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Outline of Key Points/Policy Issues:   
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While Students First involves building out new system functionality, review and 
alignment of system and campus policies and procedures will be required. 
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INFORMATION ITEM 
 
 

Students First Initiative 
 

 
BACKGROUND 
 
The Students First initiative will improve the experience of all students in the Minnesota 
State Colleges and Universities System by adding new online functionality and expanding 
shared services through six distinct projects to be completed by June of 2011, along with on-
going projects within the Students First Framework anticipated beyond this date.   
 
STUDENTS FIRST OVERVIEW  
 
Over the past few years the system has engaged in several initiatives to improve our students’ 
experience relative to services such as application, registration, transfer, and payment.  While 
improvements benefit all students in the system, the growing number of students attending 
more than one system college/university, currently nearly 12% of our students, encounter 
unique challenges.  In addition, students transferring from one system college or university to 
another would appreciate improvements included in the Students First initiative. 
 
In March 2009, the team members from the Integrated Student Services and the REGIS1

 

 
projects came together in a collaborative effort to lay out a road map for providing more 
seamless services to students.  Over forty individuals from campuses and the Office of the 
Chancellor met over a two month period. The result of this collaboration was the initial idea 
for “Students First.”   

Six individual but often interdependent projects comprise the Students First program:   
  

• Single Search 
• Single Application 
• Graduation Planner 
• Single Registration 
• Single Bill/Single Payment 
• Shared Services. 

 

                     
1 REGIS is a registration-to-payment program previously approved for planning by the Enterprise Investment 
Committee in September 2007.  The Single Bill/Payment project and several applications within the Single 
Registration and Shared Services projects collectively incorporate the preliminary REGIS planning. 
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Students First Initiative 
  
 
The overarching goal of Students First is to make it possible for a student to access system 
curriculum and resources easily through a single source of initial information with standard, 
consistent processes, along with a focus on efficiency and effectiveness.  
 
This initiative balances the important goals of respecting the unique culture and image of 
individual colleges or universities and providing the flexibility and improved access to 
system resources that our students expect.  Offering better services and transactional 
processes will provide students and employees with a more rewarding teaching, learning, and 
working environment.   
 
Minnesota State College Student Association (MSCSA) and Minnesota State University 
Student Association (MSUSA), our two statewide student organizations, are in strong 
support of “Students First.”  They have written a letter to Chancellor McCormick, which 
states, in part:  
 

Students First would enable students to easily navigate through 
consistent processes, from learning about college programs, to 
registration and billing, to planning for graduation or transfer. We are 
in strong support of this initiative and ask that you assist with its 
planning and implementation by working with the staff on your 
campuses. 

 
Students First provides the foundational elements for transforming service delivery by 
concentrating on those areas that most directly impact our students and providing our 
students a single view of the vast resources of our entire Minnesota State Colleges and 
Universities System.  
 
INDIVIDUAL PROJECT SUMMARIES 
 

 
 
The Single Search project will allow students to search more effectively and make informed 
choices about courses or programs, whether undergraduate, graduate, or noncredit.  Using a 
single powerful search tool, students will experience expanded and more immediate access to 
the curriculum of our 32 system colleges and universities and the 3,500+ programs currently 
offered at 53 campuses across Minnesota and online.  This tool will enable students to 
browse and search for courses or program information based on parameters they specify. 
 
 
Whether students seek customized training or continuing education courses or programs; 
programs leading to undergraduate or graduate degrees; or certificates, diplomas, or degrees, 
the Single Search project will make it easier for them to find what they are looking for in one 
place.   
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Students First Initiative 
  
 

 
 
The Single Application project will simplify and streamline the application process for 
students.  Instead of being required to complete multiple applications to system colleges or 
universities, there will be a single common application easily sent to multiple campuses.  
Similarly, transcripts will only need to be submitted once.  Having a single application in 
place will also make it possible to change to a single fee, eliminate the fee entirely, or switch 
from an application to a matriculation fee.  This decision will be taken up in the parallel 
governance process that is central to this and other projects. 
 
The Single Application project is enabled by the Identity and Access Management project, 
which assigns a unique identity to use throughout the entire system, rather than having a 
separate identity at each institution.  Being recognized by our data systems within a single 
consolidated database is key to a number of the projects included in the Students First 
program.  One guiding principle of the program is that student data should only be entered 
once, whether by students or by employees.      
 
 

 
 
The Graduation Planner project will expand and enhance access to student course 
information and program requirements, while allowing students the chance to create 
customized plans and stay on track for timely completion of their education goals.  Students 
who already know their course of study can map out their progress and the milestones 
involved, while undecided students can use the Grad Planner to explore possible goals, create 
multiple plans, and even create “what if” scenarios with course-level detail.   
 
As research demonstrates, when students have a clear sense of purpose and have defined 
educational goals they are more likely to be academically successful and complete the 
academic goals they have established for themselves.   
 
Rather than diminish the important relationships a student has with their faculty, advisors, 
program directors, counselors, or others on campus, Grad Planner will provide more detailed 
foundational information to make critical conversations with advisors and others even more 
productive. Grad Planner will also provide an additional communications channel for 
students and their advisors, who will be able to view and comment on students' plans.   
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Students First Initiative 
  
 

 
 
The Single Registration project will expand and improve the system-wide registration process 
for undergraduate and noncredit students.  Today, students cannot consistently search, select, 
and register for all courses across the system, and they can’t be sure that the courses they 
select will meet program requirements at their home college or university.   
 
The Single Registration project will identify courses that will transfer as equivalent courses, 
making it much easier for students to attend classes they desire or are required to take.  
Furthermore, students will be able to register more seamlessly for classes at multiple 
colleges/universities in the system and select a combination of traditional classroom and 
online classes.  For example, this flexibility will allow students to take classes through a 
campus near their summer residence and then resume their education at their home college or 
university in the fall.   
 
This project will also include expanded registration search functions, proxy registration 
functionality, and web-based wait list functionality.    
 
 

 
 
The Single Bill/Payment project will provide an automated and fully integrated web billing 
and payment application for all students, including undergraduate, graduate, and noncredit 
students. Students will be able to view one bill and make a single payment for all student-
related charges (e.g., tuition, fees, housing, book purchases, etc.) at all system colleges or 
universities in which they are enrolled.  This initiative will provide students with the ability 
to 
 

• receive appropriate course discounts and course specific terms and conditions (e.g., 
CE/CT tuition discounts, add/drop/withdrawal dates, and tuition refund rules) 

• view the status of student financial aid applications 
• view billings net of expected third-party aid applied (estimated financial aid awards, 

scholarships, employer subsidies, etc.) 
• receive “smart” billing and payment communications electronically 
• grant access for another person to view online billings and make payments (proxy 

rights) 
• make a single online payment or prepayment for any charges due 
• sign-up for a single system-wide payment plan or contingent payment plan that 

would only be activated when a balance is due after all third-party financial aid has 
been applied to  student accounts. 
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Students First Initiative 
  
 
 

 
 
Sharing services to improve services and efficiencies, whether administered within a physical 
or virtual service center environment, has been a common best practice for years within 
decentralized private organizations. These operations process mass transactions through 
common systems and business practices, provide common training, or make a single help 
desk available.  These shared services result in improved operations and better aligned 
systems. The Shared Services project achieves similar operational efficiencies through 
common student services and direct and indirect supporting business processes whether they 
are from Academic and Student Affairs, Finance, Human Resources, or Information 
Technology.   
 
Some of the initial Shared Services included in this project directly benefit students and 
others benefit students indirectly through cost savings that allows reinvestment in the 
teaching and learning enterprise.   
 
The initial Shared Services project effort will be in the area of finance: 
 

Finance Shared Services 
Throughout the system, there is a need for efficient processing of large volumes of like 
transactions enabled by broad and deep alignment of associated ISRS and manual 
business practices. Examples include employee and student payroll processing, invoice 
processing, a uniform process for initially applying for financial aid regardless of where 
classes are “hosted,” regional bank reconciliation, integrated student payment processing 
(consolidated payment plans), integrated third-party processing, and student tax form 
distribution. The primary objective of the Finance Shared Services component of the 
Students First program is to develop an Oracle-enabled tool-set that creates a functional, 
efficient, and secure service center without regard to component customers or physical or 
virtual status.  

 
STUDENTS FIRST GUIDING PRINCIPLES 
 
The Students First initiative will focus on providing a more transparent and integrated 
experience for students and potential students who interact with the Minnesota State Colleges 
and Universities.  The student and prospective student needs and expectations will drive 
business process and application changes, with the result being a more student-friendly set of 
experiences. 
 

• We will concentrate on designing the most straightforward business processes, 
implement these successfully, then iteratively build the complexity.  We will deliver 
tangible benefits to our students in a short time frame.  We will adopt the approach of 
a “series of small successes,” rather than “implementing everything at one time.” 
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Students First Initiative 
  
 

• We will assess existing policies and procedures for the capacity to support 
comprehensive, integrated services. The business and service design will lead.  
Application development will support the design. Requisite policies, procedures, 
guidelines, and management decisions will support design decisions.    

• Operational efficiency will be achieved through a shared services model where 
effective and efficient.  We will identify opportunities to consolidate business 
processes and implement innovative approaches to improve service delivery to 
students. 
 

• Decisions about individual student learning are properly in the academic sphere.  We 
will respect these academic processes and continue to ensure the requisite academic 
flexibility across institutions and programs.   

Students will encounter understandable, uniform procedures for similar and recurring 
administrative processes in the areas of application, registration, financial aid, billing, 
and payment.   

Specific examples include the following: 

• Once admitted, a student will be able to rely on the procedures related to financial 
aid, registration, and related areas being the same across all institutions the student 
attends. 

 
• Aligned processes and expanded functionality will allow a student to access courses 

easily at more than one institution. 
 

• As a system we will make transfer and co-enrollment easy for students, while 
maintaining each institution as a unique place with its own culture and identity.  Co-
enrollment options and course transferability will be enhanced, and students must be 
able to plan educational goals and complete them in a reasonable timeframe. 

• A student (or other designated payer) will be able to pay tuition and fees through 
common applications, procedures, and forms, whether paying to one institution or 
more than one. 

We will capture data once and only once. 

• A student applying to a Minnesota State Colleges and Universities institution will 
only need to provide any piece of data once. Applications to other institutions at the 
same time or in the future will continuously build on this information. 
 

• Information related to a student during the course of their education in the system 
will be available (within constraints of data privacy laws) to all other system 
institutions without extra effort by the student. 
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Students First Initiative 
  
 
We will communicate and assess our progress. 

• A comprehensive communications plan will be in place to ensure that students are 
provided recent information and have reasonable opportunities for receiving help.  
All stakeholders will be made aware of progress in new projects so that 
improvements in one system enhance rather than detract from other systems. 
 

• We will pursue a collaborative application development model and routinely assess 
progress toward realizing the goal of fully integrated services.  Best practices will be 
reviewed, student experience will be measured, and data integrity will be monitored. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Date Presented to the Board:  September 8, 2009 
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Slide 3

Student Support – Letter to 
Chancellor McCormick

“Students First will provide a truly integrated 
experience for our students while theyexperience for our students while they 
engage in our business processes without 
compromising the academic autonomy of our 
unique colleges and universities. We are in 
strong support of this initiative and ask that 

Slide 4

you assist with its planning and 
implementation by working with the staff on 
your campuses.”
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http://www.virtualcollegeadvisor.net/
http://www.virtualcollegeadvisor.net/
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Single Search

• Rasmussen College – Rastopia

Slide 18

• www.rastopia.com
www.rastopia.com
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http://www.rastopia.com/
http://www.rastopia.com/


http://www.virtualcollegeadvisor.com/
http://virtualcollegeadvisor.com/


http://www.commonapp.org/




http://onestop.umn.edu/gradplanner/faqUMNTC/tutorial.html
http://onestop.umn.edu/gradplanner/faqUMNTC/tutorial.html
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