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Abstract

Many higher education institutions are working to renew or redo their IT strategic plans and are concerned about how to plan in uncertain times.  What is the role of scenario planning and how can it be incorporated into your strategic planning efforts? What tools might be useful? Is your IT strategic plan tied into the university’s strategic plan and the annual budget process? Come join this discussion.

More Information

For more information, see:

http://www.educause.edu/groups/stratplan
Group Discussion:

Tough times force us to do what we should always be doing – setting priorities.  Strategic plan ought to be the high level goals.

Do you have a university strategic plan?  IT strategic plan?  Is your IT strategic plan part of the university plan?  Does it flow to the planning process?  The strategic planning process should lead to tactical plans, which lead to resource planning and budget planning. The high level goals should transcend the budget process, to guide you for next 10-20 years.

For example, how does IT support teaching and learning?  (Don’t specify tactics  at this point).  Tactical side should flow from that.  Over next 5 years, here is what we will do.  Strategic plan is the “north star” – it guides you.  The strategic plan should provide guiding principles at institutional and IT levels.  

You also need assessment.  Have a framework from which you can measure.  Measure where you are today.  Assess milestones along the way and at the end.  

Take long-term goals (10-20 years) and develop an operational plan for the next 5 years.  Measure against the operational plan – take measurements there to show you are making progress toward the guiding goal.  Use the operational plan to show success toward the long-term plan.  

What does it mean to “improve education?”  How will you measure whether you accomplish this or not?  

Tie the strategic plan back to the institutional mission and strategic plan.  If there is no institutional strategic plan, link to the mission statement instead.    The IT strategic plan is worth less if it isn’t embedded into the institutional strategic plan.  We’re still fighting a battle on many campuses to have IT understood as strategic to the institution.  

We all think wireless is important.  How do we link that to the university’s strategic goals?    Early on, we sold it as strategic for recruiting students, but now it’s not leading edge.  So today, we can’t retain our students or hire world-class faculty if we don’t provide wireless.  IT has to help market the value.    Your admission group is probably doing data collection – talk with them.  Look at NACUBO and AACRO and see what data is in their surveys indicating critical components for enrollment.  Competition for students will increase in the years ahead.

Use NSSE survey (National Study of Student Engagement).  You can put in institutionally specific questions at end of the survey. 

Question:  Should the IT strategic plan have two components (strategic and tactical)?  

Don’t try to do both strategic and tactical planning in same document.  Keep strategic document short; embed tactical as appendix.  Get quotes from students.  They’ll tell you what they need and expect.  Use students to help your strategic planning.  You have to deemphasize the technology component.  It’s about what you do with the technology, such as “enable ad hoc study groups.”  Learning isn’t the only objective; quality of campus life is also important.  Identify what’s distinctive about your university.

Is this an opportunity?  Yes.  If we’re investing strategically – campuses may realize that they need to invest more in IT.  Investing in IT to help make other cuts sustainable.  It’s an opportunity – here is where technology can help solve these issues of budget constraints.

Sell the need to invest in IT in order to cause savings in other areas.  There may be opportunities for inter-institutional savings through shared services.  There may also be inter-departmental opportunities (between and among departments).

Cuts are no longer solely an IT decision because IT is so embedded in the rest of the institution.  We need to make those decisions collectively.

Question:  How do you restart failed IT strategic planning process?  

Be cautious without having executive ownership/sponsorship.  If you can’t get that, talk within IT at what your goals as a team are.  Call it an IT operational plan.  Call upon higher level planning documents or mission statement to isolate what’s expected out of your organization.  If don’t have executive buy-in, it’s not a strategic plan.  Make it an IT operational plan.  

Question: How do you establish executive buy-in?  

Take advantage of whatever opportunities you have to educate the executives by involving yourself in committee discussions to get your voice heard.  Look for opportunities to raise the level of IT consciousness.

Secure seats on existing governance structures (e.g., student affairs, teaching and learning, and senate committees).  If it’s only an IT committee, people tend not to come.  

“Popcorn Management” strategy – One of our guiding principles is that we will never write our own administrative applications.  Another was that no one should sit down to use a piece of IT without proper training, but the president didn’t accept it as a guiding principle.  In response, the IT management held brown bag lunches.  They also cooked popcorn in one series of discussion meetings.  They found it lowered the anxiety.  The meetings became a place to solve institutional problems.  

Question:  How do you align IT if 6-8 plans exist at the institution?  

Look at the collection of plans to see what you can glean.  Look for a common institutional focus. 

To engage members of decentralized organization – pull them together and assign tasks.  Leverage the decentralized staff and don’t try to own the activity.  You want their buy-in.

Help each other by sharing best practices – what have you found works?  Look at how best to engage and involve people.  The process is still more important than the plan.  If you don’t have a good process, it doesn’t matter what plan you get.

Question:  How do you engage the community without overwhelming the process?  

Ask for ideas from the community on how to save money; then it’s not IT forcing the centralization.  It comes from an environment where there is trust and respect.   Set ground-rules.  In a decentralized environment, some will have a lot of money and there will be unequal support and services.  Where are the discrepancies?  Can you raise the lower level?  Assess where you are at the start.  Measure where you are today so you can cite performance improvements.

What do we put in the cloud vs. not?    Answer this by identifying what is still so strategic that you want to host it inside?  

Aim to engage the community and you will gain intelligence as a result.  What are their stress points?  Aim to become a trusted advisor.  

Hold a “Fishbowl” event – we’ll talk about any IT issue; anyone can come.  This is your chance to tell us what you think and what you would like to see in the future. 

Advanced technology group – this is another strategy.  If not a formal group, set up brown bags lunches once a month in cafeteria.  What are things you are working on?  Distill higher-level strategic issues out of the discussions.

Great project managers realize that it’s not about the IT.  It’s about the mission, the students.  Be a part of the solution.  Be fully integrated.  IT support follows from there.  Otherwise, IT is an abstraction.

Become a trusted partner – not just a service provider.  Develop the relationships.

Celebrate successes.  We just assume everyone understands our successes.   

Use branding.  Don’t use the vendor or the product name when talking about a service.  This allows you to change the software underneath the service without changing the name.

Celebrations don’t require a lot of money.  You should have milestones in your operational plan that allow you to celebrate along the way as to what you achieved.  
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