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Building a Relational Database to Support

Decision-Making at a Public University

early six years ago, the University of Washington
(UW) faced a 4 percent budget reduction. The fac-
ulty debated -a number of questions: Should the re-
duction be met through vertical or horizontal cuts?
l What processes should be set up to consider elimi-
nating one program or another and how might the,
M attendant i1l will caused by such steps be mitigat-
N ed? '

But io make determinations about “best” kinds
N of cuts, our academic leadership had its own set of
- B questions. If the University of Washington were to
eliminate the X track in Y department, how many majors
would be affected? How soon would it be until all of the stu-
dents in track X would graduate? What alternative pathways
might students choose who otherwise would have chosen track
X7 What other departments and programs would be likely to

be affected by such a cut? Analogous questions were posed for
each of the 10 or so programs—or parts of programs—being
considered for elimination, consolidation, or reorganization.
The provost and the deans wanted answers to these ques-
tions—a reasonabls set of requests, to be sure. But the institn-
tion discovered that it was extremely difficult to provide such
answers, even though the requisite data existed somewhere at

.the university. And when the necessary information could be

gleaned, it was extremely costly to extract in terms of staif
time. This inability to provide decision support in a timely
manner was deeply troubling. Absent compelling data to sup-
port their decisions, academic leaders were forced to make
vague statements of rationale, drawing heavily on the criterion
of a unit’s or a program’s “centrality” to the institution’s mis-~
sion. Just how this centrality might be measured could never
be defined satisfactorily.
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Given the prospect of dwindling state support and the likeli-
hood of future budget cuts, these affairs were unsatisfactory. Re-
sponsible academic management at mininmum requires the ability
to track student progress and measure performance. At a deeper
level, though, consensual decision-making involving faculty,
chairs, deans, the provost, and the president requires accessto a
legitimate, recognizable, and common body of information. Too
often in moments of crisis, faculty and administrators are locked
in a battle over what is “‘true.” Consensus is impossible when es-
sential facts are in contention. In contrast, comman information
takes the conversation to a higher policy plane: it allows rational
discussion of what should be rather than what is.

In response to the absence of an adequate decision support
system, a group of us—spanning mumerous university divi-
sions including the Office of Undergradnate Education, Plan-
ning and Budgeting, Student Affairs, and the Graduate
School—proclaimed ourselves the University Strategic
Analysis Group (USAG). And together, we produced
a relational database that has become a key
resource for academic decision-making
at the UW. Born of crisis, the USAG
database now supports ongoing
academic planning at departmental,
college, and universitywide lev- -
els, directly affecting the culture
of our decision-making.

Although thig database has
had big payoffs, implementing
any change in a Jarge university
is always probleratic. At the
University of Washington, this
project grew as arevolution
from below. It depended on the
voluntary, extraprdinary efforts of
a group of individuals who simply
decided to devote themselves to solv-
ing these problems. There was no man-
daté from above. The existence of similar
projects at other universities with different histo-
ries and philosophies suggests that some of the same
ends can be accomplished under different political and institu-
tional conditions. Even so, experience suggests that there are
fundamental questions and principles that can help guide any
similar initiative. ' -

GETTING STARTED

The critical ingredient for getting started is need. At the
University of Washington, the impetus came from state-
mandated budget cuts. Escalating frustration by deans trying
_ to manage growth while simultancously responding to expec-
tations for greater efficiency also helped inspire this project.
The recognition that getting answers was too costly in time
and money offered further impetus. [gnoring the problem was
increasingly costly zs well. Finally, the call for greater public
accountability lent urgency to the project.

Once need is established, the second step is to survey existing
data resources: What exists presently, in what form, and to what
end? This takes time to assess. Even staff who have worked with
data at a university for many years may never have asked ques-
tions about what data resources are owned by the university as a
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whole. Staff also typically have not peered over database fences,

~ and may not understand the purpose or logic of any beyond those

for which they have direct responsibility.

At the University of Washington, for example, we found a
rich array of databases—all of which used disparate comput-
ing technologies, file formats, and data definitions. These
included the Student Information System (student course
enrollment records and student demographics) from the Reg-
istrar’s Office, course evaluations from the Office of Educa-
tional Assessment, building and room information in the
Capital and Space Planning Office, the Financial Accounting
Systems and Faculty Workload Systems in the Office of
Planning and Budgeting, grant and contract expenditures
from the Office of Research, graduate student records from
the Graduate School, and so on. Moreover, nearly every one

of these resided in a different vice president’s or vice

provost’s domain of responsibility.

Each database also had a different audience or
master—sometimes the state, sometimes the
federal government, and sometimes a
particular academic unit (such as the
Graduate School). Each also had an
“owner” whe controlled the shape
of the database and governed ac-
cess to it. Some were Unisys

mainframe (using COBOL pro-
gramming language); others
relied upon a PC environment
using proprietary software,
Five years ago, the challenges

tems relate to one another were
considerable. Nonetheless, the
survey of existing databases was
heartening. Data collection is ex-
pensive, not only in time, but also
in good will. Thus, the first operational
rule we adopted: no new data. The chal-
lenge was to take the many data riches that al-

ready existed and meld them into a single accessible

information resource.

One source of resistance to building such a resolve, ironi-
cally, is the sense that until there is a big picture to build to,
nothing worthwhile can be accomplished. There are two parts
to this problem, data and technology. The pace of technologi-
cal change is sich that no system design will ever be “best.”
Better choices are always available. Starting with proven and
tested technology, which can be deployed reasonably quickly
and which is based on principles of adaptability and scalabili-
ty, is essential. Improvements can and should follow.

The main prize is the data. The big task is to revise the
structure of data storage now existing in disparate university
information systems to “fit” a comumon relational database en-
vironment. This fit will never be perfect and cannot anticipate
all future contingencies. A grand view is useful; details (and
mistakes) will follow. The repositery of data will grow and its
strocture will change regardless of the quality of the initial
database design. Getting the data into the hands of potential
users is essential and should always be the project’s ultimate
purpose. The time and energy required to structure a “perfect”
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Consensus is 1mp0551ble when essential facts are in contention.

In contrast, common information takes the conversation to a higher policy plane:

it allows rational discussion of what should be rather than what is.

data model detracts from the purpose of providing the data
resource in the first place. Once started, the organization and
structure of the database will evolve, becanse its purposes will
change with the environment.

Despite the importance of the goal, however, the daunting
array of incompatible databases is as likely to inspire paraly-
sis. In response, the necessary direction comes not from the
world of data-rnanagers, but from institutional priorities.

At the University of Washington, our first priority was to
understand stndent progress—course-taking patterns, major
choice, course access issues, retention and graduation patterns,
and the like. This, then, guided the development of the rela-
tional database: student records, faculty workload, and time
schedule information first; budget records second; and so on.
This process must be continuously recalibrated.

The next step is equally critical for design: to identify both
the principal clients for the database and the prineipal unit of
analysis, Our decision was to privilege deans and chairs and -
thus to make the principal unit of analysis the department or
program. Our key academic decision-makers are chairs and
deans, and budgets are organized by unit (department and pro-
gram, aggregating to college or school). Unit-based account-
ability was also beginning to gain currency as a management
approach at the University of Washington, making access to
data at the unit level even more critical. Many universities are
also part of a statewide system. In such circumstances, the
principal clients are more likely to be vice presidents or other
administrators at the system level. Indeed, a system straocture
places the primary accountability burden on institution-level
vice presidents, who are beholden both to deans and to the
statewide system.

The final deciston is to settle on the character of the database:
should it be primarily oriented toward analysis or accounting?
Our strong recommendation is that such a database should be-
used principally for analytic purposes. Transactions and report-
ing requirements—as well as the responsibility to collect and
vouch for the accuracy of the data—should remain the responsi-

bility of the owners of each data source. Freedom from reporting -

requirements allows the relational database to remain a dynamic
creation, changing with new priorities, responding to the

changing needs of users, and inspiring ever-more-sophisticated ‘

approaches to leadership and to resolving important manage-
ment questions.
Accomplishing these steps requires a shift of perspective—

" especially on the part of the owners of particular sources of

data. They must be willing to cede some control over their

portion of the world and to adopt a university- rather than a

uriit-level stance. Our experierce suggests that the most mean-

ingful way to accomplish this shift is to bring all owners of

constituent databases to the design table. The project will al-

ways benefit from their particular knowledge and expertise.

At the same time, the p1ocess of becoming identified with the
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university’s well-being as a whole will develop naturally with
the exchange of information and ideas.

These experiences suggest the following design principles
for any such effort:

1) Common information is the basis of consensual deci-
sion-making. ‘

2) Common information resources should draw only on
existing institutional data.

33} The resulting database is best used for decision-support
purposes, rather than record-keeping. As such,

* The database should be subject oriented, because data is
about issues important to university decision-makers.

* The database should be infegrated, because things that are -
important can be related to one another.

* The database should be frozen in time as snapshots taken
at periodic inter vals, with cach snapshot being accepted as
representative. :

» The database should be longitudinal, because snapshots in
time are taken at known intervals and may be viewed in cine-
matographic fashion, giving a “moving picture” impression
of change over time.

4) The database néeds to be conceived as responsive to the
needs of a specific clientele (for example, chairs and deans). '

5) The database mnst be a dyrnamic creation, expected to
grow and change with shifting institutional priorities and
client needs.

SHARING THE DATABASE

The construction of the first phase of the relational database
at the University of Washington took one and one-half years.
In part, this long gestation period was a product of the fact that
the initiative was a voluntary, non-compensated effort. During
this time, we consulted widely with,chairs and faculty councils
frequently about the preferred shape of the resource we were
designing and about how particular issues should be reselved.

Following the first phase, though, it became important to
institute a new political strategy designed to educate and in-
spire use. We made a presentation about the initiative to each
of the 17 scheols and colleges, and used actual data to describe
the college that we were visiting, taking the oppertunity to
make comparisons with other UW colleges on the same di-
mensions, These descriptions and comparisons portrayed their
units in a way, in which they had never been presented before.

During those presentations we were also able to get feed-
back on the accuracy of the information. One of the important
secondary consequences of this enterprise has beenta show
colleges, schools, programs, and departments the data about
them that exist in the university environment. In the vast
majority of cases, the units themselves supplied the data, but,
before these presentations, they had rarely, if ever, seen the
data in the aggregate. In and of itsel{, deans and chairs consid-
ered this to be a beneficial outcome of the project. Because
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The true promise of this project: to enable key academic

decision-makers to ask their own gquestions, to model their own futures,

to explore solutions to their own problems.

things were now out in the open, they were able both to inspire
improved repofting of data and to fix heretofore unknown er-
rors that had accumulated over time.

During these visits we also made a commitment to train
chairs, deans, and their designates to nse the database direct-
ly. That, of course, was the true promise of this project: to
enable key academic decision-makers to ask their own ques-
tions, to model their own futures, to explore solutions to
their own problems. Decentralizing access to information
facilitated unit strategic planning, an institutional priority
in its own right.

In the following year, we began training sessions. They
required an eight-honr commitment and knowledge of Mi-
crosoft Access. We wrote training manuals for each of the ma-
jor databases and led the training sessions. At last count, 130
people had been trained at the UW, and demand continues.
Those trained fell roughly into three categories: a small
number who wanted to know some basics but who do not actu-
ally conduct much analysis, a majority who learned to conduct
analyses specific to their unit’s interests, and a few who be-
came what we call “power users.” These power users draw
upon the database routinely to carry out their work. They are a

+ force for change at the UW, and an important source of infor-
mation to vs about how to improve the resource as a whole.
Recognizing their status, they have now organized themselves
informally as a group, known as Parnassus.

QUESTIONS, WORRIES, ISSUES

A nimber of questions, worries, and issues arose repeatedly
as we shared the database across campus. Because such issues
will arise at any institution trying to do somethmg similar, we
think each is worth some discussion.

1) What is going to happen if chairs and deans can see
each other’s data? 7

Our experience is that while prurient interest often leads
those in the training session to look first at sorneone else’s unit
and only then at their own, this impulse quickly subsides as
they begin to focus seriously on the challenges they face in
their own units. At that point, casual comparisons turn to
serious benchmarks through which to gauge performance
and establish normative standards.

Sometimes there are rocky points, as one dean discovers
that the FTE student/faculty ratio in his/her college far exceeds
that of another, or that his/her resource allocation seems to
be out of line. But even these moments of tension are usually
turned to good effect. Bither they foster an appreciation that
other units make qualitatively different kinds of contributions
to the common good, or they provoke a discussion among,
deans and the provost about optimal principles of resource al-
location and appropriate performance expectations. After three
and a half years of unmediated access to the database; war has
not broken out and suspicion has subsided.
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2) How will confidentiality and security be preserved in
the face of greater access?

These are really two separate questions. Confidentiality is
govermned by the same rules in our relaticnal database as for all
constituent databases. For example, student identities are pro-
tected in the student records and financial aid systems: While
each student has a unique identifier in the database, it cannot be
paired with a name or student number, unless the user has the
“key.” Very few people have access to the “key” and that re-
striction continues. In contrast, faculty identity is not protected
because faculty members are state emnployees; this means that
faculty members can be identified, along with what some might
consider sensitive information, like their salaries. But salary hag
always been available by name. Though the data are now more
accessible, no rules regarding confidentiality have changed.

The second question—that of security—is of greater
concern. We do not have the resources to “police” use of the
database, nor do we wish to. That is why we restricted access
and provide training only to deans, chairs, and their desig-
nates, When a chair or dean sends someone to training, he
or she assumes responsibility for that person’s actions. Up
to now, this system has worked satisfactorily.

3} How will it be paid for?

We relied on existing resources: Only in the fourth year of
the project were additional resources committed. Increasing-
ly, reallocation supports the project all across campus, and the
amount of staff time that has been saved is impressive. For in-
stance, one associate dean noted that the data analysis needed
to complete his unit’s academic program review that had tak-
en him eight months to complete just a couple of years ago,
now took him less than two weeks and was of substanually
higher quality.

4) Will people use the data correcily?

Learning to use the database is an ongoing educational pro-
cess. And the most important part of the education is learning
to ask questions correctly. When a chair asks a simple question
like “How many majors are there in my department?” the pro-
cess of frying to get a concrete answer fi-om the database can
lead to arefinement of the chair’s knowledge about first and
second majors (in the case of double majors) and the confusing
world of premajors. Users of the database have become accus-
tomed to the process of refining questions, checking the results
of their analyses ageinst commonly held assumptions, and the
like. We have been careful to remain an on-call resource to
check the accuracy of any data analysis. As more and more
people become adept at the use of the database across campus,
they begin to serve as resources for one ancther.

5) How will the computing system be supported?

This is an ongoing issue, and it is not clear that it will ever
be fully resolved. Originally the database resided in one unit—
Planning and Budgeting—where the university’s Office of
Instituticnal Studies is also located. But the database grows
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exponentially, and it isn’t clear that there is sufficient expertise
and commitment here to support an ever-larger database.
There is also a'corollary development: at least two colleges de-
sire to maintain the entire database, modified to suit their own,
quite sophisticated, analytic ambitions. One of these colleges
now has the cipacity to do this, and we will watch the experi-
ment with interest. A highly decentralized structure may thus
be in our future,

6) How will users be supported?

Prior to the existence of the central data resource and asso-
ciated training, all questions had to be funneled through a cen-
tra] source. In that sense, “service to the campus” could be
largely seen in the length of the queve and success in getting
answers depended on the queue-jumping skill of the question-
er. Now that academic decision-makers can answer their own
questions, the support role has changed fundamentally. Instead
of supplying answers, staff serve as resource persons to enable
others to conduct their own analyses and to find their
own answers. The Institutional Studies staff
can then concentrate on questions of the
greatest priority, impact, and complexi-
ty for the university as a whole.

7) What happens if our infor-
mtation and other people’s infor-
mation are different?

When information differs—
and it often does——it is a teach-
able moment. It is hardly ever
the casé that the information is
truly different. It is either that
the questions differ, even
though they may seem the same,
or that the vser is not aware of un-
derlying definitions or processes
giving rise to the data. If there isa
true informational discrepancy—and
this still happens sometimes——the error
can be quickly identified and corrected.

8) Won't outsiders use this infermation
against us?

At a public univessity, all information is subject to public
disclosure in any case. Therefore, the real question is how in-
formation collected by the university about the university can
be used for the benefit of the university. The answer to this
question is thus in two parts. First, these data help the universi-
ty to make informed collective judgments. Second, the infor-
mation helps the university present a credible case to outsiders
based on facts instead of beliefs and suppositions. Universities
are sometimes viewed as cloistered institutions that only want

to defend themselves from external demands for change. Shar-
- ing data widely can help a university to deal with the external

world proactively. Indeed, “openness™ serves to dispel sugpi-
cion of its motives. We contend that the university is best
served by giving immediate answers to press inquiries about
such questions as the 10 largest classes and their size, rather
than saying that such information is “unavailable.”

9) It’s impossible to catch the essence and flavor of the uni-
versity through quantitative information. The process of data
collection, reporting, and access only feeds the bean counters.

No amount of data and data analysis will ever supplant or
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replace a university’s values, goals, and judgment, nor should
it ever do so. But data contributes significantly to the context
for decision-making. It’s the meaning and interpretation of the
numbers that build that context, not the data as such.

10) Will they still need vs? Will they still feed us?

Every university has experts who possess specialized
knowledge, and information professionals are part of this
group. They have conditioned their work to the surrounding
environment and have gained a significant element of work
independence, by making others depend on them. Distribut-
ing access to information can be, and often is, seen as a threat
to these experts’ status, position, and prestige. Alternatively,
new ways of doing work can be seen as an opportunity to en-
hance their roles and value to the institution. Some individu-
als will have both feelings simultaneously. But our'experience ‘
has shown that every question addressed leads to new ques--
tions, and that access to information leads to demands for

additional insights. As a result, we have seen no
decline in our “business.” The emphasis be-
comes adaptation and change, rather than
elimination and reduction.

How has the University- of Wash-
ington used this data resource for
decision-making? Some exarm-
ples follow.

IMPROVING ACCESS TG
HicH-DEMAND COURSES

At the University of Wash-
ington the total enrollment in
individwal course sections has
been known since enrollment
recording began. Stacks of re-
ports were generated quarterly that
reported such enrollment statistics.
‘What was nnkriown was the magnitnde
of unmet student demand for enrollment
in particular courses. Individual departments
of the university were unable to see how they
were doing in meeting student demand. As a result they
relied on entry codes and other devices to “ration” access to
courses intended to serve majors, and had no information on
which to base decisions about additional course offerings in-
tended to serve general distribution and elective requirements.

One consequence was a chorus of student complaints about
the inability to get into courses and to graduate on time. The uni-
versity could not respond with authority to these complaints: it
had no information on the basis of which to gauge the extent of
the problem and no way to assess success in fixing it.

Working with the university’s central computing staff, we
revised the data recorded and maintained in the registration
process. For each course offered, the university began an
unduplicated count of how many students attempted to register
for the course who were denied registration because of inade-
quate space. If a student at any time secured enrcllment in the
course, the count wes correspondingly revised. The data weye
captured and stored at the conclusion of each enrollment peri-
od. In addition to cther data on the number of places offered
and enrollment already maintained, the university now record-
ed sufficient information to be able to determine the following
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for each individual course offering:

Percent Offered Enrollment Utilized: the proportion of
offered enrollment space relative to total enrollment.

Percent Enrollment Demand Satisfied: the proportion of
total enrollment demand relative to total enrollment.

The first measure views enrollment management in an
efficiency context and the second in an effectiveness context.
Data that yield these measures are made available to everyone
involved in enrollment management. Department-Jevel per-
sonnel can address enrcliment management issues in particu-
lar course offerings. University-level administrators can
allocate resources to departments to improve the satisfaction
of student demand, especially for bottleneck courses. This
marks a significant improvement: In years past, scarce re-
sources would have been allocated across the board based
upon aggregate numbers and student complaints, rather than
in response to the magnitude of the queue of students outside
each classroom door.

The ability to respond to unforeseen events has also been
enhanced. In the fall of 1997, unexpectedly, the university ex-
perienced a surge in acceptance of offers for admissions. This
resulted in an enrollment of 200 more freshmen than were

_an‘r.1c1pated The ability to forecast the additional enrollment
demand that would be generated by these new students made
it possible to add course offerings in advance. Tt was also
possible to sze where there was under-used capacity that conld
address the vnexpected student demand;

Over time the capability to measure and manage enrollment

has grown. Individual colleges and their deans are beginning

to be able to address and manage enrollments, and to speak
 to these issues in the context of decisions about planning and

budgeting. The satisfaction of enrollment demand at the lower

division has risen since academic year 1994-95 from 80.6 per-

cent to 82.3 percent, and the nse of available places rose fram

87.0 percent to 88.5 percent while average class size remained
. consiant at 39.7. Similar results are evident at the upper-
division level with enrollment demand satisfaction rising from
83.7 percent to 89.8 percent and enroliment use remaining
canstant at 72 percent but with average class size falling to
25.8 from 26.8. These accomplishments are within the context
of a growing student body.

Another unanticipated use of this data resonrce was dig-
covered in planning and scheduling summer quarter course
offerings. Previously, these offerings were determined by
what faculty were willing to teach, and were constrained by
minimum enrollment standards. Data about actual student
+ enrollment demand provided a new basis for determining
summer quarter course offerings and for giving priority to
courses with significant levels of unsatisfied enrollment
demand during the fall, winter, and spring academic terms.

THE ADVISING FUNCTION

The University of Washington has two levels of advising;
the first performed centrally for students who have not yet
declared a major, and the second performed by departmental
advisors working with students who have been admitted to a
major. Both central and departinental advising staffs perceive
themselves to be woefully understaffed relative to the time and
attention they would like to give students.

The central advising staff members initiated a “strategic ad-
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vising program” through which they identify those students
most in need of advising assistance from the perspective of in-
stitutional student retention. Using the database, we helped
them develop criteria to identify these students. Eventually,
these criteria included cumulative number of credits earned,
minimum and maximum grade point average, and the absence
of a declared major. Collectively, they targeted academically
strong—but not the strongest—students who had a significant
probability of dropping out as juniors. The criteria could be
applied each quarter and a group of students could be targeted
by the central advising staff for tailored intervention. Previ-
ously, the central advising staff would not have been able to
identify such students. The decision-support database has en-
abled efforts to make better use of central advising resources.
In turn, a significant unjversity retention i issue is being ad-
dressed in a systematic way.

' MANAGEMENT OF INSTRUCTIONAL CONTRIBUTIONS

Like many universities, the University of Washington records
which classes and which independent-study (including disser-
tation and thesis) students are being instructed by whom. For-

-merly, this infermation was captured, recorded, and locked

away in an electronic filing cabinet and used only by those do-
ing costing studies. But the question of who is doing the teach-
ing is central and a fundamental management issue for deans
and chairs. At a departmental level such information tends to
be obtained first-hand. Beyond the department, there are only
fuzzy notions about who is doing the teaching or how much
teaching is being dene. In addition, faculty can be reluctant to
teach outside their department for fear that their teaching con-
tributions will not be recognized. After all, course enrollment
registrations and credits are reported based upon where they
were taken by the student, not who taught them. The delivery
of instructor information now permits deans and chairs to have
a shared and common understanding of exactly what is taught
by faculty of a given department, without regard to where the
teaching takes place,

At the University of Washington, the lack of such data on ac-
tual teaching contributions was a significant barrier to achieving
cooperation across colleges and departments. In a college that
had experienced a long-term enrollment decline, for example,
the absence of data on teaching contributions across disciplines
and departmental boundaries unintentionally served as a disin-
centive for faculty to teach in other colleges. Once it was shown
that reliable information about actual teaching contributions
could be reported by those who did the teaching, resistance to
teaching outside disciplinary and organizational boundaries di-
minished. Teaching outside organizational boundaries can now

. be recognized and consciously managed.

ACADEMIC ISSUES IN TRANSFER ARTICULATION

Half of the University of Washington’s bachelor’s degrees
are given to students who transfer to the university from com-
munity colleges or from other four-year institutions. For many
yeais it has been well understood at the university level how
well these students do in the aggregate in terms of grade point
average, probability of graduation within a certain time frame,
etc. But aggregate-level answers like these are not particularty
relevant to a departmental faculty. Departmental facuity want to
know instead how well these transfer students do in follow-on
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courses offered by their department when the prerequisite is tak-
en at another institution. When information on this topic became
available, it stimulated a pilot research project—initially with
math faculty and university-level institutional researchers—to
examine how well students do in follow-on courses when the
prerequisite is taken elsewhere, compared to performance when
the prerequisite is taken at the university. The pilot project indi-
cated wide variation in success rates across feeder community
colleges. The power of these results led to a data-sharing project
among the university and all 33 community and technical col-
leges in the state of Washington, To achieve the goals of this
project, though, the university and the State Board had to over-

- come technological barriers that blocked data sharing between

the two organizations as well as address student confidentially
and privacy concerns. Together, the two parties found solutions,
and data related to students (demographics, course registrations,
degrees awarded, grades, majors, gtc.) are now being shared,
‘We expect that this data-sharing process will create the founda-
tions for more such studies that are designed to achieve higher
levels of transfer success. '

A PARADIGMATIC SHIFT

Nothing Jess than a paradigmatic shift in the way informa-
tion is used has occurred at the University of Washington as
a result of this project. Moving from jealously guarded owner-
ship of data to sharing a common resource, and moving from
an expert to a non-expert class of users of complex data is at
the heart of this shift. _

To be sure, there are many stories associated with each of
the arrows in Chart 1. The transition has been hardest of all, in
some ways, for the owners of the original constituent data-
bases. It is not easy to argue that giving up monopolistic con-
trol of a database will always have a happy outcome for the
administrator who is responsible for such a database. It is not
easy to accept that ceding control over information won’t re-
duce power. Infact, it does, at least in the short-run.
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The transition has also been difficult for acaden'nc Ieaders
In part, this is because these changes were symptomatic of oth-
er more profound and unsettling changes in higher education
including growing accountability, more attention to student
needs and desires, and the tension between access and qua.hty
that seems to be ever-present at state institutions.

But the positive reaction to this shift should not be underesti-
mated. Certainly it exceeded our wildest expectations. Notori-
ously demanding groups of departmental chairs applauded our
effort. The initial and continuing demand for training is an ex-
cellent indicator of interest and support. While the old paradigm
served those who owned data, the new paradigm serves those
who need it. The more difficult the environmental constraints—
budgetary and political—the more important it is to inform
those who must make the tough decisions. Only in the context
of shared information can the fundamental value governing
decision-making in the acadenty, consensus, be preserved.

The shift in perspective has been so swift and complete that
it has become fully institutionalized. New deans and depart-
ment chairs have never known a time when they could not
count on prempt analyses to answer often complex questions.
Our challenge now is to adapt to newly emerging issues and to
capture new data that can respond to those issues. Our experi--
ence is that issues emerge more quickly than the database can
evolve. Sometimes we are clever enough to anticipate issues.
Most of the time we are behind. The new level of analytic ca-
pacity available to academic decision-makers is now taken for
granted. And so it should be.

People are empowered by access to data. They begin to ad-
dress questions that they have always wondered about or have
perceived as being important but have been unable to address.
When they can do so, belief is replaced by knowledge. Choic-
es grounded in fact replace choices based upon hope or insis-
tence, Greater timeliness and responsiveness to contemporary
issues become possible, even in the absence of budget cuts and
other crises. . =
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