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iIt Is often noted that General 
Dwight D. Eisenhower remarked to 
his staff during preparations for the 
D-Day invasion in 1944 that “plans 
are nothing; planning is everything.” 
In 2010, this notion of an outcome so 
closely wedded to fastidious planning 
has never been more applicable to 
community colleges, as their leaders 
face balancing high-service demands 
with limited, often decreased, resources. 

As community colleges combat these 
challenges, their short- and long-term 
strategic planning often does not 
include a technology component. This 
is shortsighted — and a formula for 
eventual defeat. As two-year institutions 
fight for sustainability, they cannot 
afford to see technology planning as 
an afterthought and its procurement as 
a discretionary expense. Technology 
is not only critical for community 
colleges’ most pressing business 
challenges, but if executed correctly 
and supported by an ongoing funding 
strategy, it will also support an 
institution’s entire strategic plan. 

A Changing Role
Technology is no longer just about 
the technology. Large, enigmatic 
back-room equipment and the 
software that managed it have been 
replaced by consumer devices and 
user interfaces that are intuitive and 
easy to understand. Just look around 
your campus at the students carrying 
Internet-enabled smart phones and 
electronic tablets capable of housing 
thousands of virtual books. For them, 
technology means the connection, 
community, and tools for achieving 
their academic goals, not the silicon 
microchips that make them possible. 

Technology’s Place in Strategic Planning 
Trustees can play a key role in ensuring that technology is 

represented in their colleges’ strategic plans.
by John F. Speer
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For students of every age and 
background, up-to-date technology that 
supports their learning experience is no 
longer optional — it is a requirement. A 
community college executive recently told 
Campus Technology magazine: “We can’t 
say our students are coming here because 
of the technology, but they certainly 
expect it when they get here, and it 
enables us to deliver efficient and high-
quality education... We need to mirror the 
technology that our students will be using 
on a daily basis.”

Certainly, technology must meet 
students’ expectations, but it also must 
provide decision-making data for various 
business, regulatory, and community 
reports. Because precise information is 
central to any strategic plan, budgeting 
technology for the long term is paramount 
to measuring progress against strategic 
goals and creating intelligible dashboards 
about the operations of key business areas 
for stakeholders.

That has become all the more 
important in today’s challenging climate. 
According to the American Association of 
Community Colleges, full-time enrollment 
at U.S. community colleges increased 
24.1 percent from fall 2007 to fall 2009, 
and credit-bearing courses increased 16.9 
percent during the same span. These 
would be positive data were it not for 
the continuing pressure on the state and 
federal funding that make up an average 
of 48 percent of each community college’s 
revenues. Sustaining any institution in 
this environment is a challenge. So how 
does technology offer relief as part of the 
community college’s battle plan?

Deploying the right mix of technology 
solutions can help mitigate this pressure 
by supporting a holistic strategic plan. 
Using today’s powerful yet easily 

accessible products across the academic 
enterprise gives rise to efficiencies 
that preserve budgets and allow the 
repurposing of resources for their optimal 
use. Areas such as student retention, 
self-service Web-based admissions 
application and enrollment, institutional 
advancement, and integrated teaching 
and learning can make a community 
college stronger and more responsive to 
its local constituents.

Action Planning
Once the exclusive domain of the chief 
information officer, participation in 
technology planning now is everyone’s 
responsibility — from the still-important 
CIO to the faculty, the executive 
leadership, and yes, the trustees. And 
though individual trustees might not be 
computer experts, their responsibility to 
lead as a thoughtful, educated team can 
contribute much to the planning process.  

Many companies will help community 
colleges build a technology plan 
that integrates with and supports the 
institution’s strategic plan. At Datatel, 
we feel that this is so important for the 
health of our client institutions that we 
collaborate with them, at no charge, to 
create a three-year technology roadmap 
that links to their strategic plan.

Dwight D. Eisenhower, 1944
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consider using a technology partner 
to help do this.

•	Budget	with	a	three-	to	five-year	
vision, making sure that technology 
will be funded to the appropriate 
level. Understand that technology 
investment means more than a 
one-time purchase; it also involves 
user training, maintenance, and 
keeping the infrastructure up to 
date. Keep all this in mind when 
preparing budgets. 

•	Be	aware	of	your	students’	
technology demands.

•	Purchase	technology	centrally
 within your institution to avoid 

redundancy and waste in 
software licensing and hardware 
expenditures.

•	Require	that	all	technology	be	
compatible with the strategic plan 
across the college.

•	Update	business	processes	to	
maximize the college’s technology 
capability to increase productivity 
and streamline services.  

We call this process “action planning.” 
Based on the highly regarded Baldrige 
National Quality methodology (see www.
baldrige.nist.gov), action planning is 
used to assess the overall strategic plan, 
organize and map applicable technology 
initiatives, prioritize each desired 
outcome, implement the technology, and 
then measure and adjust it, if necessary, 
to maximize the institution’s investment. 

Lessons Learned
Every institution has unique needs 
when it comes to creating a technology 
plan that will be in sync with its broader 
strategic plan. Datatel has developed a 
series of best practices from the colleges it 
has helped through the process, including:
•	Think	of	technology	not	as	one	

more expense, but as a tool for 
achieving student success and 
institutional sustainability.

•	Assess	the	current	technology	
environment and identify any gaps.

•	Align	the	technology	plan	with	
the institution’s strategic plan, and g
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An example of a three-year technology roadmap developed at a community college.

JAN–10

e-Advising

Technical Assessment

Usage Audits

HR Implementation Services

Reporting – ODS & WebIntelligence

Website Redesign

Optimization Consulting

Comm Mgmt for Cont. Education

Workflow – ST

Datatel Portal

Student & Financial Aid Dashboards

Intelligence Learning Platform

Datatel Mobile

WebAdvisor Web Time Entry

Retention Alert

Workflow – HR

WebAdvisor Accept/Reject & Loan Change

Finance & Human Resources Dashboards

WebAdvisor PO, Req, & Request a Payment

Mercury Commerce

Migrate to SQL

WebAdvisor Online Benefit Enrollment

Budget Management

Datatel Performance Analytics

Colleague Advancement

APR–10 JUL–10 OCT–10 JAN–11 APR–11 JUL–11 OCT–11 JAN–12 APR–12 JUL–12

3-YEAR PLANNING PROJECT TIMELINE

I sometimes wonder what Ike would 
think about today’s technology. I’m 
sure of one thing: Had Eisenhower had 
access to our current computing power, 
he would have integrated its capability 
as he planned Operation Overlord 
— the Allied invasion of Europe. 
And no doubt his generals would be 
important partners and advocates in 
the process, much like the community 
college trustees that support and direct 
their institutions. 

John F. Speer is president 
and CEO of Datatel, a 
provider of innovative 
technology products, 
services, and insight 

to higher education. He is actively 
involved in advancing the adoption of 
the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality 
Program principles throughout higher 
education, and participates on both the 
ACCT Corporate Council and the AACC 
Corporate Council.




