
Fostering Collaboration 

and Communication 

Between IR and IT

IData Incorporated

June 2nd, 2009 AIR Forum



Presentation Goals:

ÂWe will discuss best practices for 

collaboration and communication during 

the report development process.

ÂThis presentation will focus on business 

processes. (tool agnostic)



Hypothesis:

ÂGood Communication between report 

users and developers can be just as 

important as technical knowledge or any 

tools. 



Agenda:

ÂQuick survey of  session attendees

ÂExamples of communication break 

down

ÂCommunication strategies

ÂCreating a common definition of terms

ÂCreating a complete report specification

ÂTools and Services

ÂOpen Discussion
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ÂBrian S. Parish:
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About IData Incorporated

Â Higher education technology consulting firm 

Â Mission: Increasing the productivity of colleges, 

universities, and institutional research professionals 

through better use of administrative and data 

systems.

Â Focus on four primary areas:

ïInstitutional research & reporting services

ïTechnical services (programming/analysis)

ïImplementation services

ïInnovative Software and Tools

Â Started in 2004, Based in Alexandria, VA
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Survey of 

Session Attendees

8



Survey (Show of Hands):

ÂInstitutional Research office?

ÂInformation Technology office?

ÂBoth?

ÂñOtherò?



Survey Continued:

ÂHow many schools have a dedicated IT 

person for the IR department?

ÂHow many have a part time resource 

from the IT staff?



Communication Break Down



The data what?

ÂIT tends to say ñData Isò

ÂIR tends to say ñData Areò  



The Flower Shop

ÂRequest:

ïñA Dozen Red Rosesò



The Flower Shop



The Flower Shop



The Flower Shop



The Flower Shop



The Flower Shop

Points to consider:

ÂUnspoken Assumptions 

ïThey are complete roses

ïThey are real

ïThey come in a vase

ïThey are not dead

ïArrangement Style

ïWhen will it be delivered



The Flower Shop

ÂTime-Context

ÂWhen will they be delivered?

ïHow does this affect

the assumptions?

ÂTime-context for student data

can be very important



Bursar Hold Example

ÂRequest:

ïñA listing and count of all bursar holdsò



Bursar Hold Example

ñA listing and count of all bursar holdsò

ÂLack of Specificity

ïCount of Holds or count of Students?

ïActive Students?

ïActive Holds?

ïWhich Holds?



Bursar Hold Example

ÂDifferent users have different 

assumptions

ïBursar

ïEnrollment Manager

ïRegistrar

ïCFO



Bursar Hold Example

ÂWhy do we want this data?

ïCommunicating the purpose of the data 

request allows for constructive dialog on 

new ideas and clarifies assumptions. 

ÂProblem:

ïA University has many students that are 

calling to say they are not able to register 

on-line.  The school suspects many are on 

bursar holds. They want to know the 

causes of the holds, and the impact on the 

registration numbers. 



Bursar Hold Example

ÂWhat is the next question we will 

ask?

ïAnticipate the next question and try and 

provide the necessary data

ïIt is always good to communicate the 

purpose of the data request



Bursar Hold Example

Recap: Points to consider

ÂLack of specifics can give very different 

results

ÂWho is requesting the data?

ïAre they the only ones to view it?

ÂUnderstand the purpose of the request

ÂAnticipate the next question



Student Types Example

ÂProblem:

ïDefining Student Types

ÂRequest:

ïIdentify students as the following:

ÅReadmit

ÅNew Student



Student Types Example

ÂDefine your terms clearly

ïReadmit: ñA withdrawn student that is 

returning to the university through new 

application process after one year from the 

withdrawn dateò

ïNew Student: ñGraduate level student who 

has never completed a degree seeking 

course at the university.ò



Sub-Terms - Readmit
Readmit: A withdrawn student who is returning back to the 

university through new application process after one year from 

the withdrawn date

ÂStudent

ÂWithdrawn Student 

ÂReturning to university through a new 

application process 

ÂAfter one year from the withdrawn date

ÂTime Context?



Sub-Terms ïNew Student

New Student: Graduate level student who has never completed 

a degree seeking course at the university.

ÂGraduate Student

ÂNever completed

ÂDegree seeking course

Âcourse at the university

ÂTime-Context



Student Types Example

ÅDefine your terms in a viewable location

ïAvoid repeating the work

ïTransparency of the report definitions 

helps buy-in from users



Student Types Example

Consider the source

ÂWhich database is this data coming 

from?

ïData Warehouse, snapshot, or live 

system?

ïAlumni system ñStudentò may have 

different data than Student system 

ñStudentò.

ÂTechnical definition may be needed for 

clarity



Student Types Example

ÂTime-context should be part of 

definitions

ïThe method of data extraction varies 

greatly based on the time-context

ïActive as of:

ÅRight now

ÅA given date

ÅA census date in a term



Student Types Example

Recap: Points to consider

ÂDefine every term within your request

ÂClear Functional definition may not be 

specific enough.  A Technical definition 

may also need to be documented.

ÂDefine your terms in a viewable area

ÂTime-context should be part of 

definitions



Communication Strategies



Communication Strategies:

ÂData Requests should be a 

conversation. 

ïQuality answers are rarely achieved from 

single request.  

ïThere are too many opportunities for 

incorrect assumptions.

ÂFocus should also be given to the 

question being answered (purpose of 

data request)



Communication Strategies 

(IR Requests):

ÂSpecificity

ÂTime Context

ÂPurpose

ÂScreen shots or marked-up report 

examples

ÂFormat

ïHard Copy 

ïEditable ïdata dump



Communication Strategies 

(IT Responses):

ÂBe careful of assumptions

ÂDo not respond with technical terms or 

queries

ÂWhat is the next question they will ask? 

ïGive them a little more than requested

ÂConsider the data source

ÂDocument Terms (meta-data)

ÂDocument report specification



Creating a Common 
Definition of Terms



Defining Reporting terms:

ÂDictionary of terms

ïFunctional Definition

ïTechnical Definition

ÂData Stewards

ïApproval process

ÂBuild organically and keep it simple



Creating Complete

Report Specifications



Creating Complete Report 

Specifications:

ÂReport specification should contain:

ïPurpose of report

ïDefinition of all terms (and sub-terms)

ïFormat (Dates, money, etc.)

ïCreate a mock up the report 

ÂMake the data request process 

transparent.



Tools that can Help



Tools:

ÂWiki

ÂGoogle-docs

ÂBI tools

ÂERP Vendor apps

ÂSharePoint

ÂContent Management System (CMS)

ÂWord documents

ÂOther Solutions?



IData Services and 
Tools



IData Services:

ÂSometimes the biggest breakdown in 

communication is when there is no one 

to listen.

ÂIData can offer IT support for an IR 

office.  



IData Reporting Services:

ÂAt Your Side 

ÂProject-based Services

ÂCustom data capture

ÂData Mart Creation

ÂReporting Terms Definition





Summary



Summary:

ÂData requests should be a conversation

ÂCommunicate with a high level of specificity

ÂDocument agreed terms so they can be 

reused

ÂMake these terms accessible by the entire 

reporting community

ÂDocument and Share Report Specifications

ÂThink about the question that is being 

answered with the data



Questions and Discussion


