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Congress Should Scrutinize Higher
Ed’s Use of Predictive Analytics,
Watchdog Says
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They’re the invisible infrastructure that colleges and universities
rely on to target prospective students for recruitment, to build
financial-aid offers, and to monitor student behavior. Now, a new
report from the Government Accountability Office is urging
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characteristics. Using these scored lists, admissions professionals
can deploy recruitment strategies tailored to their respective
institution’s admissions goals.

But what about high-achieving students enrolled at poor-
performing or underfunded high schools? How can a college target
those students for recruitment if where they live and learn
precludes them from being included in colleges’ enrollment
efforts? To the Government Accountability Office, it’s a recipe for
disparate treatment.

“Some students may not fit the predominant characteristics of their
neighborhood or high school and may miss out on recruiting efforts
others receive,” the GAO warns.

To guard against pitfalls like these, colleges and universities
should consult with diversity, equity, and inclusion professionals,
Jenay Robert, a researcher at Educause, a nonprofit association
focused on the intersection of technology and higher education,
said in a statement. If analytics staff don’t work with diversity
experts with their institution’s specific needs in mind, “big-data
analytics can do more harm than good,” she said.

Higher education also lacks broadly accepted policies on this
topic, she said: “We’ve yet to establish a widely used ethical
framework that puts forth best practices for engaging in big-data
analytics.“

In the absence of federal regulations on the use of algorithms,
colleges and universities have been left to reconcile how their
institutional interests comport with the interests of individual
students — and to what extent this usage serves the broader
public good. And in theory, there should be no distinction. For
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instance, when an institution uses predictive analytics to allocate
scholarship aid to those who might have forgone college without it,
the public good is served.

But reality is often more complicated. Big-data products and
models afford colleges and universities capabilities for fine-grained
analysis that may not have been previously available to most
admissions offices. In testimony to the GAO, one industry expert
posited a scenario in which a college might draw certain
conclusions from a prospective student’s repeated campus or
website visits — conclusions ultimately resulting in less
scholarship money awarded to this prospective student relative to
similarly situated peers.

For a college, the calculus is simple: Why offer significant
scholarship aid to a student who is likely to attend your institution
regardless? For the country, though, a different dilemma emerges:
Even if there is more scholarship money to go around, is the public
good really best served when a student is penalized for making
use of campus visits and online research prior to embarking on
one of the most significant investments in American life?
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