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Introduction

Edutech’s charge at The Evergreen State College was to assess the use of technology on the campus. We were asked to consider the range, availability, efficiency, and quality of IT services; the academic, administrative, network and technical support models; as well as the funding and budgeting process for IT. We were asked to identify issues, propose solutions, and compare Evergreen to similar institutions. Most broadly, we were asked to “evaluate the use of technology by Evergreen and whether there are opportunities to use our limited resources more effectively.”
We believe that such a review is a healthy and necessary step that every educational institution should take as part of its planning processes for information resources and technology. Evergreen is currently developing an IT strategic plan as part of the College’s overall strategic planning process. The College also has relatively new leadership in IT and in some other key areas. This is a perfect time to review the current situation to make sure the College is choosing the right direction for its information environment.

Every consulting assignment carries with it the preconceived ideas of the consultants. While always trying to remain as objective as possible, Edutech does bring to every consulting project a very strong bias toward the importance of information technology and information resources in education, and toward the need for every institution to have a strong, effective, and well-run information environment. We are strongly committed to the idea that virtually every one of an institution’s goals and objectives can be affected in positive ways by information technology. Whether it is using computers and networking to strengthen current and new educational programs, to provide individualized learning experiences for students, to attract and retain students best able to benefit from the school’s educational experience, to enhance the quality of student life, or to emphasize sound planning and increased financial strength, information technology and resources have an important, substantive role to play. Our consulting strategy for this project at Evergreen, therefore, has been to enhance and strengthen the potential for an excellent information technology and information resources environment.

Edutech firmly rejects the idea that one model fits all institutions. In fact, Edutech has worked with schools with quite a range of educational approaches, from research institutions to seminaries, from networks of for-profit schools to a an institution based on the great books, and even one school whose educational method is registered with the U.S. Copyright Office. Our approach is never to impose a “best” model on an institution. On the other hand, we feel that there are practices and principles that can be applied at any institution to make sure that IT is appropriately serving that institution’s particular goals and working in tandem with its culture, not against it. Ultimately, it is up to the institution to decide whether our recommendations are consistent with its values, resources, and goals. Our purpose is never to change an institution’s culture. Rather, we offer recommendations that we feel are consistent with the institution’s core values and that will lead to success.

It is important to emphasize that Edutech’s intent in review projects is never to criticize or condemn past decisions. We are in no position to second-guess others after the fact, nor would it be productive to do so. Our goal at Evergreen is to take a look at the situation today and to come to some judgments about how well the information environment is serving the College now and, most importantly, is likely to serve it in the future. As the world’s understanding increases about how to make the best use of technology and information resources to serve the needs of colleges and universities, as those needs change and as new approaches emerge, Evergreen should have both the basis and the flexibility to put that new understanding to work. It is in that spirit that we make our observations, comments, and analysis.

The first step in the process was to learn as much as possible about Evergreen. Before and during the course of the project, I was given access to a wealth of materials and had very productive and informative meetings on campus, as well as a number of follow-up phone calls. I learned about Evergreen’s overall goals and objectives through written materials from the College’s strategic planning process and by discussing these issues with the institution’s leaders and others who are involved in major College-wide initiatives. I learned about IT planning and activities through the IT Portfolio and minutes and other documents produced by the Information Technology Collaborative Hive.  I learned about the infrastructure and support services from the Computing and Communications staff and other technology support units and from materials that they have produced. Information about what the users want and need came through the many interviews and meetings I had with faculty, staff, administrators, and students. 

Another major component that factors into our assessment is knowledge of “best practices.” Although information technology in higher education is still relatively new, it has been in place long enough to benefit from the development of a growing set of commonly accepted practices; these have been field tested in hundreds of different educational environments, and are generally thought to represent the best thinking in the field thus far. These practices generally fall into the following categories:

· Area 1: Technology Facilities: The types and quantity of information and information technology resources relative to the size of the institution, standards, monitoring for reliability, usage growth rates, capacity planning, technical productivity tools, use of proven core technologies, security.

· Area 2: Software and Applications: Specific software products and their uses among the user community, standards, reliability and robustness, documentation.

· Area 3: Support Services: Staffing, organization, staff preparedness relative to the tasks they are expected to do, types of services provided, quantity of services provided, staff numbers comparisons to other institutions, decentralized and department-based support, professional computing practices, acceptable use policies, reporting to the community, service level agreements, quality management and assurance.

· Area 4: Funding for Information Technology: Levels of funding relative to similar institutions, the breakdown of allocated funds to particular areas, technology replacement strategies, relationships between central funding and department-based funding for technology, sources of funding.

· Area 5: Planning and Governance: User expectations, degree of user satisfaction, management perceptions, reporting levels, overall organizational and governance structure, service orientation, accountability, advisory committees, priority setting, fitting information environment mission to institutional mission, shared responsibility for success, strategic planning.
All of these areas and issues are discussed in this report, in separate sections. Each section also contains our recommendations for moving forward.

On a personal note, I want to thank everyone for a very informative and productive visit to campus. During my time at Evergreen, I had the opportunity to meet with many people from all parts of the College. In addition to attending many meetings, I also observed the impressive technology facilities. I also want to acknowledge all the preparation that many people did for this study. I was provided with access to an enormous amount of very helpful material to prepare for my visit. It is clear that many faculty, administrators, and staff members have given a good deal of thought to what needs to happen at Evergreen with information technology and the information environment, and in many cases, have already participated in important efforts to make IT and information resources a vital resource of the College. Many of their thoughts, comments, and recommendations are incorporated into this report.

General Assessment of Evergreen’s Information Environment

The information environment at Evergreen is made up of a combination of Computing and Communications, Scientific Computing, the Library, and people and resources located in specific departments or areas. 

Overall, my judgment is that while some challenges do exist, information technology and information resources are serving Evergreen very well in a large number of significant ways. The more I talked with people on campus and the more I learned about the environment, the more impressed I became with what has been achieved. Not that everything is perfect, to be sure, but it must be acknowledged – and appreciated – that Evergreen is doing many things in IT and its information environment very well, and has a wide range of accomplishments to show for it. I observed these very positive elements, for example:

· a solid and reliable network is in place, including a growing percentage of the campus covered by wireless; 

· almost all of the existing classrooms are enhanced with technology in a significant way, 

· general facilities for students, like the Computer Center, and specialized facilities, such as Scientific Computing’s Computer Applications Lab and the Library’s Digital Imaging Studio and the Multimedia Lab, are outstanding;

· the Library runs a successful program for checking out laptops to students for use within the Library;

· Evergreen owns and efficiently operates its own telephone switch;

· many faculty are beginning to use course management systems and collaborative tools, such as wikis;

· some faculty have produced outstanding course materials that take advantage of technology;

· a modern, highly sophisticated, and mainstream administrative information system, Banner, is in place;

· professional, well-qualified, and well-trained staff  provide high-quality services to end users; and

· a good relationship exists, for the most part, between the technology service providers and the users, characterized by mutual respect and friendliness (end users took many opportunities to point out how much they appreciate the IT support staff they work with and to compliment individual staff members).

These are no small accomplishments and should not be taken for granted, especially at a time when many institutions are experiencing great difficulties with IT, and have not seen the progress that Evergreen has been able to make. While it’s true that much in technology has become as invisible as the electricity that makes the lights come on when we flip a wall switch, the effort required to create that environment of reliable ubiquity is enormous. There is no question that there have been good intentions by everyone involved in and with IT, that a tremendous amount of hard work has been done, and that significant results have been achieved. While there are some challenges at the moment, these very positive features will serve as a solid foundation for further progress.

Challenges

Information technology has clearly brought many benefits to higher education. IT has helped make our institutions more efficient, has contributed to newly effective ways of approaching student learning, and has become an invaluable tool in faculty research. At the same time, IT has consistently been a troublesome and challenging area. While technology use has grown very rapidly on most campuses, it has always been and still remains very expensive, as well as being profoundly disruptive to the “normal” pace of activities in a typical college or university. Also, unlike IT in most other industries, IT in higher education is highly institution-specific; as we look around at the higher-education landscape, we see literally dozens of ways of organizing, managing, planning for, and budgeting for IT, with both successful and unsuccessful examples in every combination of approaches. 

However, the single characteristic shared by those institutions that regard themselves as “getting IT right” is the close alignment between the institution’s goals and objectives and its IT efforts, expenditures, and results. The closer this alignment is, the more likely the institution is to feel that it is using IT effectively and efficiently, and getting a good return for its IT investment. We believe that the single biggest challenge for Evergreen right now in its information environment is that this alignment does not exist as strongly as it should, and that this gap has allowed some problems to arise.

We observed, for example:

· the lack of permanent funding for replacing and upgrading most equipment;

· dissatisfaction among students with wireless network coverage and mobile phone service;

· the impression among students that on-line services are disjointed and require jumping from one area to another;

· the HR system is outside Banner and uses software that may have to be replaced soon;

· a lack of clarity about how priorities for major IT initiatives should be set and who should set them; and

· an IT planning and coordination model that relies heavily on voluntary collaboration and is driven by requests and problems rather than being guided by an institution-wide vision;

Although many things in the information environment are good and are working just the way they should be, the College does have some difficult issues to address, as well as a need to meet the demands of an evolving future. This is all covered in more detail in the following sections. 

The challenge for the information environment at Evergreen now is how best to build on its accomplishments, keep the momentum going, and continue on into the future with a record of success.

Area 1: Technology Facilities

Computing, networking, and information technology facilities at Evergreen are extensive and impressive. In most cases, Evergreen IT facilities are at or near standards for similar institutions, and in some cases surpass them. However, these standards are a moving target, and there are areas in which the College will probably have to make upgrades in the near future.

Computer Labs

The casual visitor immediately gets the impression that the public labs and workspaces at Evergreen are well-stocked with up-to-date equipment, intelligently laid out, efficiently run, and, most importantly, heavily and seriously used by students. Learning more about them confirms this impression.

The Computer Center in the Library building offers three general access labs, including a Macintosh lab, plus an advanced computing classroom. For historical reasons, a separate unit, funded by the academic division, runs a computer lab that is exclusively in support of the sciences, called the Computer Applications Lab (CAL).  The CAL is a high-end facility with data acquisition equipment, specialized imaging tools, and other scientific technology. Due to a recent acquisition, students can check out new GPS’s for field work.

A language lab is new this year, based on temporary funding. Other specialized facilities include the Digital Imaging Studio and the Multimedia Lab.

Media-Capable Classrooms

Virtually 100% of the classrooms at Evergreen have been outfitted with equipment for technology-enhanced teaching. Many of these classrooms have advanced projection systems and automated control panels. This equipment represents a large investment, and one that puts Evergreen at a level that many similar institutions are aiming to reach.

Many faculty make use of this classroom equipment. There are drawbacks, however. Because the control systems are not identical in every classroom, some faculty have found themselves trying to use unfamiliar equipment. Little support for the classrooms is available in the evenings and on weekends.

Faculty and Student Computers

Most faculty needs seem to be well satisfied by the computers provided by the College. There does seem to be some delay in getting computers purchased and prepared for new faculty. It might be possible to change the approval procedure for these purchases to allow more time to prepare for the arrival of in-coming faculty.

There is no College requirement for students to own computers. Evergreen is not out of the mainstream in this respect. Only 13% of public four-year institutions plan to require students to own a computer by fall, 2007.
 Student access to computers at Evergreen does not seem to be a problem.

A prospective student visiting the Evergreen web site will not easily find answers to questions like, “What kind of computer should I bring?”, “Does the College sell computers to students,” or “Is a computer required or necessary at Evergreen?” The impression might be given that computing and technology are less important at Evergreen than at many other institutions.

Work is being done on an “IT Survival Guide,” a wiki that will provide comprehensive answers about technology at Evergreen. Right now the link to “Getting a Computer” is an empty stub.

All this may be perfectly compatible with the values and approaches that Evergreen wants to stress. But this is one of the areas that should be constantly reviewed, as discussed in the section of this report on IT planning and governance.

The Network

The Evergreen campus network provides 100 Mbps fully switched (not shared) connections to 5,000 data jacks. The feeds to the data closets run at 1 gigabit. This is a current high standard of connectivity. However, as bandwidth-hungry applications increase, the standard is rising. Over 40% of 4-year public colleges now either have already upgraded to 10 gigabits or plan to do so within the year.

Wireless LAN connectivity is provided across 75% of the main campus, but does not cover the student residence areas. Students complain that wireless service is spotty, and my own experience bore this out. Evergreen students are not alone is viewing ubiquitous wireless network access as a given. Over 80% of 4-year public colleges plan to have full campus wireless networks by the end of this year. Anecdotal reports suggest that this is a hot-button issue for students everywhere. They value the ability to work untethered. Coverage of 75% is significant, but there is an enormous difference between being able to rely on connectivity anywhere and having to hunt for it.

Wireless network service is also a way to provide students with connectivity when they are in the classroom. Virtually all classrooms at Evergreen have some kind of wired network connection, but only some are designed to provided a jack for every student seat. While it is true that hooking up to the network is not desired or desirable in every kind of class, what students should do in class is best determined by the instructor, rather than being dictated by the technology infrastructure.

Every student in the residence halls has a wired network connection. ResNet is supported by Housing, using a team of student residential technology assistants (ResTechs), who provide support for student resident computers.

Internet connectivity is provided through the Washington State K-20 telecommunications network. Updated bandwidth utilization statistics are made available to the campus community on line. Utilization is near the maximum during peak periods and students complain about responsiveness. The College’s bandwidth was increased during the past year.

Security and Contingency Planning

The network is configured as two separate LANs in a star configuration, a design that increases security and resistance to failure. Packet shaping is in use, so that the College can manage the different kinds of network usage. A firewall is in place.

In accordance with state guidelines, Evergreen has completed a security study and developed a security plan. This plan includes not only physical security for the network and assets on the network, but also includes policies and guidelines for users of the network and server administrators. This is good, because failures in sound practices are often the cause of network vulnerability.

Just before I visited the campus, there was an extended, weather-related power outage. It turned out that the HVAC that could be provided by emergency power was not sufficient to cool the machine room. This could have been known beforehand. Computing and Communications has initiated a study of this event. Although the technology impact of this power outage was not particularly damaging to the College’s operation, it would be important to reassess other assumptions that have gone into the technology emergency plans and to make sure they are consistent with the College’s priorities.


No real-life network, no matter how well secured, is 100% invulnerable. Higher education networks in particular are under attack these days because of their open nature. It would be a good investment to get an outside evaluation of the network’s security from time to time.

Media Production Studio

Evergreen has long had a television production studio, which had become outdated. It is now closed, due to the Library renovation. Plans are uncertain about how to replace it, transform it into a modern media production facility, and fund it.

Teleconferencing Facilities

Although the College owns roll-around teleconferencing equipment, there are no permanent, dedicated teleconferencing facilities on campus. Even setting up teleconferences with the Tacoma campus has been difficult.


.

Telephone System

Evergreen owns its own telephone system, a Nortel private branch exchange system (PBX), which links the Olympia and Tacoma campuses. The PBX seems to be meeting current needs. The Telecommunications Office also provides voice messaging to its users.

Area 2: Software and Applications

Academic Computing Software

Academic Computing and the Computer Center officially support a long list of “horizontal” applications that are valuable in the curriculum. “Horizontal” means that they are not instructional programs that directly assist learning in an academic content area like history or languages. The current Academic Computing Software list includes 17 software packages that cover areas like animation, video editing, digital imaging, web page development, presentations, statistical analysis, databases, and spreadsheets. New programs have recently been added to cover 3D design, audio editing, and accounting.

Scientific Computing and the Computer Applications Lab provide science-centered software. Students interested in imaging, graphics, and web design might find what they want in the Digital Imaging Studio. For video editing, audio multi-track editing, animation or 3-D modeling, students could go to the Multimedia Lab, run by the Library’s Electronic Media department. Media Services provides other facilities that blur the line between IT and traditional media, including photo production services, media loan and a sound and image library.

There are rich resources available to students in these areas, with much overlap. People report that each of these areas has its own brand of excitement, so the fact that they operate independently is probably mostly an advantage and not a drawback.

Course Management Systems and Collaborative Tools

Over the past years, Evergreen has been using and experimenting with a wide variety of tools for conducting on-line discussions, collaborating on creating projects, sharing documents, posting content on the Web, taking on-line tests, and in general using the Web as a way to enhance collaboration and communication in a program/course. These tools include commercial products like Web Crossing and Blackboard, as well as open source software like Moodle (course management), Drupal (content management), and MediaWiki. The Reservation-Based Program is currently piloting the ePortfolio system for creating electronic student portfolios.

While all of these tools are exciting frameworks for innovation in teaching and learning, the rate of change has left some faculty confused and even discouraged. Faculty can be discouraged from innovation if they feel that their investment of time may be put in jeopardy when the platform they have used is displaced by something new.

Administrative Systems

One of the most important assets any institution can have is a powerful, up-to-date administrative software system (often called an ERP, borrowing a corporate term). An institution that is still getting by with a legacy system (and there are still many today in that situation), or that has an inadequate commercial system, or that has a system that is frozen because of extensive local customization, has a major task ahead. Such institutions face an inevitable transition that can sap energy and available funds for several years.

Evergreen has put this major hurdle behind it. The College is enjoying the results of a successful implementation of Banner. With Banner, by SunGard Higher Education (formerly SCT), Evergreen has a world-class administrative software suite. The Student module went live in 2001, Finance in 2002, and Advancement in 2003.

Evergreen’s current use of Banner is not complete or without problems. It is natural to take a while, even years, after the initial implementation to take full advantage of a complex system like Banner. But Banner clearly does provide a sound footing for moving forward.

One large gap in Evergreen’s administrative software system is that the HR and payroll features of Banner were not adopted. Instead, the College uses software supported by the Center for Information Services (CIS), an agency of the Washington State Community and Technical Colleges system. The CIS payroll and personnel software system is now likely to lose support. There is a task force at Evergreen looking in to alternative ways of replacing CIS. It will make a great difference to the College as a whole whether the new HR system is inside or outside of Banner, and if outside, to what degree it is integrated with Banner. In the meetings I attended, there did not seem to be a sense of urgency about resolving this question.

One of the side effects of the current HR system is that much of the planning for faculty staffing seems to be done in Excel and other independent systems. This makes it harder to track and analyze College-wide data. Also, the College might benefit from implementing formal position control in a more powerful system.

It is time to accelerate the search for a replacement HR system, giving strong consideration to using the HR module of Banner. Evergreen should only adopt another third-party product if there are strong, institution-wide benefits that outweigh the drawbacks of a multi-vendor solution. Involve a large cross-section of the College administration in making this assessment. If a multi-vendor solution is selected, commit the funds necessary to interface the new HR system with Banner so as to meet the College’s need for institution-wide planning and analysis.

Another challenge exists in the student information system area. Students find that the on-line information services surrounding programs/courses and other aspects of students’ academic life are unnecessarily disconnected. Students feel they have to jump around from one location to another to find the information they want. They expect all the resources, whether they are provided by Banner, by a course management system, or by curricular web pages, to be organized in one place, with a single sign-on.

Providing student, faculty, and advisor information on-line is complicated by Evergreen’s unique curricular structure, which is quite different from the more traditional structure of courses, grades, transcripts, and other concepts that are more common in the schools served by Banner. Evergreen has done a good job of using Banner’s flexibility to adapt it to the Evergreen way of doing things. But this does make it harder to design an interface for students that unifies the kinds of information that are most important in the Evergreen model.


Evergreen can get more value out of Banner by unifying the information presented on-line for use by students and advisors in monitoring and planning students’ learning careers. Consider using a portal to achieve this, either the Luminis portal that is native to Banner or another tool. Include more students in the process of figuring out what would work best for students.

Another area where some feel that Evergreen can take better advantage of Banner is in managing grants and contracts. 

Email

Evergreen uses the Microsoft Exchange email server, which is an industry standard and provides many capabilities beyond simple mailboxes. All faculty, students, and staff receive Exchange accounts. Students may opt to have their email forwarded to a personal account. Macintosh users can use the Entourage email client to access their Exchange account. All users have the option of accessing the mail server using a Web browser.

Many Evergreen faculty use email to communicate with their students, but there has been frustration with the process of automatically setting up email distribution lists. Some faculty use the Lyris list manager software to manage their student mailing lists.


Email is a basic tool for teaching these days. Surveys show that 85% of courses use email at almost every kind of institution. Email lists should be effortlessly available to faculty at Evergreen, whether or not the instructor uses one of the available course management systems or other collaborative tools.

The length of time that it has taken to address the email list issue has discouraged faculty and is symptomatic of the problems with IT planning that is largely reactive and that relies heavily on loose collaboration.

Area 3: Support Services

Organization of Support Services

Support services are decentralized at Evergreen, even in the cases where the workgroups belong to the same organization. Although there is a widespread spirit of friendly cooperation among those who work at the College, generally the individuals and groups who provide technology support are operating according to their own best lights. 

Technology support is provided by a combination of centralized services (Computing and Communications), service points within the Library, Scientific Computing’s CAL, and dedicated support staff within functional areas. The main sponsors are C&C, the Library, and the Provost’s Office, and where they have the budget, individual areas like Housing and Advancement.

The drawbacks of this decentralization are confusion among users about where to go for help, uneven service, conflicts in priorities, over-reliance on individuals, needed projects that are discussed but not launched, ineffective hand-offs between units, a reactive rather than proactive stance, and policies that are set from too narrow a viewpoint.

In spite of this structural hurdle, many individuals and units are providing high-quality service. Faculty and staff often made a point of praising the excellent support that they receive. But this praise was often for an individual with whom they had developed a close relationship, or for a smaller unit, like Scientific Computing, that is narrowly focused in its support mission. At the same time, these users expressed concern about a lack of clarity in the overall support structure, a general sense that there were not enough staff to provide needed services, and a sense that problems were being solved one at a time, rather than with a structural solution.

The remedy is not necessarily top-down centralization of all services. Reporting structures per se do not guarantee coordination. In fact, it has been shown that support services often work best when they are located close to the people they serve and are allowed to specialize in their clients’ needs. But Evergreen would be better served by more coordination among the support services, a model that can be called “distributed,” rather than “decentralized.”

The earmark of a distributed structure is that each individual and each unit operates with reference to a clearly understood set of overall goals and practices. These goals and practices may be set collaboratively (instead of from the top down), but they are set from an organization-wide perspective, and the interests or preferences of individual work groups are secondary to that larger perspective. In a distributed model, each unit is just as concerned about the satisfaction of users’ needs by other units as it is about its own quality of service. All units participate in an alliance for mutually assuring each other’s success.

Computing and Communications has recently put forth the idea of Enterprise Architecture, a mechanism for arriving at common practices that would guide support activities and development across the institution. This idea is still in early stages of discussion at Evergreen, but so far EA seems to rely too much on voluntary compliance and to be driven too much by technology concerns, rather than by the stated goals of the institution.


We recommend that Evergreen set up more formal and less voluntary structures for assuring the quality and consistency of service across all units that support technology users. This could include forming the managers responsible for the service units into a leadership group with responsibility for overall quality and policy-setting power that applies to all service units; studying what different groups of users need and how well they are satisfied; and devising ways to present the range of services to users in a more understandable way.

Project Management

Given the decentralized structure of the IT support services, it is not surprising that there has been continuing discussion at Evergreen about how best to manage IT projects. In fact, an IT disappearing task force (iDTF) recently completed a study of this topic. The discussion so far has mainly centered around whether a shared project database would improve coordination. The internal study showed that managers vary greatly in their approach to monitoring projects.

This is a step in the right direction. But the improvement of project management needs to go beyond a common repository of task records. Both the individual support units and the entire IT support structure as a whole could benefit from recognizing the need to actively manage projects and adopting more formalized project planning and management methods, such as these:

· introduce a more formal system for planning, tracking, and managing projects and tasks;

· track milestones, resources, and the dependencies among tasks;

· introduce a formal review process for studying each project after completion, to learn why it failed or succeeded, and why;

· implement a formal method for applying lessons learned in one project to future projects;

· maintain an updated on-line list of projects and their progress, accessible to all users and other support staff;


One cause of frustration for both users and service providers is the current tension between completing projects and putting out fires. More formal project management and more separation of these two incompatible types of demands would help.

Because of the nature of its work, Technical Support Services in particular would do well to separate longer-term projects from services that are driven by users’ immediate needs. An individual staff member should not be faced with the dilemma of responding to a crisis or finishing a project on schedule. Also, TSS should recognize that project planning and management is a demanding task in itself and should assign responsibility for each project explicitly to someone who will act as project manager.

TSS reports monthly statistics on line, including time-to-resolution of calls. (This is an excellent user-relations measure.) These records reveal the heavy volume that this group handles. But it also shows that a large percentage of calls are not handled quickly. For fall 2006, the average was 50% of calls handled within one day, while it took 14.8 days to resolve the average call. Metrics are not an end in themselves, only a guide to increasing user satisfaction. But it would be good to examine the nature of the calls that are not being handled quickly and to see what can be done to address the root causes of these calls. Also, help calls and work orders should be viewable on line by users so that they can track the progress of their requests if they are not resolved immediately.

Another important tool for increasing the effectiveness of a support group is effectively gauging user satisfaction. The current method is to send a follow-up user satisfaction questionnaire to the user when a request is closed. This method only polls people who actually received help, so it gives only a partial picture of the effectiveness of the support effort. It may miss users who did not know how to obtain help in the first place, or who sought help from another source, perhaps because of previous dissatisfaction with the support services. It would be useful to ask a cross-section of the campus community regularly about how well their IT support needs are being met, and by whom.

Based on anecdotal reports, it seems that the central support group needs to develop more staff whose main expertise is in the Macintosh environment. At the very least, there exists the need to reach out to the Macintosh user community to better understand their needs and expectations.

The Network Services team has taken on multiple roles that could be in conflict. Besides running the network and servers, Network Services has acquired a de facto role in software development (in particular, web-based applications) and research on new products and technologies. This is largely due to the skill set and interests of the staff of this department. Software development, whether for web applications or more traditional programming, is best done by a unit that is constructed and managed for development. Evergreen might consider spinning development activity off from the group that manages the production side of the network and server facilities.

Some institutions are also recognizing that keeping abreast of new technologies is not something that people with production or support responsibilities can easily do in their “spare” time. Evergreen might consider directly assigning technology research responsibilities to a specific team, or at least compartmentalizing the time that each individual is expected to spend on research.

Staffing Levels

Staffing numbers for IT support at Evergreen are normal relative to other institutions in its category. One measure that is frequently used is FTE students divided by FTE IT staff. For Evergreen in 2004-2005, that would be 4,248 FTE students / 50 FTE IT staff positions across the College (not just in Computing and Communications), giving a ratio of 85. The 2005 Educause Core Data Service report gives 106.6 as the median for all BA-level institutions, but that only includes centralized IT staff. Data maintained privately by Edutech suggest that the ratio at institutions similar in size and caliber to Evergreen ranges roughly from 75-100, with an average of 83.6.

Comparisons are only approximate because of variations in how data is reported, particularly which positions are included and how much support is located outside the central IT organization.

But the most important variation is that of values and expectations. An institution that values IT highly, that has become reliant on a wide variety of technologies, and that aspires to provide a high level of service (this describes Evergreen) will have more staff. More important than the number of staff is what those staff do and how they do it. Recommendations in the “Support Services” and “Planning and Governance” sections of this report should be tried before major changes in the staffing levels are contemplated.

Area 4: Funding

The growth rate for spending on information technology is something that makes almost everyone in higher education uncomfortable. It really does seem extraordinary that we can all remember a time – not that long ago – when there was no IT budget, when there were no expenses in this area for these kinds of items. And it all started rather slowly, having begun in most colleges on the administrative side for one-time items in the category of “data processing” (Payroll was a typical first application), then growing to include on-going expenses for one or two computing staff members, then yearly maintenance for the increasingly expensive hardware, then a bit of support for some faculty members who wanted to try some things out, and then installing labs and “smart” classrooms that seemed like one-time capital expenses. By that time, we were already seeing a steady creeping upward of these line items, but many of us still imagined that most of what was needed could be handled through special and episodic funding – just pour some money into this area for important, but infrequent, special needs and not have to think about it again for a long time. 

Of course, we have seen how misguided this thinking was. Not only is there a fundamental ongoing-ness to our need for technology and its need to be supported, but we have also seen a number of special points at which the pace of growth has actually accelerated – the introduction of personal computers, campus networking (especially to the residence halls), modern administrative information systems, and the growing interest for technology in the classroom. Each one of these milestones has created more users, more applications, and more need to provide support. 

To now be faced with the need to carve out a certain definite portion of the institutional budget each year to fund and support technology, and to be further faced with the likelihood that this portion will continue to grow is very, very difficult. Nevertheless, that is the situation that every college and university finds itself in today. In environments that are undergoing budget cuts and other financial challenges the situation is even more problematic.

It is very appropriate to ask whether all of the IT dollars are being spent in the most effective ways, whether the College is getting the return on its investment in technology that it ought to, and whether the College has set appropriate levels for its technology environment (neither extravagant nor short-sighted). These questions should always be asked, and I hope this report will help answer them. But it is also important to approach this with realistic expectations and to understand that while certain IT costs are dropping – notably, hardware and hardware components – most costs, especially for labor, are not. That means that just about everything that surrounds a user’s ability to make use of the increasingly inexpensive hardware: the software, the installation and replacement, the training, the troubleshooting, security, viruses, moving forward with new technology, and on and on – all of these labor-intensive activities – is growing ever more costly. The Gartner Group came up with what has become the standard term for this: the Total Cost of Ownership (TCO). Some in higher education feel that Gartner’s estimates of the overhead associated with supporting technology are more suited to the corporate world than to academe. But the basic principle is ignored at some risk – every addition of hardware, software, or enhanced functionality brings a substantial support and maintenance cost with it, a cost that is ongoing.

It is clear that the TCO of each computer today is rising. At the same time, there are more users each year. And also at the same time, most users want to do more, and more of what they want to do is complex and sophisticated. When we take all of this into consideration, it becomes more understandable why IT costs at all institutions are going up. And certainly this is not about technology for its own sake, but as a means to an end – the better running of our institutions, the enhanced ability to teach and learn.

Further complicating this difficult financial picture is that the benefits of technology are often very hard to quantify – much harder than quantifying the costs. There is no doubt that the benefits are real and important, but they defy the approach of the traditional cost/benefit analysis. Higher education is still struggling with issues such as measuring the increase in student learning, or quantifying the importance of improved customer service.

IT Resources at Evergreen

This burgeoning of IT demands is happening everywhere, but there are further considerations that are special to Evergreen. As I mentioned earlier, my review of Evergreen’s IT environment leads me to the conclusion that it is, in many respects, just as it should be: professionally managed, solid, up-to-date, and reasonably problem-free. That means that the College is receiving a good amount of value for its current technology investment. It is too easy to take all this for granted, much the way we take for granted the electricity that flows from a wall outlet or the dial tone from a telephone. But IT is very different from these other utilities – the reliability and dependability of technology is much more tenuous and unpredictable. It takes a tremendous amount of effort, training, dedication, and experience to create the kind of IT environment that Evergreen has, and yet it all seems to have been done with a careful and prudent expenditure of resources.

Evergreen is very fortunate to be in a position to be able to devote considerable resources to IT, and it is consistent with many institutions of its type in doing so. Evergreen is very much like many of the residential liberal-arts colleges and universities that we visit in a number of ways; certainly the personal nature of the instructional climate is of very high value to both faculty and students. The information Edutech has for similar schools (in physical environment, enrollment numbers, educational goals and aspirations, residential nature, tuition, and governance structure) suggests that such schools put a larger percentage of their budget into information technology than institutions with different kinds of aspirations.

Evergreen’s total actual expenditure for IT in 2005, expressed as a percentage of total institutional expenditures, was 6.7%.
 Coincidentally, this is exactly the same as the figure reported by the Campus Computing 2006 survey for public four-year colleges, 6.7%. Campus Computing reported 6.5% as the average for all institutions. 

I say “coincidentally” because of the approximate nature of data like these. The author of the Campus Computing Survey, Kenneth C. Green, said recently, “I’m not sure anyone really knows just how much money any one college or university really spends on IT. It’s probably like the CIA budget: You would need a team of very skilled forensic accountants to come up with an informed assessment of total campus IT spending . . . .” Green went on to assert that, “we do know that campus IT spending consumes lots of money, about 5 to 7 percent of total institutional spending (according to data from Campus Computing); that’s probably double the number from 15 or 20 years ago.” 

From another point of view, the Educause Core Data Service summary for 2005 reports centralized IT funding as a percentage of total campus expenses for B.A. liberal arts institutions as 4.8% (mean) and 4.5% (median). (Note that this only counts centralized budgets.)

For more specific comparisons with budgeting at similar institutions, the Educause Core Data Service is able to provide customized raw data from a peer group that you select. Since Educause is very strict about providing data only to institutions that take part in the survey, it might be worthwhile for Evergreen to participate in this data collection project.

On another issue, to follow current best practices, the replacement cycle should be permanently funded and the operations budgets need to be raised regularly to reflect the increase in technology-equipped classrooms, the increased number of servers and desktop computers that must be supported, and other increases in the technology base. 

Area 5: Planning and Governance

The current style of IT planning and governance at Evergreen grows out of the root values of the institution. The paradox is that this style may not be the best way to ensure that IT promotes the institution’s core mission.

Coordination of IT at Evergreen is collaborative, un-bureaucratic, and non-directive. IT support consists, as we saw above, of loosely coupled service groups working very independently and reporting to different divisions of the College. The synchronization of these service groups with the people they serve and with the College administration’s budget and planning process is handled through the ITCH, the Information Technology Collaborative Hive.

The ITCH actually consists of three main groups, each of which acts in a somewhat different way. I will examine the three groups separately, but first I want to talk about the ITCH as if it were a single entity, which in a way it is: it is an embodiment of a very specific approach to dealing with IT decisions.

The ITCH’s membership is loose. Although there is a concept of “working collaborators” (people who have more responsibility than others for carrying out the business of the ITCH), anyone may attend meetings and take part fully in the work. The ITCH works by consensus and collaboration; it wields no power. The ITCH does not create permanent structures; its subcommittees (IT disappearing task forces, or iDTFs), have a short, fixed lifespan.

The ITCH is only a few years old, but it is well thought of by most people at Evergreen. It provides many benefits. It encourages collegiality and collaboration, smoothes over any disconnects caused by the decentralized structure, brings the needs of various constituents to the table, sends a message of inclusivity, raises good topics about the changing IT world and investigates them, serves as a two-way channel of communication between support staff and supported users, and furthers communication by creating web pages and white papers. The ITCH also serves as a key mechanism for prioritizing tasks and budget requests.

However, there are drawbacks to managing IT through a mechanism like the ITCH. 

The ITCH is not charged with worrying about the big picture, the vision for IT at Evergreen. Its tempo is mostly reactive, dealing with problems or requests that are brought to the table by individuals or on behalf of individual units.

When I raised this issue in meetings on campus, I was often reminded that Evergreen itself is founded on the grass roots approach, not a top-down, command-driven mentality. That is why bureaucratic elements such as academic departments and restraints such as a fixed curriculum are eliminated, or at least kept to a minimum. But having a vision does not necessarily imply one-size-fits-all authoritarianism. Evergreen does indeed have a very clear institutional vision, one that is expressed through its innovations in curriculum design, teaching and learning styles, and other carefully honed practices.

Allowing the direction of IT to be determined by the sum of individual forces and desires does not guarantee that IT will be in synch with this clear institutional vision. On the contrary, given the difficulties of doing IT well, it is more likely that advantages that could derive from full use of technology will be lost.

The institutions today that are most successful in using IT are those that have a clear sense of who they are and have identified a way to use IT to strengthen that identity. There is no doubt that technology is changing how we learn, how we teach, and how we manage our institutions. That transformation is happening whether we plan it or not. The CIO at Yale wrote recently that “there is a lot of stuff out there to be managed in order for the university to have an ordinary day. Transformation is about making the university have an extraordinary day .  .  . .”  

A new charge for the ITCH would be to address in a recurring way the question, “What would it take on the IT front for Evergreen to have an extraordinary day?”

Another drawback of the current IT governance structure at Evergreen is the lack of permanence and stability. Consistent with the zero-based curricular planning at Evergreen, ITCH decisions last only as long as the consensus that drove them. If one of the goals of Evergreen is to make sure that no barriers are put in the way of faculty who want to develop creative uses of technology in teaching and learning, this uncertainty about the future is a problem. One faculty member, who was obviously quite committed to thinking in fresh ways about technology, surprised me by saying that the ITCH was irritating for its continual insistence on being on the cutting edge. But it is easy to understand that faculty will be put off if they invest time and energy in developing instructional approaches, and then the platform that they built on is changed. This is one reason Evergreen faculty are leery of the quick changes in course management systems, even if the result is to move to a technologically superior system. Faculty should not have to worry that changes will be made for primarily technological rather than pedagogical reasons.

Reinforcing the ITCH

The ITCH is a good foundation and can be moved in a direction that will strengthen its ability to manage IT effectively for the institution. Here are some steps that can be taken:

· Institutionalize the ITCH as an official College entity. Give it the charge of assisting top College management in clarifying the IT vision of the College and taking the necessary steps to make the vision into reality. Give the ITCH the authority to make decisions and set policies, not just arrive at a consensus that depends on the continued cooperation of the participants.

· Broaden the membership to include more faculty, students, and staff whose primarily responsibilities are not technical, but who exercise leadership on the campus. The ITCH should be less a service providers’ sounding board, and more a place where College objectives are chosen. 

· Designate official members of the ITCH, with the power to represent their areas, not just to serve as typical examples. This is especially important in the faculty arena. The faculty members should represent the faculty committees that have influence over academic and curricular policies. For example, the Academic ITCH discussed the issue of student technology literacy standards, but few faculty were involved in this conversation. The real stakeholders in developing applications of technology in teaching are not those charged with supporting the technology, but those charged with producing an excellent teaching and learning environment. That includes faculty, deans, and provosts, or their representatives. It would be helpful to make service on the ITCH an official faculty service role.

· The ITCH should be chaired by those who make College policies, not by IT. 

· Set the agenda based on institution-wide objectives, rather than working backwards from requests.

Core ITCH Agenda

We recommend that Evergreen establish what is now the Core ITCH as a body that advises both Evergreen’s leadership and Evergreen’s IT support groups about setting IT direction. This type of committee is one of the most common elements in successful IT environments in higher education.

The Core ITCH’s charge would be to advise the president and the other senior officers on the strategic importance of information technology to Evergreen. It would be the primary vehicle whereby the link is made between the goals and objectives of Evergreen and the IT tools, resources, and services that are necessary to reach those goals. It would shape and recommend to the College’s leadership high-level policy on information technology, including priorities, resource levels, acquisition strategies, and support methodologies. Examples of the important issues that this committee might address at first include:

· Is information technology at Evergreen a strategic differentiator to use for our competitive advantage, or simply an operational necessity? How do IT services need to be configured to match our determination? 

· Given that demand for IT resources and services will always exceed the supply, how should the College decide its IT priorities? Is technology more important for one group or one effort at the College than another? Should faculty computing be given priority over administrative computing? Should certain areas have greater access to IT resources than other areas? (Note that we are not suggesting that this committee rule on every request that comes forward, but that it has a responsibility to create a priority structure so that all major requests can be evaluated rationally, against College-endorsed criteria.)

· Where should leadership for new technology-based initiatives come from? Who should own projects and who should be responsible for their success?

· Is spending for technology an expense or an investment? Is it more important to be efficient with computing or effective? Is technology a strategic resource of Evergreen? Is information a strategic resource? If budget cuts have to be made in the technology area, how will we decide which services and resources to cut?

· How will new technology initiatives be justified? How will costs be determined? How will benefits be determined?

Although it may be counter-intuitive, the Core ITCH should not be chaired by the Director of Computing and Communications. It is very important that the Evergreen community and leadership own this committee, determine its membership, and set its agenda. That is much more difficult to do when it is C&C’s responsibility to lead the committee forward. Of course, C&C and other IT staff will serve as an extremely important resource for all of IT-related committees, but it is best that they not lead them.

Role of Academic and Administrative ITCH

To help carry out the elevated mission of the Core ITCH, it will help to renew the charges for the two other groups that are already functioning, the Academic ITCH (Academic Priorities Group) and the Administrative ITCH (Administrative Priorities Group).  Both of these groups should focus more on policy than on day-to-day operational issues. Although day-to-day issues are important, focusing on them solely leaves a gap in the IT governance environment. Both the Academic ITCH and the Administrative ITCH should be policy bodies, although working at a more detailed level than the Core ITCH and with a more specialized scope. However, neither should be merely a super users group or a body that merely decides how funds that have already been allocated will be disbursed. The chairs of both the academic and administrative groups should sit on the Core ITCH to provide the necessary linkage.

As they stand now, both groups seem to be doing an excellent job at fostering collaboration. But these bodies should also function as far more than sounding boards or focus groups; they should be helping to determine the state of IT at Evergreen in their respective areas. They should make recommendations, have a regular mechanism for following up on their recommendations and seeing whether they have been carried out and whether they have had the expected results. They should craft policy recommendations and carefully examine policy recommendations that are put forward by the technology support groups and endorse or amend them. The committees should then be the public face that explains those policies to their respective user communities and acts on feedback from the users about the policies. 

Budget Development and Planning

The ITCH contribution to the budget process at this point is mainly prioritizing, or more properly triaging, requests that come from outside the ITCH. This has served as a helpful filter for cutting the budget requests down to size. The ITCH could move to a more strategically-driven budget process. Priority setting is only part of IT planning. Vision setting comes first.

The ITCH has concerned itself mostly with inputs. i.e., “add another FTE” or “fund the upgrading of this lab.” Decisions about inputs should follow clear setting of desired goals or outcomes, rather than just responding to requests. For instance, the ITCH dealt with adding evening and weekend support because of clamoring from the Evening and Weekend Studies group. A better way would be for the academic program itself to decide how important it is to foster technology in the EWS program, compared to all the other goals of the academic program. Then the budget could be formulated to provide the kind of support that would be consistent with the importance of technology in that program.

One final point about the budget process: developing each year’s budget now requires balancing two kinds of things that should not have to compete with each other: new technology versus replacement or upgrading of existing technology. It is time for Evergreen to incorporate its replacement cycle for equipment and software upgrades into the base budget. Evergreen should also allocate on-going funds for operating and maintenance of facilities such as electronic classrooms when they are first installed.

Summary of Recommendations

We have put the recommendations we have made in this report in order of urgency, as follows:

	Urgency
	Focus
	Recommendation

	Highest


	Governance
	Reinforce the ITCH and its components. Give the ITCH the responsibility for setting an institutional IT vision and carrying it out.

	
	Facilities
	Extend wireless network access to the entire campus as soon as it is feasible. In the meantime, involve students in the planning for wireless access. Manage students’ expectations by making it clear where wireless access is available and where it is not.

	
	Applications


	Unify the information presented on-line for use by students and faculty.

	
	
	Provide faculty with email lists that are automatically generated, based on program/course rosters in Banner, and are automatically kept in sync as the rosters change.

	
	Services
	Set up more formal and less voluntary structures for assuring the quality and consistency of service across all units that support technology users.

	High


	Applications
	Accelerate the search for a replacement HR system.

	
	Services
	Institute project planning and management methods within individual service units and across the entire range of IT support groups.

	Medium

	Services
	Assign staff responsibilities more specifically for project management, interrupt-driven user support, application development, technology research, and facilities management.

	
	
	Institute regular analysis of the services of the help desk and other direct user support services to continually improve service and user satisfaction.

	
	Facilities
	Establish at least one dedicated teleconferencing room on the campus that is available for general use.

	
	
	Contract for an external security audit of the network, conducted by experts from outside the College.
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� This is according to Campus Computing 2006, the National Survey of Computing and Information Technology in Higher Education. All of the comparison points in this section are from the same source.


� I have included all IPEDS line items in the total institutional expenditures, for better comparability with other institutions’ reporting. In its own reports, Evergreen uses a total of expenditures that excludes financial aid and auxiliary services, for better comparability with other state agencies. Using Evergreen’s method, IT accounts for 9.7% of total campus expenditures.


� Kenneth C. Green, "Digital Tweed: Shameless Self-Promotion," Campus Technology, 10/1/2005, http://www.campustechnology.com/article.asp?id=11813 
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