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SUBJECT: SDBOR Interactive Dashboard Website 
 

A suite of interactive dashboards is now available on the SDBOR website.  This agenda 
item gives an overview of the context, history, and goals of these dashboards, and summarizes 
the process by which new dashboards will be added to the current suite. 
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In early 2014, Board of Regents research staff began building a series of proof-of-
concept data dashboards using software purchased from Tableau Software, a Seattle-based 
company that offers a suite of interactive visualization products.  Several of these 
dashboards are now available on the SDBOR public website. These dashboards are 
intended to “democratize” Regental data by disseminating them in a more efficient, 
understandable, and actionable way.  By expanding and enhancing the delivery of data to 
various stakeholders – including the Board, campus staff, and outside audiences – these 
dashboards are expected to both promote a culture of transparency and lead to improved 
policy decisions.  Fundamentally, the overall aim of these dashboards is to convert complex 
data into useful information. 
 
 
 
What’s a Dashboard? 
 
In today’s postsecondary world, numbers are everything.  Almost every aspect of universities’ 
operations are defined, measured, tracked, indexed, evaluated, and scrutinized. Myriad publications, 
websites, and data warehouses exist whose sole purpose is the collection and dissemination of 
postsecondary data. The term “data warehouse” itself speaks to the staggering volume of data that is 
transacted in and about academia on a daily basis. 
 
Into this quantitative melee enters the concept of the data dashboard.  Sometimes referred to as a 
scorecard or report card, the term dashboard refers to any performance management tool – usually 
in the form of a table, graph, or some combination of the two – that is used to track and summarize 
data related to organizational activities.  A modern extension of the “executive information systems” 
movement of the 1980s, dashboards typically offer an executive summary of related data points, 
allow for the monitoring of important trends, provide a means for evaluating progress toward goals, 
and provide a conceptual framework for interpretation (Mitchell & Ryder, 2013; Dover, 2004).  Allio 
(2012) elaborates that: 
 
 

“‘Dashboard’ is a driving metaphor, implying the need to glance 
frequently at key gauges to help navigate while still in motion…Its 
primary value lies in its ability to focus senior executive attention, 
provoke analysis and reflection, and trigger decision-making that 
improves performance,” (p.24). 
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While early dashboards tended to be static reports, attention increasingly has turned to interactive 
dashboards – or “dynamic visualizations” – as a means to publish customizable data reports.  
Interactive dashboards allow users to modify certain features of the dashboard view – such as filters, 
drill-downs, or segmentation variables – in order to focus on data points of particular interest.  
These controls are meant to give users maximum flexibility in locating and analyzing data relevant to 
a given topic.  This interactivity allows users to define for themselves the appropriate balance 
between too much and not enough information (Antonecchia & Kryspin, 2010).  Interactive 
dashboards also tend to be highly visual in nature, informed by design principles intended to support 
optimal readability and comprehension (Brewer & Wagner, 2013).    
 
Dashboards in Higher Education 
 
Particularly in the current accountability era, institutions of higher education have begun to explore 
new methods of both analyzing and disseminating institutional performance data.  Mitchell and 
Ryder (2013) note that data dashboards have been used increasingly in higher education since the 
late 1990s, especially in the areas of enrollment management, academic affairs, and business affairs.  
Indeed, a number of colleges, universities, system offices, and other postsecondary education 
organizations have begun to roll out comprehensive dashboard websites in recent years.  
Importantly, these websites are intended for use not only as internal performance measurement 
tools, but also as research repositories for public audiences.  Table 1 below provides several 
examples of these websites. 
 

Table 1. 
Selected Postsecondary Dashboard Websites 

Organization Description 
 

University of Texas System 
https://data.utsystem.edu/SASPortal/main.do 
 

 

“Productivity dashboard” for UT system; 
includes visualizations for student success, 
faculty productivity, research, and finances 
 

 

California Community Colleges (System) 
http://datamart.cccco.edu/Outcomes/Default.aspx 
 

 

“Data Mart” website for CCC system office; 
includes data on graduate production, grade 
distributions, retention, and graduate wages 
 

 

Utah State University 
http://www.usu.edu/aaa/tableau_index.cfm 
 

 

Collection of visualizations for a range of data 
measures, including courses, enrollments, and 
staff; also includes survey analysis section 
 

 

Cornell University 
http://irp.dpb.cornell.edu/university-factbook 
 

 

University “Factbook” site detailing trends in 
admission, enrollment, degrees, employees, 
and finance data 
 

 

Chronicle of Higher Education 
http://chronicle.com/section/Facts-Figures/58/ 
 

 

CHE’s “Facts & Figures”  page; shows 
visualizations for a range of ad hoc data 
analyses conducted by Chronicle staff 
 

 
 

https://data.utsystem.edu/SASPortal/main.do
http://datamart.cccco.edu/Outcomes/Default.aspx
http://www.usu.edu/aaa/tableau_index.cfm
http://irp.dpb.cornell.edu/university-factbook
http://chronicle.com/section/Facts-Figures/58/
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SDBOR Dashboards 
 
The rise of interactive dashboards has been aided by a number of private firms – such as iDashboards, 
Qlik, and Jaspersoft – which have become increasingly visible players in the business intelligence 
community through their development of popular dashboard products.  Tableau Software, perhaps the 
most nationally-prominent company in the dashboard development market, currently provides 
dashboard services to SDBOR.1    SDBOR’s agreement with Tableau comprises two main components: 
a desktop publishing solution and a data hosting service.2   Under the terms of this agreement, SDBOR 
may develop a virtually unlimited number of data dashboards, which are then hosted on Tableau’s 
servers.  Dashboards can be embedded in the SDBOR website using custom HTML code, and are 
viewable on all Windows and iOS devices (such as iPad). 
 
To date, SDBOR research staff have created and published eight data visualizations, which are available 
at http://www.sdbor.edu/dashboards: 
 
 SDBOR High School Transition Report Dashboard 
 SDBOR Distance Education Dashboard 
 SDBOR Graduate Production Dashboard 
 SDBOR Freshmen Migration Dashboard 
 SDBOR Graduate Placement Dashboard 
 SDBOR Public University Affordability Dashboard 
 SDBOR Proficiency Exam Dashboard 
 SDBOR Minimum Progression Standards Dashboard 

 
Several other dashboards are planned or already are in development.  All dashboards are created using 
Tableau publishing products.  In general, each SDBOR dashboard is created with several key goals in 
mind: 
 
 Centralizing and unifying data reporting on a topic 
 Simplifying and reducing complex datasets to their essential components 
 Focusing attention on core performance indicators 
 Allowing users to answer their own questions 
 Allowing users to evaluate data at any chosen level of detail 
 Enabling research and policy analysis by data laypersons 
 Triggering additional questions and analyses 
 Providing a framework for interpretation and understanding 

 
Collectively, these dashboards represent an effort to place maximum information in the hands of the 
university system’s many stakeholders: the Board, central office staff, campus staff, lawmakers, outside 
agencies, and the general public.  Opening Regental data resources to these internal and external 
observers helps to demonstrate the Regents’ longstanding commitment to openness and accountability.  
Consequently, by broadening access to Regental data, these dashboards serve to inform public dialogue 
about the university system.  By spurring greater public awareness of the university system’s 
performance, these tools raise the visibility of public higher education in the state’s political and cultural 
discourse. 
 
                                                 
1 Prior to Tableau, SDBOR research staff utilized SAP Dashboard Design (i.e., Xcelsius) for dashboard-related projects.   This 
software was dropped due to its technical weaknesses, including a lack of support for iOS devices. 
2 SDBOR currently spends $4,800 per year on its agreement with Tableau.  An additional one-time cost of $1,200 was paid in the 
first year for a single-user license of Tableau’s desktop publishing software.   

http://www.sdbor.edu/dashboards
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Looking Ahead 
 
Since interactive dashboards can be created for virtually any analytic topic or data source, possibilities for 
future dashboard development are wide-ranging.  In a recent whitepaper, Tableau Software notes several 
current applications of its dashboard products in higher education, including tracking performance 
trends, attracting prospective donors, communicating survey results, analyzing space usage, 
benchmarking against peer institutions, demonstrating fiscal responsibility, sharing interactive 
accountability documents, and improving communication and collegiality (Tableau Software, 2013, p. 2).   
 
Many of SDBOR’s existing routine reports – such as the High School Transition Report – are conducive 
to an interactive presentation style.  Rather than – or in addition to – an extensive narrative report where 
all data summaries are fixed ahead of time, dashboards allow users to quickly drill down to the most 
pressing or interesting data points.  Similarly, reports from SDBOR’s ongoing “special analysis” series 
often center on datasets that can be translated effectively into dashboard format.  In short, dashboards 
hold considerable promise as a reporting vehicle for a range of system-level data projects. 
 
Review Process 
 
Following a demonstration of several dashboard prototypes at the August 2014 SDBOR retreat, board 
members asked that a process be established by which individual Regents would have an opportunity to 
preview and offer feedback on the design and functionality of individual dashboards before being 
published to the SDBOR website. 
 
In response, a review process has been established by which several layers of reviewers (including board 
staff and board members) are given an opportunity to preview dashboards before their public release.  
This process provides an opportunity to offer feedback, ask questions, raise concerns, and make 
suggestions.  Accordingly, the review process takes place informally by email to allow for an iterative, 
conversational exchange.  This process is outlined below: 
 

1) The Director of Institutional Research is responsible for the initial drafting of all dashboards 
 

2) The VPAA reviews draft dashboards, and suggests modifications as needed. 
 

3) After initial review by the VPAA, dashboards are reviewed by the Executive Director and 
germane senior staff members.  Specific senior staff reviewers are assigned based on the 
subject matter of each dashboard. 

 

4) After review by the Executive Director and senior staff members, dashboards are distributed 
to the Regents’ review group, which includes: the board president, vice president, and both 
standing committee chairpersons.  A minimum of two weeks is given for this review.  
Reviewers are free to ask questions, offer feedback, raise concerns, and make suggestions.  
Suggested modifications will be incorporated as permitted by the scope of the underlying 
data and the capabilities of the dashboard software.  If no significant concerns are raised 
during this period, dashboards may be posted to the SDBOR website.  If significant 
concerns are identified, dashboards may not be posted until concerns are addressed. 

 

5) Based on feedback received from the Regents’ review group and any subsequent changes to 
the dashboards, the VPAA will give final approval to publish each dashboard. 
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