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SERVITIUS: LEARNING AND SUCCESS SERVICES  

Higher education faces the great challenge of re-balancing access and success with cost-effective 

solutions. This and related forces are creating an emerging student learning and success services 

market. While students may continue to self-source via online providers (new and old), institutions 

need scalable alternatives. The primary publishers and many start-up, technology-enabled 

providers are emerging as potential solutions for institutions to contract their way to a new 

future of student success and achievement. Institutions (potentially with the college store as an 

aggregator) or other providers that can offer the “smartest” and most effective services will win 

out—so long as students acknowledge the value and vote with their dollars and engagement.

Key Points:

1.  Pressure to improve graduation rates at U.S. institutions is driving many to expand services that help 
students resolve academic difficulties or life and work issues that threaten their progress.

2.  Higher education’s underinvestment in academic support, frenzied private-sector experimentation, and 
digital destabilization have produced an emergent student learning services sector in which students 
are gaining more power to substitute options they prefer for officially sanctioned ones.

3. The landscape that is emerging might be pictured as an archipelago of separate islands of varying 
sizes—influenced by improved understanding of the inter-play between cognitive and non-cognitive 
factors impacting student success.

4. Higher education’s chief value proposition is that it alone can provide the educated workforce and 
citizenry needed to meet 21st-century challenges. So if a large proportion of those who want a degree 
fail to earn one, a basic promise is compromised. And it has become evident that access does not 
guarantee success.

5. Evidence is mounting that “ancillary” services and co-curricular support offerings factor heavily into 
student persistence, course completion, retention, and eventual graduation. However, those services 
are expensive and difficult to scale as traditionally delivered.

6. The new student learning services ecosystem is being shaped by four kinds of disruption: 

a. the institutional challenge of adopting a culture of student success in an era of declining funding;

b. a digital solutions marketplace able to economically deliver student learning services;

c. the growing availability of do-it-yourself learning services; and

d. an alliance of leaders keen to persuade or coerce higher education into new practices. 

7. New entrants and partners will emerge that have the capacity to help institutions identify at-risk or 
unguided students for targeted attention, build better self-service resources, track advising case 
histories, and equip limited institutional staff with information to increase their effectiveness. The 
college store could play a role in sourcing, distributing, and brokering services contracted by the 
institution or sought by students themselves.
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SERVITIUS: 
Learning and Success Services 

SCORECARD

Supplier Power
• Movement to improve student success increases 
   power of service providers

• Performance-based funding serves to lock in
   success awareness

• Publishers’ investments focused on learning 
   success support positions them well as suppliers

• Outsourcing resistance in this campus-student 
   relationship area may be a tough sell

Buyer Power
• Intense competition between potential new service 
   providers gives both institutions and students 
   increased buyer power

• Institutions contracting for learning services or 
   implementing success systems have a range 
   of options

• Student acculturation to online services being 
   limitless and free diminishes power of consumer-
   oriented learning services sites and increases 
   student consumer power

New Entrants
• Dominated by new entrants as an emerging 
   ecosystem segment

• Barriers to entry at the institutional level are 
   substantial due to cost and scale

• Publisher motivations are high due to lost revenue
   on traditional textbooks

• Parade of new cloud-based, technology-enable, 
   venture-capital supported projects will continue

Substitutes
• Substitutes are needed as traditional services have 
   been too few, underperforming, or not scalable

• Cultural, technical, procedural, and policy constraints 
   of current services will not likely characterize 
   or limit substitutes

• Trends and forces related to consumers, revenues, 
   achievement, and data analytics that are fueling 
   disruption and changes in other ecosystem 
 segments will be drivers of substitutes in this 
 emerging segment

Rivalry Level*: 4

Intense competition and 
competitive opportunity as an 

emerging ecosystem component.

 *Rivalry is an indication of competition in the segment from 1-lowest to 5-highest; both among current players and between them and new entrants.
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Introduction

The cover of a recent issue of The Economist proclaimed: “The Whole World is going to University.” After 
decades of intense and largely successful focus on getting more people to enter colleges and universities, 
U.S. higher education leaders, policy makers, and philanthropists are shifting attention to whether they leave 
with a degree in hand. This is a good and necessary thing. The Economist reports, “In 1995, America had the 
highest graduation rate in the OECD. Now it lags behind seven countries.” Yet per capita, “the U.S. outspends 
all others on higher education.”118 Pressure to improve graduation rates at U.S. colleges and universities is 
driving many institutions to expand services that help students resolve academic difficulties or life and work 
issues that threaten their progress. 

Colleges and universities no longer, however, have the playing field to themselves. Like much of higher 
education, student learning services are undergoing what one author calls “the Great Unbundling”: the 
dismembering and alternative sourcing of an institution’s integrated services.119 Even as the digital revolution 
opens new avenues for institutional learning service delivery, it is inspiring entrepreneurs to offer similar 
services directly to students as well as expanding free crowdsourced alternatives. As in the learning materials 
marketplace, students are gaining more power to substitute options they prefer for officially sanctioned ones.

Higher education’s historic underinvestment in academic support, together with today’s almost frenzied 
private-sector experimentation and digital destabilization, has produced an emergent student learning services 
sector. It includes traditional academic support services like tutoring, academic and career advising, and 
assessment; and new practices like coaching (focusing on “non-cognitive” factors like motivation, “grit,” 
and time management), remote test proctoring, and analytics-based “early alert” interventions.120 Digital 
technology is reshaping traditional academic services and introducing new ones. 

Today this collection of services is in so much flux that its shape can hardly be sketched and its ultimate 
relationship to the college store only hypothesized. The landscape that is emerging might be pictured as an 
archipelago of separate islands of varying sizes, some subsiding and some growing with volcanic force. And 
perhaps that is what it will remain. But as markets settle down and businesses consolidate, student learning 
services could also come to resemble something bigger and more coherent—a continent of integrated 
services under well-defined jurisdiction. In part, the shape of things to come will be influenced by our 
improved understanding of the inter-play between cognitive (classes, course materials, assessments) and non-
cognitive (coaching, co-curricular offerings, student life) factors and their relative impact on student success.

Figure 21 – Learning Services Emergence – Hawaii or Australia?

                           

       

Hawaii or Australia? In either case we can expect both institutions and students to want to know which 
services are available, how they can be used effectively, and how valuable they are. College stores need to 
watch the evolution of this marketplace to see if a new opportunity arises to distribute, integrate, or broker 
student learning services.

118 Special Report – Universities, in The Economist, April 3, 2015. Page 14.
119 Anya Kaminetz, DIY U: Edupunks, Edupreneurs, and the Coming Transformation of Higher Education, White River Junction, VT, 2010.
120 A. L. Duckworth, et al. “Grit: Perseverance and passion for long-term goals,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 92(6), 1087-1101. Available at:  
https://upenn.app.box.com/DuckworthPeterson.
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Student Learning Services: History, Mission, and Value Proposition

Higher education’s chief value proposition is that it alone can provide the educated workforce and citizenry 
needed to meet 21st-century challenges. Even with costs high, earning a college degree still provides large 
income returns for many. Leaders in business and government alike believe that our knowledge economy 
will need many more credentialed workers in coming decades. So if a large proportion of those who want a 
degree fail to earn one, a basic promise of higher education is compromised. 

Previous generations saw this as a problem of access, and higher education can tell a proud story of opening 
its doors ever wider. In 1949, only about 15% of 18- to 24-year-olds were enrolled in college. By 2012, 41% 
of the traditional age group were enrolled, and six in 10 Americans had at least some college experience.121 
Racial and ethnic minorities, who made up only 17% of the student body in 1971, today account for 44%.122 It 
took massive federal investment and determined institutional efforts, but by the late 20th century, commitment 
to access had become part of the culture of higher education.

If a large proportion of those who want a degree fail to earn one,  

a basic promise of higher education is compromised. 

However, it has become increasingly evident that access doesn’t guarantee success. Only about 58% of first-
time, full-time students entering college in 2004 to pursue a bachelor’s degree had earned one six years later. 
Those entering community colleges fare less well: only 17% earn a bachelor’s degree in six years and fewer 
than one in three earn an associate’s degree in three years.123 Retention and completion rates are particularly 
worrisome among institutions with open or non-selective admissions—exactly those most affected by the 
access revolution.

Figure 22 –  Six-Year Graduation Rate of Bachelor’s Degree-Seeking Students Entering Four-Year Institutions in 2004 
Source: NCES Condition of Education 2012

 As state funding formulas and a proposed federal rating system put teeth into calls to improve retention and 
completion, academic support services—long regarded as an institutional backwater—are getting renewed 
attention. “Sink or swim” attitudes are receding in favor of approaches that look at all of the factors that 
influence progress and achievement: advising, study skills, motivation, peer support, life skills, connections to 
the workplace and to the community, and practical needs like child care or transportation. Some institutions 

121  Thomas D. Snyder, ed., 120 Years of American Education: A Statistical Portrait. National Center for Education Statistics, 1993. Available at: http://nces.ed.gov/pubs93/93442.pdf;  
U.S. Department of Education, “National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics 2014,” table 302.60. Available at: https://nces.ed.gov/programs/ digest/d14/tables/dt14_302.60.asp.
122  Richard Fry and Kim Parker, Record Shares of Young Adults Have Finished Both High School and College. Washington, D.C.: Pew Research Center, November 5, 2012. Available at:   
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/ 2012/11/05/record-shares-of-young-adults-have-finished-both-high-school-and-college/. 
123  U.S. Department of Education, “National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics 2012,” tables 376 and 377. Available at: http://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=40;  
Doug Shapiro, Afet Dundar, Mary Ziskin, Xin Yuan, and Autumn Harrell, Completing College: A National View of Student Attainment Rates—Fall 2007 Cohort, National Student Clearinghouse 
Research Center, December 16, 2013. Available at: http://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/NSC_Signature_Report_6.pdf .
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like Northeastern University create programs for special cohorts of at-risk students, providing structured “boot 
camp” immersions and a common first-year curriculum to overcome life-skill or study-skill deficiencies or to 
overcome under-preparation passed along in the student’s K-12 experience.

The idea that what surrounds and supports classroom instruction affects educational progress is hardly new. 
Pricey U.S. private universities and selective liberal arts colleges imbed their well-prepared enrollees within 
elaborate systems of academic, social, and personal support. The evidence is mounting that “ancillary” 
services and co-curricular support offerings factor heavily into student persistence, course completion, 
retention, and eventual graduation.124

Unfortunately, as traditionally delivered, these services are expensive and do not scale very well. Extending 
such services into those cash-strapped institutions that face the very toughest retention and completion 
challenges is unrealistic. Institutions need better and more cost-effective solutions, and an eager marketplace 
proposes to offer them. This may be one case where the incumbents want to be disrupted.

Disruption of Student Learning Services

As a new student learning services ecosystem emerges, it is being shaped by four related kinds of disruption: 

• the institutional challenge of adopting a culture of student success in an era of declining funding;

• a digital solutions marketplace increasingly able to deliver student learning services without 
heavy up-front investment by institutions;

• the growing availability of do-it-yourself learning services that free students from institutional 
dependence; and

• an alliance of leaders (politicians, philanthropists, publishers, and technologists) keen to 
persuade or coerce higher education into new practices. 

Student success might seem to be a thing everyone can approve of. Yet after decades of pursuing an access 
culture, many college and university leaders are learning that engendering a success culture requires major 
adjustments and investments. 

There are many points of friction between the two cultures. When funding is based on how many seats you 
fill and not on how many credentials you confer, state subsidized institutions have little incentive to deny 
admission to unprepared students or to fully fund support services (like academic advising). In such situations, 
there simply is no institutional penalty for a student’s failure to succeed. In fact, among some faculty in some 
academic disciplines, high failure rates are a point of pride and evidence of rigor. Success culture, shaping 
itself around the growing performance funding movement, has more incentive to plug retention leaks. Access 
culture emphasizes equality of opportunity, choice, and self-realization; sometimes to the point of confusion. 
Success culture puts more emphasis on structure, planning, regular advisement, and tracking of progress. The 
access movement tacitly said, “We’ll let you in, but then it’s up to you.” The success movement challenges 
faculty members who see the responsibility for achievement as resting with the student to acknowledge (and 
operationalize) students’ success as a responsibility they share.

Despite this tension between old and new priorities, a wave of success-related innovations is moving through 
higher education. Many elements of the “completion agenda” may be seen in an institution designed around 
it: the newest member of the CUNY system, Guttman Community College. Guttman’s programs emphasize 
structure and guidance over choice. Guttman programs feature full-time study, close and frequent advising, 
and strong collaboration between faculty and staff, and are fortified by advising and assessment technologies. 
CUNY’s ASAP program extends similar ideas to selected students throughout the system.125

The great challenge as higher education re-balances access and success is to find cost-effective solutions. 
A good example is academic advising, which success-oriented institutions value because it builds bonds 

124  For an overview, see Colleen Moore and Nancy Shulock, “Student Progress toward Degree Completion: Lessons from the Research Literature,” Sacramento, CA: 
Institute for Higher Education Leadership and Policy, September 2009. Available at: https:// moodle.elac.edu/mod/resource/view.php?id=30603.
125 Nan Bauer-Maglin, Camille Rodriguez, and Alexandra Weinbaum, Putting Students at the Center at Guttman Community College: Accomplishments and Challenges 
in the Inaugural Years, Guttman Community College, 2014.
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between students and their institution, and because good advising helps ward off nonproductive credits. 
Unfortunately, it is expensive as traditionally practiced. Selective liberal arts colleges average about 100 
students per advisor; community colleges, with much more serious retention problems, average 441.126 Ratios 
of 1000:1 are not unusual. Under-investment in advising like this can only function if large numbers of students 
never visit an advisor. Though many students are capable of self-advising, it is likely that those least able to 
self-advise are also the ones least likely to ask for help. Tutoring, coaching, and career advice services all share 
similar economics.

The great challenge as higher education re-balances access  

and success is to find cost-effective solutions.

Enter a host of technology entrepreneurs, who propose to re-invent student learning services in much the 
way their predecessors re-invented instruction through online learning. In some cases, the entrepreneurs 
are in fact established providers like Oracle, Ellucian, and Blackboard. In other cases, they may be re-focused 
providers like Hobsons (which began as a publisher), or newer entrants like College Source. What these 
providers’ information systems share is the capacity to help institutions identify at-risk or unguided students 
for targeted attention, build better self-service resources, track advising case histories, and equip limited staff 
and faculty resources with information to make them more effective.

Importantly and increasingly, institutions that can’t or don’t want to manage a new set of enterprise systems 
on campus can employ Internet-delivered cloud services that are shared by a large base of customers. 
Instructure, whose Canvas learning management system was introduced in 2012, and Starfish (which offers 
a popular student success suite) are both cloud-based services serving enterprise customers. Such services 
help institutions deliver better learning services without a large up-front investment in time and money.

The potential to transform or add learning services that behave as  

variable costs rather than fixed costs creates for the institution the 

potential to expand services without expanding costs at the same rate.

Still more radical are business process outsourcing options that combine cloud services with human services. 
One such company, InsideTrack, contracts with institutions to deliver regular telephone-based coaching 
sessions to students, drawing on a nationwide network of certified coaches. Similar services are available 
for tutoring (Smarthinking) and career advising (Graduation Alliance).127  Though the cultural leap of entrusting 
student interactions to a third party is a large one, these services can draw on a far larger body of talent, and 
make much more efficient use of resources, than can most institutions that depend on local hiring and are 
limited by staffing constraints. Moreover, in the Internet cloud-delivered service model, one only incurs a cost 
when or if a service is consumed, while traditional “on premise” services are built on a just-in-case basis. The 
potential to transform or add learning services that behave as variable costs rather than fixed costs creates for 
the institution the potential to expand services without expanding costs at the same rate. 

Perhaps the most disruptive trend of all, however, is the widespread ability and willingness of students to seek, 
discover, and consume services of all kinds, including educational ones. Online learning is hardly an innovation 
anymore; more than five million students, about 25% of the total, took an online course in fall 2012.128  Taking 
the “access revolution” a large step further, massive education aggregators (e.g., Coursera and EdX), sites like 
Khan Academy and lynda.com, and YouTube define a spectrum of online learning from formal to informal. 

Increasingly, online and classroom courses alike are being reinforced with online student learning services. 
They can get help from each other via LMS chat rooms, discussion boards at MOOC providers, “homework 

126 Aaron Carlstrom and Marsha A. Miller, eds., “2011 NACADA National Survey of Academic Advising.” Available at: http://www.nacada.ksu.edu/Resources/Clearinghouse/View-Articles/2011-NACA-
DA-National-Survey.aspx.
127 A study conducted by the Stanford School of Education on InsideTrack’s behalf found that 12-month retention was five percentage points higher among coached students than non-coached 
controls, describing the effect as “large when compared to other interventions.”
128 U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Enrollment in Distance Education Courses, by State: Fall 2012 (June 2014). Available at: http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2014/2014023.pdf.
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help sites like Chegg and 24HourAnswers.com, tech communities like GitHub and StackOverflow, or simply 
through their Facebook pages or Twitter accounts. There are services for purchasing class notes (NoteUtopia), 
sharing test questions (koofers.com), and getting “help” writing or editing papers (some more reliable than 
others). Of course, Amazon and other online retailers are happy to provide the course materials—links to them 
may be imbedded in LMS or MOOC sites—as are OER providers and low-cost, barebones digital publishers 
like Leanpub.

The crowd-sourced, entrepreneur-fostered student learning component of the ecosystem steps in from the 
very beginning. A wide variety of formal sources (such as U.S. News and World Report and College Match) 
and informal systems help our students choose their college. Once enrolled, students vet courses in advance 
through crowdsourced sites like RateMyProfessors.com. This site claims 15 million reviews of 1.4 million 
instructors, each including a “hotness” rating. Competing services include myEdu, Professor Performance, 
and koofers.com. This form of “access” to consumer information is one that institutions never dreamed of, 
and it has an undeniable impact on the way students choose courses. According to NACS’ Student Watch™ 
data for spring 2014, more students used RateMyProfessors.com to research instructors (40%) than used 
word of mouth from fellow students (37%). By contrast, only 19% relied on faculty or staff advice—fewer 
than those who did no research at all.

Figure 23 – Sources Used to Research Courses/Instructors  |  Source: NACS’ Student Watch™

The accent has been placed on RateMyProfessors.com because this example illustrates how digital 
technologies are effecting a profound shift in the balance of academic power. This shift in turn opens up a vista 
of truly revolutionary transformation. Almost all of the elements of higher education are available now “by the 
drink,” from courses to course materials to social networks to credits earnable by exam or prior experience. 
Student learning services that help students jump the gap between study and success are no exception. 
Some visionaries call on “edupunks” to cut out the institutional middleman altogether and “hack your own 
education” by assembling pieces into a personalized educational mosaic.129 Accredited and other organizations 
are issuing “micro credentials” (e.g., digital badges) while institutions like Antioch University position 
themselves to become badge aggregators and certifiers. And as intra- and extra-institutional authorities begin 
to define and promulgate professional competencies, the unbundling potential of digital technologies stands 
to be supercharged.

That is further than most would like to go, and it begs the question of how students who flounder in a 
structured institutional environment would succeed in such a structure. But disruptive ideas about higher 
education have unquestionably enjoyed support from an unusual coalition of power and money. Leaders 
urging better demonstrations of success and lower costs bridge a political spectrum that includes both 
President Obama and his potential successor, former Florida Governor Jeb Bush. The Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation alone has spent roughly $500 million on higher education reform since 2006 and expects its 
mission to continue through 2028.130 The Lumina Foundation has contributed another $250 million. This lavish 
funding has fueled a boom in learning services experimentation and underwritten a long list of advocacy 

129  Kamenetz, DIY U.
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organizations, including Complete College America, Achieving the Dream, the Aspen Institute, and Completion 
by Design. 

Virtually all of these players agree that technology will play a significant role in delivering new learning services 
at affordable cost. Private investors clearly agree as well. Venture funding in U.S.-based educational technology 
companies averaged more than $100 million per month in 2013-14.131 Combined with foundation investments, 
this river of money is the chief reason students enjoy established or emergent consumer alternatives to so 
many institutional services. Most of these ventures will fail, but they are already reshaping higher education, 
and the successful ones could be transformative.

Competitive Dynamics

Key Trends

• Pressure on higher education to adopt more active measures to improve retention, completion, and 
other student success measures

• Innovations in advising, coaching, at-risk identification, and other learning services

• Generous political and foundation support for the “completion agenda”

• Highly active entrepreneurial climate in enterprise student success services and technologies

• Rising consumer marketplace for student learning services such as tutoring and career advice

• Confused ownership of key information and processes related to student success

• Absence of an integrator to help students collect, synthesize, and personalize learning services

Rivalry within the Sector

Student learning services is not yet a sector in the usual sense. But there is an ongoing competition 
between different services, philosophies, and modes of delivery. Institutions, publishers, technology 
vendors, services firms, “edupreneurs,” “edupunk” activists, and students themselves are all laying ownership 
claims on student success and the services that promote it.

To the extent that student learning services cohere in the institution, the 

college store could play a role in sourcing, distributing, and brokering  

services contracted by the institution or sought by students themselves.

The key question for college stores is to what extent this growing portfolio of learning services will be 
assimilated into a “continent” by today’s predominant institutional providers, or will be atomized among 
an “archipelago” of many providers, of which the institution is only one. To the extent that student learning 
services cohere in the institution, the college store could play a role in sourcing, distributing, and brokering 
services contracted by the institution or sought by students themselves. Partnering with academic support 
administrators and taking advantage of its physical presence, the store could be a convenient place to find a 
tutor, sign up for a career assessment, or acquire study skills materials. This site-based model could provide a 
degree of insulation from the centrifugal force of web-based student services.

Of course, even an institutional locus for student learning services is no guarantee of a favored position for 
the store. Publishers like Pearson and Cengage could promote the same institutional licensing strategies 
with learning services they have brought to courses and course materials with or without college store 
involvement. Amazon’s incursion into the physical campus demonstrates that virtual retail can make itself 
concretely present. 

130  Marc Parry, Kelly Field, and Beckie Supiano, “The Gates Effect,” Chronicle of Higher Education, July 14, 2013. Available at: http://chronicle.com/article/The-Gates-Effect/140323/. 
131  Michael Winters and Tyler McNally, “2014 US Edtech Funding Hits $1.36B,” edSurge.com. Available at: https://www.edsurge.com/n/2014-12-23-2014-us-edtech-funding-hits-1-36b. 
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As to the archipelago scenario, much in the logic of today’s virtualizing economy and social media-driven 
personal interactions suggests permanent fragmentation of student learning services. To be sure, the 
institution will remain one of the bigger islands, and upstart providers like Chegg, with its “student hub” suite 
of consumer online services, could stake out substantial territories of their own. 

Yet the centrifugal power of the networked society continues to disintermediate industries and institutions, 
including emergent ones. Students can self-educate to a greater degree today than ever before, and in parallel 
fashion they have more opportunities to interact with each other and potential counselors and advisors. 
Due to factors like cost, convenience, and suitability for particular needs, students may “satisfice” (adopt 
“good enough” solutions rather than optimal ones) in student learning services much the way they do when 
acquiring course materials. When RateMyProfessors.com attracts twice as many student course-choosers 
than institutional advisors do, the hypothesis that more advising will improve success comes into question, 
not because advising is ineffective, but because students prefer a different solution. We still don’t know if 
students will prefer the simplicity and coherence of a consolidated learning services provider, or the freedom 
to assemble services on the fly. 

Though an “archipelago” outcome presents serious challenges for the college store, fragmentation could 
present an opportunity as well. With so many sources of information and service, it’s easy to see a role for 
a “learning services integrator” analogous to a systems integrator in an IT shop or a case manager in health 
care: a broker and orchestrator of services helping students understand which institutional or commercial 
learning services to use, how to gain best advantage from them, and how to get them to work together 
harmoniously. Though institutional academic support staff might evolve into this role, institutions are struggling 
even to scale up traditional services. Insourced, outsourced, or arranged through a distributor/aggregator 
(such as the college store), the learning services integrator could bring some clarity to a process disrupted for 
suppliers and consumers alike.

Bargaining Power of Suppliers

No doubt idealism plays an important role in the movement to improve student success, but a new set of 
carrots and sticks (from juicy foundation grants to funding formulas) is driving institutions to up their student 
success game. Especially among less selective public institutions, administrators at the very least need to 
make a good show of trying to improve retention/completion. Performance funding, now adopted in more 
than 30 states, probably will lock in success awareness for the long term. While institutions have a lot of 
latitude about what services to offer, inattention is not really an option.

Fortunately for institutions, competition among potential providers is intense. Enterprise software and 
services vendors benefit from the hype and the seed funding that abounds around learning services, but it 
is a crowded market with a lot of risk. Many startups are still in a beta (or earlier) phase and are looking for 
marquee customers and success stories. It will take sustained growth and some weeding out of weaker 
players before the enterprise-oriented vendors enjoy a strong bargaining position. 

Business process outsourcers also face a tough sell, not just because services are immature but because 
outsourcing resistance, always strong in higher education, is stronger still when it touches the campus-
student relationship. These companies will have an easier time in adult education and the for-profit sector 
at least until they establish a track record. Still, Smarthinking has prospered since its origins in the dot-com 
boom, and InsideTrack could be a breakthrough: coaching does not require subject matter expertise, lacks 
existing institutional incumbents, and has big retention potential.

Consumer-oriented learning services sites have even less leverage. Students acculturated to the idea that 
online services are limitless and free could well resist paying even nominal fees like the $15 per month Chegg 
charges for its homework service. Advertising is a potential revenue source where (as at RateMyProfessors.com) 
click volumes are high, but such businesses must solve the chicken-and-egg problem of building something 
worth clicking on. One-on-one coaching and tutoring services are in a better position to charge, but will find 
most of their customers among the parents of students at more selective institutions. 
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Threat of New Entrants

Almost by definition, student learning services is dominated by new entrants. The example of Guttman 
College suggests that we may see a new breed of institution—or re-inventions of old ones—differentiating 
themselves through aggressive student success measures. But as noted in the introduction, barriers to entry 
at the institutional level are huge.

Not so in the commercial realms of learning services, where cloud technologies have lowered development 
costs, the “gig economy” mobilizes labor with few strings attached, and venture capital continues to be 
attracted to educational projects. From big-name publishers looking for ways to replace revenues lost in the 
decline of traditional markets to tiny startups with a feel for student culture, the parade of new entrants 
seen in recent years is likely to continue. Of particular interest, the OER movement could expand beyond 
its current focus on textbooks to create OER learning services.

Bargaining Power of Buyers 

Institutions contracting for learning services or implementing student success systems have a good 
range of choice. It’s not entirely clear if a market so immature can be called a “buyer’s market,” but as we 
have noted, there is real competition among suppliers.

There is no need to repeat the reasons we think students hold a growing advantage in this area. As 
technology analyst Farhad Manjoo has put it, “The Internet remains hungry.”132 Its capacity to generate 
lower-cost and free options has made students into educational arbitragers, and this behavior will apply to the 
learning services marketplace.

Threat of Substitutes

One of the foundational principles of the emerging student learning services marketplace is that traditional 
student services either aren’t there, haven’t worked, or can’t be scaled to needed size. We face not the 
threat, but the certainty that new services will be offered, and existing services will be replaced by something 
different. And it is nearly certain that the services that emerge will not be bound by the cultural, technical, 
procedural, or policy constraints that characterize the services they seek to replace, or the institutions that 
provide these services today. Just as wearable technologies, ubiquitous networks, and a growing suite of 
health applications will change our relationship to our “home” physician and community hospital, 
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so will the emergence of consumer-targeted student learning services applications and platforms alter our 
students’ ties with and dependence on our colleges and universities. Regulatory pressures to recognize 
course credits from other institutions and to give credit for prior learning of any kind will add to the potency of 
emerging offerings in this new part of the ecosystem.

Key Players

Institutional interest in student success is widespread. A leading edge of aggressive adopters is leading 
the way and bears watching. Participants in the Achieving the Dream and Complete College America 
programs, winners of the Aspen Prize, and a few influential public institutions including Arizona State 
University, the University of Central Florida, Sinclair Community College, and Austin Peay State University are 
among those who are shaping the movement.

132 Farhad Manjoo, “An Online Tune-Up for the Used-Car Marketplace,” New York Times, April 22, 2015. Available at: http://www.nytimes.com/2015/04/23/technology/personaltech/
an-online-tune-up-for-the-used-car-marketplace.html?hp&action=click&pgtype=Homepage&module=second-column-region&region=top-news&WT.nav=top-news.
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Vendors offering enterprise tools and services to support student success are another influential group. 
Software vendors providing student success and analytics solutions to institutions include Blackboard, 
Brightspace (created by D2L, formerly Desire2Learn), Civitas Learning, College Source, Education Advisory 
Board, Ellucian, Starfish, and Hobsons. Some of their products are student-facing, self-service tools for 
advising and study planning, and could evolve in the direction of student learning services. 
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With their investments in adaptive learning technologies, self-paced remediation tools, and new course 
materials, the major publishers are also important players in the emerging student learning services space. 
They provide the most credible candidate for a “continental” assimilation of the whole spectrum of services 
outside the institution. Their technology ventures have grown chiefly through acquisition; watch for additional 
acquisitions of student learning-oriented business process outsourcers.

The “Wild West” of Internet consumer services providers is too complex to explore in detail here, but its 
chief challenge will be to monetize services. Experiments are so plentiful that even a microscopic survival rate 
could introduce a radical new model for student learning. Chegg’s subscription-based homework help service 
is a radically interesting experiment now in play, both for its business model and for its capacity to generate 
institutional pushback should “help” cross the line into paid assignment completion. Another student hub 
service, myEdu, charges employers to access student profiles. Its recent acquisition by Blackboard suggests 
that the established enterprise vendor sees a future in direct-to-student services.

In the learning services element of the ecosystem as with learning content, students are the key players 
to watch. Experienced administrators lament that the students who need help the most are the least likely 
to present themselves for supplementary learning services. Whether students will adopt the services they 
need to make genuine academic gains, to merely “game” the system, or to avoid them altogether remains 
unknown. However, when fads die out and philanthropic attention drifts elsewhere, it will be student uptake 
that finally determines the shape of student learning services.

Technologies and Innovations to Watch

• Learning analytics

• Early alert analytics and interventions

• Adaptive learning

• “Intrusive” (proactive) advising 

• Coaching and other services addressing non-cognitive issues

• Course/program recommendation engines

• Academic content curation engines and services

• Streamlined “guided pathway” curricula

• 3rd party testing and micro-credentialing

• Outsourcing of coaching and tutorial services—including peer, expert, and  
concierge-mediated tutoring (Professor Siri?)

• Consumer-oriented learning services, including services like 60secondrecap.com for video-based  
Cliff’s Notes to the Cliff’s Notes, annotation sites, review sites, abstracts, simulations, etc.

• OER reconceived beyond content, into open services

• Social commerce (rating) sites

• Virtual and on-ground academic boot camps and bridge programs
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Critical Questions: Learning and Success Services

1.  What is the state of learning and success services on your campus? Does the variety and supply meet the 
needs of the student body? Do students or staff talk of too few or missing services?

2.  What learning and success services are your students currently using? How well are learning and study aid 
products selling through your store? 

3.  Are there signs of student self-sourcing for these products and services (such as student-sponsored 
tutoring or study programs, or questions about/use of online support services)?

4.  To what extent are students seeking product support and help with maximizing the benefit of homework 
and online learning courseware assigned or recommended for their classes?

5.  What role can your store play in aggregating, curating, and/or providing student learning services for 
your campus? Are there ways the store can partner with existing campus services, publishers, or online 
providers to be a physical location, broker, or other partner?
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