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The primary goal of any data science team focused on student success should 
be to curate, clean and analyze decentralized data to deliver descriptive, 
predictive and prescriptive insights to institutional managers and staff informing 
daily action along with growth and innovation of student success strategies. In 
order to do so, one must gather the appropriate team, gain institutional buy-in 
and trust across all student success functions and ultimately produce analytic 
projects that institutional staff can act upon. An aligned effort of People, 
Process and Technology must exist to truly impact change on campus. Here 
are a few tips in the areas of talent acquisition, user adoption and the creation 
of actionable results that should be observed in designing, delivering and 
managing student success analytic projects: 

Finding Talent 

1. Properly define your Data Science / Analytics team - Building 
out a data science team can be a challenge. What roles should exist? 
What experiences are needed? Should the recruited skill sets by more 
technical in nature, statistical or both? Is this an IT project? Should we 
outsource? While there is excitement about the increased interest in 
using data science principles to improve student success outcomes, 
there are concerns about the ability for this demand to be correctly met 
with the perceived uncertainty that exists in the skills required to fulfill 
student success analytics. That said, a starting point must exist and often 
some investment in talent must be made to begin impacting change on 
campus through data science initiatives.  Here are suggested roles any 
data science team should have in order to possess the required, yet 
diverse set of skills to successfully support and maintain actionable 
analytic processes: 

1. Data Scientist - this role applies statistics, machine learning and 
other analytic methodologies to solve critical business problems. 
Their primary function is to help institution turn their data into 
valuable actionable insights. 

2. Data Engineer - this role in more technical in nature and is a role 
that prepares the often decentralized student data infrastructure 
into a centralized set of data to be analyzed by Data Scientists.  



3. BI Developers - this role interacts more closely with institutional 
staff to understand reporting needs by institutional role and in turn 
to create actionable visuals that minimize time spent on 
interpreting results and in turn maximize action upon those results. 

2. Managing Data Science in a similar manner as Technology 
Services and Engineering Teams - When combining the two they 
are a very powerful team, however, it is important to understand Data 
Science <> (does not equal) Software Engineering. Data Science is more 
like research than engineering. It is experimental in nature and harder to 
estimate and forecast. Data Science teams need more flexibility around 
infrastructure and tooling thus a clear definition of role and team 
management must be made before setting out on the path of 
internalizing data science activities. So when assessing an internal team, 
thinking carefully through its hierarchical structure and where the 
function resides internally (or externally). 

3. Emphasizing Industry Knowledge - Industry knowledge is a 
critical piece to a student success analytics project. Like any project, 
having a clear understanding of the enrollment and student success 
operations standard across the industry and those that are unique to 
each institution is critical. While this knowledge can be gained over time 
when hiring entry level data science positions, upper management on 
my teams do require prior experience within the industry. 

Gaining Trust 

1. Do Not Assume Data Science alone can improve student 
outcomes - Impacting students success requires a collection of people, 
processes, and technologies all coordinated and unified in mission. In 
student success specifically, these three items are critical in ensuring the 
'People' on campus can carry out specifically designed 'Processes', 
supported by the right 'Technology' in order to impact student success. 
Customization, Documentation, and clear transparency on the process 
are critical components to ensuring all are on the same page. 

2. Standardizing Terminology & Data Science Language across 
the Institution - There is a lot of terminology flying around higher 
education nowadays (e.g. artificial intelligence, machine learning, 
statistical learning, deep learning, etc...). Try not to get caught up in the 
popular terminology and stay more focused on the question you are 
trying to answer. A good data scientist will first understand the business 
question at hand, understand the various business and data processes 
that surround the problem, and in turn employ the method (often 
multiple) to best solve the business problem. 

3. Properly planning your data science projects - I am a big fan of 
the CRISP-DM methodology. Defined as the Cross-Industry process for 
data mining, this process provides a structured approach to planning and 



should be part of any analytic project your institution sets out to conquer. 
These steps are as follows: 

1. Identify & Understand the problem - interview key stakeholders 
and users.... how do they operate daily...when do they need the 
insights...what question are we trying to answer? 

2. Understand the data - interview key data managers to understand 
how a data point is collected and managed 

3. Curating & Cleaning data 
4. Determine the appropriate Method - regardless of method, the 

goal here is to derive descriptive, predictive and/or prescriptive 
findings based upon the business objectives set forth. 

5. Methodology Evaluation - evaluating the effectiveness of the 
solution prior to deploying on 'Live' data. 

6. Deployment & Monitoring - of ongoing predictions 

 

Linking Results to Action 

1. Using analytic solutions trained on industry data - A one size 
fits all approach to analytic projects simply does not work in higher 
education. Each campus has its own unique culture, cohort profiles and 
set of academic policies and outreach efforts that have their own impact 
on the ultimate success outcomes on campus. Applying generic industry 
models to your own campus population, while informative, will not lead 
to the most accurate prediction that can be made about YOUR student’s 
experience at YOUR institution. My recommendation is to make sure 
models are trained exclusively on your unique Institutional data! A 
custom approach to predictive analytics ensures your unique institutional 
data is incorporated into your predictions while also taking into 
consideration the unique culture, demographics and operations that 
impact success on your campus that might be very different than models 
built on nationally compiled student data. 

2. 'Technology' that allows for the strategic delivery of 
insights - To analyze, predict, prescribe action and deliver insights in a 
seamless manner to institutional users focused on student success, your 
software platform must support the input of Data Science projects. 
Whether it be a simple prediction of success, a listing of risk and success 
factors or actionable nudges your institution may want to communicate 
across functions, Technology and Software is critical in ensuring the 
information is delivered in a seamless manner to the appropriate campus 
personnel that can act upon these important student success insights. 

 

Higher education predictive analytics allows for predictive and prescriptive 
insights which can be used to enhance student success strategies.  An aligned 
effort of People, Process and Technology is necessary to truly impact change. 



Do you want to learn more about how to get started with predictive analytics to 
support student success?  Learn more about talent acquisition, user adoption 
and the creation of actionable results that are utilized in designing, delivering 
and managing student success analytic projects. 
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