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technology

The right 

administrative 

software can drive 

efficiency across  

the district.

How Not to Invest in Data 
Management Systems
By Adam Eberle

Here’s a story about what happens 
when a school district buys the 
wrong data management system. 
And here’s how the right admin-

istrative software solution can give your 
district’s story a happier ending.

Two of the most common district invest-
ments in data management involve the 
student information system (SIS) and the 
educational resource planning (ERP) sys-
tem. When those systems work well, their 
technology drives valuable administrative 
efficiency throughout a district. They offer 
effective ways to gather and share data, 
which can lead to better planning while 
revealing pathways to student achievement, 
teacher development, community involve-
ment, and much more.

Despite the promise of data-oriented 
solutions, though, problematic aspects of 
mismatches between school districts and 
data management programs can show 
up in investments related to SIS and ERP 
programs. Not all tracking and planning 
systems are equal, for example. And not 
all education leaders understand how to 
make the best use of data management 
funding when it comes to their district’s 
actual needs.

For example, does your ERP system 
account for changes in state law? Does 
your SIS protect student privacy? Do 
your programs offer transparency and 
accountability?

Proceed with Caution
Districts throughout the country have sto-
ries to share about systems gone wrong 
when it comes to their investment in SIS and 
ERP, including programs or systems that 
simply don’t work as advertised.

One such tale is told by a superintendent 
new to his midsize school district. He inher-
ited the SIS contract his district leaders had 

invested in and, he says, it came complete 
with a cascading series of glitches.

“I quickly came to the determination that 
this system was just not functioning,” he 
says. “Information was disappearing from 
one day to the next. No basic functions 
were being done, such as printing report 
cards or calculating grade point averages. 
User complaints were constant. Looking 
ahead to when graduation would be pend-
ing, we had a very serious scenario with 
concern from top to bottom.”

Not all education leaders 
understand how to make the 
best use of data management 
funding when it comes to their 
district’s actual needs.

At the superintendent’s recommendation, 
the district subsequently put its SIS needs 
out to bid and signed with a replacement 
system in the summer of his first year. The 
difference, he says, “was night and day.” 
Instead of lines of students waiting for 
course schedules, the new SIS functioned so 
efficiently that wait times disappeared.

Data from three separate systems were 
converted into one overall program without 
a single error. Users worked with the new 
system during an evaluation period, and all 
personnel were trained and ready within a 
month. Most important, the new SIS offered 
enough flexibility for the district to custom-
ize data gathering and reporting.

Know Thy District
“The whole community knew the SIS had 
to be replaced,” the superintendent recalls. 
“Teachers, parents, principals, everyone. It 
didn’t take much to convince them. And we 
had a committee tasked with really analyz-
ing our needs. So we had the buy-in that 
was needed.”
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