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AN OVERVIEW OF CLOUD-BASED STUDENT INFORMATION SYSTEMS

An Overview of  Cloud-Based 
Student Information Systems (SIS)

SUMMARY: ABOUT THIS REPORT
Despite a sluggish start, colleges and universities are now adopting cloud-based 
services at a greater pace within a wide variety of campus departments including 
enrollment management, academics, student services, and advancement. Since 
the introduction of the first cloud infrastructure service from Amazon in 2006, 
student information systems (SIS) have lagged all other enterprise software 
platforms in adoption rates for cloud implementations in education. For those 
institutions moving to cloud-hosted enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems 
that include an SIS component, there is obvious hesitation in migrating student 
records management to the cloud. Now, however, there are clear and compelling 
reasons for doing so. The cloud-based SIS market is just emerging from the early 
adopter phase and is poised for mainstream adoption.

The causes for hesitation in moving to the cloud, as determined by Eduventures 
interviews with institutions, include:

• a general lack of awareness or understanding of product offerings and 
vendors’ product roadmaps.

• a desire to skip the early adopter phase of cloud SIS entirely and wait for 
mainstream adoption by peer institutions.

• a misalignment between institutional requirements and definitions for cloud 
SIS and marketing of SIS products to institutions.

Readers of this report should clearly recognize that we are now in the 
mainstream adoption phase of cloud technologies in education broadly and 
within the SIS market specifically. The information in this report will help align 
institutional stakeholders around the definition of a cloud-based SIS and assist 
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buyers in communicating requirements to vendors of these systems. The findings 
presented in this report are solely meant to inform a comprehensive vendor 
selection process at institutions of higher education, not to replace a competitive 
request for proposals or to identify the single “best” cloud-based SIS. 

Our aim is to present a well-rounded profile of each cloud-based SIS and its 
strengths and weaknesses when measured against a specific set of evaluation 
criteria. The evaluation criteria presented here apply broadly to most 
institutional scenarios, with specific exceptions noted for each product, where 
applicable. Just as all institutions are unique, some products are a better fit for 
one institution or another.

METHODOLOGY
Eduventures derived the profiles in this report from interviews with product 
managers and marketing and client services professionals at the companies we 
covered. Additionally, Eduventures received at least one product demonstration, 
highlighting key differentiators and recent innovations, from each featured 
vendor. In some cases, vendors have multiple cloud-based SIS products in 
their portfolios. In these cases, we developed separate evaluations for each 
system. We then held follow-up conversations with key clients, as well as other 
institutions known to Eduventures, that use or plan to use the vendor’s products 
and services. 
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UNDERSTANDING THE SIS MARKET
Cloud-based SIS defined. Before comparing the general capabilities, innovative 
features, product roadmaps, and other buying considerations for SIS platforms, 
we must first define exactly what differentiates a cloud-based SIS from its 
traditional, on-premise counterpart. For the purpose of this report, Eduventures 
uses the term “cloud-based” to indicate that one or more of the following 
service models is supported by the vendor as defined by the National Institute of 
Standards and Technology (NIST) Definition of Cloud Computing: Software as a 
Service (SaaS), Platform as a Service (PaaS), and Infrastructure as a Service (IaaS). 
Additionally, we considered all methods of cloud deployments including public, 
private, hybrid, and community. Our broad definition for cloud-based SIS enables 
us to include in this report products that can be deployed in both on-premise and 
cloud infrastructure, as well as those platforms developed natively in the cloud. 

Cloud-based SIS differentiators. There are several compelling reasons for 
institutions to consider migrating an on-premise SIS to the cloud. Many of these 
reasons are driven by an obvious need to reduce IT costs or speed the adoption 
of new product capabilities. Others include the desire to be more efficient 
with back-office and administrative tasks that have a direct effect on the act of 
teaching and learning on campus (or online). According to chief information 
officers (CIOs), academic deans, registrars, and enrollment management 
professionals at the institutions we interviewed, these are the most common 
differentiators for a cloud-based SIS:

• Flexible, adaptable system that supports automation and agility
• Support for flexible online programs and engagement models
• Real-time data analysis and data integrity
• Flexible deployment options (provision not install)
• Mobile and social-enhanced (data collection and engagement)
• Improved faculty, staff, and student experience
• Less expensive and less disruptive implementation when compared to 

on-premise
• Reduced institutional burden to maintain

Core (required) SIS product capabilities. Eduventures compared lists of features 
and capabilities provided by vendors in their sales and marketing materials 
with written requirements for SIS platforms provided by institutions. From this 
comparison, it is clear that both groups are defining the core features of SIS 
quite differently. Eduventures identified a set of core product features, balanced 
more toward institutional requirements than vendor marketing, which will help 
determine each vendor’s progress toward delivering on its product vision. These 
are the 11 required product modules (also seen in Figure 2) that we believe 
should be present in any modern, cloud-based SIS: 
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• Outreach and engagement
• Recruiting and admissions
• Learning paths and advising
• Records, registration, and enrollment
• Student financing and billing
• Assessment and outcomes
• Facilities, residence halls, and campus security
• Student affairs and support services
• Alumni, donor outreach, and fundraising
• Faculty, staff, human resources, and payroll
• Reporting and analytics

Optional SIS add-ons. It is common practice for SIS vendors to offer additional 
products or extended capabilities (collectively referred to as “add-ons”) to 
institutions in order to differentiate their offerings from those of other vendors 
with similar, commoditized features. Some of the most common “add-ons” 
vendors are currently marketing to buyers of SIS platforms include, but are not 
limited to:

• Learning management system (LMS)
• Constituent relationship management (CRM)
• Content management system (CMS) 
• Student, faculty, and staff portals
• Degree audit and transfer articulation
• Retention solutions
• Predictive analytics

Most institutions prefer a separate vendor selection process for “add-on” 
capabilities, either out of adherence to a traditional selection process for 
enterprise software or a mandatory procurement process that requires the input 
of cross-functional stakeholders within the institution. Eduventures recommends 
that institutions continue to manage separate selection processes for other 
platform technology decisions, such as LMS, CRM, and CMS systems. Institutions 
should consider including other capabilities that are more directly related to the 
student experience in their SIS decisions, if budgets and other resources allow.

IDENTIFYING AND EVALUATING CLOUD SIS SOLUTIONS: 
ASSESSING THE RIGHT FIT
Eduventures best-fit criteria defined. As more vendors adopt a common set 
of technologies leading to a commoditization of the core of the SIS platform, 
the ability for an institution to make a purchasing decision based solely on what 
data elements or business processes its SIS supports is no longer possible. In 
response, Eduventures has designed a more sophisticated set of evaluation 
criteria that institutions can use to compare technology providers. These criteria 
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take into consideration the likelihood of reducing the total cost of ownership 
to the institution while maximizing the potential for a positive impact on 
enrollment, learning, retention, and student outcomes. While these criteria 
should not serve as a total replacement for a competitive request for proposal 
(RFP) process or even a well-documented set of system requirements, they can 
be used as a solid starting point for choosing vendors to include in evaluations 
based on their ability to satisfy a majority of an institution’s needs.

We score all criteria with a color coded (stoplight) scale using standardized 
definitions. In the detailed summaries of each vendor, we identify why we coded 
each vendor as we did. 

Green The vendor excels at delivering products or services for the vast 
majority of institutional constituents within a given category.

Yellow Use caution when reviewing this vendor option, as there may 
be some concern for its ability to meet your requirements or certain 
deployment scenarios may be more difficult than others.

Red The vendor may not be a good fit for an institution if one or more 
scenarios exist. You should not exclude this vendor from consideration 
outright, as mitigating circumstances, technologies, or operational strategies 
may be available to make it a good fit.

The six evaluation criteria that we have defined for selecting a cloud-based SIS 
are as follows: 

• Percentage coverage of required use cases: Regardless of the target 
market or niche instructional focus, all vendors reviewed here support 
roughly the same core learning experience in terms of tools, features, and 
site navigation. In specific areas, such as assessment, collaboration, and 
instructional design, however, certain vendors offer features that are more 
robust across the most common use cases. Those that score well in this 
category offer more mature learning experiences or broader coverage of 
all expected use cases (see Figure 2) without significant gaps that would 
require a third-party solution to fill.

• Support for non-traditional instructional models and methods: Systems 
built for traditional pedagogical models, or that have underlying data 
structures based upon traditional assessments and transcripts, may not 
be well-suited to emerging models of instruction. Vendors that score well 
in this category have products and services that support multiple modes 
of instruction (e.g., in-person, hybrid, online), multiple ways of assessing 
outcomes (e.g., grades, mastery of competencies, workplace skills), and 
multiple student types (e.g., traditional, adult, continuing education).



101 FEDERAL STREET, SUITE 1800         |         BOSTON, MA         |         WWW.EDUVENTURES.COM         |         617-426-5622         |         INFO@EDUVENTURES.COM

7

AN OVERVIEW OF CLOUD-BASED STUDENT INFORMATION SYSTEMS

• Scales seamlessly to meet demand: A system outage due to fluctuating 
use throughout the academic year presents a major risk for institutions. 
Some systems require institutions to scale infrastructure dramatically to 
enable additional instructional load. Products that score well in this category 
use multiple deployment methods and cloud infrastructure types, and 
have a history of using these technologies in full-scale deployments with 
institutions of all sizes.

• Ability for client to drive product roadmap: One reason institutions 
commonly cite for switching vendors is responsiveness to routine requests 
for new features and platform customizations. Vendors that demonstrate 
customer focus in soliciting and shepherding product ideas through 
development in a timely fashion score well in this category.

• Integrates with (nearly) everything: Vendors cannot deliver 100% of the 
learning experience in all cases for all institutions or rely solely on the data 
entered directly into their environments to inform instructional design. 
Products that score well in this category enable data exchange between 
educational applications, whether the same vendor provides those 
applications or a dedicated app store provides them for the discovery and 
integration of third-party tools.

• Training and support options: A successful implementation depends more 
on the ability of campus stakeholders to maximize the daily use of the 
administrative or learning environments than on software configuration, 
installation, and related integrations. Products that score well in this 
category have training and support packages for all users for both initial and 
long-term platform usage. Higher scorers will also provide support forums 
for best practice sharing within the user community and access to low- 
or no-charge additional training with the launch of new features or user 
experience updates.

Product inclusion methodology. Each product selected for inclusion in 
this report met all of the core capabilities, provided a product roadmap for 
developing and/or supporting a cloud-based SIS in two years, and possessed 
a compelling approach for its SIS. Eduventures initially reviewed more than 10 
different SIS solutions that provide one or more products and services for the 
broadest spectrum of institutions and academic programs. We then limited our 
list to only those vendors that met these specifications.

This report includes the top six major U.S. vendors, who have hundreds of 
client implementations, in order of market share (Ellucian, Oracle, Campus 
Mangagement, Jenzabar, Workday, and ComSpec). Additionally, we included two 
vendors known outside the U.S. market in Europe and Asia (UNIT4 and Tribal), 
for their unique approach to cloud-based student records management. All of 
these vendor solutions have compelling approaches that we believe are worthy 
of consideration, regardless of their current market share numbers. 
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In the end, these eight platforms offer some form of cloud-based SIS to 
institutions, available today, with seven of the eight vendors demonstrating a 
product roadmap that will deliver all core SIS capabilities in the cloud within the 
next 18 months. Additionally, some vendors support more than one SIS product 
in the market, with capabilities that serve specific types of programs better than 
others do. We have annotated these product names and program alignments 
within each of the vendor profiles in this report.

IN-DEPTH VENDOR OVERVIEWS
For each selected vendor, we included:

• its alignment to the six evaluation criteria.
• a summary of notable innovations and differentiators.
• our forecast of how that vendor may adapt or change its product strategy in 

the future. 

The comparison matrix in Figure 1 summarizes the eight vendors (products) and 
their relative scores against the six evaluation criteria.

Figure 1: Six Evaluation Criteria for Cloud-Based SIS
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When digging into the product roadmaps for each vendor and comparing each 
roadmap against the definition of core product modules required for a cloud-
based SIS, we found that the vast majority of vendors have plans to deliver all 
core modules prior to the end of the calendar year 2017. Figure 2 illustrates 
which vendors provide which core product modules off the shelf at the time of 
publication of this report (mid-2016). 

In Figure 2, green indicates the feature is available today. Yellow indicates that 
the vendor plans to deliver the feature by the end of 2017. Red indicates that 
the vendor has not published a product roadmap that includes the completion 
of the feature by the end of 2017—the only instance being Tribal’s lack of a 
financial aid reporting solution for U.S. federal aid.

Figure 2: Vendors vs. Core Product Module Availability by End of 2017
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Oracle (Student Cloud)
Fit Criteria Assessment
Use Cases: In its product roadmap, Oracle has prioritized support for continuing 
education and other changes to its data model, workflow engine, and business 
processes to support alternative instructional models. Traditional institutions 
may need to wait until later in 2017 for Oracle to deliver the full Student Cloud 
feature set that will be on a par with the SIS functionality of the more mature 
Peoplesoft Campus Solutions platform.

Instructional Models: With the initial release of Student Cloud, Oracle’s focus 
has been almost exclusively on alternative instructional models. By creating an 
entirely separate platform from Peoplesoft Campus Solutions, Oracle is removing 
any legacy challenges with supporting courses not tied strictly to terms, non-
traditional student profiles, non-degree credentials, and competency-based 
education—all shortfalls the company addressed at the request of current 
Peoplesoft clients.

Scalability: Of all the vendors profiled in this report, Oracle scored the highest 
marks for its history of cloud-based implementations of singular core services. 
Oracle’s architectural strategy for Student Cloud is to build industry-specific 
apps on its already successful cloud services. Oracle maintains a separate team 
focused on getting the core cloud architecture right, with robust service-level 
agreements (SLAs) for clients that host in the Oracle Cloud.

Roadmap: Oracle’s higher education user group has been quite vocal in helping 
the company chart its strategy for cloud adoption. The deliberately slow pacing 
of the product roadmap, and the clear decision to focus on continuing education 
upon the first release, shows that a desire to compete with Workday in a smaller, 
neglected market informed roadmap decisions more than the desire to create a 
broadly appealing cloud platform comparable to Peoplesoft.

Integration: Oracle has been clear in its marketing messaging that it does not 
want to differentiate by throwing disparate cloud applications at clients and 
leaving them to handle integration, as is often the case with service-oriented 
enterprise systems. Rather, its development team is investing in a data PaaS 
to ease the integration burden and allow institutions to consolidate all user 
experiences (apps) and support services with a single vendor.

Training & Support: Oracle relies on its branded Partner Community to play a 
bigger role in professional development and training than most other vendors 
do. New skills are required to get on-premise systems to work with cloud 
platforms, and the Student Cloud platform is no exception. Few institutions 
or integration partners have had hands-on experience with the Student Cloud 
platform thus far. Oracle wants to get its tools in the hands of IT professionals to 
build skills in a lab environment before they undertake large-scale migrations. 
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While this is admirable, it is too early to judge what the total cost of ownership—
including retraining, implementation support, and professional services—might 
be for this new platform.

Notable Innovations
As a technology company focused on multiple industries outside of higher 
education, Oracle has experience deploying its core technologies horizontally 
across organizations. Its approach to Cloud SIS for higher education uses existing 
services to quickly stand up core technologies, such as the Oracle CX CRM 
platform, and introduce them to each new department that comes on board 
with the institution. Oracle’s approach is similar to Ellucian’s in this regard, but 
it has not provided a strategy as clear as Ellucian’s for institutions with hybrid 
models of on-premise and cloud-based Oracle services.

Forecast and Predictions
By developing an entirely new SIS from the ground up using agile development 
methodologies and a team that is separate from those tasked with Peoplesoft 
maintenance, Oracle is well-positioned to deliver on its cloud SIS vision. 
Eduventures predicts that medium-sized institutions with a focus on continuing 
education or competency-based learning will be the primary market for this new 
platform from Oracle. Licensing for Student Cloud will allow institutions to get 
new features as they come off the assembly line under a single agreement and 
fee structure, but with one notable exception: financial aid for the U.S. market 
may be broken out as a separate module (and at a separate price). Marketing a 
core capability as an option for additional costs, however, may be inconsistent 
with the way that institutions want to see these solutions packaged.
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Workday (Student)
Fit Criteria Assessment
Use Cases: Workday is taking a pragmatic approach to the software development 
of its student platform. Workday has stretched out its product roadmap timeline 
more so than other vendors have in order to focus on a quality delivery of each 
release. Workday will deliver on a platform with all core features, including 
Workday Student Financials and Workday Financial Aid, in its forecast Release 28, 
due in 2017. Workday did not score higher than “yellow” here because not all of 
the core modules are available at the time of this report.

Instructional Models: From student records that include mastery of 
competencies and skills through enrollment and recruiting best practices for 
online learners, Workday Student supports a wide range of academic programs 
and learner types. Certain aspects of assessments, curriculum, and student 
services modules that support continuing education and adult learners continue 
to be refined with each release but should mature by 2017.

Scalability: Workday, commonly referred to as the “Salesforce” of ERP/SIS 
vendors, is widely recognized by the industry as the first adopter of cloud-based 
services for ERP/SIS in higher education. Its product architecture is already 
successful for ERP clients: it supports an average of more than 64 million 
weekday transactions with minimal downtime. Workday is leveraging all of 
its investments into cloud infrastructure best practices in order to extend the 
product for student management use cases.

Roadmap: Design partners that represent a broad cross-section of institutional 
types, academic programs, and modes of delivery have informed the 
development of Workday Student. Southern New Hampshire University is a 
design partner, indicating that the product roadmap will be well-informed by 
an institution recognized for its commitment to online learning. A consensus of 
users must inform product releases given that every customer is on the same 
product version at the same time. Workday’s communications approach, with its 
end user and developer communities, helps it achieve that consensus.

Integration: Workday provides the Workday Integration Cloud, which is a cloud-
based middleware solution for integrating on-premise applications with the 
Workday public application programming interface (API). Clients integrate using 
“Workday Cloud Connectors,” or reconfigured integrations for specific third-
party applications. Workday also plans to deliver packages for generic application 
types, which institutions can configure for local data sources on their own. 
Workday also provides a robust tool for complex integrations called Workday 
Studio. It supports all versions of its API going back to version 10 (it is now on 
version 26), meaning that existing integrations do not break simply because the 
vendor decides to roll out a new public application or interface. 
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Training & Support: Workday offers comprehensive training options, including 
self-paced, online, and instructor-led sessions for its clients. The costs for those 
services are comparable to other SIS vendors. As a true SaaS solution, there is no 
separate maintenance cost for subscribers.

Notable Innovations
The most notable feature of the Workday platform, its API, requires the most 
professional development and retraining of IT staff who are familiar with 
supporting on-premise systems. The core APIs and web services for interacting 
with Workday require institutions to manage their data and interfaces through 
abstraction. Workday does not provide direct access to the underlying tables, 
schemas, servers, and applications, except through an official set of web 
services. This is actually the platform’s biggest value proposition, as users can 
access nearly every data element, process, and report through an API, and share 
the results with other on-premise and cloud systems. Institutions will need to 
budget for significant professional development of IT support staff if they are not 
already familiar with enterprise web services or service-oriented architecture.

Forecast and Predictions
Workday is known for the rapid adoption of its human capital management 
(HCM) and Workday Financials cloud services. Eduventures found many 
institutions waiting to see a more comprehensive Workday Student offering that 
meets the core use cases before implementing—including those institutions 
that already use Workday for other ERP applications. Given the scheduled 
release features, existing clients should undertake a more widespread adoption 
of Workday Student toward the end of 2017 and into 2018. Workday should be 
included on the short list of vendors for any institution considering a migration 
to cloud SIS within the next two years.
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Campus Management (CampusNexus Student)
Fit Criteria Assessment
Use Cases: Campus Management’s approach to cloud SIS is to provide a cloud-
based implementation of its existing on-premise product to clients through a 
subscription. As such, the product functionality for CampusNexus Student is 
identical whether hosted in the cloud or through managed services including 
on-premise implementations. CampusNexus Student is a replication of its 
already strong on-premise SIS in the cloud and is one of only two vendors (the 
other being UNIT4) that can provide 100% coverage of all core use cases in the 
cloud, today.

Instructional Models: Campus Management promotes its platform as a next-
generation SIS that is ready to support both competency-based programs 
and online and blended courses. The integrated reporting, intervention, and 
analytics tools also allow an institution to take into consideration data about 
non-traditional learners and their individualized needs for support services. 
This solves a critical need for connections between student outcomes data and 
service delivery within a single student management platform.

Scalability: Campus Management made a conscious decision not to support 
multi-tenancy at the data layer—a differentiator that has worked in its favor to 
win over clients who prefer dedicated, private resources for student records. 
Thus, Campus Management must plan and build the data tier for each new 
client separately resulting in greater required effort for cloud implementations 
of its SIS. Additionally, its architectural approach may preclude the use of some 
advanced cloud technologies at the data layer. Application tiers, shared between 
clients, do benefit from tuning for Microsoft Azure, as well as a single version 
release process for all users.

Roadmap: Campus Management does hold an annual user conference as well 
as training and developer events throughout the year. It is not clear from these 
events or their marketing materials where the thrust of its product ideation 
originates. Historically, smaller institutions have purchased the CampusNexus 
Student platform in greater numbers than larger institutions. With recent client 
growth from larger campuses, Eduventures expects that product research 
and development (R&D) efforts will be prioritized to meet the needs of larger 
institutions over time. The published roadmap for the cloud SIS seems more 
focused on redesigning the legacy user experience into a new style supported 
by the Microsoft Dynamics CRM than it does about the development of any 
particularly new product functional area.
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Integration: Institutions that use CampusNexus Student’s enterprise edition are 
effectively leveraging this product in an integrated PaaS as an extension of the 
campus network. Users perform integration through a set of Microsoft frameworks 
and APIs that is more closely aligned with traditional, on-premise integration 
models used by institutions. While this is a capable approach, it requires a set 
of specialized skills that not all institutions may have available in-house, thereby 
increasing the potential cost of developing and maintaining interfaces.

Training & Support: Campus Management tightly integrates access to training 
and support within all user experiences and it provides all of the expected 
modes of training delivery. Given Campus Management’s focus on Microsoft 
technologies, it can leverage existing professional development resources for IT 
professionals who are tasked with support of the system.

Notable Innovations
Campus Management built the suite of applications called CampusNexus, which 
includes CRM, student, finance, human resources, and payroll applications 
entirely on a Microsoft architecture stack. Campus Management is the only 
global independent software vendor (GISV) for Microsoft Dynamics in education. 
Core to this approach is its adoption of the Microsoft Dynamics platform, which 
allows Campus Management to focus more on the development of the user 
experience for business processes related to student management, as opposed 
to worrying too much about the underlying technologies.

Forecast and Predictions
Campus Management will continue to leverage its singular relationship as a key 
Microsoft partner to appeal to institutions that are already invested in Microsoft 
technologies. These institutions may already be moving some on-premise 
applications to Microsoft Azure Cloud infrastructure. CIOs and information 
technology (IT) departments with a strong preference for products built using 
Microsoft frameworks and who require a more traditional method of data 
integration with back-end Microsoft APIs and services, should keep CampusNexus 
Student at the top of their short list when considering a cloud SIS platform.
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Ellucian (Banner, Elevate)
Fit Criteria Assessment
Use Cases: Given that Ellucian retains the largest share of existing on-premise 
clients, it had to refactor its technology stack over time in order to unlock the 
benefits of cloud SIS. Ellucian took a development approach that involved the 
creation of a separate SIS for new continuing education clients, called Elevate, 
while at the same time investing in its flagship SIS, Banner. By the end of 2016, 
Banner will include cloud versions of all of the core SIS components, including a 
long-awaited update to its Banner Advancement module. Ellucian will not simply 
port these modules to cloud infrastructure, but will also make significant user 
experience improvements to many of them.
 
Instructional Models: Ellucian supports a new, proprietary data model for Banner 
that includes data objects for competency-based education that aligns to its own 
Brainstorm LMS for competency-based programs. It is unclear how well Ellucian’s 
approach to data management will align to third-party applications and standards. 
The Elevate product comes at an extra cost to Banner and may increase the total 
cost of ownership when compared to other cloud SIS platforms.

Scalability: Ellucian also built its products on core Microsoft architectural 
components, such as the Microsoft Dynamics CRM platform, but with specialized 
use cases for higher education. Ellucian is slowly encouraging its clients to 
abandon expensive customizations in favor of standards and best practices to 
put the company in a position to leverage more off-the-shelf cloud technology, 
such as Microsoft Azure. All of Banner’s new product modules that are being 
refactored for the cloud leverage cloud implementation best practices. These 
practices support elastic scaling and growth for even the largest of Ellucian’s 
major institutional partners.

Roadmap: Ellucian has made significant improvements in the past two years to 
be more responsive to client requests for product enhancements and bug fixes. 
Ellucian is more transparent than most vendors in publishing clear, concise, and 
forward-looking product roadmaps across all of its product lines on its website 
including actual dates and a high degree of certainty about product delivery. 

Integration: Ellucian is making significant investments in integration across 
its entire product line. Specifically, it has launched a new integration platform 
called Ethos, which not only provides for the ability to move data in and out of 
its cloud SIS platform, but also provides remote access to identity management, 
reporting, analytics, and support for mobile devices. Less expensive third-party 
integration providers still widely support Ellucian products, including Banner in 
the cloud. This helps reduce the total cost of ownership for some institutions.
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Training & Support: Ellucian offers a comprehensive catalog of training 
options, mostly virtual with some on-site options, on an a la carte basis. When 
contracting with Ellucian, it is in the institution’s best interest to negotiate a 
package of training sessions for the most widely-adopted product modules, and 
for those stakeholder groups and user roles that might need extra assistance 
with implementation, including IT professionals. Institutions can reduce the total 
cost of ownership of the cloud SIS platform by only seeking out training focused 
on targeted roles, when needed.

Notable Innovations
The resources Ellucian has allocated to improve the client experience of 
integrating with other campus systems are beyond anything allocated by other 
SIS vendors. This is the result of a three-year investment to convert development 
methodologies across product lines, take teams through a standardized Agile 
methodology to prepare for cloud transition, and triple the development staff.

Forecast and Predictions
Ellucian states that it will leverage the same code for its on-premise and SaaS 
products going forward, not unlike Campus Management’s approach. Ellucian 
is really doubling down on its ability to support any and all modes of integration 
with its SIS platform. Ellucian is well positioned to retain its role as the hub of 
all things student records for institutions. While its integration enhancements 
will certainly cause existing clients to stick with Ellucian for its cloud migration 
strategy, it may not be enough for non-Ellucian clients to consider making a 
switch to Banner as their cloud SIS.
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UNIT4 (Student Management)
Fit Criteria Assessment
Use Cases: UNIT4 launched its student management platform in 2015 as the first 
cloud SIS that delivered on 100% of the core capabilities for institutions. UNIT4 
is one of only two vendors (the other being Campus Management) that can 
provide this feature coverage in the cloud today.

Instructional Models: UNIT4 designed its cloud SIS to support nontraditional 
programs, specifically non-term based education. Its ability to tie CRM-like 
workflows to non-traditional students, informed by analytics and predictive 
tools, is unparalleled across the platforms reviewed for this report. 

Scalability: UNIT4 is a Microsoft partner and has forged a strategic partnership 
with Azure cloud services. For global deployment cases where Microsoft does 
not have a local datacenter partner for Azure PaaS, UNIT4 supports private 
cloud and local data center options using the same Microsoft architectural 
stack. Many more SIS developers adopt an Amazon Web Services approach to 
cloud infrastructure, but UNIT4’s Microsoft approach is just as capable. UNIT4’s 
approach scales for institutions of any size and transactional volume, including 
large online programs.

Roadmap: While UNIT4 supports multiple industries with its ERP platform and 
holds annual user conferences for all sectors it supports, the company has 
shown an intense commitment to the higher education sector in the past year. 
For example, nearly all new product announcements and discussions at its 
annual conference in 2016 centered around the UNIT4 Student Management 
platform, even though education represents only 15% of revenue for the 
company. This should allay any concerns potential buyers might have when 
choosing a higher education SIS from a multi-industry player, such as UNIT4.

Integration: UNIT4 recognizes that the biggest risk when migrating to a cloud SIS 
is data conversion. It has therefore invested heavily in extraction, transformation, 
and loading (ETL) tools and processes for assisting in this conversion. Its API 
stack, while well-documented for the developer community for third parties 
and institutional IT staff, is still new to the market. It may take another year 
of successful implementation and integration projects for UNIT4 to show a 
marketplace of applications that have a proven track record of integrating with 
its approach to web services.

Training & Support: “UNIT4 is easy to use” according to institutions that 
Eduventures interviewed for this report. This is the result of a four-year 
development process, with a focus on the user experience, integrated training, 
and one-click help options within each screen of the product. Institutions should 
discuss additional support packages and SLAs during contract negotiations. 
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Institutions should take advantage of the additional IT developer support options 
to become more familiar with UNIT4’s robust APIs and technical documentation, 
which will result in better return on investment over a multi-year subscription for 
cloud services.

Notable Innovations
UNIT4 promotes itself as a self-driving SIS. There is a core focus on student 
and staff self-service models of support, informed by data, which pervades 
all interfaces and tools within the platform. While institutions that purchase 
cloud SIS from other vendors may also need to acquire a separate CRM, degree 
audit, or retention platform for student engagement or service delivery, that 
may not be necessary when working with UNIT4. Institutions can accomplish 
most common tasks for these types of services without the need for additional 
products or integrations. This also applies to customizations being migrated from 
legacy platforms. Some complex customizations can be eliminated entirely using 
UNIT4’s off-the-shelf workflow engine. In some cases, IT staff implement the 
system solely through a web-based interface.
 
Forecast and Predictions
While UNIT4 is relatively new to the market with its cloud SIS platform, it has a 
pedigree of supporting U.S. higher education institutions through its acquisition 
of Three Rivers Systems in 2015. The cloud SIS is actually the fourth generation 
of SIS offered by the combined company. New adoption of the UNIT4 SIS has 
been steady in higher education, and Eduventures believes that it will accelerate 
given how often UNIT4 is showing up on competitive selection lists of institutions 
of all sizes. 



101 FEDERAL STREET, SUITE 1800         |         BOSTON, MA         |         WWW.EDUVENTURES.COM         |         617-426-5622         |         INFO@EDUVENTURES.COM

20

AN OVERVIEW OF CLOUD-BASED STUDENT INFORMATION SYSTEMS

Tribal (SITS:Vision)
Fit Criteria Assessment
Use Cases: Tribal’s platforms are well known globally, specifically in Europe and 
Asia, as enterprise student management options for institutions of all academic 
program types and sizes. When looking at the regulatory burden posed by 
higher education in the U.S.—specifically mandatory reporting to the Integrated 
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) and support of Federal Student Aid 
(FSA) processes—Tribal’s products fall short. Its platforms are still worthy of review, 
however, if an institution faces a migration decision in two or more years, as it is 
probable that Tribal will invest in a U.S. financial aid module in that timeframe. On 
the other hand, if a given institution’s academic programs do not require federal 
aid reporting, or the technology ecosystem at the institution already includes that 
capability from a third party, then Tribal’s product is worth considering.

Instructional Models: Tribal’s approach to student management definitely 
comes across as “traditional” and is comprehensive enough to work for all 
types and sizes of institutions. There is limited support for competency-based 
models off the shelf. The system is highly customizable, and most institutions 
using Tribal’s products for workplace skills or online learning will have to make 
significant investments to the platform to fit their programs’ unique needs.

Scalability: Similar to Campus Management, Tribal offers traditional hosting 
options for its SITS:Vision platform, as well as managed hosting, which can be 
in a traditional datacenter or in cloud infrastructure. Standing up an instance 
of its SIS in IaaS from Amazon or Microsoft should be straightforward for most 
institutions with existing skills and resources to support cloud infrastructure 
internally. Institutions would do well to leverage Tribal’s professional services to 
ensure a successful implementation tuned to take advantage of cloud resource 
management wherever possible in the architecture.

Roadmap: Tribal is actively recruiting university and community college customers 
to participate in product development decisions as it looks to expand into the U.S. 
market. Tribal has a longstanding relationship with The American Association of 
Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers (AACRAO) and works closely with 
similar stakeholder organizations to build products that meet the challenges 
facing enrollment, retention, and advancement professionals. Its focus on bringing 
student management systems to the U.S. market represents a unique opportunity 
for institutions that want to be in on the ground floor of cloud SIS development, 
not unlike Workday’s entrance in the market a few years ago.
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Integration: Integration between Tribal applications for finance, human 
resources, curriculum management, student success, and alumni engagement 
is much easier than generic third-party integrations from other vendors 
for those same application areas. As its product roadmap becomes clearer 
for the U.S. market, institutions should engage Tribal to understand how it 
will be supporting standards from IMS Global, the P20 Education Standards 
Council (PESC), and other education standards bodies to meet the high 
expectation that institutions have for standards-based integrations to support 
administrative and back-office tasks.

Training & Support: Internationally, institutions that use Tribal products are 
happy, with high satisfaction levels and client retention rates. Many national-
level organizations and consortia rely on service-level agreements and 
comprehensive support contracts to make their long-term investment with Tribal 
successful. To replicate that same level of client satisfaction in the U.S. market, 
Tribal will need to show resources on the ground. It will have to roll up its sleeves 
and assist in implementations similar to how UNIT4 planted a customer support 
beachhead in the U.S. with its acquisition of Three Rivers Systems.

Notable Innovations
The European market is much further along than the U.S. in terms of adopting 
tools for career focused education. These tools include workplace skills 
assessments aligned to job opportunities, and the efficient matching of students 
to careers that considers the time to graduate and cost of the credential. Tribal 
has an opportunity to bring a cloud SIS platform to the U.S. market that centers 
on a successful career services offering, from degree planning through industry 
and placement services. Mainstream vendors in the U.S. market today often 
neglect this crucial student services area.

Forecast and Predictions
Tribal is ramping up its marketing efforts to approach U.S. institutions with its 
student management solution sometime in 2017. As part of this approach, 
the company plans to expand on its current market share of international and 
graduate school management products. 
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Jenzabar (EX, JX, SONIS, Higher Reach)
Fit Criteria Assessment
Use Cases: While Jenzabar supports multiple legacy and current SIS platforms for 
the higher education market, its JX platform focuses on mainstream institutions 
looking for a robust, native cloud SIS. Jenzabar still has significant work to do 
within JX’s published roadmap, before it can deliver on all core required product 
modules for JX. Institutions that want to run an SIS using an IaaS approach, 
however, will do well with the Jenzabar EX platform. This platform is similar to 
the one Campus Management uses in that it brings a traditionally on-premise SIS 
into cloud infrastructure with no modifications. Jenzabar also uses a partnership 
approach with early adopter institutions to allow each client to implement each 
new product module as it becomes available, while at the same time using a 
legacy product module from Jenzabar in an integration fashion to fill the short-
term gaps.

Instructional Models: For each niche program or delivery model an institution 
uses, Jenzabar has an app for that. Higher Reach is Jenzabar’s dedicated SIS for 
continuing education programs. Unlike the Oracle approach of building a new SIS 
starting with the continuing education market and then supporting additional 
use cases for traditional institutions, Jenzabar plans to maintain entirely separate 
administrative systems based on the type of institution or program, usually 
based on Carnegie classifications. So long as institutions choose the correct 
Jenzabar solution, their programs will do well with Jenzabar’s breadth of product 
capabilities in each flavor of SIS.

Scalability: While Jenzabar’s JX platform is new and represents the company’s 
first major foray into cloud-based services for SIS delivered in a SaaS approach, 
Jenzabar has been providing managed cloud hosting for its clients since 2013. 
Jenzabar has over 80 institutions hosting its entire SIS in the cloud. Over 350 
additional institutions work with Jenzabar to manage one or more applications 
under a managed services contract. Institutions we met with expressed 
confidence in Jenzabar’s ability to support cloud services at scale. 

Roadmap: Jenzabar has a very active, loyal, and vocal user community. Of all 
vendors we reviewed for this report, Eduventures feels that Jenzabar is best at 
keeping the pulse of its own user community. Nearly all product enhancements 
slated for the JX platform are the direct result of advocacy from users. Also, 
because Jenzabar is exclusively focused on higher education, it is able to leverage 
all of its client working groups and regional user groups to further product 
development that impacts all current and future customers equally.
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Integration: Jenzabar provides a client sandbox to facilitate user involvement 
in development, and most importantly, to validate that new modules or 
enhancements do not break existing integrations with other products. Integration 
between Jenzabar’s SIS and its own products for degree audit and analytics is 
somewhat easier than working with third-party systems. Despite this, Jenzabar 
has an absolute commitment to industry standards and third-party migration 
and middleware tools. This makes it as easy as possible for institutions to use its 
products within a complex ecosystem of legacy and modern solutions. There were, 
however, some concerns raised by clients about the performance of interfaces 
between Jenzabar products and other third-party solutions hosted on premise.

Training & Support: Jenzabar supports an active network of user groups 
and client advisory boards. These user communities serve multiple purposes 
that include allowing Jenzabar to collect user feedback on new innovations, 
providing support and implementation guidance in person, and allowing the user 
community to share best practices and strategies among its members. Jenzabar 
clients give exceptionally high marks to the company’s support for both legacy 
and SIS platforms, and have high expectations for the quality of training and 
support of new systems—expectations that Jenzabar routinely meets or exceeds.

Notable Innovations
Jenzabar is unique in providing financial incentives for clients to migrate from 
legacy Jenzabar products to the newer JX platform. It provides licenses for the 
new platform free, and asks clients to pay only for data migration and any other 
implementation charges associated with the new system. This approach ensures 
that existing Jenzabar clients can choose to move to the cloud at their own pace 
and not feel that they have to pay any sort of “cloud tax” (i.e., additional fees 
that must be paid in order to get the benefit of features that only exist in the 
cloud version of the SIS). This is a departure from the product migration strategy 
we have seen from Ellucian, and is not possible for the native cloud application 
vendors that are competing for entirely net-new clients, such as Workday. 

Forecast and Predictions
Jenzabar has made a name for itself in its continued support for legacy systems 
that far exceed the support windows offered by competitors like Oracle and 
Ellucian. When bringing a new cloud SIS to market, this legacy support is working 
against it, as each client is involved in a somewhat murky decision process 
around its readiness to migrate to the newer version of each product module. 
There is also an opportunity for Jenzabar to consolidate its Higher Reach and JX 
platforms, as more institutions begin to offer both traditional degree programs 
and continuing education opportunities but do not want to run two separate SIS 
platforms for those programs.
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ComSpec (Empower SIS)
Fit Criteria Assessment
Use Cases: ComSpec’s Empower SIS includes four major product modules 
(recruiting, records, billing, and financial aid) that align nearly completely to all 
core required SIS elements based on Eduventures’ criteria. The complexity of 
the features within those modules, and the sophistication of the platform from 
a user experience perspective, is somewhat less modern when compared to 
other systems. 

Instructional Models: The Empower SIS platform is more than capable of 
handling all routine student management tasks and really excels at handling 
specialty programs that do not align to degrees or academic terms, including 
competency-based and continuing education programs.

Scalability: ComSpec’s software is similar to Campus Management’s in that 
an institution can support multiple cloud deployment methods. The ComSpec 
team that develops the core application has also tuned and configured it 
to run best as a SaaS offering within ComSpec’s own cloud infrastructure. 
Because ComSpec primarily targets small schools with lower transaction 
volumes for its Empower SIS, Eduventures did not have access to clients with 
very large deployments, nor to clients using advanced features like redundant 
sites or elastic scaling. No institutions we interviewed raised any concerns with 
performance, stability, or uptimes. 

Roadmap: The incremental improvements to core features of the Empower SIS 
that are developed internally by ComSpec in anticipation of market demands are 
relatively minor when compared to the major updates and releases from other 
cloud SIS platforms we reviewed. While any institution that desires a new feature 
for the platform can pay for its development, there appears to be very little 
group pressure or buying behavior between the Empower SIS user community 
and ComSpec product managers. This may be a result of relatively small absolute 
market share for the Empower SIS. Alternatively, it could be due to niche 
programs and institutions that make up ComSpec’s client base that are relatively 
unorganized with no governing bodies or trade associations representing them 
in areas like technology innovations.

Integration: The integrations available with the Empower SIS are almost 
entirely client-driven. When ComSpec builds a custom integration for a 
third-party solution, such as a learning management system, it makes that 
integration available for free to all other clients. In practice, this means that 
if another institution has not funded development for an integration yet, it 
probably does not exist. ComSpec has a very capable team that is familiar 
with service-oriented architecture concepts and is available to build additional 
interfaces for any standards-based or open technology that an institution 
wishes to include on campus. 
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Training & Support: The full Empower SIS package includes implementation, 
training, data conversion, support and maintenance services, as well as ongoing 
access to future updates as they become available. The only additional cost 
institutions may incur is if they decide to pursue an enhancement, developed by 
ComSpec, to the core platform for some unique requirement. Once an institution 
incurs the cost of that enhancement, however, the annual subscription covers 
ongoing training and support for the enhancement perpetually.

Notable Innovations
While ComSpec provides nearly all core required use cases in its flagship 
product, Empower SIS, it has really focused on areas where clients need 
enhancements to a “standard” SIS in order to make their organizations run well. 
Colleges that ask and pay for customizations, agree that those enhancements 
will go into the product baseline and that ComSpec agrees to support them 
perpetually. Institutions can then choose to configure which “crowd sourced” 
enhancements are enabled in their own implementation of the system.

Forecast and Predictions
ComSpec will continue to dominate the small and specialty school market, 
including medical and nursing programs, tribal colleges, and small faith-based 
institutions. As a family-owned business with no pressures of outside venture 
capital funding, ComSpec can be choosy about which clients to pursue. It can 
also be thoughtful by allocating development resources to only the products 
and systems that their clients actually value. This will result in pockets of very 
loyal, niche institutional players, but does not indicate major growth potential 
for the company. Any institution with a unique program or set of operational 
circumstances will do well to look at the Empower SIS platform for a highly 
customized, but still cloud-based, SIS solution.
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ABOUT EDUVENTURES
Eduventures is the leading research and advisory firm focused exclusively on 
analyzing the forces transforming higher education. Building on twenty years 
of success in working with education leaders, Eduventures provides forward-
looking, actionable research based on proprietary market data and advisory 
services that support both strategic and operational decision-making. Our 
recommendations and personalized support enable clients to understand the 
top traits of leaders in critical disciplines and to evaluate the opportunities 
presented by new technologies.

More about Eduventures can be found at www.eduventures.com.
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