Higher-Ed Predictive Analytics
& the Path to Institutional Health

Why a data-driven approach is essential
Student retention in higher education—

On top of that, as enrollment also

and efforts to keep students happily

continues to slide nationally, many

enrolled—is not a new phenomenon. But

universities risk budget shortfalls as well as

a key metric to understanding an

loss of performance-based public funding,

institution’s health has come under

among other concerns.

renewed scrutiny in recent years.
While more institutions recognize the need
Studies indicate that less than half of all

to take a data-driven approach to student

enrolled college students complete their

success, using evidence-based insights to

degree at the first institution they attend.

inform strategy, many are relying on

Whether they stay or go elsewhere, their

traditional methods of data analysis that

overall completion rate, after six years of

are static, cumbersome, and error-prone.

Most students leave
their first college

50% >

Enrolled students complete
their degree at the first
institution they attend

However, their overall completion
rate isn’t much higher

college, isn’t much higher, averaging only
58% for those who entered 2012 as
freshmen.
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Enrolled students that
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Improving data quality with efficiency and ease
Smarter decision-making for better

Data preparation for descriptive analysis

student success outcomes begins with

(i.e. study of historical data) and reporting

finding a data preparation solution

is essential to measuring success and

suitable to your needs—and it doesn’t

meeting institutional goals.

need to shatter your budget. It’s also
important to choose a tool that doesn’t

But another key activity—predictive

require coding or in-depth experience with

analysis—could prove to be the missing

Structured Query Language (SQL), but

link in your overall strategy, capable of

performs data-prep tasks more easily and

yielding much more actionable insights for

efficiently than traditional tools like Excel.

student success.

20%

Time spent on data prep
Time spent on other data tasks
80%
Source: Harvard Business Review
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Why is your institution exploring predictive analytics?
Higher education institutions are using predictive analytics for a

And within student retention lie several opportunities to apply

range of initiatives and challenges, not simply student retention.

predictive analytics, any and all falling under the banner of

These include:

student success, such as:

•

•

•

Admissions/Enrollment Management – using historical

•

Course placement

data to predict likelihood of accepted applicants to enroll

•

Personalized learning

Recruiting – leveraging data to find the right students for

•

Student engagement

your institution

•

Extracurricular offerings

Alumni Engagement – identifying students most likely to
give back to the institution after they’ve graduated

Identifying these areas of data exploration for your institution,
however, is only the beginning of your journey toward a
predictive analytics-led institution. Challenges lie ahead.
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Overcoming data-informed decision-making challenges

Less than 50%

of higher-ed institutions
prioritize data analytics in
their strategies

You envision a reality in which your

Changing the institutional culture from one

institution’s key stakeholders—top

of “seeing what sticks” to one that

administrators, provosts, deans, faculty,

leverages data-informed insights into

institutional research analysts, IT, and so

action and measurable impact may seem

on—are all connected to and freely share

like an insurmountable hurdle.

the same data sets and dashboards,
aligning everyone to the tangible benefits

But in many cases, the ideal, collaborative,

of data-informed decision-making.

transparent, data-driven culture that
harnesses the power of predictive

41%
59%

Colleges utilizing predictive analytics
Colleges not utilizing predictive analytics

That scenario is probably not your

analytics was built from sparse

experience. Less than 50% of higher-ed

resources—which is to say, it can be done

institutions prioritize data analytics in their

affordably and without a lot of training.

strategies to boost enrollment, stave off
attrition, or improve student experience.

It takes the right kind of tool.

Source: Lone Star College, KPMG Survey
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A data prep software solution for everyone

Connect
Effortlessly integrate data from virtually any source,

It all begins with data prep. With Construct, seamlessly
connect to any data format, run processes to blend,

including Excel, Access, SQL, SAS, SPSS, MySQL, and more

Prepare

cleanse, and aggregate that data for analysis and

An easy, drag-and-drop workflow enables any level of user

reporting.

to build step-by-step analytic processes

Analyze
Build and schedule jobs to run automatically, dramatically
boosting workload efficiency

Share
Share reports and datasets with your team using Rapid
Insight’s Bridge or other visualization tools like Tableau
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Embrace the future through predictive analytics

Deeper Data Analysis
Take a diagnostic snapshot and measure data quality and

Built to deliver quick results, Predict makes building
predictive models easy. With a single click, automatically

patterns among variables for better model-building

Automated

mine your data, analyze the depth of relationships

Easily mine your data, identify variables with predictive

among variables, and create the strongest predictive

qualities, and build durable models

model possible.

Transparent
Keep a lens on the model-building process, from its
ingredients to its algorithm, for defendable results

Insight-Driven
Apply the power of predictive analytics to virtually any
business challenge, and learn where to focus your efforts
for the biggest ROI
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“

It’s becoming very clear that having a robust, in-house
predictive modeling operation can reshape some of the
long-standing assumptions that we have around how you
communicate with a large group of inquiries early in the
process. That flexibility we were most drawn to, the Rapid
Insight platform is uniquely positioned to provide.
-TRISTAN DEVENEY, ASSOCIATE DIRECTOR OF ADMISSIONS, CLARK UNIVERSITY
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Case Study: Bellarmine University
Since using Rapid Insight, Bellarmine University has seen improvements in retention at all class levels.
Challenge:

Solution:

In the fall of 2016, Bellarmine University in Louisville,

Insights from the Rapid Insight platform have driven

KY, reported a 72% retention rate of the 635

improvements to communication interventions with

members of the previous year’s freshman class. A

students, including faculty advising. “We’re

year later, after building predictive models to find

committed to helping students overcome any

at-risk students, using the Rapid Insight analytics

challenges or burdens—such as needing

platform, they improved their retention rate to 79%.

accommodations, experiencing test anxiety, or
having financial difficulties,” says Thiemann.

According to Drew Thiemann, Bellarmine’s director of
the Office of Institutional Research & Effectiveness,

The predictive model has evolved from using

keeping students enrolled requires an openness to

information like high school GPA and standardized

many variables that impact their level of satisfaction

test scores to including student behavior and

and chance of success. “There’s no cookie-cutter,

campus engagement, all to form a fuller

one-size-fits-all intervention because there’s no

understanding of how and why students become at

cookie-cutter, one-size-fits-all student.”

risk of leaving the university.
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“It’s not
just about
statistics. The
data gave us a
starting point
from which
to begin
understanding
students at a
deeper, more
humanizing
level.”
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Data articulation and the importance of telling a story
Gaining insights from predictive analytics all sounds
good on paper. And for the research analyst whose job

1.

it is to study the data, deploy the models, and generate

Know your audience
Determine whether stakeholders are more receptive to quick, mobileoptimized takeaways, a simple one-page report, or an in-depth study
that places a wide lens on industry trends. Your report may include a
combination of formats, depending on the range of data-consuming

reports, the conclusions may be easy to make.

appetites.

But those decision-makers in your institution will
demand that the data be palatable, easily relatable to
the goal or challenge at hand, and, ultimately,

2.

they have the time to search the reports for key
takeaways.

Reporting on analytical outcomes is an opportunity to tell a story, to
walk your audience through the journey that the data underpins. As
with any good story, establish context, state the problem, explore

actionable. Consider, too, that most of them don’t have
as intimate a relationship with the data as you, nor do

Tell the story

probabilities, and arrive at a solution.

3.

Make it bite-sized
Tools like Tableau and Rapid Insight’s Bridge can be useful for creating
data visualizations, but your audience may expect it all to be packaged
even more neatly than that. Consider using PowerPoint or Keynote to

When it comes to data articulation (i.e. communicating

present your primary points and as an entry point to engage people’s

your data effectively), here are 3 things to consider:

curiosity. Once engaged, there’s plenty of time to dive into the detail.
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Case Study: College of the Holy Cross
Since incorporating predictive modeling into enrollment, Rapid Insight has become an indispensable tool for Holy Cross.
Challenge:

Solution:

For years, College of the Holy Cross in Worcester,

Holy Cross saw a marked improvement in the quality

MA, had worked with consulting firms who routinely

and accuracy of the resulting models. Variables that

took their enrollment data, analyzed it, and delivered

hadn’t appeared in any of the earlier, consultant-

predictive models. But they found that these models

produced models were now recognized as key

were disappointingly narrow in scope, not taking all

indicators when predicting enrollment.

of the potentially related variables into account.
Modeling is now a key component to successful
When Lynne Myers, Director of Financial Aid at Holy

financial aid planning. Using each student’s

Cross, and her staff began exploring alternatives,

calculated probability of enrolling, along with their

they developed and refined their own analyses in-

individual financial aid package, the Financial Aid

house rather than relying on outside consultants. So

Office is able to accurately predict what the school’s

they started searching for a software package that

overall financial aid obligation will be for any given

would allow them to produce their own predictive

enrollment cycle.

models with minimum effort.
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already lived
within Holy
Cross, but we
needed the
right tool to
help us.”
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“

By bringing our predictive modeling and analytics
efforts in-house, we are able to continually update the
model so we aren’t building strategies on data that is
three months old. With Rapid Insight, our team now has
more confidence that we are accurately pinpointing the
students who will benefit most.
-DR. KAY BALES, VP OF STUDENT AFFAIRS AND DEAN OF STUDENTS, BALL STATE UNIVERSITY
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Conclusion: 4 takeaways to becoming more data-driven

1.
2.

Identify your pain areas
Whether retention, enrollment, or student satisfaction, be clear and intentional about
the goals you’re trying to achieve.

Get your data in order
Invest in an easy-start data preparation tool to boost data quality, moving you and other
stakeholders toward better data governance—accessibility, transparency, security.

3.

Start applying your data to predictive models

4.

Remember, reporting is a chance to tell a story

Using your clean data, analyze the past in order to inform tomorrow’s strategy.
Create predictive models that you can easily explain and iterate on.

That’s how you keep stakeholders engaged and invested, by making the data digestible,
actionable, and always current.
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Get started with Rapid Insight today
Discover how we can help your university leverage data to better serve your students.

Download a FREE trial of the Rapid Insight platform:
rapidinsight.com/free-trial

Rapid Insight was founded with a mission of empowering people of all skill levels with the ability to build
predictive models and perform advanced data analyses. Our groundbreaking technologies are
simplifying everything that used to be complex in the world of business intelligence and predictive
analytics. We love our customers and we love enabling them to turn their data into actionable
information as quickly and easily as possible. Visit www.rapidinsight.com.

