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Today, colleges, universities and educational organizations face ever-increasing pressure to achieve the greatest benefit 

from each institutional investment. The common approach to evaluating ROI for educational technology, which explores 

specific impacts in relative isolation from other initiatives and technologies, ill serves institutions that are seeking systemic 

and sustainable evolution and change in the delivery and support of teaching and learning. An alternative is a holistic 

“educational technology ecosystem” model that looks beyond return and considers the long-term strategic value on invest-

ment (VOI) of the interlinked processes, systems, and technologies that support education and the mission and vision of 

the institution.

From Boutique to Scale
In the 1990s, most educational technology investment focused on the introduction of new, relatively modest technologies 

like those installed in media or “smart” classrooms, deployed as licensed software in computer labs, or hand-crafted by 

academic innovators and early adopters. Much of the attention focused on enhancing learning experiences within individual 

courses, although the stated intent often acknowledged a future of wider use. ROI regarding these arguably niche services 

was typically tied to assessing pilot projects, establishing best practices, exploring research questions, or investigating other 

small-scale uses. This pattern largely defined the “boutique model” of academic computing.1

Beyond Boutique: 
Educational Technology 
and Value on Investment
Historically, determining educational technology return-on-investment 

(ROI) has been a challenging endeavor. Outside of the contemporary model 

of online learning where discrete technology investments can be tied to the 

delivery of courses and collection of tuition, other technology-enhanced 

teaching and learning paradigms that have evolved over the past 20 years 

– technology-augmented, hybrid, blended, web-enhanced, etc. – present 

deeper challenges for understanding return. These interwoven pedagogical 

and technological models often do not easily trace back to quantifiable 

sources when technologies are deployed at an institutional level.
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As educational technology became more mainstream, the 

ROI questions of the 1990s gave way to large-scale and 

long-term issues of integration, scalability, and sustain-

ability. However, academic computing remained largely 

tied to evaluating individual technologies and services for 

short-term impact. In essence, the learning technology 

innovators and academic technologists who historically 

worked with early adopters through boutique services, 

suddenly found themselves supporting thousands of users 

at an institutional-scale. And with mainstream adoption and 

services in “production,” these technologists and innovators 

had to address the growth and sustainability issues that 

flowed with it.2

What emerged during this period was a practical under-

standing that individual technologies inspire individuals 

(boutique model), but to bring forth meaningful value for 

teaching and learning across an institution, learning technol-

ogy investments need to scale. Still, the question remained:

How does one understand the return, or more importantly, 

the value of educational technology investments?

VOI and the Emerging Ecosystem
Gartner introduced a model to evaluate enterprise IT that 

challenged the traditional return on investment (ROI) para-

digm. In 2001, it suggested that in the “knowledge economy,” 

ROI only represented a portion of business impact. A full 

understanding required a broader view that recognized 

intangibles such as “knowledge, information and networks” 

as being central to the development of new knowledge 

products and services. This broader perspective that encom-

passed both quantifiable returns and “soft” impacts became 

known as VOI – value on investment.3 

Writing for the EDUCAUSE Center for Applied Research 

(ECAR), Donald Norris connected the VOI concept to edu-

cation. He stated that in terms of information technology in 

higher education, “students and other stakeholders derive 

value through experiencing the institution’s programs, ser-

vices, and knowledge assets.” His notion of experience framed 

an argument that technology itself does not return value to 

an institution. Instead, value is generated when people such 

as students and instructors integrate, use, and experience the 

technology as part of their processes and programs.4

Norris went on to say that “the gateways for engaging 

these resources are the multitude of academic and admin-

istrative processes and the media through which they are 

experienced.” The array of entry points in front of myriad 

institutional processes necessitates the need for multiple 

technologies. No single technology stands out, but rather 

they work in harmony to create the experiences desired by 

students, faculty, staff, parents and alumni.

When it comes to the creation and sharing of knowledge, 

no single technology defines learning. The reality is that 

several technologies are layered beneath the processes 

used by students and educators to generate, nurture and 

grow ideas. Educational technologies such as learning man-

agement systems, content repositories, streaming media, 

and collaboration tools depend on enterprise services such 

as student records and enterprise messaging and those, in 

turn, depend on foundational capabilities like data ware-

housing, authentication, and networks to store, access, and 

transmit information. Therefore, the success of an individual 

educational technology depends not only on those ele-

ments within the teaching and learning domain, but also the 

relative success or failure of the technology environment 

that supports it. This complex and changing array of inter-

dependent services, technologies, and processes defines 

today’s educational technology ecosystem.

Individual technologies have their own tactical returns-on-

investment, but when considered part of a larger educa-

tional technology ecosystem, the elements contribute to a 

greater strategic aggregated value. A portal is little more 

than a complex website unless it can aggregate information 

from disparate systems and multiple providers. By drawing 

information and services together and presenting that data 

in forms tuned to different users, value is generated for the 

institution in terms of productivity, community connected-

ness, alumni perception, and other “soft” factors beyond 

technical capability.
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Three Scenarios
Let’s assume a college has implemented a new Web-based teaching 

tool. The plan is that after the trial period (ie. “when the contract is up”), 

the college will decide whether or not to continue using the tool.

Point Investment 
In the first scenario, the college opts to base its decision on ROI using 

adoption as its core metric. It won’t substitute the tool for something 

else – the college will either continue using the tool or eliminate the 

capability from its teaching and learning portfolio.

During the trial period, the college discovered that the tool had a steep 

learning curve, so adoption was low. Among those who did adopt the 

tool, it triggered changes in pedagogy and enhanced instructor produc-

tivity, thus creating considerable short-term return for a select few. But 

because the decision-making process was binary and based on adop-

tion, the tool was removed from service at the end of the trial period 

and any gained value was lost. The diagram on the right illustrates this 

scenario among the adopters who realized some ROI during the initial 

deployment.

The yellow line is a representation of return (ROI), whereas the gray 

line represents value (VOI). Time extends along the horizontal axis 

and the vertical axis either illustrates return for a particular technology 

(yellow line) or the relative value of the educational technology to the 

institution (gray line). What we see in this example is the initial impact, 

and therefore short-term ROI, that falls off quickly once the technology 

disappears. As expected, the VOI for the institution is minimal as a lack 

of sustained adoption brings little long-term value.

Although fine for an initial exploration of a new capability, establish-

ing this adoption pattern can lead to educational technology services 

being in a state of constant trial (as in this scenario), in a “wait and see” 

mode, or in “perpetual beta” where the organization is unable to move 

services and capabilities into production. Over time, this can impact 

confidence in the ability to deliver services for teaching and learning 

and, in the worst case, lead to a perception that academic computing 

is nothing more than a financial drain that delivers little demonstrable 

value to the institution.

TIME

 Return on Investment                     Value on Investment
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Renewing Investment 
Now let’s assume the same situation, but instead the college factors more than 

adoption into its decision-making and acknowledges the benefit toward instruc-

tor productivity despite the steep learning curve. The decision is made to add the 

tool to the portfolio of campus offerings as an individual, independent capability 

divorced from other learning technology services, tools, and technologies. 

In this diagram, we observe the tool being added to the portfolio of campus offer-

ings, and is renewed and refreshed over time in a pattern of continued technology 

reinvestment. In this case, the resulting ROI as illustrated by the pattern of yellow 

lines representing each renewal cycle and the return associated with it, but we see 

relatively slow growth in value as the tool itself can only provide a limited impact.

Often characterized by the drive to find the “perfect tool,” this technology-centric 

view overshadows the creation of sustainable environment to promote academic 

innovation. Instead, it suggests the use of specific technologies to address unique 

needs that operate in isolation from one another. This approach often leads to a 

model of “keeping the trains running on time” and typically doesn’t encourage 

the development of foundational capabilities across a spectrum of offerings that 

promote academic innovation. To do so may incur risk, and to incur risk may lead 

to a disruption of service. Therefore, keeping services in isolation is arguably one 

way to reduce risk albeit at a cost.

Ecosystem Investment 
Finally, let’s take a look at the same situation but observe it through an educa-

tional ecosystem lens.

Here we see multiple tools with multiple investment cycles contributing to the 

growth and evolution of the educational technology ecosystem. We see that 

instead of each tool operating in isolation, each plays a role within a larger edu-

cational technology program. In addition, we see an outside technology – in this 

case, the institutional shared enterprise web service platform (as represented by 

the dotted lines) – as contributing to the support of teaching and learning. Mul-

tiple tools and technologies contribute to and enable different modes of learning 

and learning support, thereby shaping the educational technology ecosystem. 

They create long-term value as investments build upon each other over time, 

creating new capacity and new paths for innovation that a tool or technology 

kept in isolation may not necessarily deliver.

Because each capability builds upon and relates to those around it, the overall 

value isn’t dependent on the ROI of any specific technology. Instead, as inno-

vations evolve into sustainable capabilities, opportunities and ideas arise that 

create new innovations which, for some, become foundational elements of the 

ecosystem. The capabilities, process changes, and other “soft” impacts afforded 

by sustainable and evolutionary educational technology investments – rather 

than specific technologies – drive growth in value.

TIME

 Return on Investment                     Value on Investment

TIME

TIME
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Value Framework
Comingling differing technologies, services, and impacts within an 

educational technology ecosystem necessitates the development of a 

holistic approach toward understanding strategic value.

Effective educational technology that generates lasting value for an 

institution is more than just hardware and software. It is built upon tech-

nology and human capital investments that are combined with scalable, 

consistent, and responsive processes that support teaching and learn-

ing. As such, one can segment an institution’s educational technology 

ecosystem into three layers:

PEOPLE

PROCESS

TECHNOLOGY

The layers build upon each other and are interdependent. For example, 

a technology is only as good as the processes and workflows that utilize 

it, and the processes are only effective if they are used by the indi-

viduals who need and define them. The catch is that effective definition 

requires an awareness of both the process and technology possibilities. 

It is the seemingly organic connectedness of these layers that enables 

the ecosystem to adapt to changing needs over time.

When viewed alone, the three layers do little to illustrate value; they 

simply provide a mechanism to categorize elements of the ecosystem. 

To understand the value of educational technology investments, one 

needs to look at the layers through the lenses of alignment, capacity 

and delivery, as illustrated below:

ALIGNMENT CAPACITY DELIVERY

PEOPLE

PROCESS

TECHNOLOGY

Students and other 
stakeholders derive 
value through 
experiencing the 
institution’s programs, 
services, and 
knowledge assets
Donald Norris
EDUCAUSE Center for 
Applied Research (ECAR)
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1 Are we aligned to a similar vision?
When evaluating value, one has to consider alignment with the insti-

tutional vision and mission. Does the strategic plan for technology 

investment match the direction and focus of the institution? Do the 

processes align with the institution’s strategic priorities and are the 

individuals who set and influence direction on the same page?5 Are 

the three layers connected or are they disjointed and disconnected 

from the overall needs and desires of students and instructors?

The more aligned people, processes and technologies are, the more 

likely the educational technology ecosystem will bring recognizable, 

measurable, and lasting value.

2 Do we have the capacity to succeed?
How often have you heard of an educational technology investment 

program that has been thwarted by its inability to scale? The first 

impulse is to think of the elements within the technology layer that 

were not properly specified or defined, but if internal processes cannot 

evolve to meet changing demands, what is the likelihood of success? 

And if people lack the skills to achieve the vision, the technology 

environment will be under utilized or under perform despite the best 

planned and architected capital investments. To succeed at scale, one 

needs to understand the organization’s capacity to achieve the vision.

By viewing the layers from capacity perspective, one can identify 

mismatched expectations and manage appropriately. Because value 

on investment includes “soft” factors that are not easily quantifiable, 

understanding capacity and managing expectations is vital to success 

and building value.

3 Can we deliver more than once?
Finally, if the educational technology ecosystem is largely aligned and 

possesses the capacity to grow in the direction envisioned for the 

institution, the remaining question is whether or not the ecosystem 

can deliver the vision in a sustainable manner. Delivery is more than 

a one-time event; it represents the ongoing support and evolution of 

the educational technology ecosystem as needs, issues, and programs 

change with adoption and use.

From user support to service monitoring and management through 

to operations and maintenance of the technology environment itself, 

delivery is a crucial piece of the value equation. Regardless of the vision, 

planning, capacity and preparedness, chronic problems within delivery 

will erode trust and reduce the value of educational technology invest-

ments over time.

At a fundamental level, the  
lenses address three questions:

1  Are we aligned to a similar vision?

2  Do we have the capacity  
to succeed?

3 Can we deliver more than once?
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Conclusion
Today’s educational technology ecosystem is much more than an array of discrete, siloed boutique 

technologies and services that support teaching and learning. It is a complex interdependent envi-

ronment that encompasses services and infrastructure that were once considered outside of the 

traditional educational and academic technology realms. As such, determining educational technol-

ogy ROI has become even more difficult, prompting a shift toward value on investment as a means 

for connecting educational technology investments with institutional vision and needs.

To introduce a VOI approach toward understanding your technology investments, take a close look 

at the layers of people, process, and technology within your learning organization and examine them 

through the lenses of alignment, capacity, and delivery. By exploring these areas, you may begin to 

see the strategic value educational technology plays within your institution. You can then strive to 

create an educational technology ecosystem that grows and adapts to the changing needs of your 

organization,  your educators, and most importantly, your learners.
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