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Institutional Research:
2010 Special Planning Institute Topic

•	 What	Are	Action	Analytics	in	Higher	Education?

Donald Norris, PhD, President, Strategic  
Initiatives, Inc.

Action Analytics® are “Analytics that Provoke 
Appropriate and Early Action.” They utilize 
Web 2.0 tools, practices, and mindsets to cut 
the Gordian knot of  limited data sharing and 
“siloed” analytics capabilities. Action analytics 
extract data from a broader range of  internal and 
external sources, forge loosely coupled analytics 
applications, and create better ways to present 
and visualize findings. They embed predictive 
analytics and ongoing corrective interventions into 
everyday academic and administrative processes. 
They also achieve new levels of  engagement and 
collaboration among decision makers, framers 
of  policy, and the faculty and staff  responsible 
on a day-to-day basis for student success. Action 
Analytics require these leaders, policy makers, 
and practitioners to become active, reflective 
practitioners on “what works” in achieving student 
success and financial sustainability. This is the 
new gold standard for higher education.

An	American	Imperative	with	Global	Applications

Across the world, political and educational 
leaders, policy makers, and analytics 
developers are discovering fresh ways to 
collaborate in using analytics to address 
the key performance issues of  the day: 

•	 reversing	the	decline	in	national	competitiveness	
(an American imperative); 

•	 promoting	accountability	and	focusing	on	
outcomes across PK-20 and workforce 
development; 

•	 enhancing	learner	access,	affordability,	
and in-course and post-course success by 
reflective application of  demonstrably proven 
improvements in practice; 

•	 lifting	out	of 	recession	and	reshaping	
professional practice for the new times; and 

•	 rediscovering	financial	sustainability,	post-
recession.  

Action Analytics are critical to these efforts. Action 
Analytics begin with measuring outcomes that 
matter for performance, and holding institutions 
accountable for them. However, they require 
more than developing prototype, special-purpose 
analytics that are just used for selected tasks like 
enrollment pipeline management and admissions 
optimization. Action analytics require that analytics 
be embedded in everyday practices to guide 
and enable aggressive, proactive reimagining of  
academic and administrative policies and practices, 
all the time. They require careful attention to what 
works and aggressive application of  proven best 
practices. They require that academics become as 
dedicated to research on “what works” in learning 
(and un-learning and re-learning, for professional 
updating of  courses) in their discipline as they are to 
discovering new knowledge about the discipline itself. 

Action Analytics’ goal is to achieve previously 
unattainable levels of  productivity and performance, 
providing fresh value propositions for learners 
and institutions that match the changing times. 
To achieve these goals will require broad, multi-
faceted development of  the action analytics capacity 
of  individuals, institutions/enterprises, state and 
federal policy makers, and foundations. This will 
also require that institutional leaders, faculty, and 
staff  get better at understanding “what works”, 
and the associated costs, productivity, and value.

Articulating	the	Principles	of	Action	Analytics	 
and	Encouraging	Exemplary	Practice

The principles of  Action Analytics were first 
presented in “Action Analytics: Measuring and 
Improving Performance that Matters in Higher 
Education,” EDUCAUSE Review, Jan/Feb 2008 
by Donald Norris, Linda Baer, Joan Leonard, Lou 
Pugliese, and Paul Lefrere. These principles are 
being advanced and enhanced by practitioners 
and policy makers in many settings. The current 
state-of-the-art of  action analytics is espoused 
in the Action Analytics Community of  Practice 
and Public Forum on Action Analytics (www.
edu1world.org/publicforumactionanalytics). 
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In scanning the higher education landscape 
(and PK-20 initiatives in many settings), my 
colleagues and I find many “green shoots” of  
exemplary analytics practices that hint of  even 
greater things to come. We consider the following 
examples as heralds of  future, more extensive 
practices that will reach into every facet of  
academic and administrative management:

Predictive Modeling and Learning Outcome

Management, Capella University. Capella University 
is a market-driven university that has embedded 
predictive analytics and autonomic interventions in 
virtually every aspect of  its academic operations. 
Student engagement, performance, and learner 
competences are continuously monitored and 
compared with learning outcome targets. Automatic 
interventions are used to redirect students who 
are deviating from proven success paths. Capella’s 
leaders and faculty are reflective practioners in 
continuously applying research on “what works” 
in achieving demonstrable competences 

Performance Measurement and Accountability

Across Systems of  Institutions, Minnesota State 
Colleges and Universities (MnSCU). This system 
of  32 campuses and 300,000 students uses dash 
boarding, performance measures, and campus-
level metrics to hold the campuses accountable 
(summative assessment) and reshape institutional 
performance (summative). MnSCU is working 
with Minnesota K-12 on longitudinal data, is one 
of  the lynchpins in state PK-16 efforts, and is 
critical to efforts to link workforce and learning. 

Meanwhile, an even larger initiative is underway. 
As part of  its participation in Action Analytics, 
MnSCU, Capella University, and the University 
of  Minnesota are investigating working together 
in an initiative called “Minnesota Analytics” to 
see how exemplary analytics-based practices 
can be shared, licensed, and embedded in 
institutions across the state, and even beyond. 
This could serve as a model for other states.

Open Educational Resources, Open Educational 
Processes, MIT

Meanwhile, MIT has launched a new initiative 
to extend its existing open Courseware, open 
Educational resources (oCW/oEr). Called 
Greenfield, this initiative aims to extend oCW/oEr 
by making available notes and guidance on all of  
the processes and practices (oEP) that faculty 
have developed to measure and advance learning 
in their courses. For example, Dr. David Pritchard 
has developed modeling techniques and metrics 

that focus on the habits and approaches that lead 
students of  varying ability levels to succeed at 
learning physics and on what students really learn 
and retain. This sort of  combination of  ECW/
oEr/oEP depends on embedded analytics.

Human Resources Management for the Masses, 
University of Michigan

Human resource leadership at the University of  
Michigan have used a pre-packaged analytics 
application to extract and link finance and human 
resources data in a manner that creates “human 
resources analytics for the masses.” These 
applications are used every day by hundreds 
(eventually to be thousands) of  users.

Research Productivity and Grants Management, Medical 
College of South Carolina

Utilizing an enhanced data warehouse and analytics 
application, the Medical College extracts data on 
research grants and performance from a variety 
of  sources (including so-called “shadow” data 
systems) to create a “single point of  truth” that 
fuels advanced analytics and visualization. These 
capabilities are made available to administrators 
and research practitioners to facilitate daily 
management of  contracts and enable summative 
and formative performance assessment.

System-wide Efficiency Initiatives, University of  
Maryland System

For the past five years, the University of  Maryland 
System has aggressively pursued a system-wide 
program of  efficiency enhancement that requires 
efforts at every campus. As a result it has saved 
tens of  millions of  dollars and has received special 
considerations and flexibility from the State of  
Maryland. other large systems (e.g., the University 
of  North Carolina and the University of  California) 
have recently conducted large system savings and 
shared services studies. However, in the face of  
the current economic crisis, all of  these efforts 
will prove to be necessary, but not sufficient. 
Attention must be paid not just to efficiency, 
but to innovation and transformative changes 
in academic and administrative productivity. 
These must be the focal points for the future.

Course Redesign to Enhance Performance and Reduce 
Costs, National Center for Academic Transformation

Carol Twigg of  the National Center for Academic 
Transformation (NCAT) has for years demonstrated 
how individual courses (primarily large, freshman-
level courses) could be reinvented through use of  
technology to change patterns of  interactivity and 
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the use of  faculty. These efforts have uniformly 
enhanced academic productivity – better outcomes 
at lower costs. recently, NCAT has received 
foundation funding to apply these principles to 
the introductory courses at Community Colleges, 
in a way that can be leveraged across the nation. 
The progressive and broad-scale use of  course 
reinvention, embedded in institutional practice, 
will be an important tool in the future.

PK-16/20 Thinking and Data Structures, Longitudinal 
Data Initiatives

Every state has active initiatives between K-12 and 
higher education, resulting in the emergence of  
K-16/P-20 thinking and structures. The State Higher 
Education Executive officers (SHEEo) and National 
Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) have 
advanced a “State of State Data Systems” inventory 
and monitoring. Federal investments and leveraging 
of  these efforts, the emergence of  efforts like the 
SHEEo-CCSSo core data definitions, and other 
efforts could further enhance state-level analytics. 
Further, the Data Quality Campaign (DQC) is 
pursuing three overarching imperatives for changing 
the culture around data use and maximizing 
states’ investments in longitudinal data systems.

Foundations Link Efforts to Leverage Analytics and 
Illuminate “What Works”

one of  the most significant developments in 
recent years has been the role of  foundations 
like the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and the 
Lumina Foundation to fund and leverage projects 
extending our understanding of  “what works” 
and encouraging the use of  analytics to enhance 
performance. It was recently announced that 12 
major foundations have committed $506M in 2010 
funds to leverage the US Department of  Education’s 
$650M, Investing in Innovation (i3) Fund. These 
will be used to expand promising innovations in 
education that support teachers, administrators, 
tech tools, and school design across all K-12. 
Analytics are a key element in these developments.

Transforming Educational Practices as a Condition for 
Funding, Race to the Top and Funding for  
Community Colleges

The US Department of  Education’s efforts to 
reform K-12 education and Community Colleges 
through funding tied to transformative change, 
supported by analytics is another indication 
of  the growing importance of  analytics.

the	Purposes	of	the	Action	Analytics	Community	 
of	Practice

These green shoot examples can be enhanced 

and disseminated through the effective efforts of  
the Action Analytics Community of  Practice. The 
purposes of  the Action Analytics Community of  
Practice (and its public face, the Public Forum 
on Action Analytics) are to: 1) define Action 
Analytics and a national agenda to build Action 
Analytics capacity, 2) create a community of  
leaders, policy makers, and practitioners to 
collaborate in advancing the practice of  Action 
Analytics, and 3) to collaboratively define the 
practice of  Action Analytics and how it can be 
used to advance student access, affordability 
and success, and the achievement of  financial 
sustainability for American higher education. 

Donald Norris is President, Strategic initiatives, inc., 
and author of  A Guide to Planning for Change and the 
blog, “Linking Analytics to Lifting out of  recession.” 
He is also the chief  architect and mentor of  the 
Action Analytics Community of  Practice and the 
Public Forum on Action Analytics (www.edu1world.
org/publicforumactionanalytics) which are supported 
by funding from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. 
Action Analytics ® is trademarked for use by the 
Action Analytics in Education Partnership.

Trends Topics

demograPhIcS

•	 the	Polarization	of	Job	Opportunities	
in	the	Us	labor	Market	Implications	for	
Employment	and	Earnings—the	Hamilton	
Project	and	Center	for	American	Progress	

“The Hamilton Project and the Center for 
American Progress are co-hosting two conferences 
addressing the implications of  the competitive 
global economy and rapid technological change 
for the challenge of  creating high-paying jobs in 
the United States. Today’s conference features the 
release of  “The Polarization of  Job opportunities 
in the US Labor Market” by MIT economics 
professor David Autor that analyzes the long-
term trends in employment, earnings, and job 
opportunities, followed by two panels of  academics, 
policy thinkers, and policymakers, capped off  
with a thought-provoking dialogue between one 
of  the president’s top economic advisors and 
the mayor of  the nation’s largest city . . .”

Visit the site online: 
www.americanprogress.org/issues/2010/04/job_polarization_
report
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economIcS

•	 Interested	in	Keeping	track	of	state	
Budgets	and	Expenditures?

The ECS Education Policy Issue Site has a series 
of  webpages with links and documents on state 
budgets and legislative trends. one link of  interest is 
to National Conference of  State Legislatures (NCSL). 
This site is a source of  comprehensive information 
for policymakers and researchers on critical state 
issues, including budgets and finance at the both 
the state and federal levels. This link takes you to 
the latest information on state fiscal conditions, 
new legislation and reference information . . . .

Visit the site online: 
www.ecs.org/html/IssueSection.asp?issueid=48&subissueid=52&
ssID=0&s=other+Web+Sites

•	 More	scrutiny	for	Colleges’	Business	Practices

Will tax-exempt bonds still be allowed to finance 
building on campuses—not if  Grassley and the 
Congressional Budget office have their way.

Visit the site online: 
www.insidehighered.com/layout/set/print/news/2010/05/03/
arbitrage

•	 NsF	News	report:	“New	survey	Facilitates	Better	
Us	Business	Competition	in	Global	Economy”

The National Science Foundation . . . it’s not 
just for scientists anymore. “Companies located 
in the United States reported worldwide sales 
of  $11 trillion in calendar year 2008 and spent 
$330 billion on research and development (r&D). 
Nearly $234 billion of  the r&D expense was for 
r&D conducted in company facilities located in 
the United States. This is according to new figures 
from the National Science Foundation’s first ever 
Business r&D and Innovation Survey (BrDIS) 
developed jointly with the US Census Bureau.”

Visit the site online: 
www.nsf.gov/news/news_summ.jsp?cntn_id=117022&WT.mc_
id=USNSF_51&WT.mc_ev=click

PolITIcS

•	 Government	2.0:	tim	O’reilly,	Founder	of	
oreilly.com,	Explains	What	Government	2.0	is	
and	What	It	Isn’t—An	Important	Introduction	
to	a	trend	in	Politics	and	technology

EXCErPT: “Much like its predecessor, Web 2.0, 
“Government 2.0” is a chameleon, a white rabbit 
term, that seems to be used by people to mean 
whatever they want it to mean. For some, it is the 
use of  social media by government agencies. For 
others, it is government transparency, especially as 
aided by government-provided data APIs. Still others 

think of  it as the adoption of  cloud computing, 
wikis, crowdsourcing, mobile applications, mashups, 
developer contests, or all of  the other epiphenomena 
of  Web 2.0 as applied to the job of  government. 
All of  these ideas seem important, but none of  
them seem to get to the heart of  the matter . . .”

Visit the site online: 
http://opengovernment.labs.oreilly.com/ch01.html

Planning Institute Topics

change managemenT

•	 tED	talks:	simon	sinek—How	Great	leaders	Inspire

Simon Sinek has a simple but powerful model for 
inspirational leadership all starting with a golden 
circle and the question, “Why?” His examples 
include Apple, Martin Luther King, and the 
Wright brothers—and, as a counterpoint, Tivo, 
which (until a recent court victory that tripled 
its stock price) appeared to be struggling.

Visit the site online: 
www.ted.com/talks/simon_sinek_how_great_leaders_inspire_
action.html?utm_source=newsletter_weekly_2010-05-05

SIlo: academIcS

•	 University	of	Wisconsin	-	Madison	Academic	
Planning	&	Analysis	Webpage

Have you ever tried the “I’m feeling lucky” 
google search? You just might try it if  you are 
looking for information on academic planning. 
Third on the google results page appeared 
University of  Wisconsin - Madison’s Academic 
Planning & Analysis webpage. The page contains 
resources covering topics like “Department 
Planning Profiles updated through Spring 2010” 
to “Advising Issues Analysis, June 2009.”

Visit the site online: 
http://apa.wisc.edu/

SIlo: SPace

•	 learning	Environments:	Where	space,	
technology,	and	Culture	Converge

The work to implement inspired, technology-
enhanced learning spaces continues, and the 
lessons learned in those efforts remain valid and 
important. Those efforts inform the discussion of  
learning environments, but a new set of  questions 
is necessary for this conversation: What are the 
components of  a learning environment? What is 
the appropriate role for technology in learning 
environments? How do the roles of  instructor 
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and learner evolve and overlap as we move 
beyond a focus on learning spaces? How does 
the culture of  learning influence what a learning 
environment looks like or how it functions?

Visit the site online: 
www.educause.edu/
resourcesLearningEnvironmentsWhereSpace/188507

SuSTaInabIlITy

•	 National	research	Council	of	the	American	
Academies:	America’s	Climate	Choice

The NrC will be producing three reports on climate 
change, with recommendations on what and how 
America should react. The three reports may be 
found on this site, entitled: Advancing the Science 
of Climate Change; Limiting the Magnitude of Climate 
Change; and Adapting to the Impacts of Climate 
Change. The America’s Climate Choices suite of  
studies will include two additional reports that 
will be released later this year: Informing Effective 
Decisions and Actions Related to Climate Change 
will examine how to best provide decision makers 
information on climate change. A final overarching 
report, America’s	Climate	Choices, will build on 
each of  the previous reports to offer a scientific 
framework for shaping the policy choices underlying 
the nation’s efforts to confront climate change.

Visit the site online: 
http://americasclimatechoices.org/


