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A personalized, integrated and coherent student experience will 
become a key differentiator for higher education institutions … Your 

team should use both qualitative and quantitative methods to 
understand what the current student experience looks like and where 

pain points exist. 

- Gartner 

Student Experience Matters  



● Experience as a leading indicator 

● Measurement for what purpose? 

● Understand variation 

● Taking action 

● Framework and roadmap 

● University examples

Today’s 
Discussion  

Experience as a leading indicator to drive school improvement



EXPERIENCE AS A LEADING INDICATOR



Leading Indicators In Education 

Leading Indicator: Systematically collected data on an activity or 
condition that is related to a subsequent and valued outcome, as well 
as the processes surrounding the investigation of those data and the 
associated responses.  

1. Antecedents to important events that predict or foreshadow 
those events 

2. Not fixed characteristics of individuals or systems; rather, they 
are conditions or activities that can be changed by action.  

3. The search for leading indicators catalyzes a productive 
inquiry that results in the rethinking of organizational resources 
or supports 

4. The search for leading indicators may help identify or develop 
more relevant and precise indicators

Supovitz, J. A., Foley, E., & Mishook, J. (2012). In Search of Leading Indicators in Education. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 20 (19), http://dx.doi.org/10.14507/epaa.v20n19.2012 

http://dx.doi.org/10.14507/epaa.v20n19.2012


Experience as a Leading Indicator 

Course Completion

Student Engagement


Persistence

Graduation Rates

Institutional Rankings


Accreditation
Student Experience 

Leading Indicator

Lagging Indicator

Leading indicators help to predict outcomes and enable proactive action. Leading indicators 
offer the expectation that influencing them can lead to changes in outcomes and future state.  

Lagging indicators are output/outcome measurements with limited predictive power that are not 
directly actionable. Lagging indicators can only record what has happened and confirm trends. 



MEASUREMENT FOR WHAT?



Research and Evaluation Accountability and 
Compliance 

Learning and Improvement

● Produce new knowledge of 
widely generalizable or universal 
value.  

● Research/evaluation findings do 
not need to have a practical use 
or application.  

● Reactive - Data on outcomes or 
results; for reporting purposes  

● Data are too far downstream and 
are often considered lagging 
indicators

● Proactive - Data to inform efforts 
to change; for learning purposes  

● Data collection should be short, 
repeated & show trends over time. 

● Improvement data are leading 
indicators

● Measurement for research is 
typically too slow, too 
expensive, and too elaborate  

● Limited usefulness for improving 
processes in single classrooms, 
schools or institutions.

● This is the “WHAT” data, and 
schools have plenty of it.  

● Knowing this data does not tell you 
anything useful about the “WHY.” 

● Value for improvement is limited. 

● Improvement activities should be 
fast-paced and cyclical.  

● “WHY” data is context to help 
identify root cause to more 
consistently produce positive 
outcomes.  

● Enables a school, organization or 
business to understand variation
—what works, for whom, and 
under what set of conditions.

Measurement for Different Purposes 



PLAN: A change or a test, aimed at improvement 

DO: Carry out the change or the test, preferably on a small scale 

STUDY: Review the data. What did we learn? What went wrong? 

ACT: Adopt the change, abandon it, or run through the cycle again

The PDSA Cycle (Plan-Do-Study-Act) is a systematic process for gaining valuable learning and knowledge for the continual 
improvement of a product, process, or service. Also known as the Deming Wheel, or Deming Cycle, this integrated learning - 

improvement model was first introduced to Dr. Deming by his mentor, Walter Shewhart of the famous Bell Laboratories in New York.

https://deming.org/explore/p-d-s-a

Systemic Process for Learning and Improvement 



Learning and Improvement Over Time 



UNDERSTAND VARIATION



Patrick and the School Bus 



http://www.apiweb.org/UnderstandingVariation.pdf 

Variation has two types of causes:

● Common - causes that are inherent in the process or system itself, always present, and 
affect everyone working in the process; it affects the output 

● Special - causes that are not part of the process or system all the time or do not affect 
everyone, but arise because of specific circumstances; periodic and unpredictable. 

Understand Variation 

Understanding variation is critical knowledge, particularly for leaders.  

Why? Decisions are often based on interpretation of patterns of variation in data, which also aids in 
assigning responsibility for improvement. 



Root Cause Analysis 
What is “Root Cause”? 

The most basic reason the problem occurs // The deepest 
underlying cause, or causes, of positive or negative symptoms 
within any process that, if dissolved, would result in elimination, or 
substantial reduction, of the symptom. 

Why Root Cause Analysis? 

● Helps dissolve the problem, not just the symptom 

● Eliminates patching/tinkering and wasted effort  

● Conserves scarce resources 

● Induces discussion and reflection 

● Provides rationale for strategy selection 

 



Understand Variation 
Not understanding variation can lead to: 

● Making people “work harder” to get better results within the same system 

● Wasting time trying to explain a perceived trend when nothing has actually changed 

● Taking action when it would have been better to do nothing (tampering w/ common cause) 

● Ignoring systemic improvements  

● Treating common cause variation like a special cause (leads to greater variation, mistakes, and 
defects)



Some Lessons in Variation 

● All variation is caused 

● Distinguish between special and common causes. Plot data over time to 
understand what is common variation and determine what constitutes special 
variation. 

● Observe before acting - seek to understand 
● When all variation is common cause, the system is said to be stable, 

predictable. Therefore, the response required is a change in the system itself. 
● Improvement requires leaders to have an understanding of variation  



TAKE ACTION



Williamson’s left shoe fell 
apart as he planted hard near 
the free throw line. The blue 
rubber sole ripped loose from 
the white shoe from the heel 
to the toes along the outside 
edge, with Williamson’s foot 
coming all the way through 
the large gap.

Nike’s Multi-Million Dollar Problem 



Special or Common Cause Variation? 



"We are obviously concerned and want to wish Zion a speedy recovery. The 
quality and performance of our products are of utmost importance.  

While this is an isolated occurrence, we are working to identify the issue."

Nike Statement 



What Might Nike Ultimately Need to Do?

Common  - causes that are inherent in the process or system itself, always present, and affect everyone working in the 
process; it affects the output 

Special - causes that are not part of the process or system all the time or do not affect everyone, but arise because of 
specific circumstances; periodic and unpredictable. 



Type of Action Action Description Type of Variation

Immediate Response Solving immediate issues Common  
Special

Corrective Action Fixing process or service problems by 
taking action right away

Common 
Special

Continuous Improvement Identifying and solving root causes to 
problems Common

Strategic Change Applying insights to key strategic 
decisions Common

Action Based on Variation Type



A FRAMEWORK AND ROADMAP



Improvement Framework 

1

Make the work user-
centered and 

problem specific

What specific 
problem, or small set 
of problems, are we 

trying to solve? 

Focus on variation 
in performance

What works, for 
whom, and under 

what set of 
conditions? 

2

See the system that 
produces the 

current outcomes

Why do we continue 
to get the undesirable 
outcomes observed?

3

We cannot improve 
at scale what we 
cannot measure

What are the specific 
measurable aims that 

we seek to 
accomplish?

4

Use disciplined 
inquiry to drive 
improvement

What will it take to 
make the intervention 

work under new 
conditions?

5

IMPROVEMENT SCIENCE PRINCIPLES



3 Core Improvement Questions

What specifically are you trying to accomplish? 

What change might you introduce? 

How will you know a change has been an improvement?



Roadmap

What specifically are you 
trying to accomplish?

DISCIPLINED INQUIRY

C
O
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N
U
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S 
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O
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EN
T

What change might you 
introduce?

How will you know a change 
has been an improvement?

Identify pain points and areas that 
need attention

Detect variability in student 
satisfaction 

Foundation: Gather baseline 
data to gauge overall student 
experience and analyze data 

patterns..  

Advising

Housing/Accommodation

Courses

Prioritize and Focus: Deep dive 
into key drivers and root cause 

to help prioritize your 
improvement efforts. You can’t 

change everything at once.

Monitor student satisfaction patterns

Improvement activities should be 
fast-paced and cyclical

Teacher Quality

Admissions Student Experience

EX
A

M
PL

ES

Determine the performance 
indicators needed for the 

improvement aim you’ve chosen. 
Establish a measurement system 

with X and O data.

Measurement for learning and 
improvement.  

Track key performance indicators for 
the chosen improvement aim(s).Understand overall student  

experience



3 UNIVERSITIES  
3 DIFFERENT APPROACHES



Student Journey Mapping



Theory of Change



Programmatic

“Jackson College is using Qualtrics to increase student engagement and improve student 
retention. Jackson saw persistence rates improve over a two-year period from 23% to 51% 

for its most at-risk student population.”



CONCLUSIONS



Takeaways 
● Experience is a leading indicator  

● The system driving improvement is more important that the metric you 
choose to track 

● Focus on measurement for improvement and disciplined inquiry 

● Leaders should have at least a conceptual understanding of variation 

● “Work harder” is not an effective solution 

● The type of action you take should be based on the type of variation 
found in the data

Experience as a leading indicator to drive school improvement



● You can begin collecting data at any time—
start now to gather baseline data 

● Stop using lagging indicators to drive 
improvement  

● Take appropriate action based on the type of 
variability detected in your data 

● Leverage technology

What can you do? 

Experience as a leading indicator to drive school improvement



Thank You! 

Questions? samantham@qualtrics.com 

Samantha A. Murray, M.S.Ed. 
Education Experience Management (XM) Scientist, Qualtrics

mailto:samantham@qualtrics.com


We’ll be back in  
In the meantime, why not  
grab a tea or coffee outside?

1:50-2:10PM

BREAKOUT
BREAK 20 MINUTES


