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Computer Services Managers: The IT Edge
By
Chad Steele and Kenda Gatlin
DEMAND FOR TECHNOLOGICAL SERVICES IN HIGHER EDUCATION
Technology today has affected offices campus-wide, the office of the registrar is no exception.  According to Alma Preinkert in The Work of the Registrar, the registrar is expected to think in terms of the institution as a whole.  The registrar must consider administrative and academic problems, seek to bring about improvements in administration and instruction, and strive to realize staff-productivity gains.  Nowadays, many of these improvements involve utilizing innovations like wireless technology and handheld devices. Students expect high quality and efficient services as well as cutting edge technology. 

On-line services are replacing the former paper-based processes, freeing staff and faculty to provide the personal attention that students and parents expect. Given the growing expectation for online services and cutting edge technology, educational institutions are being forced to adapt to the ever quickening pace of technological advancement.  To be able to keep pace with emerging technology institutions must develop a long-range technology plan.  To assist with the technological needs some institutions have a tech support office and others outsource.   At Seattle Pacific University, we have two Computer Services Managers (CSMs) within the Student Academic Services office.  This article will define the role of a CSM and explain the benefits of having technical staff housed within your office.
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COMPUTER SERVICES MANAGERS
Computer Services Managers (CSMs), in conjunction with a centralized Computer and Information Systems department, is Seattle Pacific University’s answer to the technology challenge. In essence, a CSM is a technical support representative who is employed within a specific or particular department on campus. For example, Student Academic Services (records/registration/advising) has two in-house CSMs who act as the first line of defense for anything and everything technical. If a printer fails or a computer crashes, the CSM is the first person called. Beyond the daily maintenance of the department’s equipment, CSMs are also responsible for creating and implementing new technologies, improving web services, and providing needed information from the school database to their users. 

Differences between the University Tech Support and the Individual Office Tech Support

The difference between a CSM and a CIS (Computer and Information Systems) representative is simply “personal touch.” CSMs are the first line of Information Technology (IT) defense for our departments which speeds up individual departmental request completion times, improves the relevance of the programs, and frees up CIS to work solely on the campus-wide technological implementation. 

The Seattle Pacific University model consists of departmental CSMs who work for their specified department (such as Student Academic Services, Student Financial Services, Admissions, or Finance) and work with CIS for large scale IT implementation. Our CSMs do the day-to-day coding and computer maintenance for the office, but would contact CIS for more specialized or campus-wide projects. For example, our department wanted to create a new on-line degree audit for students. To complete this task, our CSM coded the degree audit to pull information from our database, and then worked with CIS to have that information outputted in web format. In this example, CIS had the specialized web-tech staff to create and link the web page to the database program that our CSM had written. Our CSM knew what the department needed and was able to develop the computer application or program that met the goal of the project. Because he is housed within the department, our CSM was able to go directly to the end users for questions on implementation, for testing and for the final buyoff.  Then, he was able to communicate with CIS to ensure that the report was output to the web correctly.
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Benefits of Computer Services Managers
Computer Services Managers offer a kind of personal touch that is otherwise impossible with centralized or outsourced computer support staff. Because the CSM works so closely with everyone in their department they are able to: 
·  implement new technology to address specific office needs 

· evaluate and streamline office processes

· plan for strategic implementation 

· prioritize projects 

· build relationships across campus 

· be proactive about technology
Implement technology to address specific office needs.  This process can be a major hassle, especially if you work with people who don’t understand your office’s practices. With CSMs directly involved with how your department functions you get the benefit of a technical liaison, who can speak ‘tech-ese’ to outside contractors (or centralized computer departments on campus) involved in the implementation.  Depending on their skill level, this person can create and implement new technologies themselves without having to go out-of-house. The benefit here can be significant, saving your department both time and money. 
When Seattle Pacific University created the online time schedule our CSMs worked with all parties involved to make sure the final product fit everyone’s needs. Using feedback from their fellow office-mates, the CSMs created the look and feel of the site, made sure all needed information was included, led the testing, and kept the office up-to-date with the progress of the project. The core functionality was achieved through collaboration between both CSM’s and CIS.  The end product was a useful online time schedule that was kept up to date with the latest information. 

Evaluate and streamline office processes. Dedicated IT support gives your office the ability to look at current procedures and see what can be either fully or partially automated. One of the roles of the CSMs in our office is to create new reports that capture information from SPU’s database. Automating the ability to capture this information helps the people in Student Academic Services work more accurately and efficiently with the most up-to-date information. Many centralized IT departments could take quite a while to create these reports; however, because we have dedicated CSM staff who understand our office procedures and are committed to improving the way we work, the average turn around is usually less than a week. 
Plan for strategic implementation: analyze, evaluate, and prioritize projects. With departmental CSMs your department has input in what projects get done first. However, a nice feature of having such a close working relationship with your IT staff is that you can rely on them to accurately prioritize technical projects with your department’s goals in mind. Larger, more centralized IT groups often use a ‘first-come, first-served’ basis of implementation that creates competition between departments to get projects finished, but with your own CSM staff you can make sure all of your projects are top priority. Naturally if your CSM has to work with a centralized IT group then there is some negotiation that takes place, but a full time CSM can also be the one to champion your project with your central computing department. 
Prioritize Projects. CSM’s are able to analyze the relevance of suggested new tools to make sure that no time or energy is spent on a tool that no one will use. Sometimes centralized IT departments can get fun ideas about tools that look and sound great but in reality won’t be effective because the novelty outweighs the usefulness. The personal approach that CSMs can offer will allow you to sit down with your technical staff and say “Here is the idea.”  “Will it work, how long will it take, and will anyone use it?” 
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Build relationships across campus. The relationship-building aspect of CSMs may not be immediately apparent since they are department specific, depending on the type of work you assign to your CSM. However, they can have a significant positive impact on departments outside your own. For example, in our department (Student Academic Services) one of the jobs of the CSM is to fulfill data requests. Many academic departments will ask for student information so they can update records on their majors, or send mailings to qualified students regarding scholarships to their programs. The CSM in our department generates those lists from the school database and puts it into a readable format for the other departments across campus. This makes the other departments’ jobs easier, and in the process it builds bridges between our department and theirs, creating positive working relationships.  
Be proactive about technology. With full time IT staff you can sit down and look ahead to plan new technologies instead of waiting for the necessity to dictate a project which won’t result in a product until a few months later. With CSMs you can analyze trends and plan for future projects to be completed in a more appropriate time frame. 
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STUDENT FOCUSED TECHNOLOGY

Students expect on-line services and resources.  CSMs are able to have an intimate understanding of their specific department’s services, technology and processes.  This deeper knowledge cannot be attained by outsourced or non-department IT personnel who have to serve multiple offices.   CSMs are able to focus on implementing technology and on-line services so others in the department are able to refocus their jobs from day-to-day tasks to more strategic retention-related responsibilities.  
Having CSMs within Student Academic Services means we are able to focus on supplying the best electronic services, which students and parents increasingly expect a university to provide.   Computer Services Managers at Seattle Pacific University will continue to serve their specific offices, and will continue to utilize strategic technology to ultimately free up staff and faculty to be more proactive with the students they serve.  This is a model that has worked well at Seattle Pacific University for two decades.  
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