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Colleges and 
Universities 
are complex 
environments



We know many of the things we need 
to do to make an impact, but …



Source: https://edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/PracticeGuide1.pdf

Top 10 Questions College and 
Universities should be able to answer in 
order to enhance student success:

1. How many students do we lose on the way? (retention)

2. Are those returning students actually sophomores? (progress)

3. Why aren’t our students accumulating the credit they need to be 

on track? (course retention/withdrawals)

4. What are some of the other reasons our students aren’t 

accumulating the credits they need? (success rates in high 

enrollment courses)

5. Who’s struggling with math? (success rates in math 101 

courses)



Source: https://edtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/PracticeGuide1.pdf

Top 10 Questions College and 
Universities should be able to answer in 
order to enhance student success:

6. How many students who need remediation succeed at our 

institutions? (development education success)

7. What is the role—or lack thereof—of the major in student 

success? (success of students in different major fields of study)

8. How efficient are we in getting students to a degree without 

excess credits? (course-taking and course completion)

9. What pathways do students take on their journey to a degree? 

(course-taking)

10. How do pieces of student success—or failure—fit together? (a 

comprehensive analysis of student pathways)



What is Institutional Research?



What is 
Institutional
Research?

 “Research leading to improved 
understanding, planning, and operations 
of institutions of post-secondary 
education.” (AIR)

 “Provides information to senior leaders 
that will be used for decision making.  
Sometimes we are involved in decision-
making, sometimes not.” (U of Delaware)

 “Accurate, timely, unbiased, research-
based information regarding the 
University and its role in higher 
education that serves as a catalyst in 
support of the University’s mission, 
effective operations of the University, and 
customers of the University.” (UH Fact 
Book 2000) 



Brief History

Descriptive

1950’s

Analytical & 
Comparative

1960’s

Evaluative

1970’s

All the above + 
Planning

1980’s

+ Student Outcomes

1990’s

+ Institutional 
Effectiveness

2000’s

Now?

Now

Adapted from “The Role of Institutional Research: From Improvement to Redesign” (Peterson, 1999)



IR top 
functions

Source: https://www.airweb.org/ir-data-professional-overview/duties-and-functions-of-institutional-research





What’s done in my office

Accountability

•IPEDS

•Scorecard

Accreditation

•SLO’s

•Data Requests

Assessment

•Multiple Measures

•Validation Studies
Budget and 

Resource Allocation

Curriculum

•Statistical Validation

Database 
Administration

Data Visualization
Effectiveness 

Measures

Enrollment 
Management/ 

Scheduling

Equity

•Focus Groups

•Benchmarking

Grants
Marketing + 

Outreach
Outcomes 

Assessment
Predictive Analytics

Planning

•Master Planning

•Facilities

•Labor Market 
Analysis

Policy Analysis
Professional 
Development

Program Review

Surveys

•Campus Climate

•Faculty Evaluation

•Governance



Role of IR
• Must be knowledgeable about all aspects of colleges, from pedagogy to 

finance

• To give the right information, we must know what is going on in our 
institutions and what is happening in the world outside of our walls

We are all engaged in the work of building better 
institutions that are better at teaching and more 

supportive of student learning tomorrow than they 
were today.



Numbers Matter
• Proportion of students who enter community colleges with 

the goal of earning a degree or certificate that have attained 
that goal, transferred to a baccalaureate institution, or are 
still enrolled 6 years later.

46%

Source: Radford, A. W., Berkner, L., Wheeless, S. C., & Shepherd, B. (2010). Persistence and attainment of 2003–04 beginning postsecondary students: After 6 years (NCES 2011-151). Washington, 

DC: National Center for Education Statistics. Retrieved from http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2011/2011151.pdf

ACT, Inc. (2010). What works in student retention? 4th national survey: Community colleges report. Retrieved from http://www.act.org/research/policymakers/pdf/droptables/CommunityColleges.pdf



Why do credits matter?

15% compared to 74%

Source: Radford, A. W., Berkner, L., Wheeless, S. C., & Shepherd, B. (2010). Persistence and attainment of 2003–04 beginning postsecondary students: After 6 years (NCES 2011-151). Washington, 

DC: National Center for Education Statistics. Retrieved from http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2011/2011151.pdf

ACT, Inc. (2010). What works in student retention? 4th national survey: Community colleges report. Retrieved from http://www.act.org/research/policymakers/pdf/droptables/CommunityColleges.pdf





Accessing 
Data: 
Things to 
Consider

How to request it?

Populations of interest

Aggregated vs disaggregated

Timeframes and trends

Does the data exist, or does it have to be 
collected?

How will the data be used?





Using 
Data to 
Help 
Close 
Equity 
Gaps



Using Data to 
Facilitate 
Difficult 
Conversations



Look Beyond 
Student Data

• Financial Analysis

• Resource Allocation

• Equity among staff and faculty

• Faculty/Counselor workloads

• IR serves many other departments

 Human Resources

 Financial Aid Offices

 Campus Safety



Barriers for IR Offices

Presenting data 
in meaningful 

way

IR playing a 
support function 

and not a 
leading function

Limited 
Resources

Sharing vision 
and need of IR 
with executive 

leaders.

Lack of buy-in 
from college 
constituents

Trust of the data 
at the campus…

Getting clean 
data!



Barriers for Policymakers

Accessing Data
Prioritizing 
data needs

Getting data 
you can drill 

down

Getting key 
stakeholders on 
the same page

Fostering a 
data-driven 

culture

Connecting 
data to policy



Collaborate and partner with your 
IR offices!



Ed Trust suggests policymakers 
take the following steps to help 
higher education serve ALL 
students better:

1.Safeguard and strengthen student 

consumer protection

2.Improve higher education data

3.Hold campuses responsible for 

providing college opportunity

4.Invest in colleges that are committed 

to equity

5.Enforce meaningful consequences

Source: https://edtrust.org/the-equity-line/how-policymakers-can-

help-higher-education-better-serve-students/



Leadership Matters

12%

Of College Presidents 

ranked the use of 

institutional research 

and evidence among the 

top 5 areas of growing 

importance for 

presidents in the future. 



Thank you!
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