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Can the different 
focuses of 

libraries and IT 
organizations in 
these areas of 

shared interests 
complement each 
other and lead to 
better institutional 

outcome?

Academic Libraries  
and the EDUCAUSE  
2017 Top 10 IT Issues

A 
quick glance at the EDUCAUSE 2017 Top 10 IT 
Issues reveals something quite interesting: three 
of those Top 10 IT Issues—Strategic Leadership 
(#4), Sustainable Funding (#5), and Sustainable 
Staffing (#8)—have more to do with leading an 

organization in uncertain times than with technology per se. 
Sustainability in funding and in staffing  are clearly important 
challenges for any successful IT organization to meet, as is 
strategic leadership: “repositioning or reinforcing the role of IT 
leadership as a strategic partner with institutional leadership.”1 
But what exactly does this mean?

Two other 2017 Top 10 IT Issues—Student Success and 
Completion (#2) and Higher Education Affordability (#7)—provide 
some hints. Student success and completion—often measured 
by GPAs, retention and graduation rates, career placement, 
and earning potential—is the primary 
concern of today’s higher education, 
which has begun to operate more like a 
big business than an institution for public 
good.2 The increase in jobs that require 
postsecondary credential is generating 
more demand for higher education.3 
Combined with rising student debt, this 
growing demand makes higher education 
affordability even more critical. In this 
context, we can see that these two issues 
apply to higher education in general, 
not just to its IT groups. Colleges and 
universities are trying to leverage their 
IT organizations in order to successfully 
tackle these issues. 

These two issues also present an 
informative backdrop for three other Top 10 IT issues: 
Data-Informed Decision Making (#3), Data Management and 
Governance (#6), and Digital Transformation of Learning (#10). The 
EDUCAUSE survey results show that higher education IT 
organizations are venturing into new areas such as business 
intelligence, reporting, and data analytics. Colleges and 
universities are asking their IT groups to be involved in big 
data analytics in support of data-informed decision making.4 
It is in this context that proper institutional data management 
and governance becomes important. The survey results also 
reveal the expectation for higher education IT groups to be 
more closely involved in the digital transformation of learning 
by collaborating with faculty and academic leadership. 

Different Approaches Taken by  
Academic Libraries and IT Organizations
Interestingly, these three Top 10 IT issues—Data-Informed 
Decision Making, Data Management and Governance, and Digital 
Transformation of Learning—overlap with some of the areas that 
academic libraries have been pursuing to innovate and experi-
ment with library services and operation in the changing envi-
ronment of higher education. However, the approach of aca-
demic libraries in these areas shows some marked differences.

In data-informed decision making, higher education IT 
groups are pursuing business intelligence and predictive data 
analysis as a way to contribute to student success, whereas 
academic libraries have been focusing their efforts on the 
systematic assessment of library usage to prove their value to 
institutional outcomes.5 These efforts from academic libraries 

led to the discovery of multiple statisti-
cally significant positive relations between 
library usage and student success, such 
as between checking out library materi-
als or library instruction and a student’s 
graduating GPA.6 But it is unclear whether 
the discovery of those positive correlations 
significantly helped academic libraries to 
obtain more funding and other resources 
as a result.

Data management and governance is an 
area where both IT organizations and aca-
demic libraries are getting actively involved. 
While libraries’ interests are mostly focused 
on how to support researchers’ increasing 
need to manage and share research data to 
comply with federal funding agencies’ data-

related requirements,7 the EDUCAUSE survey results show 
that IT organizations’ interests lie more in the aspect of protect-
ing all institutional data and maintaining its integrity so that the 
data can be more effectively utilized for institutional benefits 
and decision making. 

Digital transformation of learning directly relates to teach-
ing and learning, an area where libraries have traditionally 
been heavily engaged. In this area, academic libraries have been 
testing and introducing emerging technologies to students and 
faculty. Their concentrated efforts in educating students and 
faculty about those technologies relevant to learning, teach-
ing, and research activities are to enable and foster innovation 
and experimentation. For example, many academic libraries 
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now provide 3D printing equipment and service along with 
educational workshops and consultation to increase the aware-
ness and knowledge of this new technology that brought sig-
nificant changes in the STEM area.8 Some academic libraries 
also expanded their service to new areas such as digital media 
production, software development, statistical and qualitative 
data analysis, and geographic information systems.9 In con-
trast to a wide range of these technology-related services that 
libraries provide, IT organizations are likely to focus more on 
supplying instructional design support for individual courses 
and to concern themselves with learning analytics to identify 
key metrics to improve student outcomes and higher education 
affordability. 

Improving the Bottom Line Together
Higher education IT organizations and academic libraries are 
going through similar challenges that are important for their 
organizational success. Strategic leadership, sustainable fund-
ing, and sustainable staffing are imperative for both groups to 
be able to continue to innovate their services and operations to 
meet the evolving needs of their users and parent institutions 
while maintaining existing services in high quality. Improv-
ing student outcomes and higher education affordability are 
clearly the bottom line of today’s higher education, which both 
academic libraries and IT organizations must address in their 
strategies for the future. It is with this same goal of improving 
the bottom line that both groups are trying new initiatives in 
areas of data-informed decision making, data management and 
governance, and digital transformation of learning—with some-
what different approaches.

Shared challenges and areas of interests naturally raise the 
question of potential collaboration. Can the different focuses 
of libraries and IT organizations in these areas of shared inter-
ests complement each other and lead to better institutional 
outcome? An example at Bucknell University seems to give an 
affirmative answer to that question. At Bucknell, the success-
ful merger of the library and IT departments resulted in the 
elimination of many traditional distinctions between those 

two units and produced four significant initiatives: digital 
scholarship, summer course redesign grants, open educational 
resources, and business intelligence and analytics. The new 
Library and Information Technology unit started partnering 
and co-teaching  with the academic faculty, offering its exper-
tise in instructional technology; it began to award technology-
integration  grants based on student learning outcomes; it 
prioritized supporting faculty regarding the exploration and 
creation of open educational resources; and it created a new 
team for the business intelligence initiative to establish a data 
warehouse for student data following an open-access model.10  

It is encouraging to see student success and operational effi-
ciency being pursued as one integrated goal in these initiatives 
rather than as two separate and sometimes conflicting priorities 
residing in different silos. This is a mindset that academic librar-
ies and higher education IT groups need to adopt to successfully 
tackle the two major challenges of today’s higher education, stu-
dent success and higher education affordability, together.  n
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