�VR�DV�ZHOO��
2QH�ORQJ�WLPH�FDPSXV�OHDGHU�QRWHG�DERXW�$EHOH��´:KHQ�KH�
FDPH�LQ��WKHUH�ZDV�D�KXJH�VKLIW�LQ�FXOWXUH�WKDW�ZDV�VWDUWHG��,W�
ZDV�QR�ORQJHU�2.�WR�MXVW�GR�WKLQJV�\RX�WKRXJKW�ZHUH�ULJKW��\RX�
needed data to support new ideas and also to assess, evaluate, 
DQG�LPSURYH�FXUUHQW�SURJUDPV�µ��

At Georgia State��WKH�WUDMHFWRU\�ZDV�VLPLODU��6HYHUDO�VXFFHVVLYH�
presidents and provosts made it clear from the beginning 
that they intended to use data for improvement and expected 
RWKHUV�WR�GR�WKH�VDPH��3UHVLGHQW�0DUN�%HFNHU�XVHG�GDWD�WR�SXW�
D�KXPDQ�IDFH�RQ�WKH�QXPEHUV��´<RX�KDYH�WR�SXW�WKH�VWXGHQWV�
at the center of the conversation, and that’s not the norm in 
KLJKHU�HGXFDWLRQ��7UDGLWLRQDOO\��ZKDW�LV�WDXJKW��ZKHQ�LW·V�WDXJKW��
DQG�KRZ�LW·V�WDXJKW�LV�EDVHG�RQ�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�FRQFHUQV��%XW�
WKHVH�LVVXHV�QHHG�WR�EH�EDVHG�RQ�ZKDW·V�EHVW�IRU�VWXGHQWV�µ�$QG��
LQ�HYHU\�FDVH��XQLYHUVLW\�OHDGHUV�QHHG�WR�MXPS�LQ�SHUVRQDOO\��
They should dig into the data themselves, identifying strategic 
research questions, exploring results, and participating in 
SUREOHP�VROYLQJ�WR�DGGUHVV�LGHQWLÀHG�LVVXHV���

DEVOTING RESOURCES TO ENGAGING THE 
COMMUNITY AS PROBLEM-SOLVERS

While the regular use of data is certainly modeled at the top, 
senior leaders at these four institutions clearly know that 
organizational improvement doesn’t happen only, or even 

“It was no longer OK to just do things you thought were right; you needed 
data to support new ideas and also to assess, evaluate, and improve 
current programs.” — Long-time campus leader, Florida State University
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SULPDULO\��DW�WKH�WRS��6XFFHVVIXO�RUJDQL]DWLRQDO�LPSURYHPHQW�
efforts engage mid- and ground-level practitioners — including 
faculty, staff, deans, and department chairs — in owning the 
ZRUN��$W�HDFK�LQVWLWXWLRQ�ZH�YLVLWHG��WKHUH�ZDV�D�FOHDU�VHQVH�
RI�FRQÀGHQFH�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�OHDGHUVKLS�WHDP�DERXW�WKH�
LQVWLWXWLRQ·V�DELOLW\�WR�LPSURYH�NH\�VWXGHQW�RXWFRPHV��0XFK�RI�
WKDW�FRQÀGHQFH�VWHPV�IURP�WKHLU�VXFFHVV�LQ�HQJDJLQJ�SHRSOH�
WKURXJKRXW�FDPSXV�WR�RZQ��DQDO\]H��DQG�DFW�RQ�WKHLU�RZQ�GDWD���

/HDGHUV�DW�Georgia State have been focused on improving 
student outcomes for quite a long time, and numerous campus 
leaders at the administrative, programmatic, and faculty 
OHYHOV�GHPRQVWUDWH�WKLV�FOHDU�VHQVH�RI�PLVVLRQ�DQG�SXUSRVH��
%HFNHU��RI�*HRUJLD�6WDWH��LGHQWLÀHG�WKH�FRQVLVWHQW�KLVWRULFDO�
and contemporary ethos of the college — serving not elite 
students but Atlanta’s working class — as a key element in their 
EURDG�EDVHG�IRFXV�RQ�VWXGHQW�VXFFHVV��*LYHQ�WKLV�FXOWXUH��WKH�
transition to using data for improvement did not face as many 
URDGEORFNV�DV�LW�PD\�KDYH�DW�RWKHU�FROOHJHV��%XW�LW�VWLOO�WRRN�WLPH�
DQG�SDWLHQFH��6DLG�RQH�FDPSXV�OHDGHU��´,W�PD\�KDYH�EHHQ�VOLJKWO\�
HDVLHU�DW�*68�ZLWK�D�GRZQWRZQ��XUEDQ�XQLYHUVLW\�IRFXVHG�RQ�
VWXGHQW�VXFFHVV��EXW�WKHUH�ZDV�VWLOO�UHVLVWDQFH�WR�FKDQJH�µ��

'DWD�ZDV�WKH�PRVW�LPSRUWDQW�PHWKRG�XVHG�WR�FXW�WKURXJK�WKLV�
UHVLVWDQFH��7KH�OHDGHUVKLS�DGRSWHG�DQG�HQFRXUDJHG�RWKHUV�WR�XVH�
GDWD��DQDO\VLV��DQG�WKH�UHVXOWLQJ�LQVLJKW�WR�LPSURYH�RXWFRPHV��
7KH�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�UHVHDUFK�SURIHVVLRQDOV�DW�*HRUJLD�6WDWH�QRWHG�
that these leaders really cultivated a culture where the end users 
DUH�WKH�´GDWD�VWHZDUGVµ�ZKR�DUH�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�´XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�
WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�WKHLU�GDWD�DQG�LPSURYLQJ�LW�µ��

$QG�WKH�OHDGHUVKLS�WHDP�DW�*HRUJLD�6WDWH�GLGQ·W�MXVW�WDON�DERXW�
XVLQJ�GDWD��WKH\�FUHDWHG�D�VWUXFWXUH�WR�VXVWDLQ�DQG�SULRULWL]H�WKLV�
SUDFWLFH��(YHU\�PRUQLQJ�DW�������WKH�SURYRVW�FRQYHQHV�D�PHHWLQJ�
with associate provosts, the vice president of research, an 
LQVWLWXWLRQDO�UHVHDUFK�DQDO\VW��DQG�RWKHU�FDPSXV�OHDGHUV�� 
$�VLJQLÀFDQW�SRUWLRQ�RI�WKLV�DJHQGD�LV�SUHVHUYHG�IRU�JHQHUDWLQJ�
research questions about student success, bringing relevant data 
and analyses to the table for exploration, and strategizing how 
WR�VKDUH�WKH�PRVW�LQVLJKWIXO�ÀQGLQJV�ZLWK�XQLYHUVLW\�OHDGHUV��

)ORULGD�6WDWH�XWLOL]HG�D�VLPLODU�VWUXFWXUH��DOVR�LQLWLDWHG�E\�LWV�
SURYRVW��LQ�LWV�HYROXWLRQ�WRZDUG�D�FXOWXUH�RI�VKDUHG�RZQHUVKLS��
,Q�WKH�����V��$EHOH�DVVHPEOHG�D�WHDP�RI�DERXW����DFDGHPLF�
affairs and student affairs professionals to collaborate on 
LPSURYLQJ�VWXGHQW�UHWHQWLRQ�DQG�SURJUHVVLRQ��7KH�WHDP�PHW�
ZHHNO\�WR�H[SORUH�DQG�DFW�RQ�NH\�VWXGHQW�VXFFHVV�LVVXHV�� 
7KHVH�ZHHNO\�PHHWLQJV�FRQWLQXHG�IRU�PRUH�WKDQ�D�GHFDGH��HYHQ�
DIWHU�$EHOH·V�GHSDUWXUH��WKH\�VWLOO�PHHW�PXOWLSOH�WLPHV�D�PRQWK��

7RGD\��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�FDPSXV�RIÀFLDOV��´WKH�GHSDUWPHQWV�WKDW�GRQ·W�
take ownership over students and student issues are now extreme 
RXWOLHUV�µ�7KH�SD\RII�IRU�WKH�HIIRUW�WR�GHYHORS�D�EURDGHU�VHQVH�RI�
RZQHUVKLS�VHHPV�FOHDU��´,I�\RX�SD\�DWWHQWLRQ�µ�VD\V�RQH�RIÀFLDO�
IURP�)ORULGD�6WDWH��´\RX�ZLOO�VHH�OHDGHUVKLS�HPHUJH�DW�DOO�OHYHOV�µ

The effort to create a sense of broad ownership at San Diego 
State was enhanced by the strong shared governance processes 
DW�WKH�XQLYHUVLW\��:KLOH�WKH�VWUHQJWK�RI�VKDUHG�JRYHUQDQFH�
varies at colleges across the country, it is particularly strong 
LQ�&DOLIRUQLD·V�SXEOLF�XQLYHUVLWLHV��7R�VRPH��WKLV�PD\�FUHDWH�

DQ�REVWDFOH�WR�WUDQVIRUPDWLYH�FKDQJH��EXW�6DQ�'LHJR�6WDWH�
leaders used the structures of shared governance to engage 
DQG�HPSRZHU�D�YDULHW\�RI�FDPSXV�SURIHVVLRQDOV��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�
a senior leader, the exploration of key outcomes is conducted 
LQ�D�VKDUHG�JRYHUQDQFH�PRGHO�ZLWK�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�6HQDWH��´:H�
are constantly sharing data with them and their committees — 
IDFXOW\�DQG�VWDII�DUH�YHU\�LQYROYHG�µ�7KH�VHQLRU�OHDGHU�DOVR�QRWHG�
WKDW�IRU�IDFXOW\�VSHFLÀFDOO\��WKH�´QRPHQFODWXUH�ZH�XVH�LV�FULWLFDO��
Faculty care about student success and diversity, and they don't 
FDUH�DERXW�¶GDVKERDUG�LQGLFDWRUV�·�7R�HQJDJH�WKHP��\RX�KDYH�WR�
GHVFULEH�WKLQJV�WKH\�FDUH�DERXW�µ�

At UW–Eau Claire, as described earlier, leaders had a greater 
challenge evolving the culture to accept the need for change, 
DQG�WKH�GDWD�DORQH�ZHUHQ·W�HQRXJK�WR�JDOYDQL]H�DFWLRQ��7KHVH�
leaders strategized processes and outcomes that could evolve 
this transition to shared ownership, initially working through 
deans and department heads and then with practitioners on 
WKH�IURQW�OLQHV��7KHLU�SULPDU\�TXHVWLRQ�ZDV��´+RZ�GR�ZH�KHOS�
them — those in the departments — make the decisions they 
QHHG�WR"µ��

What they learned is that it was important to ensure that 
senior leaders weren’t prescribing solutions that could be 
YLHZHG�DV�DGPLQLVWUDWLYH�GHFUHHV�RU�ÀDW��$V�D�VHQLRU�OHDGHU�
QRWHG��´:H�JLYH�WKHP�WKH�GDWD��EXW�ZH�GRQ·W�WHOO�WKHP�ZKDW·V�
JRRG�DQG�EDG�DERXW�LW��:H·UH�QRW�WHOOLQJ�WKHP�ZKHUH�WKH�
SUREOHP�LV��WKH\�LGHQWLI\�WKH�SUREOHP�DQG�ZH�HQFRXUDJH�
WKHP�WR�VROYH�WKH�SUREOHP�µ�,Q�GRLQJ�VR��WKH\�DUH�QRW�RQO\�
creating a shared sense of ownership throughout the college, 
EXW�DOVR�OHYHUDJLQJ�WKH�VLJQLÀFDQW�VXEMHFW�PDWWHU�H[SHUWLVH�
RI�WKRVH�IDFXOW\�DQG�VWDII�ZKR�LQWHUDFW�ZLWK�VWXGHQWV��
These same individuals have unique insights into the 
challenges faced by students and potential opportunities for 
LPSURYHPHQW��

ASSURING ACCESSIBLE, ACCURATE, AND EFFECTIVE 
DATA DELIVERY 

Though dashboards and data tools weren’t the initial route 
to engaging faculty and staff in these four institutions, leaders 
in each eventually found innovative ways of creating tools, 

“The nomenclature we use is 
critical. Faculty care about student 
success and diversity, and they 
don’t care about ‘dashboard 
indicators.’ To engage them, you 
have to describe things they  
care about.”

—  Senior leader, San Diego State University
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dashboards, and other technologies that got clear, consistent, 
DXWKHQWLF��DQG�XVDEOH�GDWD�LQWR�WKH�ULJKW�KDQGV��%\�DXWRPDWLQJ�
key reports and creating portals for users to query the data, 
these systems freed the capacity of leaders, practitioners, and 
institutional research professionals to dig into the data on 
VWXGHQW�VXFFHVV��)XUWKHU��WKHVH�LQVWLWXWLRQV�PDGH�D�FRPPLWPHQW�
to making their outcomes public and known through their 
GDVKERDUGV�DQG�VHDUFKDEOH�GDWDEDVHV��7KHVH�VWHSV�ERWK�
DPSOLÀHG�WKH�FDOO�WR�DFWLRQ�RQ�LPSURYLQJ�VWXGHQW�RXWFRPHV�
DQG�EURDGHQHG�ZKR�FRXOG�WDNH�DFWLRQ���

'HVSLWH�D�ORQJ�KLVWRU\�RI�IRFXVLQJ�RQ�VWXGHQW�VXFFHVV��
practitioners at Georgia State�QRWHG�WKDW�´IRXU�RU�ÀYH�\HDUV�
ago, we had nothing consistent in our system that would 
KHOS�XV�WUDFN�VWXGHQWV�µ�$W�WKDW�WLPH��QHFHVVDU\�GDWD�H[LVWHG�LQ�
QXPHURXV�GDWDEDVHV�DQG�´VKDGRZ�V\VWHPVµ�VSURXWHG�XS�DFURVV�
FDPSXV�EHFDXVH�RI�D�PLVWUXVW�RI�WKH�KLVWRULFDO�GDWDEDVH��

After dedicating 18 months to creating a central, usable  
system, the university housed its newly clean data in an 
institution-level database that tracks student progress across 
KXQGUHGV�RI�PLOHVWRQHV�DQG�LQGLFDWRUV��7R�PDLQWDLQ�LWV�TXDOLW\��
campus leaders examined and revised data entry, cleaning,  
DQG�VHFXULW\�SUDFWLFHV�

$W�SUHVHQW��*HRUJLD�6WDWH·V�RQOLQH�GDWD�UHSRVLWRU\�FRQWDLQV�����
VFUHHQV�RI�WKH�PRVW�UHTXHVWHG�GDWD��(DUO\�DGRSWHUV�KDYH�KHOSHG�
WR�EXLOG�EURDGHU�WUXVW�DQG�XVH�RI�WKH�V\VWHP��7UDLQLQJV�RQ�XVLQJ�
WKH�IURQW�HQG�V\VWHP�ÀOO�XS�TXLFNO\�ZLWK�FDPSXV�SUDFWLWLRQHUV��
By automating routine reports, the system is designed to allow 
users to focus their energies on more pressing questions about 
VWXGHQW�SURJUHVVLRQ�DQG�VXFFHVV��$V�RQH�SUDFWLWLRQHU�QRWHG��´:H�
IRFXV�RQ�WKH�DG�KRF�UHTXHVWV�³�WKDW·V�ZKHUH�WKH�SRZHU�LV�µ

At Florida State, the ideas of business intelligence — and 
even the use of the term — started taking hold in the late 
1990s, in parallel to its adoption in industry (yet much earlier 
WKDQ�DW�WKH�YDVW�PDMRULW\�RI�FROOHJHV���7R�PDNH�WKDW�DSSURDFK�
ZRUN��KRZHYHU��)ORULGD�6WDWH�OHDGHUV�QHHGHG�WR�FUHDWH�SURFHVVHV�
to clean the data, and they needed a technological system to 
capture, present, and support the improvement work of the 
SUDFWLWLRQHUV��7KH\�DOVR�UHDOL]HG�HDUO\�RQ�WKDW�WKH\�QHHGHG�WR�
move the ownership of data and analytics from those who 
didn't understand the nuances of on-the-ground data to the key 
XVHUV�ZKR�XQGHUVWRRG�WKH�QXDQFHV�RI�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�VWXGHQWV��
2QH�LQGLYLGXDO�LQYROYHG�LQ�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�WKH�WRROV�QRWHG��

´,Q�RUGHU�IRU�PLG��WR�XSSHU�OHYHO�PDQDJHPHQW�WR�XVH�WKH�GDWD��
WKH\�QHHGHG�WR�JHW�WKHLU�KDQGV�GLUW\�DQG�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�GDWD��
We took care of the mechanics, but empowered them to ask 
good questions, get focused results, add their expertise to see 
the nuance in the data, and then help design solutions to 
DGGUHVV�LVVXHV�\RX·YH�LGHQWLÀHG�µ

1XPHURXV�OHDGHUV�DW�)ORULGD�6WDWH�GHVFULEHG�WKH�SURFHVV�RI�
using the system to explore the data and create insight, clearly 
illustrating that the culture has taken hold throughout the 
XQLYHUVLW\��8VHUV�DOVR�ZHUH�FOHDUO\�DWWXQHG�WR�KRZ�XVHU�IULHQGO\�
WKH�V\VWHP�ZDV�GHVLJQHG�WR�EH��´7KLV�KDV�EHHQ�WKH�1R���NH\�LQ�
my job to get things done — being able to access it in seconds 
DQG�KDYLQJ�LW�EH�PHDQLQJIXO��,I�,�QHHG�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�>ÀUVW�
time-in-college students] living off-campus with low GPAs, I 
FDQ�JHW�LW�WR�WDUJHW�WKHP�IRU�DQ�LQWHUYHQWLRQ�µ

/HDGHUV�DW�ERWK�)ORULGD�6WDWH�DQG�*HRUJLD�6WDWH�KDYH�OHDUQHG�
that good tools end up empowering users to explore the 
GDWD�DQG�PDNH�LPSURYHPHQWV��)ORULGD�6WDWH�DGPLQLVWUDWRUV�
UHIHU�WR�´SUREOHP�ÀQGLQJµ�DV�D�JRDO�RI�WKHVH�HIIRUWV��ZLWK�D�
subsequent step of designing customized solutions to address 
WKHP��7KH\�UHSRUW�VHHLQJ�´EXVLQHVV�LQWHOOLJHQFH�DV�D�PHDQV�WR�
HPSRZHU�SHRSOH�WKURXJK�GDWD��,W·V�DOVR�WR�XVH�GDWD�WR�UHFRJQL]H�
ZKHUH�VWXGHQWV�ZHUH�LQ�WKHLU�>SURJUHVV@�µ�)LQDOO\��)ORULGD�6WDWH�
designers were very savvy at keeping the technical side away 
from the users and creating the tools to allow them to engage 
DQG�LQWHUDFW�GLUHFWO\�ZLWK�GDWD�

But remember, business intelligence tools, such as the 
searchable databases described in this section, will not result in 
FKDQJH�E\�WKHPVHOYHV��:KDW�LV�QRWDEOH�DERXW�WKHVH�LQVWLWXWLRQV�
is their deep attention to not only the design issues in creating 
the tools, but also how these tools are — and continue to be — 
XVHG�IRU�LPSURYHPHQW�

PROACTIVELY ANALYZING STUDENT PATHWAYS

To better understand the needs of students, it can be helpful  
WR�DQDO\]H�WKHLU�H[SHULHQFHV�QDYLJDWLQJ�WKURXJK�WKH�LQVWLWXWLRQ��
6XFK�D�SURFHVV�ZLOO�LGHQWLI\�SRWHQWLDO�SLWIDOOV�DQG�PRPHQWXP�
points that either serve as barriers or catalysts on the journey 
WRZDUG�FRPSOHWLRQ��%XW�ZKDW�LW�DOVR�KHOSV�VKRZ�LV�WKDW�ZKDW�
seems so very clear and transparent to institutional leaders 
and faculty — the courses and credit accumulation necessary 
to obtain a degree — is often a complete mystery to many stu-
GHQWV��7KHVH�IRXU�OHDGLQJ�LQVWLWXWLRQV�VKDUH�D�VWURQJ�WKUHDG�RI�
conducting such pathway analyses, then acting to map clearer 
SDWKZD\V�WR�D�GHJUHH�DQG�WR�UHPRYH�DQ\�EORFNDJHV�LGHQWLÀHG�

Pathway analyses often reveal course availability issues that 
create bottlenecks in the completion of key courses required 
IRU�PDQ\�PDMRUV��San Diego State had a long history of issues 
ZLWK�FRXUVH�DYDLODELOLW\�KHDGLQJ�LQWR�WKH�ODWH�����V��1HZ� 
leadership brought a renewed focus on enrollment 
PDQDJHPHQW��EHIRUH�WKLV�KDG�EHFRPH�D�SRSXODU�WHUP��WR�
UHPRYH�WKHVH�EDUULHUV��´,I�ZH�KDG�ERWWOHQHFNV��ZH�DGGUHVVHG�
WKHP�µ�VDLG�RQH�OHDGHU��

At UW–Eau Claire, the six-year graduation rate was relatively 
KLJK��EXW�WKH�IRXU�\HDU�JUDGXDWLRQ�UDWH�ZDV�TXLWH�ORZ��7R�

“We give them the data, but we don’t 
tell them what’s good and bad  
about it. We’re not telling them 
where the problem is; they identify 
the problem and we encourage 
them to solve the problem”

—  Senior leader, University of Wisconsin–Eau Claire
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DGGUHVV�WKDW�SDWWHUQ��IDFXOW\�DQG�VWDII�LGHQWLÀHG�FRXUVH�ERWWOH-
QHFNV�DQG�DFWHG�WR�UHPRYH�WKHP�

But the analysis of student pathways can point to other issues 
DV�ZHOO��$V�SDUW�RI�San Diego State’s retention plan, campus 
personnel comprehensively reviewed data on the use of its 
support programs to ensure that the right students get the right 
LQWHUYHQWLRQV�DW�WKH�ULJKW�WLPH��7KHLU�DVVHVVPHQW�UHYHDOHG�WKDW�
850�VWXGHQWV�ZHUH�QRW�JDLQLQJ�HQRXJK�DFFHVV�WR�WKH�NLQGV�
of high-impact practices that improve both retention and 
OHDUQLQJ�RXWFRPHV��7KH�SDWKZD\�DQDO\VLV�DW�6DQ�'LHJR�6WDWH�
also suggested that low-income, at-risk students who lived on 
campus were much more likely to be retained and graduate 
WKDQ�WKRVH�ZKR�GLG�QRW��$V�D�UHVXOW��6DQ�'LHJR�6WDWH�VWDII�
FUHDWHG�ÀQDQFLDO�LQFHQWLYHV�WR�HQFRXUDJH�ORZ�LQFRPH�VWXGHQWV�
WR�OLYH�RQ�FDPSXV��/HDGHUV�DOVR�UHÁHFWHG�RQ�ZKDW�PLJKW�EH�
causing this difference in retention and graduation for those 
living on campus and attempted to identify features that 
FRXOG�EH�UHSURGXFHG�LQ�VRPH�IRUP�IRU�FRPPXWLQJ�VWXGHQWV��$�
newly designed program attempts to bridge this gap by giving 
commuters a taste of the learning community experience that 
on-campus students receive by locating some of those activities 
DQG�VHUYLFHV�LQ�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�IURP�ZKLFK�PRVW�/DWLQR�
VWXGHQWV�DUH�FRPPXWLQJ�

At Florida State, initial analyses of student pathways 
convinced leaders there that they needed to create much more 
WUDQVSDUHQW�PDSV�IRU�WKH�GHJUHHV�WKH\�RIIHUHG��7KH�SURFHVV�
´IRUFHG�WKH�GHSDUWPHQWV�WR�ORRN�DW�ZKDW�FRXUVHV�VWXGHQWV�
UHDOO\�QHHGHG�WR�KDYH�DQG�ZKHQ�WKH\�QHHGHG�WR�WDNH�WKHP�µ�
By identifying these milestones through an iterative process of 
data analysis and by working with faculty, the campus now has 
GHWDLOHG��VWUXFWXUHG�PDSV�IRU�DOO�GHJUHH�SURJUDPV���

7KHVH�PDSV�VXSSRUW�ERWK�VWXGHQWV�DQG�GHSDUWPHQWDO�SODQQLQJ��
1XPEHUHG�´PDS�WHUPVµ�JXLGH�VWXGHQWV�WRZDUG�D�GHJUHH��ZKLOH�
DOVR�OHWWLQJ�GHSDUWPHQWV�DQWLFLSDWH�WKH�GHPDQG�IRU�FRXUVHV��
&RXUVH�RIIHULQJV��IRU�H[DPSOH��ZLOO�EH�DIIHFWHG�E\�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�
VWXGHQWV�LQ�´PDS�WHUP���µ�´PDS�WHUP���µ�DQG�VR�RQ��6WXGHQWV��
WRR��WDON�DERXW�WKHLU�´PDS�WHUPVµ�DV�D�PHDVXUH�RI�SURJUHVV��7KDW�
LV��D�VWXGHQW�LQ�´PDS�WHUP��µ�PLJKW�EH�DKHDG�RI�DQRWKHU�VWXGHQW�
ZKR�KDV�HDUQHG�PRUH�FUHGLWV��EXW�LV�VWLOO�LQ�´PDS�WHUP���µ��

&DPSXV�OHDGHUV�WKHQ�ZRUNHG�WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�IDFXOW\�DQG�DGYLVHUV�
to design a host of support structures to monitor and catalyze 
SURJUHVV�IRU�HDFK�RI�WKH�PDSV��FXVWRPL]HG�E\�GHJUHH�SURJUDP��
$IWHU�JUDGHV�SRVW��)ORULGD�6WDWH�VWDII�UXQ�PLOHVWRQH�UHSRUWV��
FKHFNLQJ�HYHU\�VWXGHQW·V�FXUUHQW�PDMRU�DJDLQVW�WKH�´PDS�WHUPµ�
WR�VHH�LI�WKH\�DUH�RQ�FRXUVH��,I�VWXGHQWV�DUH�RII�FRXUVH��WKH�V\VWHP�
automatically generates an e-mail contacting the student and 
requiring them to meet with an adviser to strategize how to get 
EDFN�RQ�WUDFN��,Q�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�VWXGHQWV�LQ�VXFK�D�FXVWRPL]HG�
ZD\��)ORULGD�6WDWH�VWDII�KDYH�VHHQ�QRWDEOH�JDLQV�LQ�VWXGHQWV·�
DFKLHYHPHQW�RI�PDS�PLOHVWRQHV�

Georgia State�OHDGHUV�KDYH�WDNHQ�WKH�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�RI�FDWDO\VWV�
or momentum points toward completion to a much higher 
OHYHO�WKDQ�PRVW��:RUNLQJ�ZLWK�7KH�$GYLVRU\�%RDUG��*HRUJLD�
6WDWH�DQDO\]HG����\HDUV�RI�HQUROOPHQW�GDWD�DW�D�SURJUDP�OHYHO�DV�
ZHOO�DV�DFURVV�WKH�LQVWLWXWLRQ��7KH�UHVXOW�RI�WKLV�DQDO\VLV�LV�D�QHZ�
*UDGXDWLRQ�DQG�3URJUHVVLRQ�6XFFHVV�DGYLVLQJ�V\VWHP��ZKLFK�
tracks more than 700 markers of student success (explored 
LQ�IXUWKHU�GHWDLO�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�JXLGH�RI�WKLV�VHULHV���7KURXJK�WKLV�
V\VWHP��QLJKWO\�IHHGV�IURP�*HRUJLD�6WDWH·V�VWXGHQW�LQIRUPDWLRQ�
system generate lists of which students have missed which 
PDUNHUV��7KLV�LQIRUPDWLRQ�LV�IRUZDUGHG�WR�DGYLVHUV�E\�WKH�
QH[W�PRUQLQJ��$UPHG�ZLWK�WKH�LQIRUPDWLRQ��WKH�DGYLVHUV�WKHQ�
FRQWDFW�VWXGHQWV�ZLWK�WDUJHWHG�VXSSRUW��7KLV�UHODWLYHO\�QHZ�
program is still evolving, but it’s an excellent demonstration 
of the university’s proactive attempt to remove barriers and 
FDWDO\]H�SURJUHVV��$V�RQH�DGYLVHU�QRWHG��´:H�KDYH�PDGH�D�
FRPPLWPHQW�WR�VXFFHHG�ZLWK�WKH�VWXGHQWV�ZH�KDYH��:H�DUH�
committed to using data to help these students succeed, not to 
JHW�GLIIHUHQW�VWXGHQWV���

SEGMENTING AND CUSTOMIZING STUDENT SERVICES 

+LVWRULFDOO\��PDQ\�FROOHJHV�KDYH�XVHG�ZKDW�PLJKW�EH�FDOOHG�D�
RQH�VL]H�ÀWV�DOO�DSSURDFK�WR�FXUULFXOXP�DQG�LQVWUXFWLRQ��7KH\�
offer courses, hire faculty to teach those courses, and provide 
VXSSRUW�LQ�D�NLQG�RI�JHQHUDO�ZD\��&HUWDLQO\��WKLV�PRGHO�ZRUNV�
for some students, especially those who are well-prepared 
DQG�QRW�WKH�ÀUVW�LQ�WKHLU�IDPLOLHV�WR�DWWHQG�FROOHJH��%XW�LW�LVQ·W�
always effective with an ever-changing student body — diverse 
in demographics, educational background, and a host of such 
QRQ�FRJQLWLYH�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�DV�VHOI�HIÀFDF\��FRQÀGHQFH��PRWLYD-
WLRQ��DQG�VRFLDO�FDSLWDO�

2YHU�WLPH��WKH�LQVWLWXWLRQV�SURÀOHG�KHUH�KDYH�EHJXQ�WR�VHJPHQW�
DQG�FXVWRPL]H�WKHLU�DSSURDFKHV�WR�VWXGHQW�VXSSRUW��7KHVH�
colleges now provide targeted support systems that are tailored 
to students with varying needs, with low-income students 
and students of color perhaps the clearest entry points for 
VHJPHQWDWLRQ�DQG�FXVWRPL]DWLRQ�DSSURDFKHV��&RPELQHG�
with the pathway analyses described earlier, these proactive 
approaches examine the impact of decisions about policy and 
practice, including their intentional and unintentional effects 
IRU�GLIIHUHQW�JURXSV�RI�VWXGHQWV�

When leaders at Florida State analyzed their dropout 
patterns, for example, they noticed a startling pattern: While 
white students followed the fairly typical pattern for attrition 
UDWHV��KLJKHVW�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�\HDU�WKHQ�SURJUHVVLYHO\�ORZHU�RYHU�
HDFK�VXFFHVVLYH�\HDU���EODFN�PDOH�VWXGHQWV�RIWHQ�SRVWHG�KLJKHU�
GURSRXW�UDWHV�DIWHU�WKH�VHFRQG��WKLUG��RU�HYHQ�ÀIWK�\HDUV��:KDW�
WKLV�WROG�OHDGHUV�DW�)ORULGD�6WDWH�LV�WKDW�WKHLU�RYHUZKHOPLQJ�IRFXV�
RQ�WKH�WUDQVLWLRQ�IURP�ÀUVW�WR�VHFRQG�\HDU�PLVVHG�WKH�PDUN�IRU�
black males, and that support for them needed to be structured 
DFURVV�WKH�HQWLUH�XQGHUJUDGXDWH�H[SHULHQFH��

“We have made a commitment to succeed with the students we have. We 
are committed to using data to help these students succeed, not to get 
different students.” — Adviser, Georgia State
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6LPLODUO\��DW�San Diego State, as the team works to seek out 
continued improvements in student success, they describe a 
SURFHVV�RI�´EUHDNLQJ�GRZQ�WKH�GDWD�E\�VR�PDQ\�GLIIHUHQW�GLPHQ-
VLRQV�WR�PDNH�LW�PHDQLQJIXOµ�LQ�LQIRUPLQJ�DFWLRQV�QHFHVVDU\�WR�
LPSURYH�RXWFRPHV��$V�D�VHQLRU�OHDGHU�UHSRUWV��´:H�DUH�DOZD\V�
trying to think of all of the variables we can that would describe 
WKH�GLIIHUHQFHV�DQG�GHVLJQ�LQWHUYHQWLRQV�WR�DGGUHVV�WKH�LVVXHV��
We try to put up high levels of support in different ways to serve 
GLIIHUHQW�SRSXODWLRQV�µ�6DQ�'LHJR�6WDWH·V�SURJUDPPDWLF�LQWHU-
ventions cater to several groups of students, with on-campus 
teams working to ensure that interventions are reaching the right 
VWXGHQWV�LQ�WLPH��

Georgia State’s summer bridge programs include another 
LQWHUHVWLQJ�H[DPSOH�RI�VHJPHQWDWLRQ�DQG�FXVWRPL]DWLRQ��5DWKHU�
than focusing on underprepared students only between the 
KLJK�VFKRRO�VHQLRU�\HDU�DQG�ÀUVW�\HDU�RI�FROOHJH�³�DV�GR�WKH�
EULGJH�SURJUDPV�DW�PRVW�XQLYHUVLWLHV�³�*HRUJLD�6WDWH�RIIHUV�
D�6XPPHU�6XFFHVV�$FDGHP\�IROORZLQJ�IUHVKPDQ�\HDU��7KH�
academy is a seven-credit hour, seven-week summer class 
WKDW�WDNHV�D�JURXS�RI�VWXGHQWV�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�EHLQJ�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�
DW�ULVN�EDVHG�RQ�WKHLU�ÀUVW�VHPHVWHU�SHUIRUPDQFH��,Q�WKH�PRVW�
UHFHQW�\HDU������RI�����VWXGHQWV�FRPSOHWHG�WKH�SURJUDP��ZLWK�D�
VXEVHTXHQW�IDOO�VHPHVWHU�*3$�RI������³�FRPSDUHG�ZLWK�D������
*3$�IRU�DOO�VRSKRPRUHV���

EVOLVING A CULTURE OF INQUIRY AND IMPROVEMENT

At each step of the way, leaders at these institutions have utilized 
data, analysis, and the generation of insight to create the condi-
tions for the fundamental redesign efforts that have contributed 
WR�WKHLU�LPSUHVVLYH�UHVXOWV��5DWKHU�WKDQ�UDQGRPO\�DGRSWLQJ�
interventions that have been successful elsewhere, these institu-
tions are using data to identify barriers, create insight, and foster 
D�VHQVH�RI�RZQHUVKLS�RYHU�FKDQJLQJ�RXWFRPHV��7KLV�FXOWXUH�LV�
SDOSDEOH�DW�WKHVH�LQVWLWXWLRQV���

UW–Eau Claire’s story might be especially useful to leaders in 
colleges that are in the beginning stages of evolving a culture 
WKDW�DVVXPHV�JUHDWHU�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�IRU�VWXGHQW�VXFFHVV��$V�
noted earlier, the initial efforts of campus leaders to use data 
to heighten concern and action on student success weren’t very 
VXFFHVVIXO��%XW�UDWKHU�WKDQ�UHYHUW�WR�HQG�UXQV�RU�DGPLQLVWUDWLYH�
ÀDW��FDPSXV�OHDGHUV�HPEUDFHG�WKH�FKDOOHQJH�RI�HQJDJLQJ�IDFXOW\�
DQG�VWDII��7KURXJK�D�VHULHV�RI�LQWHQWLRQDO�HYHQWV�XQIROGLQJ�
over a multi-year period, institutional leaders began to see 
SURJUHVV�WRZDUG�D�FXOWXUH�RI�LQTXLU\�DQG�LPSURYHPHQW��,W�ZDV�
essential to this evolution that the innovation not be a top-
GRZQ�DSSURDFK��5DWKHU��OHDGHUV�DFFHVVHG�DQG�HQHUJL]HG�WKHLU�
front-line practitioners to help identify barriers and strategize 
SRVVLEOH�HIIRUWV�WR�FDWDO\]H�SURJUHVV��$V�PHQWLRQHG�HDUOLHU��RQH�
OHDGHU�QRWHG��´:H·UH�QRW�WHOOLQJ�WKHP�ZKHUH�WKH�SUREOHP�LV��
They identify the problem, and we encourage them to solve the 
SUREOHP�µ�7KLV�FOHDUO\�FUHDWHV�RZQHUVKLS�RYHU�VWXGHQW�VXFFHVV�
outcomes among faculty and deans and often produces superior 
LQWHUYHQWLRQV��$V�RQH�XQLYHUVLW\�OHDGHU�QRWHG��´,I�\RX�OHW�WKHP�
come up with the solution, they will come up with much better 
VROXWLRQV�WKDQ�ZH�FRXOG�µ�

When Georgia State leaders were asked how they’ve achieved 
their impressive improvements in graduation rates with 

incoming cohorts of students that were increasingly diverse, 
lower income, and of similar academic preparedness, their 
UHVSRQVHV�ZHUH�TXLWH�LQWHUHVWLQJ��7KH\�UHSRUWHG�WKDW��´:H�
GRQ·W�GR�PXFK�WKDW·V�XQLTXH��EXW�ZH�GR�LW�DW�VFDOH��DQG�ZH�
are intentional about doing things differently and keeping 
VWXGHQW�VXFFHVV�GDWD�DW�WKH�FHQWHU�RI�WKH�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�µ�*HRUJLD�
6WDWH�OHDGHUV�DOVR�UHSRUWHG�GHGLFDWLQJ�IXQGV�IRU�VWDII�WR�GHVLJQ�
strategies to improve the outcomes of student groups — another 
KDOOPDUN�RI�WKHLU�HYROYHG�FXOWXUH�RI�LQTXLU\�DQG�LPSURYHPHQW��
)LQDOO\��WKH\�UHDOL]HG�WKDW�WKH\�QHHGHG�WR�´KHOS�SHRSOH�
understand that there were certain policies that were producing 
WKH�QHJDWLYH�RXWFRPHV��7KHVH�SHRSOH�DUH�VWXGHQW�FHQWHUHG��EXW�
GLGQ·W�UHDOL]H�WKH�HIIHFWV�RI�WKH�SROLFLHV�RQ�WKH�RXWFRPHV��'DWD�
KHOSHG�WKHP�VHH�WKHVH�UHODWLRQVKLSV�µ

Florida State’s evolution toward a culture of inquiry 
and improvement emphasized building a sense of a 
´SHUVRQDO�WRXFKµ�WR�FRPSOLPHQW�WKH�PRUH�WHFKQLFDO�VLGH�RI�
DQDO\]LQJ�GDWD��7KH\�DOVR�IRFXVHG�RQ�FUHDWLQJ�XVHU�IULHQGO\�
WHFKQRORJLFDO�WRROV�WR�HQFRXUDJH�H[SORUDWLRQ��$�WHDP�PHPEHU�
VWDWHG��´7KLQJV�ZHUH�SXW�LQWR�SODFH�WKDW�OHW�FDVXDO�XVHUV�RI�
data access, explore, understand, and be comfortable with 
WKH�GDWD�µ�%XW�XQLYHUVLW\�OHDGHUV�NQHZ�LW�ZRXOG�WDNH�PRUH�
WKDQ�MXVW�WHFKQLFDO�SURZHVV�WR�GLVWLOO�WKH�GDWD��$QRWKHU�WHDP�
PHPEHU�QRWHG��´<RX�FDQ·W�KDYH�D�FXOWXUH�EXLOW�RQ�GDWD�LI�\RX�
don’t have the personal relationships to support them and 
PDNH�PHDQLQJ�RI�WKHP�µ�7KLV�SURFHVV�RI�PDNLQJ�PHDQLQJ�
from data is a critical feature of an authentic process of 
LQTXLU\�DQG�LPSURYHPHQW��*HQHUDWLQJ�LQVLJKWV�IURP�GDWD�
encouraged, engaged, and empowered faculty and staff by 
validating their extensive student-oriented expertise and 
LQWHJUDWLQJ�WKHP�LQWR�WKH�SURFHVV�

CONCLUSION 
It is clear from our experiences on fast-improving institutions 
over the years that, used right, data can be an effective tool 
in evolving a culture that prioritizes improving student 
RXWFRPHV��+DYLQJ�VDLG�WKLV��LW·V�LPSRUWDQW�WR�UHFRJQL]H�WKDW�
FXOWXUDO�VKLIWV�GRQ·W�WDNH�SODFH�RYHUQLJKW��7KH�VWRULHV�RI�
FKDQJH�DW�WKHVH�FROOHJHV�HYROYHG��DQG�DUH�VWLOO�HYROYLQJ��RYHU�
WLPH�³�VRPHWLPHV�D�GHFDGH�RU�PRUH��7KH�JRRG�QHZV�LV�WKDW�
PHDVXUDEOH�JDLQV�IRU�VWXGHQWV�GRQ·W�WDNH�IRUHYHU���

$ORQJ�ZLWK�RXU�ÀUVW�SUDFWLFH�JXLGH��Learning From High-
Performing and Fast-Gaining Institutions, we hope this 
guide will be helpful as other colleges pursue their own 
LPSURYHPHQW�HIIRUWV���

“You can’t have a culture built on 
data if you don’t have the personal 
relationships to support them and 
make meaning of them.”

— Team member, Florida State University

https://edtrust.org/resource/education-trust-higher-education-practice-guide-learning-from-high-performing-and-fast-gaining-institutions/
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