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EXECUTIVE THESIS

Higher education does not have 
an AI problem. It has an 
intelligence problem.
Institutions are surrounded by AI tools, dashboards, 
pilots, and vendors, yet outcomes remain stubbornly 
unchanged because the underlying data is 
fragmented, context-poor, and disconnected across 
siloed systems.

The next era of transformation will not be driven by 
replacing systems or adding tools, but by building a 
unifying cognitive layer that makes institutional data 
intelligent, governable, and usable by AI agents across 
the enterprise.

The AI Moment — and Why 
It Feels Underwhelming

Higher education has officially entered the AI era.

Institutions are experimenting with chatbots, piloting 
generative tools, issuing AI guidelines, and standing up 
task forces at a rapid pace. On paper, activity is 
everywhere. And yet, beneath the surface, a quiet 
frustration is emerging. Despite the attention, the 
investment, and the urgency, outcomes feel largely 
unchanged.

Student success metrics remain stubborn. Staff 
workloads feel no lighter. Decision-making is not 
materially faster or more informed. For many leaders, AI 
feels present—but not transformative.

This disconnect is not a failure of imagination or effort. 
It is a structural problem.

AI has been layered onto institutions that were never 
designed to think as a whole. Data remains fragmented 
across systems. Context is lost between platforms. 
Workflows are manual, opaque, and departmentalized. 
In that environment, even the most powerful AI tools 
can only operate at the surface.

They answer questions, but they do not change 
outcomes. They summarize data, but they do not 
coordinate action. They create activity, but not 
intelligence.

As a result, institutions find themselves busy—launching 
pilots, evaluating vendors, debating policy...without 
becoming meaningfully smarter.

This is the defining tension of the current moment. AI is 
advancing rapidly, but institutional architecture has not 
kept pace. Until that gap is addressed, AI will continue 
to feel impressive in demonstrations and 
underwhelming in practice.

The challenge, then, is not adopting AI. It is creating the 
conditions under which AI can actually work.

The Real Problem: 
Fragmentation Masquerading 
as Complexity

Higher education is genuinely complex. It serves 
diverse learners. It operates under layered policy and 
accreditation requirements. It spans academic, 
financial, and human systems with deep 
interdependencies.

But what most institutions experience day to day is 
not complexity. It is fragmentation—fragmentation 
that looks like complexity because it forces humans to 
do the work that an integrated institution should do 
automatically.

Fragmentation shows up everywhere: student 
information in one system, learning management in 
another, advising notes in a third, financial stress 
signals somewhere else, and identity and permissions 
managed separately. Each system is “right” inside its 
own boundaries. None of them, on their own, can 
explain what is happening with a student, a cohort, or 
an institution in motion.

When a leader asks, “How many students are at risk 
right now?”, the answer depends on where you look, 
how you define risk, and which office is asked to 
produce the report. That is not a data problem. That is 
an intelligence problem.

Fragmentation also creates operational drag. A 
student request—withdrawal, change of major, leave 
of absence, residency change, information on a 
transcript hold—often spans multiple departments, 
multiple policies, and multiple systems. 

Because the institution is not 
orchestrated, the work becomes 
email chains, spreadsheets, 
handoffs, and re-keying 
information. Staff becomes 
the integration layer.

Over time, institutions normalize this as ‘how 
higher ed works.’ It isn’t. It’s how fragmented 
organizations survive.

AI does not fix fragmentation on its own. In fact, 
fragmentation is the reason many AI efforts stall. 
Without shared context, AI produces inconsistent 
answers, brittle automations, and low trust. Leaders 
then conclude that the technology is immature, 
when the real issue is the institution’s architecture.

To modernize intelligently, institutions must name 
the real problem. Fragmentation is the bottleneck. 
Fixing it is the prerequisite to outcomes.

Why Data Is Still “Dumb” 
in Higher Education

Institutions often assume that having data means 
they are positioned for AI. 

They are not.

Data becomes valuable for AI only when it is coherent, 
contextual, and governable. In most institutions, data is 
abundant but ‘dumb’, not because it lacks volume, but 
because it lacks meaning.

Consider the simplest words in higher education: 
student, enrolled, full-time, active, at risk. These terms 
frequently mean different things across offices and 
systems. A CRM may define a user differently than the 
SIS. An advising platform may define risk differently 
than institutional research. Financial aid may treat 
status changes on different timelines than the registrar. 
Each definition is defensible. Together, they create 
confusion.

This is why institutions spend enormous effort 
producing reports, reconciling contradictions, and 
debating numbers rather than acting on them. When 
data lacks shared meaning, institutions cannot move 
quickly. They cannot automate responsibly. They 
cannot scale interventions with confidence.

Generative AI compounds 
this challenge. 

Large language models can be remarkably 
capable—but they are not magical. They do not ‘know’ 
your institution. They cannot infer policy nuances 
safely. They cannot be trusted to act on sensitive 
decisions without grounded, contextual data and 
governance.

When institutions skip the work of context, they end up 
with AI experiences that feel impressive but are 
unreliable: answers that vary by prompt, 
recommendations that ignore policy constraints, and 
automations that create new exceptions faster than 
they resolve old ones.

The solution is not simply better dashboards or bigger 
warehouses. The solution is institutional context: 
shared semantics, relationships across entities, 
policy-aware constraints, and auditable governance. 
That is what turns dumb data into usable intelligence.

Until data becomes intelligent, 
AI will remain a layer of novelty 
rather than a driver of outcomes

From Systems to Intelligence: 
The Cognitive Layer

Real transformation begins when institutions stop 
centering systems and start building intelligence.

For decades, higher education technology strategy 
has revolved around systems: the SIS, the LMS, the 
CRM, the ERP. Each was implemented to solve a 
specific problem. Each performs its function 
reasonably well. And each now holds a critical slice of 
institutional data.

The problem is not that these systems exist. The 
problem is that they were never designed to 
understand one another.

The next era of modernization 
is not about replacing these 
systems. 

It is about connecting them through a cognitive 
layer—an intelligence layer that sits above existing 
platforms and allows the institution to think, reason, 
and act as a whole.

At its core, a cognitive layer does four essential things.

First, it establishes a data fabric that connects siloed 
systems without disrupting them. Student, academic, 
financial, and engagement data can flow across 
platforms while preserving system ownership 
and integrity.

Second, it applies a semantic layer, shared definitions 
and institutional meaning. “Student,” “risk,” “progress,” 
and “completion” mean the same thing everywhere, 
not something different in every system.

Third, it models relationships through knowledge 
graphs, allowing the institution to understand how 
people, policies, events, and outcomes are connected 
over time, not just reported after the fact.

But intelligence alone is not enough. 
You can’t stop there.

Insight without action does not change outcomes.

This is where many AI strategies quietly fail. They stop 
at understanding, leaving the institution no better 
equipped to actually do anything differently.

A true cognitive layer includes agentic workflow 
orchestration—the ability to automatically coordinate 
work across departments, systems, and roles in 
response to a single request or event.

Consider something as routine as a student 
requesting a change of major.

On the surface, this looks simple. In reality, it often 
requires coordinated action across Academic Affairs, 
the Registrar, Financial Aid, Advising, Degree Audit, 
and sometimes Housing or Athletics. Today, that 
coordination is manual and opaque—emails, tickets, 
approvals, re-entry of data, physical paper, and 
weeks of uncertainty for the student.

In a cognitive-layer model, the student makes a single 
request through a unified interface. The system 
understands the context—academic standing, 
financial aid implications, policy constraints—and 
automatically routes work to the appropriate parties. 
Tasks are tracked. Governance is enforced. Exceptions 
are flagged. And the completed outcome is delivered 
back to the student in one place.

This is not unlike how modern consumer 
platforms operate.

When someone requests an Uber ride, hundreds of 
systems—identity, routing, pricing, payments, 
notifications, fulfillment—work together invisibly in 
response to a single human action. The user does 
not manage the complexity. The system does.

Higher education has the same opportunity.

AI agents, operating within governed workflows, can 
initiate, monitor, escalate, and complete work across 
systems that were never designed to coordinate on 
their own. Students and staff experience simplicity. 
The institution experiences coherence.
That is the promise of the cognitive layer: 
not just smarter data, but coordinated action 
at an institutional scale.

The System-of-Systems Reality — 
and Why It’s The Future

Many institutions have spent years trying to reduce 
the number of systems they run. The impulse is 
understandable: fewer systems feel simpler, safer, 
and easier to govern.

But higher education is not moving toward a monolithic 
future. It is moving toward a system-of-systems 
reality—and that is not a failure. It is an honest reflection 
of how institutions work.

Different domains require different strengths. 
Recruitment and marketing operate differently from 
degree planning. Financial aid is governed by dynamic 
regulation. Learning engagement is shaped by 
pedagogy and course design. Advising is 
human-centered and policy-bounded. No single 
platform excels at all of these simultaneously across 
institution types and governance models.

As a result, best-in-class solutions will remain part of 
the landscape. Institutions will continue to run an SIS, 
an LMS, a CRM, an ERP, and a growing ecosystem of 
specialized tools. Attempts to ‘standardize everything’ 
often lead to watered-down functionality, rigid 
processes, and expensive customization battles.

Just talk to any institution that is trying to get 
Salesforce, Banner SaaS, or Workday to “do it all.”
The strategic question, then, is not how to eliminate 
systems. It is how to make systems cooperate.

This is exactly what the cognitive layer enables. It does 
not replace systems. It connects them. It supplies 
shared meaning. It coordinates workflows. It makes 
the system-of-systems behave like a coherent 
institution rather than a collection of departments 
with competing data.

What AI Looks Like After 
Intelligence Is In Place

Once data is unified, contextualized, and actionable, 
AI stops being experimental and starts 
becoming operational.

The shift is subtle but profound. Institutions move 
away from isolated pilots and toward domains of 
intelligence—areas where AI agents work together 
across systems to deliver measurable outcomes.

Enrollment intelligence becomes possible when 
recruitment data, inquiry behavior, financial signals, 
and academic intent are understood as a whole
—not as disconnected reports.

Persistence and risk intelligence emerge when 
academic performance, engagement patterns, 
financial stressors, and policy thresholds are 
evaluated continuously, not episodically.

Advising and degree navigation intelligence takes 
shape when curriculum rules, progress data, and 
student goals are aligned in real time, allowing 
proactive guidance rather than reactive intervention.

Staff workflow intelligence transforms operations 
when routine requests, approvals, and exceptions 
are handled automatically—freeing staff to focus 
on high-value, human work.

In each case, AI is not operating in isolation. It is 
reasoning over institutional context, acting through 
orchestrated workflows, and delivering outcomes 
through a unified experience.

This is why intelligence must come 
before automation.

Without shared context, AI agents produce noise. 
With it, they become force multipliers.

Institutions that reach this stage experience a 
noticeable shift. Decision-making accelerates. 

Staff regain capacity. Students encounter clarity 
instead of friction. And leadership gains visibility 
into what is actually happening—not weeks later, 
but in real time.

This is what AI looks like when it is grounded in 
intelligence rather than novelty.

Governance in the Age of 
Institutional Intelligence

In the early phase of AI adoption, governance 
conversations tend to focus on tools: which vendors 
are approved, which models can be used, and which 
prompts are permitted.

That is necessary—but it is not sufficient.

In the future-ready view, the real governance 
responsibility shifts from approving tools to 
stewarding institutional intelligence.

This includes governance of meaning (semantic 
definitions), governance of access (who can see and 
act on what), governance of workflow (how actions
 are initiated, routed, and audited), and governance 
of outcomes (what the institution is optimizing for 
and how impact is measured).

Presidents and cabinets should treat the cognitive 
layer as institutional infrastructure, not as an IT 
experiment. It shapes how the institution makes 
decisions, serves students, and allocates resources. 
(Note: A sound cognitive layer will have built-in 
data governance.)  

Boards should treat institutional intelligence as a 
stewardship topic. The question is not, “Do we like this AI 
tool?” The question is, “Are we building an institution that 
can think and act coherently, safely, and transparently?”

CIOs play a critical role as enablers of scale and safety. 
Their job is to ensure security, integration, reliability, 
and governance by design, so that innovation can occur 
without chaos.

Faculty and staff should be empowered to innovate 
inside guardrails. In intelligent institutions, innovation 
is not centralized in a single team. It is distributed—
but governed.

This governance model should be auditable, 
policy-aware, and human-in-the-loop. AI agents must 
operate within constraints that reflect institutional 
policy, student privacy, and ethical commitments.

The institutions that succeed will be those 
that make governance a multiplier, not a 
bottleneck—embedding safety in the architecture 
so that innovation can accelerate.

A common reaction to the cognitive layer vision is, 
“This sounds ideal, but is it realistic for my institution?”

As of 2026, it is not only realistic—it is the most practical 
modernization path available.
The reason is simple: 

Institutions no longer need to 
replace core systems to modernize 
intelligence. They can connect 
what they already have, apply 
shared meaning, and orchestrate 
action on top of it.

This approach scales incrementally. Institutions can 
begin with one domain, prove value, and expand. 
They can avoid multi-year innovation freezes due to a 
massive implementation that consumes staff capacity 
and delays every other initiative.

It is also financially rational. 

Building intelligence above systems typically costs a 
fraction of large-scale ERP or SIS replacement, while 
delivering value within months, not decades. Instead 
of paying the reinvention of baseline functionality, 
institutions invest in outcomes: reducing friction, 
improving retention, accelerating service delivery, 
and increasing staff capacity.

Most importantly, this approach respects the 
institution’s most constrained resource: people. 
Rather than burying staff in years of configuration 
and remediation, it unleashes them into a journey of 
continuous improvement—where they can design, test, 
and refine AI-enabled experiences that match the 
institution’s mission.

Practical modernization is not about spending more. 
It is about spending smarter—on intelligence, 
orchestration, and measurable outcomes.

A New Mandate for Higher 
Education Leaders

Higher education is at a strategic fork in the road.

One path is familiar: more systems, more 
implementations, more disruption—an instinct to 
modernize by replacement. This path is expensive, 
slow, and often misaligned with the pace of change 
now accelerating around institutions.

A better path is now available: modernization 
through institutional intelligence. Connect systems 
rather than replace them. Make data meaningful. 
Orchestrate work. Deliver experiences that feel modern 

because they are powered by coherence, not by 
a new login screen.

The institutions that thrive in the AI era will not be those 
that replace the most systems, but those that build 
the clearest intelligence layer.

Leadership now means intelligence over infrastructure, 
orchestration over replacement, stewardship over 
momentum, and outcomes over optics.

This is not a call to slow down. It is a call to move 
forward intelligently—so that the institution gains 
capacity rather than loses it, and so that 
modernization produces results rather than regret.

From Insight to Action: 
A Practical Pathway to 
Institutional Intelligence

At this point, a natural question arises: If this is the 
future, how does an institution actually begin?

The answer is not a checklist, a pilot frenzy, or a rush 
to procure new tools. Institutions that succeed in the 
AI era follow a deliberate sequence—one that 
prioritizes intelligence, governance, and outcomes 
over speed and optics.

What follows is a practical pathway for leaders 
who want to modernize responsibly, without 
overwhelming staff or betting the institution 
on unproven assumptions.

Step 1: 
Start With The President. Nobody, and we mean 
nobody else in the institution, can and should own the 
overall AI strategy. It starts and stays with the 
President. Only the President has the cross-institutional 
perspective - without the siloed agenda. The President 
should start with the question “How do we make our 
data intelligent?”, not “How do we adopt AI?”

Step 2: 
Map Fragmentation, Not Just Systems. The President 
tasks the CIO and a supporting team to identify where 
data lives, where definitions conflict, where decisions 
stall, and where staff compensate manually. This is not 
a technology exercise alone. This is an institution-wide 
mapping of business processes, technology, and 
journeys to find where the friction resides. 

Step 3: 
Establish Governance With Intelligence In Mind. 
Start with an innovation-minded team. This means 
identifying the mindset of each potential participant to 
make sure it is aligned for entrepreneurial thinking, and 
not bureaucratic obstacles. Titles should be completely 
irrelevant on this team. You want the problem solvers 
and innovators here, not the obstructionists.
 
Step 4: 
Build the Cognitive Layer Above Existing Systems. 
Identify a single system you will install on top of all your 
legacy technology and SaaS that comes pre-plumbed 
with data fabric, semantics, knowledge graphs, 
and orchestrated workflows—without 
disruptive replacement.

Step 5: 
Create One Domain of Intelligence. Choose a 
domain—enrollment, persistence, advising, financial 
sustainability, or staff workflow automation—where 
intelligence can deliver clear value. We’d recommend 
starting with the area where the institution stands to 
benefit the most. Deploy the Cognitive Layer and build 
your AI use cases on top. (Note: With the right Cognitive 
Layer in place, you can use student workers to build AI 
agents for virtually any use case on campus. This does 
not take overpriced consultants to do.) 9 out of 10 
times, this will include some agentic orchestration - 
where AI Agents trigger and deliver things like nudges, 
alerts, task assignment, task execution, and 
completion. This will demonstrate to staff that Agentic 
AI doesn’t need to replace their job; it just makes their 
job easier and faster. 

Step 6: 
Measure & Optimize: As pilots turn into scaled 
deployments, measure everything from money saved 
(Yes, you will be able to sunset overpriced platforms 
like EAB), speed to outcome, and institutional KPIs. 
Invite staff to an annual innovation lab/hackathon to 
optimize current results and identify new use cases for 
the future. 

Step 7: 
Scale Intelligence, Not Tools. Expand domains by 
reusing the same foundations so value compounds 
while complexity stays under control. Take the 
foundation of Steps 5 and 6, and scale them across 
the institution. You’ll have the empirical data to make 
the business case for why.

Summary
Artificial intelligence is advancing rapidly, 
expectations from students and staff are rising just as 
fast, and institutions are under increasing pressure to 
do more with fewer resources. In response, many 
campuses 
are experimenting aggressively — launching pilots, 
adopting tools, and forming task forces — yet too few 
are seeing durable, institution-wide impact.

This paper argues that the gap is not effort, intent, 
or even technology. It is architecture.

Institutions do not need more AI tools. They need 
institutional intelligence — a cognitive layer that 
brings data together from siloed systems, applies 
shared meaning and governance, and enables AI 
agents to act across departments and workflows in 
service of real outcomes.

The path forward does not require ripping and 
replacing core systems, freezing innovation for years, 
or betting the institution on monolithic platforms. It 
requires a different way of thinking about 

modernization — one that prioritizes orchestration 
over consolidation, intelligence over infrastructure, 
and outcomes over optics.

The practical pathway outlined here is achievable 
today. Institutions are already using this approach to:

• Reduce staff workload and burnout,
• Accelerate service delivery,
• Improve student experience and persistence,
• and unlock measurable ROI from AI without 

chaos or risk.

That said, making this shift is not trivial. It requires 
leadership alignment, architectural clarity, and 
experience navigating the organizational realities 
of higher education.

If this paper resonates — or if your institution is feeling 
pressure to “do something” with AI but wants to avoid 
false starts, vendor hype, or expensive missteps 
— we can help.

Our work focuses on helping Presidents, Boards, 
and executive teams:

• assess their current level of fragmentation,
• design an intelligence-first architecture aligned 

to their mission,
• and move from experimentation to outcomes 

without overwhelming staff or disrupting 
core operations.

If you’d like to explore what this could look like for 
your institution, we welcome the conversation.

Sometimes the most important 
modernization decision is not what 
technology to buy — 
but how to think differently about 
the future you’re building.

Intellicampus
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The AI Moment — and Why 
It Feels Underwhelming

Higher education has officially entered the AI era.

Institutions are experimenting with chatbots, piloting 
generative tools, issuing AI guidelines, and standing up 
task forces at a rapid pace. On paper, activity is 
everywhere. And yet, beneath the surface, a quiet 
frustration is emerging. Despite the attention, the 
investment, and the urgency, outcomes feel largely 
unchanged.

Student success metrics remain stubborn. Staff 
workloads feel no lighter. Decision-making is not 
materially faster or more informed. For many leaders, AI 
feels present—but not transformative.

This disconnect is not a failure of imagination or effort. 
It is a structural problem.

AI has been layered onto institutions that were never 
designed to think as a whole. Data remains fragmented 
across systems. Context is lost between platforms. 
Workflows are manual, opaque, and departmentalized. 
In that environment, even the most powerful AI tools 
can only operate at the surface.

They answer questions, but they do not change 
outcomes. They summarize data, but they do not 
coordinate action. They create activity, but not 
intelligence.

As a result, institutions find themselves busy—launching 
pilots, evaluating vendors, debating policy...without 
becoming meaningfully smarter.

This is the defining tension of the current moment. AI is 
advancing rapidly, but institutional architecture has not 
kept pace. Until that gap is addressed, AI will continue 
to feel impressive in demonstrations and 
underwhelming in practice.

The challenge, then, is not adopting AI. It is creating the 
conditions under which AI can actually work.

The Real Problem: 
Fragmentation Masquerading 
as Complexity

Higher education is genuinely complex. It serves 
diverse learners. It operates under layered policy and 
accreditation requirements. It spans academic, 
financial, and human systems with deep 
interdependencies.

But what most institutions experience day to day is 
not complexity. It is fragmentation—fragmentation 
that looks like complexity because it forces humans to 
do the work that an integrated institution should do 
automatically.

Fragmentation shows up everywhere: student 
information in one system, learning management in 
another, advising notes in a third, financial stress 
signals somewhere else, and identity and permissions 
managed separately. Each system is “right” inside its 
own boundaries. None of them, on their own, can 
explain what is happening with a student, a cohort, or 
an institution in motion.

When a leader asks, “How many students are at risk 
right now?”, the answer depends on where you look, 
how you define risk, and which office is asked to 
produce the report. That is not a data problem. That is 
an intelligence problem.

Fragmentation also creates operational drag. A 
student request—withdrawal, change of major, leave 
of absence, residency change, information on a 
transcript hold—often spans multiple departments, 
multiple policies, and multiple systems. 

Because the institution is not 
orchestrated, the work becomes 
email chains, spreadsheets, 
handoffs, and re-keying 
information. Staff becomes 
the integration layer.

Over time, institutions normalize this as ‘how 
higher ed works.’ It isn’t. It’s how fragmented 
organizations survive.

AI does not fix fragmentation on its own. In fact, 
fragmentation is the reason many AI efforts stall. 
Without shared context, AI produces inconsistent 
answers, brittle automations, and low trust. Leaders 
then conclude that the technology is immature, 
when the real issue is the institution’s architecture.

To modernize intelligently, institutions must name 
the real problem. Fragmentation is the bottleneck. 
Fixing it is the prerequisite to outcomes.

Why Data Is Still “Dumb” 
in Higher Education

Institutions often assume that having data means 
they are positioned for AI. 

They are not.

Data becomes valuable for AI only when it is coherent, 
contextual, and governable. In most institutions, data is 
abundant but ‘dumb’, not because it lacks volume, but 
because it lacks meaning.

Consider the simplest words in higher education: 
student, enrolled, full-time, active, at risk. These terms 
frequently mean different things across offices and 
systems. A CRM may define a user differently than the 
SIS. An advising platform may define risk differently 
than institutional research. Financial aid may treat 
status changes on different timelines than the registrar. 
Each definition is defensible. Together, they create 
confusion.

This is why institutions spend enormous effort 
producing reports, reconciling contradictions, and 
debating numbers rather than acting on them. When 
data lacks shared meaning, institutions cannot move 
quickly. They cannot automate responsibly. They 
cannot scale interventions with confidence.

Generative AI compounds 
this challenge. 

Large language models can be remarkably 
capable—but they are not magical. They do not ‘know’ 
your institution. They cannot infer policy nuances 
safely. They cannot be trusted to act on sensitive 
decisions without grounded, contextual data and 
governance.

When institutions skip the work of context, they end up 
with AI experiences that feel impressive but are 
unreliable: answers that vary by prompt, 
recommendations that ignore policy constraints, and 
automations that create new exceptions faster than 
they resolve old ones.

The solution is not simply better dashboards or bigger 
warehouses. The solution is institutional context: 
shared semantics, relationships across entities, 
policy-aware constraints, and auditable governance. 
That is what turns dumb data into usable intelligence.

Until data becomes intelligent, 
AI will remain a layer of novelty 
rather than a driver of outcomes

From Systems to Intelligence: 
The Cognitive Layer

Real transformation begins when institutions stop 
centering systems and start building intelligence.

For decades, higher education technology strategy 
has revolved around systems: the SIS, the LMS, the 
CRM, the ERP. Each was implemented to solve a 
specific problem. Each performs its function 
reasonably well. And each now holds a critical slice of 
institutional data.

The problem is not that these systems exist. The 
problem is that they were never designed to 
understand one another.

The next era of modernization 
is not about replacing these 
systems. 

It is about connecting them through a cognitive 
layer—an intelligence layer that sits above existing 
platforms and allows the institution to think, reason, 
and act as a whole.

At its core, a cognitive layer does four essential things.

First, it establishes a data fabric that connects siloed 
systems without disrupting them. Student, academic, 
financial, and engagement data can flow across 
platforms while preserving system ownership 
and integrity.

Second, it applies a semantic layer, shared definitions 
and institutional meaning. “Student,” “risk,” “progress,” 
and “completion” mean the same thing everywhere, 
not something different in every system.

Third, it models relationships through knowledge 
graphs, allowing the institution to understand how 
people, policies, events, and outcomes are connected 
over time, not just reported after the fact.

But intelligence alone is not enough. 
You can’t stop there.

Insight without action does not change outcomes.

This is where many AI strategies quietly fail. They stop 
at understanding, leaving the institution no better 
equipped to actually do anything differently.

A true cognitive layer includes agentic workflow 
orchestration—the ability to automatically coordinate 
work across departments, systems, and roles in 
response to a single request or event.

Consider something as routine as a student 
requesting a change of major.

On the surface, this looks simple. In reality, it often 
requires coordinated action across Academic Affairs, 
the Registrar, Financial Aid, Advising, Degree Audit, 
and sometimes Housing or Athletics. Today, that 
coordination is manual and opaque—emails, tickets, 
approvals, re-entry of data, physical paper, and 
weeks of uncertainty for the student.

In a cognitive-layer model, the student makes a single 
request through a unified interface. The system 
understands the context—academic standing, 
financial aid implications, policy constraints—and 
automatically routes work to the appropriate parties. 
Tasks are tracked. Governance is enforced. Exceptions 
are flagged. And the completed outcome is delivered 
back to the student in one place.

This is not unlike how modern consumer 
platforms operate.

When someone requests an Uber ride, hundreds of 
systems—identity, routing, pricing, payments, 
notifications, fulfillment—work together invisibly in 
response to a single human action. The user does 
not manage the complexity. The system does.

Higher education has the same opportunity.

AI agents, operating within governed workflows, can 
initiate, monitor, escalate, and complete work across 
systems that were never designed to coordinate on 
their own. Students and staff experience simplicity. 
The institution experiences coherence.
That is the promise of the cognitive layer: 
not just smarter data, but coordinated action 
at an institutional scale.

The System-of-Systems Reality — 
and Why It’s The Future

Many institutions have spent years trying to reduce 
the number of systems they run. The impulse is 
understandable: fewer systems feel simpler, safer, 
and easier to govern.

But higher education is not moving toward a monolithic 
future. It is moving toward a system-of-systems 
reality—and that is not a failure. It is an honest reflection 
of how institutions work.

Different domains require different strengths. 
Recruitment and marketing operate differently from 
degree planning. Financial aid is governed by dynamic 
regulation. Learning engagement is shaped by 
pedagogy and course design. Advising is 
human-centered and policy-bounded. No single 
platform excels at all of these simultaneously across 
institution types and governance models.

As a result, best-in-class solutions will remain part of 
the landscape. Institutions will continue to run an SIS, 
an LMS, a CRM, an ERP, and a growing ecosystem of 
specialized tools. Attempts to ‘standardize everything’ 
often lead to watered-down functionality, rigid 
processes, and expensive customization battles.

Just talk to any institution that is trying to get 
Salesforce, Banner SaaS, or Workday to “do it all.”
The strategic question, then, is not how to eliminate 
systems. It is how to make systems cooperate.

This is exactly what the cognitive layer enables. It does 
not replace systems. It connects them. It supplies 
shared meaning. It coordinates workflows. It makes 
the system-of-systems behave like a coherent 
institution rather than a collection of departments 
with competing data.

What AI Looks Like After 
Intelligence Is In Place

Once data is unified, contextualized, and actionable, 
AI stops being experimental and starts 
becoming operational.

The shift is subtle but profound. Institutions move 
away from isolated pilots and toward domains of 
intelligence—areas where AI agents work together 
across systems to deliver measurable outcomes.

Enrollment intelligence becomes possible when 
recruitment data, inquiry behavior, financial signals, 
and academic intent are understood as a whole
—not as disconnected reports.

Persistence and risk intelligence emerge when 
academic performance, engagement patterns, 
financial stressors, and policy thresholds are 
evaluated continuously, not episodically.

Advising and degree navigation intelligence takes 
shape when curriculum rules, progress data, and 
student goals are aligned in real time, allowing 
proactive guidance rather than reactive intervention.

Staff workflow intelligence transforms operations 
when routine requests, approvals, and exceptions 
are handled automatically—freeing staff to focus 
on high-value, human work.

In each case, AI is not operating in isolation. It is 
reasoning over institutional context, acting through 
orchestrated workflows, and delivering outcomes 
through a unified experience.

This is why intelligence must come 
before automation.

Without shared context, AI agents produce noise. 
With it, they become force multipliers.

Institutions that reach this stage experience a 
noticeable shift. Decision-making accelerates. 

Staff regain capacity. Students encounter clarity 
instead of friction. And leadership gains visibility 
into what is actually happening—not weeks later, 
but in real time.

This is what AI looks like when it is grounded in 
intelligence rather than novelty.

Governance in the Age of 
Institutional Intelligence

In the early phase of AI adoption, governance 
conversations tend to focus on tools: which vendors 
are approved, which models can be used, and which 
prompts are permitted.

That is necessary—but it is not sufficient.

In the future-ready view, the real governance 
responsibility shifts from approving tools to 
stewarding institutional intelligence.

This includes governance of meaning (semantic 
definitions), governance of access (who can see and 
act on what), governance of workflow (how actions
 are initiated, routed, and audited), and governance 
of outcomes (what the institution is optimizing for 
and how impact is measured).

Presidents and cabinets should treat the cognitive 
layer as institutional infrastructure, not as an IT 
experiment. It shapes how the institution makes 
decisions, serves students, and allocates resources. 
(Note: A sound cognitive layer will have built-in 
data governance.)  

Boards should treat institutional intelligence as a 
stewardship topic. The question is not, “Do we like this AI 
tool?” The question is, “Are we building an institution that 
can think and act coherently, safely, and transparently?”

CIOs play a critical role as enablers of scale and safety. 
Their job is to ensure security, integration, reliability, 
and governance by design, so that innovation can occur 
without chaos.

Faculty and staff should be empowered to innovate 
inside guardrails. In intelligent institutions, innovation 
is not centralized in a single team. It is distributed—
but governed.

This governance model should be auditable, 
policy-aware, and human-in-the-loop. AI agents must 
operate within constraints that reflect institutional 
policy, student privacy, and ethical commitments.

The institutions that succeed will be those 
that make governance a multiplier, not a 
bottleneck—embedding safety in the architecture 
so that innovation can accelerate.

A common reaction to the cognitive layer vision is, 
“This sounds ideal, but is it realistic for my institution?”

As of 2026, it is not only realistic—it is the most practical 
modernization path available.
The reason is simple: 

Institutions no longer need to 
replace core systems to modernize 
intelligence. They can connect 
what they already have, apply 
shared meaning, and orchestrate 
action on top of it.

This approach scales incrementally. Institutions can 
begin with one domain, prove value, and expand. 
They can avoid multi-year innovation freezes due to a 
massive implementation that consumes staff capacity 
and delays every other initiative.

It is also financially rational. 

Building intelligence above systems typically costs a 
fraction of large-scale ERP or SIS replacement, while 
delivering value within months, not decades. Instead 
of paying the reinvention of baseline functionality, 
institutions invest in outcomes: reducing friction, 
improving retention, accelerating service delivery, 
and increasing staff capacity.

Most importantly, this approach respects the 
institution’s most constrained resource: people. 
Rather than burying staff in years of configuration 
and remediation, it unleashes them into a journey of 
continuous improvement—where they can design, test, 
and refine AI-enabled experiences that match the 
institution’s mission.

Practical modernization is not about spending more. 
It is about spending smarter—on intelligence, 
orchestration, and measurable outcomes.

A New Mandate for Higher 
Education Leaders

Higher education is at a strategic fork in the road.

One path is familiar: more systems, more 
implementations, more disruption—an instinct to 
modernize by replacement. This path is expensive, 
slow, and often misaligned with the pace of change 
now accelerating around institutions.

A better path is now available: modernization 
through institutional intelligence. Connect systems 
rather than replace them. Make data meaningful. 
Orchestrate work. Deliver experiences that feel modern 

because they are powered by coherence, not by 
a new login screen.

The institutions that thrive in the AI era will not be those 
that replace the most systems, but those that build 
the clearest intelligence layer.

Leadership now means intelligence over infrastructure, 
orchestration over replacement, stewardship over 
momentum, and outcomes over optics.

This is not a call to slow down. It is a call to move 
forward intelligently—so that the institution gains 
capacity rather than loses it, and so that 
modernization produces results rather than regret.

From Insight to Action: 
A Practical Pathway to 
Institutional Intelligence

At this point, a natural question arises: If this is the 
future, how does an institution actually begin?

The answer is not a checklist, a pilot frenzy, or a rush 
to procure new tools. Institutions that succeed in the 
AI era follow a deliberate sequence—one that 
prioritizes intelligence, governance, and outcomes 
over speed and optics.

What follows is a practical pathway for leaders 
who want to modernize responsibly, without 
overwhelming staff or betting the institution 
on unproven assumptions.

Step 1: 
Start With The President. Nobody, and we mean 
nobody else in the institution, can and should own the 
overall AI strategy. It starts and stays with the 
President. Only the President has the cross-institutional 
perspective - without the siloed agenda. The President 
should start with the question “How do we make our 
data intelligent?”, not “How do we adopt AI?”

Step 2: 
Map Fragmentation, Not Just Systems. The President 
tasks the CIO and a supporting team to identify where 
data lives, where definitions conflict, where decisions 
stall, and where staff compensate manually. This is not 
a technology exercise alone. This is an institution-wide 
mapping of business processes, technology, and 
journeys to find where the friction resides. 

Step 3: 
Establish Governance With Intelligence In Mind. 
Start with an innovation-minded team. This means 
identifying the mindset of each potential participant to 
make sure it is aligned for entrepreneurial thinking, and 
not bureaucratic obstacles. Titles should be completely 
irrelevant on this team. You want the problem solvers 
and innovators here, not the obstructionists.
 
Step 4: 
Build the Cognitive Layer Above Existing Systems. 
Identify a single system you will install on top of all your 
legacy technology and SaaS that comes pre-plumbed 
with data fabric, semantics, knowledge graphs, 
and orchestrated workflows—without 
disruptive replacement.

Step 5: 
Create One Domain of Intelligence. Choose a 
domain—enrollment, persistence, advising, financial 
sustainability, or staff workflow automation—where 
intelligence can deliver clear value. We’d recommend 
starting with the area where the institution stands to 
benefit the most. Deploy the Cognitive Layer and build 
your AI use cases on top. (Note: With the right Cognitive 
Layer in place, you can use student workers to build AI 
agents for virtually any use case on campus. This does 
not take overpriced consultants to do.) 9 out of 10 
times, this will include some agentic orchestration - 
where AI Agents trigger and deliver things like nudges, 
alerts, task assignment, task execution, and 
completion. This will demonstrate to staff that Agentic 
AI doesn’t need to replace their job; it just makes their 
job easier and faster. 

Step 6: 
Measure & Optimize: As pilots turn into scaled 
deployments, measure everything from money saved 
(Yes, you will be able to sunset overpriced platforms 
like EAB), speed to outcome, and institutional KPIs. 
Invite staff to an annual innovation lab/hackathon to 
optimize current results and identify new use cases for 
the future. 

Step 7: 
Scale Intelligence, Not Tools. Expand domains by 
reusing the same foundations so value compounds 
while complexity stays under control. Take the 
foundation of Steps 5 and 6, and scale them across 
the institution. You’ll have the empirical data to make 
the business case for why.

Summary
Artificial intelligence is advancing rapidly, 
expectations from students and staff are rising just as 
fast, and institutions are under increasing pressure to 
do more with fewer resources. In response, many 
campuses 
are experimenting aggressively — launching pilots, 
adopting tools, and forming task forces — yet too few 
are seeing durable, institution-wide impact.

This paper argues that the gap is not effort, intent, 
or even technology. It is architecture.

Institutions do not need more AI tools. They need 
institutional intelligence — a cognitive layer that 
brings data together from siloed systems, applies 
shared meaning and governance, and enables AI 
agents to act across departments and workflows in 
service of real outcomes.

The path forward does not require ripping and 
replacing core systems, freezing innovation for years, 
or betting the institution on monolithic platforms. It 
requires a different way of thinking about 

modernization — one that prioritizes orchestration 
over consolidation, intelligence over infrastructure, 
and outcomes over optics.

The practical pathway outlined here is achievable 
today. Institutions are already using this approach to:

• Reduce staff workload and burnout,
• Accelerate service delivery,
• Improve student experience and persistence,
• and unlock measurable ROI from AI without 

chaos or risk.

That said, making this shift is not trivial. It requires 
leadership alignment, architectural clarity, and 
experience navigating the organizational realities 
of higher education.

If this paper resonates — or if your institution is feeling 
pressure to “do something” with AI but wants to avoid 
false starts, vendor hype, or expensive missteps 
— we can help.

Our work focuses on helping Presidents, Boards, 
and executive teams:

• assess their current level of fragmentation,
• design an intelligence-first architecture aligned 

to their mission,
• and move from experimentation to outcomes 

without overwhelming staff or disrupting 
core operations.

If you’d like to explore what this could look like for 
your institution, we welcome the conversation.

Sometimes the most important 
modernization decision is not what 
technology to buy — 
but how to think differently about 
the future you’re building.
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The AI Moment — and Why 
It Feels Underwhelming

Higher education has officially entered the AI era.

Institutions are experimenting with chatbots, piloting 
generative tools, issuing AI guidelines, and standing up 
task forces at a rapid pace. On paper, activity is 
everywhere. And yet, beneath the surface, a quiet 
frustration is emerging. Despite the attention, the 
investment, and the urgency, outcomes feel largely 
unchanged.

Student success metrics remain stubborn. Staff 
workloads feel no lighter. Decision-making is not 
materially faster or more informed. For many leaders, AI 
feels present—but not transformative.

This disconnect is not a failure of imagination or effort. 
It is a structural problem.

AI has been layered onto institutions that were never 
designed to think as a whole. Data remains fragmented 
across systems. Context is lost between platforms. 
Workflows are manual, opaque, and departmentalized. 
In that environment, even the most powerful AI tools 
can only operate at the surface.

They answer questions, but they do not change 
outcomes. They summarize data, but they do not 
coordinate action. They create activity, but not 
intelligence.

As a result, institutions find themselves busy—launching 
pilots, evaluating vendors, debating policy...without 
becoming meaningfully smarter.

This is the defining tension of the current moment. AI is 
advancing rapidly, but institutional architecture has not 
kept pace. Until that gap is addressed, AI will continue 
to feel impressive in demonstrations and 
underwhelming in practice.

The challenge, then, is not adopting AI. It is creating the 
conditions under which AI can actually work.

The Real Problem: 
Fragmentation Masquerading 
as Complexity

Higher education is genuinely complex. It serves 
diverse learners. It operates under layered policy and 
accreditation requirements. It spans academic, 
financial, and human systems with deep 
interdependencies.

But what most institutions experience day to day is 
not complexity. It is fragmentation—fragmentation 
that looks like complexity because it forces humans to 
do the work that an integrated institution should do 
automatically.

Fragmentation shows up everywhere: student 
information in one system, learning management in 
another, advising notes in a third, financial stress 
signals somewhere else, and identity and permissions 
managed separately. Each system is “right” inside its 
own boundaries. None of them, on their own, can 
explain what is happening with a student, a cohort, or 
an institution in motion.

When a leader asks, “How many students are at risk 
right now?”, the answer depends on where you look, 
how you define risk, and which office is asked to 
produce the report. That is not a data problem. That is 
an intelligence problem.

Fragmentation also creates operational drag. A 
student request—withdrawal, change of major, leave 
of absence, residency change, information on a 
transcript hold—often spans multiple departments, 
multiple policies, and multiple systems. 

Because the institution is not 
orchestrated, the work becomes 
email chains, spreadsheets, 
handoffs, and re-keying 
information. Staff becomes 
the integration layer.

Over time, institutions normalize this as ‘how 
higher ed works.’ It isn’t. It’s how fragmented 
organizations survive.

AI does not fix fragmentation on its own. In fact, 
fragmentation is the reason many AI efforts stall. 
Without shared context, AI produces inconsistent 
answers, brittle automations, and low trust. Leaders 
then conclude that the technology is immature, 
when the real issue is the institution’s architecture.

To modernize intelligently, institutions must name 
the real problem. Fragmentation is the bottleneck. 
Fixing it is the prerequisite to outcomes.

Why Data Is Still “Dumb” 
in Higher Education

Institutions often assume that having data means 
they are positioned for AI. 

They are not.

Data becomes valuable for AI only when it is coherent, 
contextual, and governable. In most institutions, data is 
abundant but ‘dumb’, not because it lacks volume, but 
because it lacks meaning.

Consider the simplest words in higher education: 
student, enrolled, full-time, active, at risk. These terms 
frequently mean different things across offices and 
systems. A CRM may define a user differently than the 
SIS. An advising platform may define risk differently 
than institutional research. Financial aid may treat 
status changes on different timelines than the registrar. 
Each definition is defensible. Together, they create 
confusion.

This is why institutions spend enormous effort 
producing reports, reconciling contradictions, and 
debating numbers rather than acting on them. When 
data lacks shared meaning, institutions cannot move 
quickly. They cannot automate responsibly. They 
cannot scale interventions with confidence.

Generative AI compounds 
this challenge. 

Large language models can be remarkably 
capable—but they are not magical. They do not ‘know’ 
your institution. They cannot infer policy nuances 
safely. They cannot be trusted to act on sensitive 
decisions without grounded, contextual data and 
governance.

When institutions skip the work of context, they end up 
with AI experiences that feel impressive but are 
unreliable: answers that vary by prompt, 
recommendations that ignore policy constraints, and 
automations that create new exceptions faster than 
they resolve old ones.

The solution is not simply better dashboards or bigger 
warehouses. The solution is institutional context: 
shared semantics, relationships across entities, 
policy-aware constraints, and auditable governance. 
That is what turns dumb data into usable intelligence.

Until data becomes intelligent, 
AI will remain a layer of novelty 
rather than a driver of outcomes

From Systems to Intelligence: 
The Cognitive Layer

Real transformation begins when institutions stop 
centering systems and start building intelligence.

For decades, higher education technology strategy 
has revolved around systems: the SIS, the LMS, the 
CRM, the ERP. Each was implemented to solve a 
specific problem. Each performs its function 
reasonably well. And each now holds a critical slice of 
institutional data.

The problem is not that these systems exist. The 
problem is that they were never designed to 
understand one another.

The next era of modernization 
is not about replacing these 
systems. 

It is about connecting them through a cognitive 
layer—an intelligence layer that sits above existing 
platforms and allows the institution to think, reason, 
and act as a whole.

At its core, a cognitive layer does four essential things.

First, it establishes a data fabric that connects siloed 
systems without disrupting them. Student, academic, 
financial, and engagement data can flow across 
platforms while preserving system ownership 
and integrity.

Second, it applies a semantic layer, shared definitions 
and institutional meaning. “Student,” “risk,” “progress,” 
and “completion” mean the same thing everywhere, 
not something different in every system.

Third, it models relationships through knowledge 
graphs, allowing the institution to understand how 
people, policies, events, and outcomes are connected 
over time, not just reported after the fact.

But intelligence alone is not enough. 
You can’t stop there.

Insight without action does not change outcomes.

This is where many AI strategies quietly fail. They stop 
at understanding, leaving the institution no better 
equipped to actually do anything differently.

A true cognitive layer includes agentic workflow 
orchestration—the ability to automatically coordinate 
work across departments, systems, and roles in 
response to a single request or event.

Consider something as routine as a student 
requesting a change of major.

On the surface, this looks simple. In reality, it often 
requires coordinated action across Academic Affairs, 
the Registrar, Financial Aid, Advising, Degree Audit, 
and sometimes Housing or Athletics. Today, that 
coordination is manual and opaque—emails, tickets, 
approvals, re-entry of data, physical paper, and 
weeks of uncertainty for the student.

In a cognitive-layer model, the student makes a single 
request through a unified interface. The system 
understands the context—academic standing, 
financial aid implications, policy constraints—and 
automatically routes work to the appropriate parties. 
Tasks are tracked. Governance is enforced. Exceptions 
are flagged. And the completed outcome is delivered 
back to the student in one place.

This is not unlike how modern consumer 
platforms operate.

When someone requests an Uber ride, hundreds of 
systems—identity, routing, pricing, payments, 
notifications, fulfillment—work together invisibly in 
response to a single human action. The user does 
not manage the complexity. The system does.

Higher education has the same opportunity.

AI agents, operating within governed workflows, can 
initiate, monitor, escalate, and complete work across 
systems that were never designed to coordinate on 
their own. Students and staff experience simplicity. 
The institution experiences coherence.
That is the promise of the cognitive layer: 
not just smarter data, but coordinated action 
at an institutional scale.

The System-of-Systems Reality — 
and Why It’s The Future

Many institutions have spent years trying to reduce 
the number of systems they run. The impulse is 
understandable: fewer systems feel simpler, safer, 
and easier to govern.

But higher education is not moving toward a monolithic 
future. It is moving toward a system-of-systems 
reality—and that is not a failure. It is an honest reflection 
of how institutions work.

Different domains require different strengths. 
Recruitment and marketing operate differently from 
degree planning. Financial aid is governed by dynamic 
regulation. Learning engagement is shaped by 
pedagogy and course design. Advising is 
human-centered and policy-bounded. No single 
platform excels at all of these simultaneously across 
institution types and governance models.

As a result, best-in-class solutions will remain part of 
the landscape. Institutions will continue to run an SIS, 
an LMS, a CRM, an ERP, and a growing ecosystem of 
specialized tools. Attempts to ‘standardize everything’ 
often lead to watered-down functionality, rigid 
processes, and expensive customization battles.

Just talk to any institution that is trying to get 
Salesforce, Banner SaaS, or Workday to “do it all.”
The strategic question, then, is not how to eliminate 
systems. It is how to make systems cooperate.

This is exactly what the cognitive layer enables. It does 
not replace systems. It connects them. It supplies 
shared meaning. It coordinates workflows. It makes 
the system-of-systems behave like a coherent 
institution rather than a collection of departments 
with competing data.

What AI Looks Like After 
Intelligence Is In Place

Once data is unified, contextualized, and actionable, 
AI stops being experimental and starts 
becoming operational.

The shift is subtle but profound. Institutions move 
away from isolated pilots and toward domains of 
intelligence—areas where AI agents work together 
across systems to deliver measurable outcomes.

Enrollment intelligence becomes possible when 
recruitment data, inquiry behavior, financial signals, 
and academic intent are understood as a whole
—not as disconnected reports.

Persistence and risk intelligence emerge when 
academic performance, engagement patterns, 
financial stressors, and policy thresholds are 
evaluated continuously, not episodically.

Advising and degree navigation intelligence takes 
shape when curriculum rules, progress data, and 
student goals are aligned in real time, allowing 
proactive guidance rather than reactive intervention.

Staff workflow intelligence transforms operations 
when routine requests, approvals, and exceptions 
are handled automatically—freeing staff to focus 
on high-value, human work.

In each case, AI is not operating in isolation. It is 
reasoning over institutional context, acting through 
orchestrated workflows, and delivering outcomes 
through a unified experience.

This is why intelligence must come 
before automation.

Without shared context, AI agents produce noise. 
With it, they become force multipliers.

Institutions that reach this stage experience a 
noticeable shift. Decision-making accelerates. 

Staff regain capacity. Students encounter clarity 
instead of friction. And leadership gains visibility 
into what is actually happening—not weeks later, 
but in real time.

This is what AI looks like when it is grounded in 
intelligence rather than novelty.

Governance in the Age of 
Institutional Intelligence

In the early phase of AI adoption, governance 
conversations tend to focus on tools: which vendors 
are approved, which models can be used, and which 
prompts are permitted.

That is necessary—but it is not sufficient.

In the future-ready view, the real governance 
responsibility shifts from approving tools to 
stewarding institutional intelligence.

This includes governance of meaning (semantic 
definitions), governance of access (who can see and 
act on what), governance of workflow (how actions
 are initiated, routed, and audited), and governance 
of outcomes (what the institution is optimizing for 
and how impact is measured).

Presidents and cabinets should treat the cognitive 
layer as institutional infrastructure, not as an IT 
experiment. It shapes how the institution makes 
decisions, serves students, and allocates resources. 
(Note: A sound cognitive layer will have built-in 
data governance.)  

Boards should treat institutional intelligence as a 
stewardship topic. The question is not, “Do we like this AI 
tool?” The question is, “Are we building an institution that 
can think and act coherently, safely, and transparently?”

CIOs play a critical role as enablers of scale and safety. 
Their job is to ensure security, integration, reliability, 
and governance by design, so that innovation can occur 
without chaos.

Faculty and staff should be empowered to innovate 
inside guardrails. In intelligent institutions, innovation 
is not centralized in a single team. It is distributed—
but governed.

This governance model should be auditable, 
policy-aware, and human-in-the-loop. AI agents must 
operate within constraints that reflect institutional 
policy, student privacy, and ethical commitments.

The institutions that succeed will be those 
that make governance a multiplier, not a 
bottleneck—embedding safety in the architecture 
so that innovation can accelerate.

A common reaction to the cognitive layer vision is, 
“This sounds ideal, but is it realistic for my institution?”

As of 2026, it is not only realistic—it is the most practical 
modernization path available.
The reason is simple: 

Institutions no longer need to 
replace core systems to modernize 
intelligence. They can connect 
what they already have, apply 
shared meaning, and orchestrate 
action on top of it.

This approach scales incrementally. Institutions can 
begin with one domain, prove value, and expand. 
They can avoid multi-year innovation freezes due to a 
massive implementation that consumes staff capacity 
and delays every other initiative.

It is also financially rational. 

Building intelligence above systems typically costs a 
fraction of large-scale ERP or SIS replacement, while 
delivering value within months, not decades. Instead 
of paying the reinvention of baseline functionality, 
institutions invest in outcomes: reducing friction, 
improving retention, accelerating service delivery, 
and increasing staff capacity.

Most importantly, this approach respects the 
institution’s most constrained resource: people. 
Rather than burying staff in years of configuration 
and remediation, it unleashes them into a journey of 
continuous improvement—where they can design, test, 
and refine AI-enabled experiences that match the 
institution’s mission.

Practical modernization is not about spending more. 
It is about spending smarter—on intelligence, 
orchestration, and measurable outcomes.

A New Mandate for Higher 
Education Leaders

Higher education is at a strategic fork in the road.

One path is familiar: more systems, more 
implementations, more disruption—an instinct to 
modernize by replacement. This path is expensive, 
slow, and often misaligned with the pace of change 
now accelerating around institutions.

A better path is now available: modernization 
through institutional intelligence. Connect systems 
rather than replace them. Make data meaningful. 
Orchestrate work. Deliver experiences that feel modern 

because they are powered by coherence, not by 
a new login screen.

The institutions that thrive in the AI era will not be those 
that replace the most systems, but those that build 
the clearest intelligence layer.

Leadership now means intelligence over infrastructure, 
orchestration over replacement, stewardship over 
momentum, and outcomes over optics.

This is not a call to slow down. It is a call to move 
forward intelligently—so that the institution gains 
capacity rather than loses it, and so that 
modernization produces results rather than regret.

From Insight to Action: 
A Practical Pathway to 
Institutional Intelligence

At this point, a natural question arises: If this is the 
future, how does an institution actually begin?

The answer is not a checklist, a pilot frenzy, or a rush 
to procure new tools. Institutions that succeed in the 
AI era follow a deliberate sequence—one that 
prioritizes intelligence, governance, and outcomes 
over speed and optics.

What follows is a practical pathway for leaders 
who want to modernize responsibly, without 
overwhelming staff or betting the institution 
on unproven assumptions.

Step 1: 
Start With The President. Nobody, and we mean 
nobody else in the institution, can and should own the 
overall AI strategy. It starts and stays with the 
President. Only the President has the cross-institutional 
perspective - without the siloed agenda. The President 
should start with the question “How do we make our 
data intelligent?”, not “How do we adopt AI?”

Step 2: 
Map Fragmentation, Not Just Systems. The President 
tasks the CIO and a supporting team to identify where 
data lives, where definitions conflict, where decisions 
stall, and where staff compensate manually. This is not 
a technology exercise alone. This is an institution-wide 
mapping of business processes, technology, and 
journeys to find where the friction resides. 

Step 3: 
Establish Governance With Intelligence In Mind. 
Start with an innovation-minded team. This means 
identifying the mindset of each potential participant to 
make sure it is aligned for entrepreneurial thinking, and 
not bureaucratic obstacles. Titles should be completely 
irrelevant on this team. You want the problem solvers 
and innovators here, not the obstructionists.
 
Step 4: 
Build the Cognitive Layer Above Existing Systems. 
Identify a single system you will install on top of all your 
legacy technology and SaaS that comes pre-plumbed 
with data fabric, semantics, knowledge graphs, 
and orchestrated workflows—without 
disruptive replacement.

Step 5: 
Create One Domain of Intelligence. Choose a 
domain—enrollment, persistence, advising, financial 
sustainability, or staff workflow automation—where 
intelligence can deliver clear value. We’d recommend 
starting with the area where the institution stands to 
benefit the most. Deploy the Cognitive Layer and build 
your AI use cases on top. (Note: With the right Cognitive 
Layer in place, you can use student workers to build AI 
agents for virtually any use case on campus. This does 
not take overpriced consultants to do.) 9 out of 10 
times, this will include some agentic orchestration - 
where AI Agents trigger and deliver things like nudges, 
alerts, task assignment, task execution, and 
completion. This will demonstrate to staff that Agentic 
AI doesn’t need to replace their job; it just makes their 
job easier and faster. 

Step 6: 
Measure & Optimize: As pilots turn into scaled 
deployments, measure everything from money saved 
(Yes, you will be able to sunset overpriced platforms 
like EAB), speed to outcome, and institutional KPIs. 
Invite staff to an annual innovation lab/hackathon to 
optimize current results and identify new use cases for 
the future. 

Step 7: 
Scale Intelligence, Not Tools. Expand domains by 
reusing the same foundations so value compounds 
while complexity stays under control. Take the 
foundation of Steps 5 and 6, and scale them across 
the institution. You’ll have the empirical data to make 
the business case for why.

Summary
Artificial intelligence is advancing rapidly, 
expectations from students and staff are rising just as 
fast, and institutions are under increasing pressure to 
do more with fewer resources. In response, many 
campuses 
are experimenting aggressively — launching pilots, 
adopting tools, and forming task forces — yet too few 
are seeing durable, institution-wide impact.

This paper argues that the gap is not effort, intent, 
or even technology. It is architecture.

Institutions do not need more AI tools. They need 
institutional intelligence — a cognitive layer that 
brings data together from siloed systems, applies 
shared meaning and governance, and enables AI 
agents to act across departments and workflows in 
service of real outcomes.

The path forward does not require ripping and 
replacing core systems, freezing innovation for years, 
or betting the institution on monolithic platforms. It 
requires a different way of thinking about 

modernization — one that prioritizes orchestration 
over consolidation, intelligence over infrastructure, 
and outcomes over optics.

The practical pathway outlined here is achievable 
today. Institutions are already using this approach to:

• Reduce staff workload and burnout,
• Accelerate service delivery,
• Improve student experience and persistence,
• and unlock measurable ROI from AI without 

chaos or risk.

That said, making this shift is not trivial. It requires 
leadership alignment, architectural clarity, and 
experience navigating the organizational realities 
of higher education.

If this paper resonates — or if your institution is feeling 
pressure to “do something” with AI but wants to avoid 
false starts, vendor hype, or expensive missteps 
— we can help.

Our work focuses on helping Presidents, Boards, 
and executive teams:

• assess their current level of fragmentation,
• design an intelligence-first architecture aligned 

to their mission,
• and move from experimentation to outcomes 

without overwhelming staff or disrupting 
core operations.

If you’d like to explore what this could look like for 
your institution, we welcome the conversation.

Sometimes the most important 
modernization decision is not what 
technology to buy — 
but how to think differently about 
the future you’re building.
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The AI Moment — and Why 
It Feels Underwhelming

Higher education has officially entered the AI era.

Institutions are experimenting with chatbots, piloting 
generative tools, issuing AI guidelines, and standing up 
task forces at a rapid pace. On paper, activity is 
everywhere. And yet, beneath the surface, a quiet 
frustration is emerging. Despite the attention, the 
investment, and the urgency, outcomes feel largely 
unchanged.

Student success metrics remain stubborn. Staff 
workloads feel no lighter. Decision-making is not 
materially faster or more informed. For many leaders, AI 
feels present—but not transformative.

This disconnect is not a failure of imagination or effort. 
It is a structural problem.

AI has been layered onto institutions that were never 
designed to think as a whole. Data remains fragmented 
across systems. Context is lost between platforms. 
Workflows are manual, opaque, and departmentalized. 
In that environment, even the most powerful AI tools 
can only operate at the surface.

They answer questions, but they do not change 
outcomes. They summarize data, but they do not 
coordinate action. They create activity, but not 
intelligence.

As a result, institutions find themselves busy—launching 
pilots, evaluating vendors, debating policy...without 
becoming meaningfully smarter.

This is the defining tension of the current moment. AI is 
advancing rapidly, but institutional architecture has not 
kept pace. Until that gap is addressed, AI will continue 
to feel impressive in demonstrations and 
underwhelming in practice.

The challenge, then, is not adopting AI. It is creating the 
conditions under which AI can actually work.

The Real Problem: 
Fragmentation Masquerading 
as Complexity

Higher education is genuinely complex. It serves 
diverse learners. It operates under layered policy and 
accreditation requirements. It spans academic, 
financial, and human systems with deep 
interdependencies.

But what most institutions experience day to day is 
not complexity. It is fragmentation—fragmentation 
that looks like complexity because it forces humans to 
do the work that an integrated institution should do 
automatically.

Fragmentation shows up everywhere: student 
information in one system, learning management in 
another, advising notes in a third, financial stress 
signals somewhere else, and identity and permissions 
managed separately. Each system is “right” inside its 
own boundaries. None of them, on their own, can 
explain what is happening with a student, a cohort, or 
an institution in motion.

When a leader asks, “How many students are at risk 
right now?”, the answer depends on where you look, 
how you define risk, and which office is asked to 
produce the report. That is not a data problem. That is 
an intelligence problem.

Fragmentation also creates operational drag. A 
student request—withdrawal, change of major, leave 
of absence, residency change, information on a 
transcript hold—often spans multiple departments, 
multiple policies, and multiple systems. 

Because the institution is not 
orchestrated, the work becomes 
email chains, spreadsheets, 
handoffs, and re-keying 
information. Staff becomes 
the integration layer.

Over time, institutions normalize this as ‘how 
higher ed works.’ It isn’t. It’s how fragmented 
organizations survive.

AI does not fix fragmentation on its own. In fact, 
fragmentation is the reason many AI efforts stall. 
Without shared context, AI produces inconsistent 
answers, brittle automations, and low trust. Leaders 
then conclude that the technology is immature, 
when the real issue is the institution’s architecture.

To modernize intelligently, institutions must name 
the real problem. Fragmentation is the bottleneck. 
Fixing it is the prerequisite to outcomes.

Why Data Is Still “Dumb” 
in Higher Education

Institutions often assume that having data means 
they are positioned for AI. 

They are not.

Data becomes valuable for AI only when it is coherent, 
contextual, and governable. In most institutions, data is 
abundant but ‘dumb’, not because it lacks volume, but 
because it lacks meaning.

Consider the simplest words in higher education: 
student, enrolled, full-time, active, at risk. These terms 
frequently mean different things across offices and 
systems. A CRM may define a user differently than the 
SIS. An advising platform may define risk differently 
than institutional research. Financial aid may treat 
status changes on different timelines than the registrar. 
Each definition is defensible. Together, they create 
confusion.

This is why institutions spend enormous effort 
producing reports, reconciling contradictions, and 
debating numbers rather than acting on them. When 
data lacks shared meaning, institutions cannot move 
quickly. They cannot automate responsibly. They 
cannot scale interventions with confidence.

Generative AI compounds 
this challenge. 

Large language models can be remarkably 
capable—but they are not magical. They do not ‘know’ 
your institution. They cannot infer policy nuances 
safely. They cannot be trusted to act on sensitive 
decisions without grounded, contextual data and 
governance.

When institutions skip the work of context, they end up 
with AI experiences that feel impressive but are 
unreliable: answers that vary by prompt, 
recommendations that ignore policy constraints, and 
automations that create new exceptions faster than 
they resolve old ones.

The solution is not simply better dashboards or bigger 
warehouses. The solution is institutional context: 
shared semantics, relationships across entities, 
policy-aware constraints, and auditable governance. 
That is what turns dumb data into usable intelligence.

Until data becomes intelligent, 
AI will remain a layer of novelty 
rather than a driver of outcomes

From Systems to Intelligence: 
The Cognitive Layer

Real transformation begins when institutions stop 
centering systems and start building intelligence.

For decades, higher education technology strategy 
has revolved around systems: the SIS, the LMS, the 
CRM, the ERP. Each was implemented to solve a 
specific problem. Each performs its function 
reasonably well. And each now holds a critical slice of 
institutional data.

The problem is not that these systems exist. The 
problem is that they were never designed to 
understand one another.

The next era of modernization 
is not about replacing these 
systems. 

It is about connecting them through a cognitive 
layer—an intelligence layer that sits above existing 
platforms and allows the institution to think, reason, 
and act as a whole.

At its core, a cognitive layer does four essential things.

First, it establishes a data fabric that connects siloed 
systems without disrupting them. Student, academic, 
financial, and engagement data can flow across 
platforms while preserving system ownership 
and integrity.

Second, it applies a semantic layer, shared definitions 
and institutional meaning. “Student,” “risk,” “progress,” 
and “completion” mean the same thing everywhere, 
not something different in every system.

Third, it models relationships through knowledge 
graphs, allowing the institution to understand how 
people, policies, events, and outcomes are connected 
over time, not just reported after the fact.

But intelligence alone is not enough. 
You can’t stop there.

Insight without action does not change outcomes.

This is where many AI strategies quietly fail. They stop 
at understanding, leaving the institution no better 
equipped to actually do anything differently.

A true cognitive layer includes agentic workflow 
orchestration—the ability to automatically coordinate 
work across departments, systems, and roles in 
response to a single request or event.

Consider something as routine as a student 
requesting a change of major.

On the surface, this looks simple. In reality, it often 
requires coordinated action across Academic Affairs, 
the Registrar, Financial Aid, Advising, Degree Audit, 
and sometimes Housing or Athletics. Today, that 
coordination is manual and opaque—emails, tickets, 
approvals, re-entry of data, physical paper, and 
weeks of uncertainty for the student.

In a cognitive-layer model, the student makes a single 
request through a unified interface. The system 
understands the context—academic standing, 
financial aid implications, policy constraints—and 
automatically routes work to the appropriate parties. 
Tasks are tracked. Governance is enforced. Exceptions 
are flagged. And the completed outcome is delivered 
back to the student in one place.

This is not unlike how modern consumer 
platforms operate.

When someone requests an Uber ride, hundreds of 
systems—identity, routing, pricing, payments, 
notifications, fulfillment—work together invisibly in 
response to a single human action. The user does 
not manage the complexity. The system does.

Higher education has the same opportunity.

AI agents, operating within governed workflows, can 
initiate, monitor, escalate, and complete work across 
systems that were never designed to coordinate on 
their own. Students and staff experience simplicity. 
The institution experiences coherence.
That is the promise of the cognitive layer: 
not just smarter data, but coordinated action 
at an institutional scale.

The System-of-Systems Reality — 
and Why It’s The Future

Many institutions have spent years trying to reduce 
the number of systems they run. The impulse is 
understandable: fewer systems feel simpler, safer, 
and easier to govern.

But higher education is not moving toward a monolithic 
future. It is moving toward a system-of-systems 
reality—and that is not a failure. It is an honest reflection 
of how institutions work.

Different domains require different strengths. 
Recruitment and marketing operate differently from 
degree planning. Financial aid is governed by dynamic 
regulation. Learning engagement is shaped by 
pedagogy and course design. Advising is 
human-centered and policy-bounded. No single 
platform excels at all of these simultaneously across 
institution types and governance models.

As a result, best-in-class solutions will remain part of 
the landscape. Institutions will continue to run an SIS, 
an LMS, a CRM, an ERP, and a growing ecosystem of 
specialized tools. Attempts to ‘standardize everything’ 
often lead to watered-down functionality, rigid 
processes, and expensive customization battles.

Just talk to any institution that is trying to get 
Salesforce, Banner SaaS, or Workday to “do it all.”
The strategic question, then, is not how to eliminate 
systems. It is how to make systems cooperate.

This is exactly what the cognitive layer enables. It does 
not replace systems. It connects them. It supplies 
shared meaning. It coordinates workflows. It makes 
the system-of-systems behave like a coherent 
institution rather than a collection of departments 
with competing data.

What AI Looks Like After 
Intelligence Is In Place

Once data is unified, contextualized, and actionable, 
AI stops being experimental and starts 
becoming operational.

The shift is subtle but profound. Institutions move 
away from isolated pilots and toward domains of 
intelligence—areas where AI agents work together 
across systems to deliver measurable outcomes.

Enrollment intelligence becomes possible when 
recruitment data, inquiry behavior, financial signals, 
and academic intent are understood as a whole
—not as disconnected reports.

Persistence and risk intelligence emerge when 
academic performance, engagement patterns, 
financial stressors, and policy thresholds are 
evaluated continuously, not episodically.

Advising and degree navigation intelligence takes 
shape when curriculum rules, progress data, and 
student goals are aligned in real time, allowing 
proactive guidance rather than reactive intervention.

Staff workflow intelligence transforms operations 
when routine requests, approvals, and exceptions 
are handled automatically—freeing staff to focus 
on high-value, human work.

In each case, AI is not operating in isolation. It is 
reasoning over institutional context, acting through 
orchestrated workflows, and delivering outcomes 
through a unified experience.

This is why intelligence must come 
before automation.

Without shared context, AI agents produce noise. 
With it, they become force multipliers.

Institutions that reach this stage experience a 
noticeable shift. Decision-making accelerates. 

Staff regain capacity. Students encounter clarity 
instead of friction. And leadership gains visibility 
into what is actually happening—not weeks later, 
but in real time.

This is what AI looks like when it is grounded in 
intelligence rather than novelty.

Governance in the Age of 
Institutional Intelligence

In the early phase of AI adoption, governance 
conversations tend to focus on tools: which vendors 
are approved, which models can be used, and which 
prompts are permitted.

That is necessary—but it is not sufficient.

In the future-ready view, the real governance 
responsibility shifts from approving tools to 
stewarding institutional intelligence.

This includes governance of meaning (semantic 
definitions), governance of access (who can see and 
act on what), governance of workflow (how actions
 are initiated, routed, and audited), and governance 
of outcomes (what the institution is optimizing for 
and how impact is measured).

Presidents and cabinets should treat the cognitive 
layer as institutional infrastructure, not as an IT 
experiment. It shapes how the institution makes 
decisions, serves students, and allocates resources. 
(Note: A sound cognitive layer will have built-in 
data governance.)  

Boards should treat institutional intelligence as a 
stewardship topic. The question is not, “Do we like this AI 
tool?” The question is, “Are we building an institution that 
can think and act coherently, safely, and transparently?”

CIOs play a critical role as enablers of scale and safety. 
Their job is to ensure security, integration, reliability, 
and governance by design, so that innovation can occur 
without chaos.

Faculty and staff should be empowered to innovate 
inside guardrails. In intelligent institutions, innovation 
is not centralized in a single team. It is distributed—
but governed.

This governance model should be auditable, 
policy-aware, and human-in-the-loop. AI agents must 
operate within constraints that reflect institutional 
policy, student privacy, and ethical commitments.

The institutions that succeed will be those 
that make governance a multiplier, not a 
bottleneck—embedding safety in the architecture 
so that innovation can accelerate.

A common reaction to the cognitive layer vision is, 
“This sounds ideal, but is it realistic for my institution?”

As of 2026, it is not only realistic—it is the most practical 
modernization path available.
The reason is simple: 

Institutions no longer need to 
replace core systems to modernize 
intelligence. They can connect 
what they already have, apply 
shared meaning, and orchestrate 
action on top of it.

This approach scales incrementally. Institutions can 
begin with one domain, prove value, and expand. 
They can avoid multi-year innovation freezes due to a 
massive implementation that consumes staff capacity 
and delays every other initiative.

It is also financially rational. 

Building intelligence above systems typically costs a 
fraction of large-scale ERP or SIS replacement, while 
delivering value within months, not decades. Instead 
of paying the reinvention of baseline functionality, 
institutions invest in outcomes: reducing friction, 
improving retention, accelerating service delivery, 
and increasing staff capacity.

Most importantly, this approach respects the 
institution’s most constrained resource: people. 
Rather than burying staff in years of configuration 
and remediation, it unleashes them into a journey of 
continuous improvement—where they can design, test, 
and refine AI-enabled experiences that match the 
institution’s mission.

Practical modernization is not about spending more. 
It is about spending smarter—on intelligence, 
orchestration, and measurable outcomes.

A New Mandate for Higher 
Education Leaders

Higher education is at a strategic fork in the road.

One path is familiar: more systems, more 
implementations, more disruption—an instinct to 
modernize by replacement. This path is expensive, 
slow, and often misaligned with the pace of change 
now accelerating around institutions.

A better path is now available: modernization 
through institutional intelligence. Connect systems 
rather than replace them. Make data meaningful. 
Orchestrate work. Deliver experiences that feel modern 

because they are powered by coherence, not by 
a new login screen.

The institutions that thrive in the AI era will not be those 
that replace the most systems, but those that build 
the clearest intelligence layer.

Leadership now means intelligence over infrastructure, 
orchestration over replacement, stewardship over 
momentum, and outcomes over optics.

This is not a call to slow down. It is a call to move 
forward intelligently—so that the institution gains 
capacity rather than loses it, and so that 
modernization produces results rather than regret.

From Insight to Action: 
A Practical Pathway to 
Institutional Intelligence

At this point, a natural question arises: If this is the 
future, how does an institution actually begin?

The answer is not a checklist, a pilot frenzy, or a rush 
to procure new tools. Institutions that succeed in the 
AI era follow a deliberate sequence—one that 
prioritizes intelligence, governance, and outcomes 
over speed and optics.

What follows is a practical pathway for leaders 
who want to modernize responsibly, without 
overwhelming staff or betting the institution 
on unproven assumptions.

Step 1: 
Start With The President. Nobody, and we mean 
nobody else in the institution, can and should own the 
overall AI strategy. It starts and stays with the 
President. Only the President has the cross-institutional 
perspective - without the siloed agenda. The President 
should start with the question “How do we make our 
data intelligent?”, not “How do we adopt AI?”

Step 2: 
Map Fragmentation, Not Just Systems. The President 
tasks the CIO and a supporting team to identify where 
data lives, where definitions conflict, where decisions 
stall, and where staff compensate manually. This is not 
a technology exercise alone. This is an institution-wide 
mapping of business processes, technology, and 
journeys to find where the friction resides. 

Step 3: 
Establish Governance With Intelligence In Mind. 
Start with an innovation-minded team. This means 
identifying the mindset of each potential participant to 
make sure it is aligned for entrepreneurial thinking, and 
not bureaucratic obstacles. Titles should be completely 
irrelevant on this team. You want the problem solvers 
and innovators here, not the obstructionists.
 
Step 4: 
Build the Cognitive Layer Above Existing Systems. 
Identify a single system you will install on top of all your 
legacy technology and SaaS that comes pre-plumbed 
with data fabric, semantics, knowledge graphs, 
and orchestrated workflows—without 
disruptive replacement.

Step 5: 
Create One Domain of Intelligence. Choose a 
domain—enrollment, persistence, advising, financial 
sustainability, or staff workflow automation—where 
intelligence can deliver clear value. We’d recommend 
starting with the area where the institution stands to 
benefit the most. Deploy the Cognitive Layer and build 
your AI use cases on top. (Note: With the right Cognitive 
Layer in place, you can use student workers to build AI 
agents for virtually any use case on campus. This does 
not take overpriced consultants to do.) 9 out of 10 
times, this will include some agentic orchestration - 
where AI Agents trigger and deliver things like nudges, 
alerts, task assignment, task execution, and 
completion. This will demonstrate to staff that Agentic 
AI doesn’t need to replace their job; it just makes their 
job easier and faster. 

Step 6: 
Measure & Optimize: As pilots turn into scaled 
deployments, measure everything from money saved 
(Yes, you will be able to sunset overpriced platforms 
like EAB), speed to outcome, and institutional KPIs. 
Invite staff to an annual innovation lab/hackathon to 
optimize current results and identify new use cases for 
the future. 

Step 7: 
Scale Intelligence, Not Tools. Expand domains by 
reusing the same foundations so value compounds 
while complexity stays under control. Take the 
foundation of Steps 5 and 6, and scale them across 
the institution. You’ll have the empirical data to make 
the business case for why.

Summary
Artificial intelligence is advancing rapidly, 
expectations from students and staff are rising just as 
fast, and institutions are under increasing pressure to 
do more with fewer resources. In response, many 
campuses 
are experimenting aggressively — launching pilots, 
adopting tools, and forming task forces — yet too few 
are seeing durable, institution-wide impact.

This paper argues that the gap is not effort, intent, 
or even technology. It is architecture.

Institutions do not need more AI tools. They need 
institutional intelligence — a cognitive layer that 
brings data together from siloed systems, applies 
shared meaning and governance, and enables AI 
agents to act across departments and workflows in 
service of real outcomes.

The path forward does not require ripping and 
replacing core systems, freezing innovation for years, 
or betting the institution on monolithic platforms. It 
requires a different way of thinking about 

modernization — one that prioritizes orchestration 
over consolidation, intelligence over infrastructure, 
and outcomes over optics.

The practical pathway outlined here is achievable 
today. Institutions are already using this approach to:

• Reduce staff workload and burnout,
• Accelerate service delivery,
• Improve student experience and persistence,
• and unlock measurable ROI from AI without 

chaos or risk.

That said, making this shift is not trivial. It requires 
leadership alignment, architectural clarity, and 
experience navigating the organizational realities 
of higher education.

If this paper resonates — or if your institution is feeling 
pressure to “do something” with AI but wants to avoid 
false starts, vendor hype, or expensive missteps 
— we can help.

Our work focuses on helping Presidents, Boards, 
and executive teams:

• assess their current level of fragmentation,
• design an intelligence-first architecture aligned 

to their mission,
• and move from experimentation to outcomes 

without overwhelming staff or disrupting 
core operations.

If you’d like to explore what this could look like for 
your institution, we welcome the conversation.

Sometimes the most important 
modernization decision is not what 
technology to buy — 
but how to think differently about 
the future you’re building.
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The AI Moment — and Why 
It Feels Underwhelming

Higher education has officially entered the AI era.

Institutions are experimenting with chatbots, piloting 
generative tools, issuing AI guidelines, and standing up 
task forces at a rapid pace. On paper, activity is 
everywhere. And yet, beneath the surface, a quiet 
frustration is emerging. Despite the attention, the 
investment, and the urgency, outcomes feel largely 
unchanged.

Student success metrics remain stubborn. Staff 
workloads feel no lighter. Decision-making is not 
materially faster or more informed. For many leaders, AI 
feels present—but not transformative.

This disconnect is not a failure of imagination or effort. 
It is a structural problem.

AI has been layered onto institutions that were never 
designed to think as a whole. Data remains fragmented 
across systems. Context is lost between platforms. 
Workflows are manual, opaque, and departmentalized. 
In that environment, even the most powerful AI tools 
can only operate at the surface.

They answer questions, but they do not change 
outcomes. They summarize data, but they do not 
coordinate action. They create activity, but not 
intelligence.

As a result, institutions find themselves busy—launching 
pilots, evaluating vendors, debating policy...without 
becoming meaningfully smarter.

This is the defining tension of the current moment. AI is 
advancing rapidly, but institutional architecture has not 
kept pace. Until that gap is addressed, AI will continue 
to feel impressive in demonstrations and 
underwhelming in practice.

The challenge, then, is not adopting AI. It is creating the 
conditions under which AI can actually work.

The Real Problem: 
Fragmentation Masquerading 
as Complexity

Higher education is genuinely complex. It serves 
diverse learners. It operates under layered policy and 
accreditation requirements. It spans academic, 
financial, and human systems with deep 
interdependencies.

But what most institutions experience day to day is 
not complexity. It is fragmentation—fragmentation 
that looks like complexity because it forces humans to 
do the work that an integrated institution should do 
automatically.

Fragmentation shows up everywhere: student 
information in one system, learning management in 
another, advising notes in a third, financial stress 
signals somewhere else, and identity and permissions 
managed separately. Each system is “right” inside its 
own boundaries. None of them, on their own, can 
explain what is happening with a student, a cohort, or 
an institution in motion.

When a leader asks, “How many students are at risk 
right now?”, the answer depends on where you look, 
how you define risk, and which office is asked to 
produce the report. That is not a data problem. That is 
an intelligence problem.

Fragmentation also creates operational drag. A 
student request—withdrawal, change of major, leave 
of absence, residency change, information on a 
transcript hold—often spans multiple departments, 
multiple policies, and multiple systems. 

Because the institution is not 
orchestrated, the work becomes 
email chains, spreadsheets, 
handoffs, and re-keying 
information. Staff becomes 
the integration layer.

Over time, institutions normalize this as ‘how 
higher ed works.’ It isn’t. It’s how fragmented 
organizations survive.

AI does not fix fragmentation on its own. In fact, 
fragmentation is the reason many AI efforts stall. 
Without shared context, AI produces inconsistent 
answers, brittle automations, and low trust. Leaders 
then conclude that the technology is immature, 
when the real issue is the institution’s architecture.

To modernize intelligently, institutions must name 
the real problem. Fragmentation is the bottleneck. 
Fixing it is the prerequisite to outcomes.

Why Data Is Still “Dumb” 
in Higher Education

Institutions often assume that having data means 
they are positioned for AI. 

They are not.

Data becomes valuable for AI only when it is coherent, 
contextual, and governable. In most institutions, data is 
abundant but ‘dumb’, not because it lacks volume, but 
because it lacks meaning.

Consider the simplest words in higher education: 
student, enrolled, full-time, active, at risk. These terms 
frequently mean different things across offices and 
systems. A CRM may define a user differently than the 
SIS. An advising platform may define risk differently 
than institutional research. Financial aid may treat 
status changes on different timelines than the registrar. 
Each definition is defensible. Together, they create 
confusion.

This is why institutions spend enormous effort 
producing reports, reconciling contradictions, and 
debating numbers rather than acting on them. When 
data lacks shared meaning, institutions cannot move 
quickly. They cannot automate responsibly. They 
cannot scale interventions with confidence.

Generative AI compounds 
this challenge. 

Large language models can be remarkably 
capable—but they are not magical. They do not ‘know’ 
your institution. They cannot infer policy nuances 
safely. They cannot be trusted to act on sensitive 
decisions without grounded, contextual data and 
governance.

When institutions skip the work of context, they end up 
with AI experiences that feel impressive but are 
unreliable: answers that vary by prompt, 
recommendations that ignore policy constraints, and 
automations that create new exceptions faster than 
they resolve old ones.

The solution is not simply better dashboards or bigger 
warehouses. The solution is institutional context: 
shared semantics, relationships across entities, 
policy-aware constraints, and auditable governance. 
That is what turns dumb data into usable intelligence.

Until data becomes intelligent, 
AI will remain a layer of novelty 
rather than a driver of outcomes

From Systems to Intelligence: 
The Cognitive Layer

Real transformation begins when institutions stop 
centering systems and start building intelligence.

For decades, higher education technology strategy 
has revolved around systems: the SIS, the LMS, the 
CRM, the ERP. Each was implemented to solve a 
specific problem. Each performs its function 
reasonably well. And each now holds a critical slice of 
institutional data.

The problem is not that these systems exist. The 
problem is that they were never designed to 
understand one another.

The next era of modernization 
is not about replacing these 
systems. 

It is about connecting them through a cognitive 
layer—an intelligence layer that sits above existing 
platforms and allows the institution to think, reason, 
and act as a whole.

At its core, a cognitive layer does four essential things.

First, it establishes a data fabric that connects siloed 
systems without disrupting them. Student, academic, 
financial, and engagement data can flow across 
platforms while preserving system ownership 
and integrity.

Second, it applies a semantic layer, shared definitions 
and institutional meaning. “Student,” “risk,” “progress,” 
and “completion” mean the same thing everywhere, 
not something different in every system.

Third, it models relationships through knowledge 
graphs, allowing the institution to understand how 
people, policies, events, and outcomes are connected 
over time, not just reported after the fact.

But intelligence alone is not enough. 
You can’t stop there.

Insight without action does not change outcomes.

This is where many AI strategies quietly fail. They stop 
at understanding, leaving the institution no better 
equipped to actually do anything differently.

A true cognitive layer includes agentic workflow 
orchestration—the ability to automatically coordinate 
work across departments, systems, and roles in 
response to a single request or event.

Consider something as routine as a student 
requesting a change of major.

On the surface, this looks simple. In reality, it often 
requires coordinated action across Academic Affairs, 
the Registrar, Financial Aid, Advising, Degree Audit, 
and sometimes Housing or Athletics. Today, that 
coordination is manual and opaque—emails, tickets, 
approvals, re-entry of data, physical paper, and 
weeks of uncertainty for the student.

In a cognitive-layer model, the student makes a single 
request through a unified interface. The system 
understands the context—academic standing, 
financial aid implications, policy constraints—and 
automatically routes work to the appropriate parties. 
Tasks are tracked. Governance is enforced. Exceptions 
are flagged. And the completed outcome is delivered 
back to the student in one place.

This is not unlike how modern consumer 
platforms operate.

When someone requests an Uber ride, hundreds of 
systems—identity, routing, pricing, payments, 
notifications, fulfillment—work together invisibly in 
response to a single human action. The user does 
not manage the complexity. The system does.

Higher education has the same opportunity.

AI agents, operating within governed workflows, can 
initiate, monitor, escalate, and complete work across 
systems that were never designed to coordinate on 
their own. Students and staff experience simplicity. 
The institution experiences coherence.
That is the promise of the cognitive layer: 
not just smarter data, but coordinated action 
at an institutional scale.

The System-of-Systems Reality — 
and Why It’s The Future

Many institutions have spent years trying to reduce 
the number of systems they run. The impulse is 
understandable: fewer systems feel simpler, safer, 
and easier to govern.

But higher education is not moving toward a monolithic 
future. It is moving toward a system-of-systems 
reality—and that is not a failure. It is an honest reflection 
of how institutions work.

Different domains require different strengths. 
Recruitment and marketing operate differently from 
degree planning. Financial aid is governed by dynamic 
regulation. Learning engagement is shaped by 
pedagogy and course design. Advising is 
human-centered and policy-bounded. No single 
platform excels at all of these simultaneously across 
institution types and governance models.

As a result, best-in-class solutions will remain part of 
the landscape. Institutions will continue to run an SIS, 
an LMS, a CRM, an ERP, and a growing ecosystem of 
specialized tools. Attempts to ‘standardize everything’ 
often lead to watered-down functionality, rigid 
processes, and expensive customization battles.

Just talk to any institution that is trying to get 
Salesforce, Banner SaaS, or Workday to “do it all.”
The strategic question, then, is not how to eliminate 
systems. It is how to make systems cooperate.

This is exactly what the cognitive layer enables. It does 
not replace systems. It connects them. It supplies 
shared meaning. It coordinates workflows. It makes 
the system-of-systems behave like a coherent 
institution rather than a collection of departments 
with competing data.

What AI Looks Like After 
Intelligence Is In Place

Once data is unified, contextualized, and actionable, 
AI stops being experimental and starts 
becoming operational.

The shift is subtle but profound. Institutions move 
away from isolated pilots and toward domains of 
intelligence—areas where AI agents work together 
across systems to deliver measurable outcomes.

Enrollment intelligence becomes possible when 
recruitment data, inquiry behavior, financial signals, 
and academic intent are understood as a whole
—not as disconnected reports.

Persistence and risk intelligence emerge when 
academic performance, engagement patterns, 
financial stressors, and policy thresholds are 
evaluated continuously, not episodically.

Advising and degree navigation intelligence takes 
shape when curriculum rules, progress data, and 
student goals are aligned in real time, allowing 
proactive guidance rather than reactive intervention.

Staff workflow intelligence transforms operations 
when routine requests, approvals, and exceptions 
are handled automatically—freeing staff to focus 
on high-value, human work.

In each case, AI is not operating in isolation. It is 
reasoning over institutional context, acting through 
orchestrated workflows, and delivering outcomes 
through a unified experience.

This is why intelligence must come 
before automation.

Without shared context, AI agents produce noise. 
With it, they become force multipliers.

Institutions that reach this stage experience a 
noticeable shift. Decision-making accelerates. 

Staff regain capacity. Students encounter clarity 
instead of friction. And leadership gains visibility 
into what is actually happening—not weeks later, 
but in real time.

This is what AI looks like when it is grounded in 
intelligence rather than novelty.

Governance in the Age of 
Institutional Intelligence

In the early phase of AI adoption, governance 
conversations tend to focus on tools: which vendors 
are approved, which models can be used, and which 
prompts are permitted.

That is necessary—but it is not sufficient.

In the future-ready view, the real governance 
responsibility shifts from approving tools to 
stewarding institutional intelligence.

This includes governance of meaning (semantic 
definitions), governance of access (who can see and 
act on what), governance of workflow (how actions
 are initiated, routed, and audited), and governance 
of outcomes (what the institution is optimizing for 
and how impact is measured).

Presidents and cabinets should treat the cognitive 
layer as institutional infrastructure, not as an IT 
experiment. It shapes how the institution makes 
decisions, serves students, and allocates resources. 
(Note: A sound cognitive layer will have built-in 
data governance.)  

Boards should treat institutional intelligence as a 
stewardship topic. The question is not, “Do we like this AI 
tool?” The question is, “Are we building an institution that 
can think and act coherently, safely, and transparently?”

CIOs play a critical role as enablers of scale and safety. 
Their job is to ensure security, integration, reliability, 
and governance by design, so that innovation can occur 
without chaos.

Faculty and staff should be empowered to innovate 
inside guardrails. In intelligent institutions, innovation 
is not centralized in a single team. It is distributed—
but governed.

This governance model should be auditable, 
policy-aware, and human-in-the-loop. AI agents must 
operate within constraints that reflect institutional 
policy, student privacy, and ethical commitments.

The institutions that succeed will be those 
that make governance a multiplier, not a 
bottleneck—embedding safety in the architecture 
so that innovation can accelerate.

A common reaction to the cognitive layer vision is, 
“This sounds ideal, but is it realistic for my institution?”

As of 2026, it is not only realistic—it is the most practical 
modernization path available.
The reason is simple: 

Institutions no longer need to 
replace core systems to modernize 
intelligence. They can connect 
what they already have, apply 
shared meaning, and orchestrate 
action on top of it.

This approach scales incrementally. Institutions can 
begin with one domain, prove value, and expand. 
They can avoid multi-year innovation freezes due to a 
massive implementation that consumes staff capacity 
and delays every other initiative.

It is also financially rational. 

Building intelligence above systems typically costs a 
fraction of large-scale ERP or SIS replacement, while 
delivering value within months, not decades. Instead 
of paying the reinvention of baseline functionality, 
institutions invest in outcomes: reducing friction, 
improving retention, accelerating service delivery, 
and increasing staff capacity.

Most importantly, this approach respects the 
institution’s most constrained resource: people. 
Rather than burying staff in years of configuration 
and remediation, it unleashes them into a journey of 
continuous improvement—where they can design, test, 
and refine AI-enabled experiences that match the 
institution’s mission.

Practical modernization is not about spending more. 
It is about spending smarter—on intelligence, 
orchestration, and measurable outcomes.

A New Mandate for Higher 
Education Leaders

Higher education is at a strategic fork in the road.

One path is familiar: more systems, more 
implementations, more disruption—an instinct to 
modernize by replacement. This path is expensive, 
slow, and often misaligned with the pace of change 
now accelerating around institutions.

A better path is now available: modernization 
through institutional intelligence. Connect systems 
rather than replace them. Make data meaningful. 
Orchestrate work. Deliver experiences that feel modern 

because they are powered by coherence, not by 
a new login screen.

The institutions that thrive in the AI era will not be those 
that replace the most systems, but those that build 
the clearest intelligence layer.

Leadership now means intelligence over infrastructure, 
orchestration over replacement, stewardship over 
momentum, and outcomes over optics.

This is not a call to slow down. It is a call to move 
forward intelligently—so that the institution gains 
capacity rather than loses it, and so that 
modernization produces results rather than regret.

From Insight to Action: 
A Practical Pathway to 
Institutional Intelligence

At this point, a natural question arises: If this is the 
future, how does an institution actually begin?

The answer is not a checklist, a pilot frenzy, or a rush 
to procure new tools. Institutions that succeed in the 
AI era follow a deliberate sequence—one that 
prioritizes intelligence, governance, and outcomes 
over speed and optics.

What follows is a practical pathway for leaders 
who want to modernize responsibly, without 
overwhelming staff or betting the institution 
on unproven assumptions.

Step 1: 
Start With The President. Nobody, and we mean 
nobody else in the institution, can and should own the 
overall AI strategy. It starts and stays with the 
President. Only the President has the cross-institutional 
perspective - without the siloed agenda. The President 
should start with the question “How do we make our 
data intelligent?”, not “How do we adopt AI?”

Step 2: 
Map Fragmentation, Not Just Systems. The President 
tasks the CIO and a supporting team to identify where 
data lives, where definitions conflict, where decisions 
stall, and where staff compensate manually. This is not 
a technology exercise alone. This is an institution-wide 
mapping of business processes, technology, and 
journeys to find where the friction resides. 

Step 3: 
Establish Governance With Intelligence In Mind. 
Start with an innovation-minded team. This means 
identifying the mindset of each potential participant to 
make sure it is aligned for entrepreneurial thinking, and 
not bureaucratic obstacles. Titles should be completely 
irrelevant on this team. You want the problem solvers 
and innovators here, not the obstructionists.
 
Step 4: 
Build the Cognitive Layer Above Existing Systems. 
Identify a single system you will install on top of all your 
legacy technology and SaaS that comes pre-plumbed 
with data fabric, semantics, knowledge graphs, 
and orchestrated workflows—without 
disruptive replacement.

Step 5: 
Create One Domain of Intelligence. Choose a 
domain—enrollment, persistence, advising, financial 
sustainability, or staff workflow automation—where 
intelligence can deliver clear value. We’d recommend 
starting with the area where the institution stands to 
benefit the most. Deploy the Cognitive Layer and build 
your AI use cases on top. (Note: With the right Cognitive 
Layer in place, you can use student workers to build AI 
agents for virtually any use case on campus. This does 
not take overpriced consultants to do.) 9 out of 10 
times, this will include some agentic orchestration - 
where AI Agents trigger and deliver things like nudges, 
alerts, task assignment, task execution, and 
completion. This will demonstrate to staff that Agentic 
AI doesn’t need to replace their job; it just makes their 
job easier and faster. 

Step 6: 
Measure & Optimize: As pilots turn into scaled 
deployments, measure everything from money saved 
(Yes, you will be able to sunset overpriced platforms 
like EAB), speed to outcome, and institutional KPIs. 
Invite staff to an annual innovation lab/hackathon to 
optimize current results and identify new use cases for 
the future. 

Step 7: 
Scale Intelligence, Not Tools. Expand domains by 
reusing the same foundations so value compounds 
while complexity stays under control. Take the 
foundation of Steps 5 and 6, and scale them across 
the institution. You’ll have the empirical data to make 
the business case for why.

Summary
Artificial intelligence is advancing rapidly, 
expectations from students and staff are rising just as 
fast, and institutions are under increasing pressure to 
do more with fewer resources. In response, many 
campuses 
are experimenting aggressively — launching pilots, 
adopting tools, and forming task forces — yet too few 
are seeing durable, institution-wide impact.

This paper argues that the gap is not effort, intent, 
or even technology. It is architecture.

Institutions do not need more AI tools. They need 
institutional intelligence — a cognitive layer that 
brings data together from siloed systems, applies 
shared meaning and governance, and enables AI 
agents to act across departments and workflows in 
service of real outcomes.

The path forward does not require ripping and 
replacing core systems, freezing innovation for years, 
or betting the institution on monolithic platforms. It 
requires a different way of thinking about 
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modernization — one that prioritizes orchestration 
over consolidation, intelligence over infrastructure, 
and outcomes over optics.

The practical pathway outlined here is achievable 
today. Institutions are already using this approach to:

• Reduce staff workload and burnout,
• Accelerate service delivery,
• Improve student experience and persistence,
• and unlock measurable ROI from AI without 

chaos or risk.

That said, making this shift is not trivial. It requires 
leadership alignment, architectural clarity, and 
experience navigating the organizational realities 
of higher education.

If this paper resonates — or if your institution is feeling 
pressure to “do something” with AI but wants to avoid 
false starts, vendor hype, or expensive missteps 
— we can help.

Our work focuses on helping Presidents, Boards, 
and executive teams:

• assess their current level of fragmentation,
• design an intelligence-first architecture aligned 

to their mission,
• and move from experimentation to outcomes 

without overwhelming staff or disrupting 
core operations.

If you’d like to explore what this could look like for 
your institution, we welcome the conversation.

Sometimes the most important 
modernization decision is not what 
technology to buy — 
but how to think differently about 
the future you’re building.
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The AI Moment — and Why 
It Feels Underwhelming

Higher education has officially entered the AI era.

Institutions are experimenting with chatbots, piloting 
generative tools, issuing AI guidelines, and standing up 
task forces at a rapid pace. On paper, activity is 
everywhere. And yet, beneath the surface, a quiet 
frustration is emerging. Despite the attention, the 
investment, and the urgency, outcomes feel largely 
unchanged.

Student success metrics remain stubborn. Staff 
workloads feel no lighter. Decision-making is not 
materially faster or more informed. For many leaders, AI 
feels present—but not transformative.

This disconnect is not a failure of imagination or effort. 
It is a structural problem.

AI has been layered onto institutions that were never 
designed to think as a whole. Data remains fragmented 
across systems. Context is lost between platforms. 
Workflows are manual, opaque, and departmentalized. 
In that environment, even the most powerful AI tools 
can only operate at the surface.

They answer questions, but they do not change 
outcomes. They summarize data, but they do not 
coordinate action. They create activity, but not 
intelligence.

As a result, institutions find themselves busy—launching 
pilots, evaluating vendors, debating policy...without 
becoming meaningfully smarter.

This is the defining tension of the current moment. AI is 
advancing rapidly, but institutional architecture has not 
kept pace. Until that gap is addressed, AI will continue 
to feel impressive in demonstrations and 
underwhelming in practice.

The challenge, then, is not adopting AI. It is creating the 
conditions under which AI can actually work.

The Real Problem: 
Fragmentation Masquerading 
as Complexity

Higher education is genuinely complex. It serves 
diverse learners. It operates under layered policy and 
accreditation requirements. It spans academic, 
financial, and human systems with deep 
interdependencies.

But what most institutions experience day to day is 
not complexity. It is fragmentation—fragmentation 
that looks like complexity because it forces humans to 
do the work that an integrated institution should do 
automatically.

Fragmentation shows up everywhere: student 
information in one system, learning management in 
another, advising notes in a third, financial stress 
signals somewhere else, and identity and permissions 
managed separately. Each system is “right” inside its 
own boundaries. None of them, on their own, can 
explain what is happening with a student, a cohort, or 
an institution in motion.

When a leader asks, “How many students are at risk 
right now?”, the answer depends on where you look, 
how you define risk, and which office is asked to 
produce the report. That is not a data problem. That is 
an intelligence problem.

Fragmentation also creates operational drag. A 
student request—withdrawal, change of major, leave 
of absence, residency change, information on a 
transcript hold—often spans multiple departments, 
multiple policies, and multiple systems. 

Because the institution is not 
orchestrated, the work becomes 
email chains, spreadsheets, 
handoffs, and re-keying 
information. Staff becomes 
the integration layer.

Over time, institutions normalize this as ‘how 
higher ed works.’ It isn’t. It’s how fragmented 
organizations survive.

AI does not fix fragmentation on its own. In fact, 
fragmentation is the reason many AI efforts stall. 
Without shared context, AI produces inconsistent 
answers, brittle automations, and low trust. Leaders 
then conclude that the technology is immature, 
when the real issue is the institution’s architecture.

To modernize intelligently, institutions must name 
the real problem. Fragmentation is the bottleneck. 
Fixing it is the prerequisite to outcomes.

Why Data Is Still “Dumb” 
in Higher Education

Institutions often assume that having data means 
they are positioned for AI. 

They are not.

Data becomes valuable for AI only when it is coherent, 
contextual, and governable. In most institutions, data is 
abundant but ‘dumb’, not because it lacks volume, but 
because it lacks meaning.

Consider the simplest words in higher education: 
student, enrolled, full-time, active, at risk. These terms 
frequently mean different things across offices and 
systems. A CRM may define a user differently than the 
SIS. An advising platform may define risk differently 
than institutional research. Financial aid may treat 
status changes on different timelines than the registrar. 
Each definition is defensible. Together, they create 
confusion.

This is why institutions spend enormous effort 
producing reports, reconciling contradictions, and 
debating numbers rather than acting on them. When 
data lacks shared meaning, institutions cannot move 
quickly. They cannot automate responsibly. They 
cannot scale interventions with confidence.

Generative AI compounds 
this challenge. 

Large language models can be remarkably 
capable—but they are not magical. They do not ‘know’ 
your institution. They cannot infer policy nuances 
safely. They cannot be trusted to act on sensitive 
decisions without grounded, contextual data and 
governance.

When institutions skip the work of context, they end up 
with AI experiences that feel impressive but are 
unreliable: answers that vary by prompt, 
recommendations that ignore policy constraints, and 
automations that create new exceptions faster than 
they resolve old ones.

The solution is not simply better dashboards or bigger 
warehouses. The solution is institutional context: 
shared semantics, relationships across entities, 
policy-aware constraints, and auditable governance. 
That is what turns dumb data into usable intelligence.

Until data becomes intelligent, 
AI will remain a layer of novelty 
rather than a driver of outcomes

From Systems to Intelligence: 
The Cognitive Layer

Real transformation begins when institutions stop 
centering systems and start building intelligence.

For decades, higher education technology strategy 
has revolved around systems: the SIS, the LMS, the 
CRM, the ERP. Each was implemented to solve a 
specific problem. Each performs its function 
reasonably well. And each now holds a critical slice of 
institutional data.

The problem is not that these systems exist. The 
problem is that they were never designed to 
understand one another.

The next era of modernization 
is not about replacing these 
systems. 

It is about connecting them through a cognitive 
layer—an intelligence layer that sits above existing 
platforms and allows the institution to think, reason, 
and act as a whole.

At its core, a cognitive layer does four essential things.

First, it establishes a data fabric that connects siloed 
systems without disrupting them. Student, academic, 
financial, and engagement data can flow across 
platforms while preserving system ownership 
and integrity.

Second, it applies a semantic layer, shared definitions 
and institutional meaning. “Student,” “risk,” “progress,” 
and “completion” mean the same thing everywhere, 
not something different in every system.

Third, it models relationships through knowledge 
graphs, allowing the institution to understand how 
people, policies, events, and outcomes are connected 
over time, not just reported after the fact.

But intelligence alone is not enough. 
You can’t stop there.

Insight without action does not change outcomes.

This is where many AI strategies quietly fail. They stop 
at understanding, leaving the institution no better 
equipped to actually do anything differently.

A true cognitive layer includes agentic workflow 
orchestration—the ability to automatically coordinate 
work across departments, systems, and roles in 
response to a single request or event.

Consider something as routine as a student 
requesting a change of major.

On the surface, this looks simple. In reality, it often 
requires coordinated action across Academic Affairs, 
the Registrar, Financial Aid, Advising, Degree Audit, 
and sometimes Housing or Athletics. Today, that 
coordination is manual and opaque—emails, tickets, 
approvals, re-entry of data, physical paper, and 
weeks of uncertainty for the student.

In a cognitive-layer model, the student makes a single 
request through a unified interface. The system 
understands the context—academic standing, 
financial aid implications, policy constraints—and 
automatically routes work to the appropriate parties. 
Tasks are tracked. Governance is enforced. Exceptions 
are flagged. And the completed outcome is delivered 
back to the student in one place.

This is not unlike how modern consumer 
platforms operate.

When someone requests an Uber ride, hundreds of 
systems—identity, routing, pricing, payments, 
notifications, fulfillment—work together invisibly in 
response to a single human action. The user does 
not manage the complexity. The system does.

Higher education has the same opportunity.

AI agents, operating within governed workflows, can 
initiate, monitor, escalate, and complete work across 
systems that were never designed to coordinate on 
their own. Students and staff experience simplicity. 
The institution experiences coherence.
That is the promise of the cognitive layer: 
not just smarter data, but coordinated action 
at an institutional scale.

The System-of-Systems Reality — 
and Why It’s The Future

Many institutions have spent years trying to reduce 
the number of systems they run. The impulse is 
understandable: fewer systems feel simpler, safer, 
and easier to govern.

But higher education is not moving toward a monolithic 
future. It is moving toward a system-of-systems 
reality—and that is not a failure. It is an honest reflection 
of how institutions work.

Different domains require different strengths. 
Recruitment and marketing operate differently from 
degree planning. Financial aid is governed by dynamic 
regulation. Learning engagement is shaped by 
pedagogy and course design. Advising is 
human-centered and policy-bounded. No single 
platform excels at all of these simultaneously across 
institution types and governance models.

As a result, best-in-class solutions will remain part of 
the landscape. Institutions will continue to run an SIS, 
an LMS, a CRM, an ERP, and a growing ecosystem of 
specialized tools. Attempts to ‘standardize everything’ 
often lead to watered-down functionality, rigid 
processes, and expensive customization battles.

Just talk to any institution that is trying to get 
Salesforce, Banner SaaS, or Workday to “do it all.”
The strategic question, then, is not how to eliminate 
systems. It is how to make systems cooperate.

This is exactly what the cognitive layer enables. It does 
not replace systems. It connects them. It supplies 
shared meaning. It coordinates workflows. It makes 
the system-of-systems behave like a coherent 
institution rather than a collection of departments 
with competing data.

What AI Looks Like After 
Intelligence Is In Place

Once data is unified, contextualized, and actionable, 
AI stops being experimental and starts 
becoming operational.

The shift is subtle but profound. Institutions move 
away from isolated pilots and toward domains of 
intelligence—areas where AI agents work together 
across systems to deliver measurable outcomes.

Enrollment intelligence becomes possible when 
recruitment data, inquiry behavior, financial signals, 
and academic intent are understood as a whole
—not as disconnected reports.

Persistence and risk intelligence emerge when 
academic performance, engagement patterns, 
financial stressors, and policy thresholds are 
evaluated continuously, not episodically.

Advising and degree navigation intelligence takes 
shape when curriculum rules, progress data, and 
student goals are aligned in real time, allowing 
proactive guidance rather than reactive intervention.

Staff workflow intelligence transforms operations 
when routine requests, approvals, and exceptions 
are handled automatically—freeing staff to focus 
on high-value, human work.

In each case, AI is not operating in isolation. It is 
reasoning over institutional context, acting through 
orchestrated workflows, and delivering outcomes 
through a unified experience.

This is why intelligence must come 
before automation.

Without shared context, AI agents produce noise. 
With it, they become force multipliers.

Institutions that reach this stage experience a 
noticeable shift. Decision-making accelerates. 

Staff regain capacity. Students encounter clarity 
instead of friction. And leadership gains visibility 
into what is actually happening—not weeks later, 
but in real time.

This is what AI looks like when it is grounded in 
intelligence rather than novelty.

Governance in the Age of 
Institutional Intelligence

In the early phase of AI adoption, governance 
conversations tend to focus on tools: which vendors 
are approved, which models can be used, and which 
prompts are permitted.

That is necessary—but it is not sufficient.

In the future-ready view, the real governance 
responsibility shifts from approving tools to 
stewarding institutional intelligence.

This includes governance of meaning (semantic 
definitions), governance of access (who can see and 
act on what), governance of workflow (how actions
 are initiated, routed, and audited), and governance 
of outcomes (what the institution is optimizing for 
and how impact is measured).

Presidents and cabinets should treat the cognitive 
layer as institutional infrastructure, not as an IT 
experiment. It shapes how the institution makes 
decisions, serves students, and allocates resources. 
(Note: A sound cognitive layer will have built-in 
data governance.)  

Boards should treat institutional intelligence as a 
stewardship topic. The question is not, “Do we like this AI 
tool?” The question is, “Are we building an institution that 
can think and act coherently, safely, and transparently?”

CIOs play a critical role as enablers of scale and safety. 
Their job is to ensure security, integration, reliability, 
and governance by design, so that innovation can occur 
without chaos.

Faculty and staff should be empowered to innovate 
inside guardrails. In intelligent institutions, innovation 
is not centralized in a single team. It is distributed—
but governed.

This governance model should be auditable, 
policy-aware, and human-in-the-loop. AI agents must 
operate within constraints that reflect institutional 
policy, student privacy, and ethical commitments.

The institutions that succeed will be those 
that make governance a multiplier, not a 
bottleneck—embedding safety in the architecture 
so that innovation can accelerate.

A common reaction to the cognitive layer vision is, 
“This sounds ideal, but is it realistic for my institution?”

As of 2026, it is not only realistic—it is the most practical 
modernization path available.
The reason is simple: 

Institutions no longer need to 
replace core systems to modernize 
intelligence. They can connect 
what they already have, apply 
shared meaning, and orchestrate 
action on top of it.

This approach scales incrementally. Institutions can 
begin with one domain, prove value, and expand. 
They can avoid multi-year innovation freezes due to a 
massive implementation that consumes staff capacity 
and delays every other initiative.

It is also financially rational. 

Building intelligence above systems typically costs a 
fraction of large-scale ERP or SIS replacement, while 
delivering value within months, not decades. Instead 
of paying the reinvention of baseline functionality, 
institutions invest in outcomes: reducing friction, 
improving retention, accelerating service delivery, 
and increasing staff capacity.

Most importantly, this approach respects the 
institution’s most constrained resource: people. 
Rather than burying staff in years of configuration 
and remediation, it unleashes them into a journey of 
continuous improvement—where they can design, test, 
and refine AI-enabled experiences that match the 
institution’s mission.

Practical modernization is not about spending more. 
It is about spending smarter—on intelligence, 
orchestration, and measurable outcomes.

A New Mandate for Higher 
Education Leaders

Higher education is at a strategic fork in the road.

One path is familiar: more systems, more 
implementations, more disruption—an instinct to 
modernize by replacement. This path is expensive, 
slow, and often misaligned with the pace of change 
now accelerating around institutions.

A better path is now available: modernization 
through institutional intelligence. Connect systems 
rather than replace them. Make data meaningful. 
Orchestrate work. Deliver experiences that feel modern 

because they are powered by coherence, not by 
a new login screen.

The institutions that thrive in the AI era will not be those 
that replace the most systems, but those that build 
the clearest intelligence layer.

Leadership now means intelligence over infrastructure, 
orchestration over replacement, stewardship over 
momentum, and outcomes over optics.

This is not a call to slow down. It is a call to move 
forward intelligently—so that the institution gains 
capacity rather than loses it, and so that 
modernization produces results rather than regret.

From Insight to Action: 
A Practical Pathway to 
Institutional Intelligence

At this point, a natural question arises: If this is the 
future, how does an institution actually begin?

The answer is not a checklist, a pilot frenzy, or a rush 
to procure new tools. Institutions that succeed in the 
AI era follow a deliberate sequence—one that 
prioritizes intelligence, governance, and outcomes 
over speed and optics.

What follows is a practical pathway for leaders 
who want to modernize responsibly, without 
overwhelming staff or betting the institution 
on unproven assumptions.

Step 1: 
Start With The President. Nobody, and we mean 
nobody else in the institution, can and should own the 
overall AI strategy. It starts and stays with the 
President. Only the President has the cross-institutional 
perspective - without the siloed agenda. The President 
should start with the question “How do we make our 
data intelligent?”, not “How do we adopt AI?”

Step 2: 
Map Fragmentation, Not Just Systems. The President 
tasks the CIO and a supporting team to identify where 
data lives, where definitions conflict, where decisions 
stall, and where staff compensate manually. This is not 
a technology exercise alone. This is an institution-wide 
mapping of business processes, technology, and 
journeys to find where the friction resides. 

Step 3: 
Establish Governance With Intelligence In Mind. 
Start with an innovation-minded team. This means 
identifying the mindset of each potential participant to 
make sure it is aligned for entrepreneurial thinking, and 
not bureaucratic obstacles. Titles should be completely 
irrelevant on this team. You want the problem solvers 
and innovators here, not the obstructionists.
 
Step 4: 
Build the Cognitive Layer Above Existing Systems. 
Identify a single system you will install on top of all your 
legacy technology and SaaS that comes pre-plumbed 
with data fabric, semantics, knowledge graphs, 
and orchestrated workflows—without 
disruptive replacement.

Step 5: 
Create One Domain of Intelligence. Choose a 
domain—enrollment, persistence, advising, financial 
sustainability, or staff workflow automation—where 
intelligence can deliver clear value. We’d recommend 
starting with the area where the institution stands to 
benefit the most. Deploy the Cognitive Layer and build 
your AI use cases on top. (Note: With the right Cognitive 
Layer in place, you can use student workers to build AI 
agents for virtually any use case on campus. This does 
not take overpriced consultants to do.) 9 out of 10 
times, this will include some agentic orchestration - 
where AI Agents trigger and deliver things like nudges, 
alerts, task assignment, task execution, and 
completion. This will demonstrate to staff that Agentic 
AI doesn’t need to replace their job; it just makes their 
job easier and faster. 
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Step 6: 
Measure & Optimize: As pilots turn into scaled 
deployments, measure everything from money saved 
(Yes, you will be able to sunset overpriced platforms 
like EAB), speed to outcome, and institutional KPIs. 
Invite staff to an annual innovation lab/hackathon to 
optimize current results and identify new use cases for 
the future. 

Step 7: 
Scale Intelligence, Not Tools. Expand domains by 
reusing the same foundations so value compounds 
while complexity stays under control. Take the 
foundation of Steps 5 and 6, and scale them across 
the institution. You’ll have the empirical data to make 
the business case for why.

Summary
Artificial intelligence is advancing rapidly, 
expectations from students and staff are rising just as 
fast, and institutions are under increasing pressure to 
do more with fewer resources. In response, many 
campuses 
are experimenting aggressively — launching pilots, 
adopting tools, and forming task forces — yet too few 
are seeing durable, institution-wide impact.

This paper argues that the gap is not effort, intent, 
or even technology. It is architecture.

Institutions do not need more AI tools. They need 
institutional intelligence — a cognitive layer that 
brings data together from siloed systems, applies 
shared meaning and governance, and enables AI 
agents to act across departments and workflows in 
service of real outcomes.

The path forward does not require ripping and 
replacing core systems, freezing innovation for years, 
or betting the institution on monolithic platforms. It 
requires a different way of thinking about 

modernization — one that prioritizes orchestration 
over consolidation, intelligence over infrastructure, 
and outcomes over optics.

The practical pathway outlined here is achievable 
today. Institutions are already using this approach to:

• Reduce staff workload and burnout,
• Accelerate service delivery,
• Improve student experience and persistence,
• and unlock measurable ROI from AI without 

chaos or risk.

That said, making this shift is not trivial. It requires 
leadership alignment, architectural clarity, and 
experience navigating the organizational realities 
of higher education.

If this paper resonates — or if your institution is feeling 
pressure to “do something” with AI but wants to avoid 
false starts, vendor hype, or expensive missteps 
— we can help.

Our work focuses on helping Presidents, Boards, 
and executive teams:

• assess their current level of fragmentation,
• design an intelligence-first architecture aligned 

to their mission,
• and move from experimentation to outcomes 

without overwhelming staff or disrupting 
core operations.

If you’d like to explore what this could look like for 
your institution, we welcome the conversation.

Sometimes the most important 
modernization decision is not what 
technology to buy — 
but how to think differently about 
the future you’re building.
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The AI Moment — and Why 
It Feels Underwhelming

Higher education has officially entered the AI era.

Institutions are experimenting with chatbots, piloting 
generative tools, issuing AI guidelines, and standing up 
task forces at a rapid pace. On paper, activity is 
everywhere. And yet, beneath the surface, a quiet 
frustration is emerging. Despite the attention, the 
investment, and the urgency, outcomes feel largely 
unchanged.

Student success metrics remain stubborn. Staff 
workloads feel no lighter. Decision-making is not 
materially faster or more informed. For many leaders, AI 
feels present—but not transformative.

This disconnect is not a failure of imagination or effort. 
It is a structural problem.

AI has been layered onto institutions that were never 
designed to think as a whole. Data remains fragmented 
across systems. Context is lost between platforms. 
Workflows are manual, opaque, and departmentalized. 
In that environment, even the most powerful AI tools 
can only operate at the surface.

They answer questions, but they do not change 
outcomes. They summarize data, but they do not 
coordinate action. They create activity, but not 
intelligence.

As a result, institutions find themselves busy—launching 
pilots, evaluating vendors, debating policy...without 
becoming meaningfully smarter.

This is the defining tension of the current moment. AI is 
advancing rapidly, but institutional architecture has not 
kept pace. Until that gap is addressed, AI will continue 
to feel impressive in demonstrations and 
underwhelming in practice.

The challenge, then, is not adopting AI. It is creating the 
conditions under which AI can actually work.

The Real Problem: 
Fragmentation Masquerading 
as Complexity

Higher education is genuinely complex. It serves 
diverse learners. It operates under layered policy and 
accreditation requirements. It spans academic, 
financial, and human systems with deep 
interdependencies.

But what most institutions experience day to day is 
not complexity. It is fragmentation—fragmentation 
that looks like complexity because it forces humans to 
do the work that an integrated institution should do 
automatically.

Fragmentation shows up everywhere: student 
information in one system, learning management in 
another, advising notes in a third, financial stress 
signals somewhere else, and identity and permissions 
managed separately. Each system is “right” inside its 
own boundaries. None of them, on their own, can 
explain what is happening with a student, a cohort, or 
an institution in motion.

When a leader asks, “How many students are at risk 
right now?”, the answer depends on where you look, 
how you define risk, and which office is asked to 
produce the report. That is not a data problem. That is 
an intelligence problem.

Fragmentation also creates operational drag. A 
student request—withdrawal, change of major, leave 
of absence, residency change, information on a 
transcript hold—often spans multiple departments, 
multiple policies, and multiple systems. 

Because the institution is not 
orchestrated, the work becomes 
email chains, spreadsheets, 
handoffs, and re-keying 
information. Staff becomes 
the integration layer.

Over time, institutions normalize this as ‘how 
higher ed works.’ It isn’t. It’s how fragmented 
organizations survive.

AI does not fix fragmentation on its own. In fact, 
fragmentation is the reason many AI efforts stall. 
Without shared context, AI produces inconsistent 
answers, brittle automations, and low trust. Leaders 
then conclude that the technology is immature, 
when the real issue is the institution’s architecture.

To modernize intelligently, institutions must name 
the real problem. Fragmentation is the bottleneck. 
Fixing it is the prerequisite to outcomes.

Why Data Is Still “Dumb” 
in Higher Education

Institutions often assume that having data means 
they are positioned for AI. 

They are not.

Data becomes valuable for AI only when it is coherent, 
contextual, and governable. In most institutions, data is 
abundant but ‘dumb’, not because it lacks volume, but 
because it lacks meaning.

Consider the simplest words in higher education: 
student, enrolled, full-time, active, at risk. These terms 
frequently mean different things across offices and 
systems. A CRM may define a user differently than the 
SIS. An advising platform may define risk differently 
than institutional research. Financial aid may treat 
status changes on different timelines than the registrar. 
Each definition is defensible. Together, they create 
confusion.

This is why institutions spend enormous effort 
producing reports, reconciling contradictions, and 
debating numbers rather than acting on them. When 
data lacks shared meaning, institutions cannot move 
quickly. They cannot automate responsibly. They 
cannot scale interventions with confidence.

Generative AI compounds 
this challenge. 

Large language models can be remarkably 
capable—but they are not magical. They do not ‘know’ 
your institution. They cannot infer policy nuances 
safely. They cannot be trusted to act on sensitive 
decisions without grounded, contextual data and 
governance.

When institutions skip the work of context, they end up 
with AI experiences that feel impressive but are 
unreliable: answers that vary by prompt, 
recommendations that ignore policy constraints, and 
automations that create new exceptions faster than 
they resolve old ones.

The solution is not simply better dashboards or bigger 
warehouses. The solution is institutional context: 
shared semantics, relationships across entities, 
policy-aware constraints, and auditable governance. 
That is what turns dumb data into usable intelligence.

Until data becomes intelligent, 
AI will remain a layer of novelty 
rather than a driver of outcomes

From Systems to Intelligence: 
The Cognitive Layer

Real transformation begins when institutions stop 
centering systems and start building intelligence.

For decades, higher education technology strategy 
has revolved around systems: the SIS, the LMS, the 
CRM, the ERP. Each was implemented to solve a 
specific problem. Each performs its function 
reasonably well. And each now holds a critical slice of 
institutional data.

The problem is not that these systems exist. The 
problem is that they were never designed to 
understand one another.

The next era of modernization 
is not about replacing these 
systems. 

It is about connecting them through a cognitive 
layer—an intelligence layer that sits above existing 
platforms and allows the institution to think, reason, 
and act as a whole.

At its core, a cognitive layer does four essential things.

First, it establishes a data fabric that connects siloed 
systems without disrupting them. Student, academic, 
financial, and engagement data can flow across 
platforms while preserving system ownership 
and integrity.

Second, it applies a semantic layer, shared definitions 
and institutional meaning. “Student,” “risk,” “progress,” 
and “completion” mean the same thing everywhere, 
not something different in every system.

Third, it models relationships through knowledge 
graphs, allowing the institution to understand how 
people, policies, events, and outcomes are connected 
over time, not just reported after the fact.

But intelligence alone is not enough. 
You can’t stop there.

Insight without action does not change outcomes.

This is where many AI strategies quietly fail. They stop 
at understanding, leaving the institution no better 
equipped to actually do anything differently.

A true cognitive layer includes agentic workflow 
orchestration—the ability to automatically coordinate 
work across departments, systems, and roles in 
response to a single request or event.

Consider something as routine as a student 
requesting a change of major.

On the surface, this looks simple. In reality, it often 
requires coordinated action across Academic Affairs, 
the Registrar, Financial Aid, Advising, Degree Audit, 
and sometimes Housing or Athletics. Today, that 
coordination is manual and opaque—emails, tickets, 
approvals, re-entry of data, physical paper, and 
weeks of uncertainty for the student.

In a cognitive-layer model, the student makes a single 
request through a unified interface. The system 
understands the context—academic standing, 
financial aid implications, policy constraints—and 
automatically routes work to the appropriate parties. 
Tasks are tracked. Governance is enforced. Exceptions 
are flagged. And the completed outcome is delivered 
back to the student in one place.

This is not unlike how modern consumer 
platforms operate.

When someone requests an Uber ride, hundreds of 
systems—identity, routing, pricing, payments, 
notifications, fulfillment—work together invisibly in 
response to a single human action. The user does 
not manage the complexity. The system does.

Higher education has the same opportunity.

AI agents, operating within governed workflows, can 
initiate, monitor, escalate, and complete work across 
systems that were never designed to coordinate on 
their own. Students and staff experience simplicity. 
The institution experiences coherence.
That is the promise of the cognitive layer: 
not just smarter data, but coordinated action 
at an institutional scale.

The System-of-Systems Reality — 
and Why It’s The Future

Many institutions have spent years trying to reduce 
the number of systems they run. The impulse is 
understandable: fewer systems feel simpler, safer, 
and easier to govern.

But higher education is not moving toward a monolithic 
future. It is moving toward a system-of-systems 
reality—and that is not a failure. It is an honest reflection 
of how institutions work.

Different domains require different strengths. 
Recruitment and marketing operate differently from 
degree planning. Financial aid is governed by dynamic 
regulation. Learning engagement is shaped by 
pedagogy and course design. Advising is 
human-centered and policy-bounded. No single 
platform excels at all of these simultaneously across 
institution types and governance models.

As a result, best-in-class solutions will remain part of 
the landscape. Institutions will continue to run an SIS, 
an LMS, a CRM, an ERP, and a growing ecosystem of 
specialized tools. Attempts to ‘standardize everything’ 
often lead to watered-down functionality, rigid 
processes, and expensive customization battles.

Just talk to any institution that is trying to get 
Salesforce, Banner SaaS, or Workday to “do it all.”
The strategic question, then, is not how to eliminate 
systems. It is how to make systems cooperate.

This is exactly what the cognitive layer enables. It does 
not replace systems. It connects them. It supplies 
shared meaning. It coordinates workflows. It makes 
the system-of-systems behave like a coherent 
institution rather than a collection of departments 
with competing data.

What AI Looks Like After 
Intelligence Is In Place

Once data is unified, contextualized, and actionable, 
AI stops being experimental and starts 
becoming operational.

The shift is subtle but profound. Institutions move 
away from isolated pilots and toward domains of 
intelligence—areas where AI agents work together 
across systems to deliver measurable outcomes.

Enrollment intelligence becomes possible when 
recruitment data, inquiry behavior, financial signals, 
and academic intent are understood as a whole
—not as disconnected reports.

Persistence and risk intelligence emerge when 
academic performance, engagement patterns, 
financial stressors, and policy thresholds are 
evaluated continuously, not episodically.

Advising and degree navigation intelligence takes 
shape when curriculum rules, progress data, and 
student goals are aligned in real time, allowing 
proactive guidance rather than reactive intervention.

Staff workflow intelligence transforms operations 
when routine requests, approvals, and exceptions 
are handled automatically—freeing staff to focus 
on high-value, human work.

In each case, AI is not operating in isolation. It is 
reasoning over institutional context, acting through 
orchestrated workflows, and delivering outcomes 
through a unified experience.

This is why intelligence must come 
before automation.

Without shared context, AI agents produce noise. 
With it, they become force multipliers.

Institutions that reach this stage experience a 
noticeable shift. Decision-making accelerates. 

Staff regain capacity. Students encounter clarity 
instead of friction. And leadership gains visibility 
into what is actually happening—not weeks later, 
but in real time.

This is what AI looks like when it is grounded in 
intelligence rather than novelty.

Governance in the Age of 
Institutional Intelligence

In the early phase of AI adoption, governance 
conversations tend to focus on tools: which vendors 
are approved, which models can be used, and which 
prompts are permitted.

That is necessary—but it is not sufficient.

In the future-ready view, the real governance 
responsibility shifts from approving tools to 
stewarding institutional intelligence.

This includes governance of meaning (semantic 
definitions), governance of access (who can see and 
act on what), governance of workflow (how actions
 are initiated, routed, and audited), and governance 
of outcomes (what the institution is optimizing for 
and how impact is measured).

Presidents and cabinets should treat the cognitive 
layer as institutional infrastructure, not as an IT 
experiment. It shapes how the institution makes 
decisions, serves students, and allocates resources. 
(Note: A sound cognitive layer will have built-in 
data governance.)  

Boards should treat institutional intelligence as a 
stewardship topic. The question is not, “Do we like this AI 
tool?” The question is, “Are we building an institution that 
can think and act coherently, safely, and transparently?”

CIOs play a critical role as enablers of scale and safety. 
Their job is to ensure security, integration, reliability, 
and governance by design, so that innovation can occur 
without chaos.

Faculty and staff should be empowered to innovate 
inside guardrails. In intelligent institutions, innovation 
is not centralized in a single team. It is distributed—
but governed.

This governance model should be auditable, 
policy-aware, and human-in-the-loop. AI agents must 
operate within constraints that reflect institutional 
policy, student privacy, and ethical commitments.

The institutions that succeed will be those 
that make governance a multiplier, not a 
bottleneck—embedding safety in the architecture 
so that innovation can accelerate.

A common reaction to the cognitive layer vision is, 
“This sounds ideal, but is it realistic for my institution?”

As of 2026, it is not only realistic—it is the most practical 
modernization path available.
The reason is simple: 

Institutions no longer need to 
replace core systems to modernize 
intelligence. They can connect 
what they already have, apply 
shared meaning, and orchestrate 
action on top of it.

This approach scales incrementally. Institutions can 
begin with one domain, prove value, and expand. 
They can avoid multi-year innovation freezes due to a 
massive implementation that consumes staff capacity 
and delays every other initiative.

It is also financially rational. 

Building intelligence above systems typically costs a 
fraction of large-scale ERP or SIS replacement, while 
delivering value within months, not decades. Instead 
of paying the reinvention of baseline functionality, 
institutions invest in outcomes: reducing friction, 
improving retention, accelerating service delivery, 
and increasing staff capacity.

Most importantly, this approach respects the 
institution’s most constrained resource: people. 
Rather than burying staff in years of configuration 
and remediation, it unleashes them into a journey of 
continuous improvement—where they can design, test, 
and refine AI-enabled experiences that match the 
institution’s mission.

Practical modernization is not about spending more. 
It is about spending smarter—on intelligence, 
orchestration, and measurable outcomes.

A New Mandate for Higher 
Education Leaders

Higher education is at a strategic fork in the road.

One path is familiar: more systems, more 
implementations, more disruption—an instinct to 
modernize by replacement. This path is expensive, 
slow, and often misaligned with the pace of change 
now accelerating around institutions.

A better path is now available: modernization 
through institutional intelligence. Connect systems 
rather than replace them. Make data meaningful. 
Orchestrate work. Deliver experiences that feel modern 

because they are powered by coherence, not by 
a new login screen.

The institutions that thrive in the AI era will not be those 
that replace the most systems, but those that build 
the clearest intelligence layer.

Leadership now means intelligence over infrastructure, 
orchestration over replacement, stewardship over 
momentum, and outcomes over optics.

This is not a call to slow down. It is a call to move 
forward intelligently—so that the institution gains 
capacity rather than loses it, and so that 
modernization produces results rather than regret.

From Insight to Action: 
A Practical Pathway to 
Institutional Intelligence

At this point, a natural question arises: If this is the 
future, how does an institution actually begin?

The answer is not a checklist, a pilot frenzy, or a rush 
to procure new tools. Institutions that succeed in the 
AI era follow a deliberate sequence—one that 
prioritizes intelligence, governance, and outcomes 
over speed and optics.

What follows is a practical pathway for leaders 
who want to modernize responsibly, without 
overwhelming staff or betting the institution 
on unproven assumptions.

Step 1: 
Start With The President. Nobody, and we mean 
nobody else in the institution, can and should own the 
overall AI strategy. It starts and stays with the 
President. Only the President has the cross-institutional 
perspective - without the siloed agenda. The President 
should start with the question “How do we make our 
data intelligent?”, not “How do we adopt AI?”

Step 2: 
Map Fragmentation, Not Just Systems. The President 
tasks the CIO and a supporting team to identify where 
data lives, where definitions conflict, where decisions 
stall, and where staff compensate manually. This is not 
a technology exercise alone. This is an institution-wide 
mapping of business processes, technology, and 
journeys to find where the friction resides. 

Step 3: 
Establish Governance With Intelligence In Mind. 
Start with an innovation-minded team. This means 
identifying the mindset of each potential participant to 
make sure it is aligned for entrepreneurial thinking, and 
not bureaucratic obstacles. Titles should be completely 
irrelevant on this team. You want the problem solvers 
and innovators here, not the obstructionists.
 
Step 4: 
Build the Cognitive Layer Above Existing Systems. 
Identify a single system you will install on top of all your 
legacy technology and SaaS that comes pre-plumbed 
with data fabric, semantics, knowledge graphs, 
and orchestrated workflows—without 
disruptive replacement.

Step 5: 
Create One Domain of Intelligence. Choose a 
domain—enrollment, persistence, advising, financial 
sustainability, or staff workflow automation—where 
intelligence can deliver clear value. We’d recommend 
starting with the area where the institution stands to 
benefit the most. Deploy the Cognitive Layer and build 
your AI use cases on top. (Note: With the right Cognitive 
Layer in place, you can use student workers to build AI 
agents for virtually any use case on campus. This does 
not take overpriced consultants to do.) 9 out of 10 
times, this will include some agentic orchestration - 
where AI Agents trigger and deliver things like nudges, 
alerts, task assignment, task execution, and 
completion. This will demonstrate to staff that Agentic 
AI doesn’t need to replace their job; it just makes their 
job easier and faster. 

Step 6: 
Measure & Optimize: As pilots turn into scaled 
deployments, measure everything from money saved 
(Yes, you will be able to sunset overpriced platforms 
like EAB), speed to outcome, and institutional KPIs. 
Invite staff to an annual innovation lab/hackathon to 
optimize current results and identify new use cases for 
the future. 

Step 7: 
Scale Intelligence, Not Tools. Expand domains by 
reusing the same foundations so value compounds 
while complexity stays under control. Take the 
foundation of Steps 5 and 6, and scale them across 
the institution. You’ll have the empirical data to make 
the business case for why.

Summary
Artificial intelligence is advancing rapidly, 
expectations from students and staff are rising just as 
fast, and institutions are under increasing pressure to 
do more with fewer resources. In response, many 
campuses 
are experimenting aggressively — launching pilots, 
adopting tools, and forming task forces — yet too few 
are seeing durable, institution-wide impact.

This paper argues that the gap is not effort, intent, 
or even technology. It is architecture.

Institutions do not need more AI tools. They need 
institutional intelligence — a cognitive layer that 
brings data together from siloed systems, applies 
shared meaning and governance, and enables AI 
agents to act across departments and workflows in 
service of real outcomes.

The path forward does not require ripping and 
replacing core systems, freezing innovation for years, 
or betting the institution on monolithic platforms. It 
requires a different way of thinking about 

modernization — one that prioritizes orchestration 
over consolidation, intelligence over infrastructure, 
and outcomes over optics.

The practical pathway outlined here is achievable 
today. Institutions are already using this approach to:

• Reduce staff workload and burnout,
• Accelerate service delivery,
• Improve student experience and persistence,
• and unlock measurable ROI from AI without 

chaos or risk.

That said, making this shift is not trivial. It requires 
leadership alignment, architectural clarity, and 
experience navigating the organizational realities 
of higher education.

If this paper resonates — or if your institution is feeling 
pressure to “do something” with AI but wants to avoid 
false starts, vendor hype, or expensive missteps 
— we can help.

Our work focuses on helping Presidents, Boards, 
and executive teams:

• assess their current level of fragmentation,
• design an intelligence-first architecture aligned 

to their mission,
• and move from experimentation to outcomes 

without overwhelming staff or disrupting 
core operations.

If you’d like to explore what this could look like for 
your institution, we welcome the conversation.

Sometimes the most important 
modernization decision is not what 
technology to buy — 
but how to think differently about 
the future you’re building.
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The AI Moment — and Why 
It Feels Underwhelming

Higher education has officially entered the AI era.

Institutions are experimenting with chatbots, piloting 
generative tools, issuing AI guidelines, and standing up 
task forces at a rapid pace. On paper, activity is 
everywhere. And yet, beneath the surface, a quiet 
frustration is emerging. Despite the attention, the 
investment, and the urgency, outcomes feel largely 
unchanged.

Student success metrics remain stubborn. Staff 
workloads feel no lighter. Decision-making is not 
materially faster or more informed. For many leaders, AI 
feels present—but not transformative.

This disconnect is not a failure of imagination or effort. 
It is a structural problem.

AI has been layered onto institutions that were never 
designed to think as a whole. Data remains fragmented 
across systems. Context is lost between platforms. 
Workflows are manual, opaque, and departmentalized. 
In that environment, even the most powerful AI tools 
can only operate at the surface.

They answer questions, but they do not change 
outcomes. They summarize data, but they do not 
coordinate action. They create activity, but not 
intelligence.

As a result, institutions find themselves busy—launching 
pilots, evaluating vendors, debating policy...without 
becoming meaningfully smarter.

This is the defining tension of the current moment. AI is 
advancing rapidly, but institutional architecture has not 
kept pace. Until that gap is addressed, AI will continue 
to feel impressive in demonstrations and 
underwhelming in practice.

The challenge, then, is not adopting AI. It is creating the 
conditions under which AI can actually work.

The Real Problem: 
Fragmentation Masquerading 
as Complexity

Higher education is genuinely complex. It serves 
diverse learners. It operates under layered policy and 
accreditation requirements. It spans academic, 
financial, and human systems with deep 
interdependencies.

But what most institutions experience day to day is 
not complexity. It is fragmentation—fragmentation 
that looks like complexity because it forces humans to 
do the work that an integrated institution should do 
automatically.

Fragmentation shows up everywhere: student 
information in one system, learning management in 
another, advising notes in a third, financial stress 
signals somewhere else, and identity and permissions 
managed separately. Each system is “right” inside its 
own boundaries. None of them, on their own, can 
explain what is happening with a student, a cohort, or 
an institution in motion.

When a leader asks, “How many students are at risk 
right now?”, the answer depends on where you look, 
how you define risk, and which office is asked to 
produce the report. That is not a data problem. That is 
an intelligence problem.

Fragmentation also creates operational drag. A 
student request—withdrawal, change of major, leave 
of absence, residency change, information on a 
transcript hold—often spans multiple departments, 
multiple policies, and multiple systems. 

Because the institution is not 
orchestrated, the work becomes 
email chains, spreadsheets, 
handoffs, and re-keying 
information. Staff becomes 
the integration layer.

Over time, institutions normalize this as ‘how 
higher ed works.’ It isn’t. It’s how fragmented 
organizations survive.

AI does not fix fragmentation on its own. In fact, 
fragmentation is the reason many AI efforts stall. 
Without shared context, AI produces inconsistent 
answers, brittle automations, and low trust. Leaders 
then conclude that the technology is immature, 
when the real issue is the institution’s architecture.

To modernize intelligently, institutions must name 
the real problem. Fragmentation is the bottleneck. 
Fixing it is the prerequisite to outcomes.

Why Data Is Still “Dumb” 
in Higher Education

Institutions often assume that having data means 
they are positioned for AI. 

They are not.

Data becomes valuable for AI only when it is coherent, 
contextual, and governable. In most institutions, data is 
abundant but ‘dumb’, not because it lacks volume, but 
because it lacks meaning.

Consider the simplest words in higher education: 
student, enrolled, full-time, active, at risk. These terms 
frequently mean different things across offices and 
systems. A CRM may define a user differently than the 
SIS. An advising platform may define risk differently 
than institutional research. Financial aid may treat 
status changes on different timelines than the registrar. 
Each definition is defensible. Together, they create 
confusion.

This is why institutions spend enormous effort 
producing reports, reconciling contradictions, and 
debating numbers rather than acting on them. When 
data lacks shared meaning, institutions cannot move 
quickly. They cannot automate responsibly. They 
cannot scale interventions with confidence.

Generative AI compounds 
this challenge. 

Large language models can be remarkably 
capable—but they are not magical. They do not ‘know’ 
your institution. They cannot infer policy nuances 
safely. They cannot be trusted to act on sensitive 
decisions without grounded, contextual data and 
governance.

When institutions skip the work of context, they end up 
with AI experiences that feel impressive but are 
unreliable: answers that vary by prompt, 
recommendations that ignore policy constraints, and 
automations that create new exceptions faster than 
they resolve old ones.

The solution is not simply better dashboards or bigger 
warehouses. The solution is institutional context: 
shared semantics, relationships across entities, 
policy-aware constraints, and auditable governance. 
That is what turns dumb data into usable intelligence.

Until data becomes intelligent, 
AI will remain a layer of novelty 
rather than a driver of outcomes

From Systems to Intelligence: 
The Cognitive Layer

Real transformation begins when institutions stop 
centering systems and start building intelligence.

For decades, higher education technology strategy 
has revolved around systems: the SIS, the LMS, the 
CRM, the ERP. Each was implemented to solve a 
specific problem. Each performs its function 
reasonably well. And each now holds a critical slice of 
institutional data.

The problem is not that these systems exist. The 
problem is that they were never designed to 
understand one another.

The next era of modernization 
is not about replacing these 
systems. 

It is about connecting them through a cognitive 
layer—an intelligence layer that sits above existing 
platforms and allows the institution to think, reason, 
and act as a whole.

At its core, a cognitive layer does four essential things.

First, it establishes a data fabric that connects siloed 
systems without disrupting them. Student, academic, 
financial, and engagement data can flow across 
platforms while preserving system ownership 
and integrity.

Second, it applies a semantic layer, shared definitions 
and institutional meaning. “Student,” “risk,” “progress,” 
and “completion” mean the same thing everywhere, 
not something different in every system.

Third, it models relationships through knowledge 
graphs, allowing the institution to understand how 
people, policies, events, and outcomes are connected 
over time, not just reported after the fact.

But intelligence alone is not enough. 
You can’t stop there.

Insight without action does not change outcomes.

This is where many AI strategies quietly fail. They stop 
at understanding, leaving the institution no better 
equipped to actually do anything differently.

A true cognitive layer includes agentic workflow 
orchestration—the ability to automatically coordinate 
work across departments, systems, and roles in 
response to a single request or event.

Consider something as routine as a student 
requesting a change of major.

On the surface, this looks simple. In reality, it often 
requires coordinated action across Academic Affairs, 
the Registrar, Financial Aid, Advising, Degree Audit, 
and sometimes Housing or Athletics. Today, that 
coordination is manual and opaque—emails, tickets, 
approvals, re-entry of data, physical paper, and 
weeks of uncertainty for the student.

In a cognitive-layer model, the student makes a single 
request through a unified interface. The system 
understands the context—academic standing, 
financial aid implications, policy constraints—and 
automatically routes work to the appropriate parties. 
Tasks are tracked. Governance is enforced. Exceptions 
are flagged. And the completed outcome is delivered 
back to the student in one place.

This is not unlike how modern consumer 
platforms operate.

When someone requests an Uber ride, hundreds of 
systems—identity, routing, pricing, payments, 
notifications, fulfillment—work together invisibly in 
response to a single human action. The user does 
not manage the complexity. The system does.

Higher education has the same opportunity.

AI agents, operating within governed workflows, can 
initiate, monitor, escalate, and complete work across 
systems that were never designed to coordinate on 
their own. Students and staff experience simplicity. 
The institution experiences coherence.
That is the promise of the cognitive layer: 
not just smarter data, but coordinated action 
at an institutional scale.

The System-of-Systems Reality — 
and Why It’s The Future

Many institutions have spent years trying to reduce 
the number of systems they run. The impulse is 
understandable: fewer systems feel simpler, safer, 
and easier to govern.

But higher education is not moving toward a monolithic 
future. It is moving toward a system-of-systems 
reality—and that is not a failure. It is an honest reflection 
of how institutions work.

Different domains require different strengths. 
Recruitment and marketing operate differently from 
degree planning. Financial aid is governed by dynamic 
regulation. Learning engagement is shaped by 
pedagogy and course design. Advising is 
human-centered and policy-bounded. No single 
platform excels at all of these simultaneously across 
institution types and governance models.

As a result, best-in-class solutions will remain part of 
the landscape. Institutions will continue to run an SIS, 
an LMS, a CRM, an ERP, and a growing ecosystem of 
specialized tools. Attempts to ‘standardize everything’ 
often lead to watered-down functionality, rigid 
processes, and expensive customization battles.

Just talk to any institution that is trying to get 
Salesforce, Banner SaaS, or Workday to “do it all.”
The strategic question, then, is not how to eliminate 
systems. It is how to make systems cooperate.

This is exactly what the cognitive layer enables. It does 
not replace systems. It connects them. It supplies 
shared meaning. It coordinates workflows. It makes 
the system-of-systems behave like a coherent 
institution rather than a collection of departments 
with competing data.

What AI Looks Like After 
Intelligence Is In Place

Once data is unified, contextualized, and actionable, 
AI stops being experimental and starts 
becoming operational.

The shift is subtle but profound. Institutions move 
away from isolated pilots and toward domains of 
intelligence—areas where AI agents work together 
across systems to deliver measurable outcomes.

Enrollment intelligence becomes possible when 
recruitment data, inquiry behavior, financial signals, 
and academic intent are understood as a whole
—not as disconnected reports.

Persistence and risk intelligence emerge when 
academic performance, engagement patterns, 
financial stressors, and policy thresholds are 
evaluated continuously, not episodically.

Advising and degree navigation intelligence takes 
shape when curriculum rules, progress data, and 
student goals are aligned in real time, allowing 
proactive guidance rather than reactive intervention.

Staff workflow intelligence transforms operations 
when routine requests, approvals, and exceptions 
are handled automatically—freeing staff to focus 
on high-value, human work.

In each case, AI is not operating in isolation. It is 
reasoning over institutional context, acting through 
orchestrated workflows, and delivering outcomes 
through a unified experience.

This is why intelligence must come 
before automation.

Without shared context, AI agents produce noise. 
With it, they become force multipliers.

Institutions that reach this stage experience a 
noticeable shift. Decision-making accelerates. 

Staff regain capacity. Students encounter clarity 
instead of friction. And leadership gains visibility 
into what is actually happening—not weeks later, 
but in real time.

This is what AI looks like when it is grounded in 
intelligence rather than novelty.

Governance in the Age of 
Institutional Intelligence

In the early phase of AI adoption, governance 
conversations tend to focus on tools: which vendors 
are approved, which models can be used, and which 
prompts are permitted.

That is necessary—but it is not sufficient.

In the future-ready view, the real governance 
responsibility shifts from approving tools to 
stewarding institutional intelligence.

This includes governance of meaning (semantic 
definitions), governance of access (who can see and 
act on what), governance of workflow (how actions
 are initiated, routed, and audited), and governance 
of outcomes (what the institution is optimizing for 
and how impact is measured).

Presidents and cabinets should treat the cognitive 
layer as institutional infrastructure, not as an IT 
experiment. It shapes how the institution makes 
decisions, serves students, and allocates resources. 
(Note: A sound cognitive layer will have built-in 
data governance.)  

Boards should treat institutional intelligence as a 
stewardship topic. The question is not, “Do we like this AI 
tool?” The question is, “Are we building an institution that 
can think and act coherently, safely, and transparently?”

CIOs play a critical role as enablers of scale and safety. 
Their job is to ensure security, integration, reliability, 
and governance by design, so that innovation can occur 
without chaos.

Faculty and staff should be empowered to innovate 
inside guardrails. In intelligent institutions, innovation 
is not centralized in a single team. It is distributed—
but governed.

This governance model should be auditable, 
policy-aware, and human-in-the-loop. AI agents must 
operate within constraints that reflect institutional 
policy, student privacy, and ethical commitments.

The institutions that succeed will be those 
that make governance a multiplier, not a 
bottleneck—embedding safety in the architecture 
so that innovation can accelerate.

A common reaction to the cognitive layer vision is, 
“This sounds ideal, but is it realistic for my institution?”

As of 2026, it is not only realistic—it is the most practical 
modernization path available.
The reason is simple: 

Institutions no longer need to 
replace core systems to modernize 
intelligence. They can connect 
what they already have, apply 
shared meaning, and orchestrate 
action on top of it.

This approach scales incrementally. Institutions can 
begin with one domain, prove value, and expand. 
They can avoid multi-year innovation freezes due to a 
massive implementation that consumes staff capacity 
and delays every other initiative.

It is also financially rational. 

Building intelligence above systems typically costs a 
fraction of large-scale ERP or SIS replacement, while 
delivering value within months, not decades. Instead 
of paying the reinvention of baseline functionality, 
institutions invest in outcomes: reducing friction, 
improving retention, accelerating service delivery, 
and increasing staff capacity.

Most importantly, this approach respects the 
institution’s most constrained resource: people. 
Rather than burying staff in years of configuration 
and remediation, it unleashes them into a journey of 
continuous improvement—where they can design, test, 
and refine AI-enabled experiences that match the 
institution’s mission.

Practical modernization is not about spending more. 
It is about spending smarter—on intelligence, 
orchestration, and measurable outcomes.

A New Mandate for Higher 
Education Leaders

Higher education is at a strategic fork in the road.

One path is familiar: more systems, more 
implementations, more disruption—an instinct to 
modernize by replacement. This path is expensive, 
slow, and often misaligned with the pace of change 
now accelerating around institutions.

A better path is now available: modernization 
through institutional intelligence. Connect systems 
rather than replace them. Make data meaningful. 
Orchestrate work. Deliver experiences that feel modern 

because they are powered by coherence, not by 
a new login screen.

The institutions that thrive in the AI era will not be those 
that replace the most systems, but those that build 
the clearest intelligence layer.

Leadership now means intelligence over infrastructure, 
orchestration over replacement, stewardship over 
momentum, and outcomes over optics.

This is not a call to slow down. It is a call to move 
forward intelligently—so that the institution gains 
capacity rather than loses it, and so that 
modernization produces results rather than regret.

From Insight to Action: 
A Practical Pathway to 
Institutional Intelligence

At this point, a natural question arises: If this is the 
future, how does an institution actually begin?

The answer is not a checklist, a pilot frenzy, or a rush 
to procure new tools. Institutions that succeed in the 
AI era follow a deliberate sequence—one that 
prioritizes intelligence, governance, and outcomes 
over speed and optics.

What follows is a practical pathway for leaders 
who want to modernize responsibly, without 
overwhelming staff or betting the institution 
on unproven assumptions.

Step 1: 
Start With The President. Nobody, and we mean 
nobody else in the institution, can and should own the 
overall AI strategy. It starts and stays with the 
President. Only the President has the cross-institutional 
perspective - without the siloed agenda. The President 
should start with the question “How do we make our 
data intelligent?”, not “How do we adopt AI?”

Step 2: 
Map Fragmentation, Not Just Systems. The President 
tasks the CIO and a supporting team to identify where 
data lives, where definitions conflict, where decisions 
stall, and where staff compensate manually. This is not 
a technology exercise alone. This is an institution-wide 
mapping of business processes, technology, and 
journeys to find where the friction resides. 

Step 3: 
Establish Governance With Intelligence In Mind. 
Start with an innovation-minded team. This means 
identifying the mindset of each potential participant to 
make sure it is aligned for entrepreneurial thinking, and 
not bureaucratic obstacles. Titles should be completely 
irrelevant on this team. You want the problem solvers 
and innovators here, not the obstructionists.
 
Step 4: 
Build the Cognitive Layer Above Existing Systems. 
Identify a single system you will install on top of all your 
legacy technology and SaaS that comes pre-plumbed 
with data fabric, semantics, knowledge graphs, 
and orchestrated workflows—without 
disruptive replacement.

Step 5: 
Create One Domain of Intelligence. Choose a 
domain—enrollment, persistence, advising, financial 
sustainability, or staff workflow automation—where 
intelligence can deliver clear value. We’d recommend 
starting with the area where the institution stands to 
benefit the most. Deploy the Cognitive Layer and build 
your AI use cases on top. (Note: With the right Cognitive 
Layer in place, you can use student workers to build AI 
agents for virtually any use case on campus. This does 
not take overpriced consultants to do.) 9 out of 10 
times, this will include some agentic orchestration - 
where AI Agents trigger and deliver things like nudges, 
alerts, task assignment, task execution, and 
completion. This will demonstrate to staff that Agentic 
AI doesn’t need to replace their job; it just makes their 
job easier and faster. 

Step 6: 
Measure & Optimize: As pilots turn into scaled 
deployments, measure everything from money saved 
(Yes, you will be able to sunset overpriced platforms 
like EAB), speed to outcome, and institutional KPIs. 
Invite staff to an annual innovation lab/hackathon to 
optimize current results and identify new use cases for 
the future. 

Step 7: 
Scale Intelligence, Not Tools. Expand domains by 
reusing the same foundations so value compounds 
while complexity stays under control. Take the 
foundation of Steps 5 and 6, and scale them across 
the institution. You’ll have the empirical data to make 
the business case for why.

Summary
Artificial intelligence is advancing rapidly, 
expectations from students and staff are rising just as 
fast, and institutions are under increasing pressure to 
do more with fewer resources. In response, many 
campuses 
are experimenting aggressively — launching pilots, 
adopting tools, and forming task forces — yet too few 
are seeing durable, institution-wide impact.

This paper argues that the gap is not effort, intent, 
or even technology. It is architecture.

Institutions do not need more AI tools. They need 
institutional intelligence — a cognitive layer that 
brings data together from siloed systems, applies 
shared meaning and governance, and enables AI 
agents to act across departments and workflows in 
service of real outcomes.

The path forward does not require ripping and 
replacing core systems, freezing innovation for years, 
or betting the institution on monolithic platforms. It 
requires a different way of thinking about 

modernization — one that prioritizes orchestration 
over consolidation, intelligence over infrastructure, 
and outcomes over optics.

The practical pathway outlined here is achievable 
today. Institutions are already using this approach to:

• Reduce staff workload and burnout,
• Accelerate service delivery,
• Improve student experience and persistence,
• and unlock measurable ROI from AI without 

chaos or risk.

That said, making this shift is not trivial. It requires 
leadership alignment, architectural clarity, and 
experience navigating the organizational realities 
of higher education.

If this paper resonates — or if your institution is feeling 
pressure to “do something” with AI but wants to avoid 
false starts, vendor hype, or expensive missteps 
— we can help.

Our work focuses on helping Presidents, Boards, 
and executive teams:

• assess their current level of fragmentation,
• design an intelligence-first architecture aligned 

to their mission,
• and move from experimentation to outcomes 

without overwhelming staff or disrupting 
core operations.

If you’d like to explore what this could look like for 
your institution, we welcome the conversation.

Sometimes the most important 
modernization decision is not what 
technology to buy — 
but how to think differently about 
the future you’re building.
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The AI Moment — and Why 
It Feels Underwhelming

Higher education has officially entered the AI era.

Institutions are experimenting with chatbots, piloting 
generative tools, issuing AI guidelines, and standing up 
task forces at a rapid pace. On paper, activity is 
everywhere. And yet, beneath the surface, a quiet 
frustration is emerging. Despite the attention, the 
investment, and the urgency, outcomes feel largely 
unchanged.

Student success metrics remain stubborn. Staff 
workloads feel no lighter. Decision-making is not 
materially faster or more informed. For many leaders, AI 
feels present—but not transformative.

This disconnect is not a failure of imagination or effort. 
It is a structural problem.

AI has been layered onto institutions that were never 
designed to think as a whole. Data remains fragmented 
across systems. Context is lost between platforms. 
Workflows are manual, opaque, and departmentalized. 
In that environment, even the most powerful AI tools 
can only operate at the surface.

They answer questions, but they do not change 
outcomes. They summarize data, but they do not 
coordinate action. They create activity, but not 
intelligence.

As a result, institutions find themselves busy—launching 
pilots, evaluating vendors, debating policy...without 
becoming meaningfully smarter.

This is the defining tension of the current moment. AI is 
advancing rapidly, but institutional architecture has not 
kept pace. Until that gap is addressed, AI will continue 
to feel impressive in demonstrations and 
underwhelming in practice.

The challenge, then, is not adopting AI. It is creating the 
conditions under which AI can actually work.

The Real Problem: 
Fragmentation Masquerading 
as Complexity

Higher education is genuinely complex. It serves 
diverse learners. It operates under layered policy and 
accreditation requirements. It spans academic, 
financial, and human systems with deep 
interdependencies.

But what most institutions experience day to day is 
not complexity. It is fragmentation—fragmentation 
that looks like complexity because it forces humans to 
do the work that an integrated institution should do 
automatically.

Fragmentation shows up everywhere: student 
information in one system, learning management in 
another, advising notes in a third, financial stress 
signals somewhere else, and identity and permissions 
managed separately. Each system is “right” inside its 
own boundaries. None of them, on their own, can 
explain what is happening with a student, a cohort, or 
an institution in motion.

When a leader asks, “How many students are at risk 
right now?”, the answer depends on where you look, 
how you define risk, and which office is asked to 
produce the report. That is not a data problem. That is 
an intelligence problem.

Fragmentation also creates operational drag. A 
student request—withdrawal, change of major, leave 
of absence, residency change, information on a 
transcript hold—often spans multiple departments, 
multiple policies, and multiple systems. 

Because the institution is not 
orchestrated, the work becomes 
email chains, spreadsheets, 
handoffs, and re-keying 
information. Staff becomes 
the integration layer.

Over time, institutions normalize this as ‘how 
higher ed works.’ It isn’t. It’s how fragmented 
organizations survive.

AI does not fix fragmentation on its own. In fact, 
fragmentation is the reason many AI efforts stall. 
Without shared context, AI produces inconsistent 
answers, brittle automations, and low trust. Leaders 
then conclude that the technology is immature, 
when the real issue is the institution’s architecture.

To modernize intelligently, institutions must name 
the real problem. Fragmentation is the bottleneck. 
Fixing it is the prerequisite to outcomes.

Why Data Is Still “Dumb” 
in Higher Education

Institutions often assume that having data means 
they are positioned for AI. 

They are not.

Data becomes valuable for AI only when it is coherent, 
contextual, and governable. In most institutions, data is 
abundant but ‘dumb’, not because it lacks volume, but 
because it lacks meaning.

Consider the simplest words in higher education: 
student, enrolled, full-time, active, at risk. These terms 
frequently mean different things across offices and 
systems. A CRM may define a user differently than the 
SIS. An advising platform may define risk differently 
than institutional research. Financial aid may treat 
status changes on different timelines than the registrar. 
Each definition is defensible. Together, they create 
confusion.

This is why institutions spend enormous effort 
producing reports, reconciling contradictions, and 
debating numbers rather than acting on them. When 
data lacks shared meaning, institutions cannot move 
quickly. They cannot automate responsibly. They 
cannot scale interventions with confidence.

Generative AI compounds 
this challenge. 

Large language models can be remarkably 
capable—but they are not magical. They do not ‘know’ 
your institution. They cannot infer policy nuances 
safely. They cannot be trusted to act on sensitive 
decisions without grounded, contextual data and 
governance.

When institutions skip the work of context, they end up 
with AI experiences that feel impressive but are 
unreliable: answers that vary by prompt, 
recommendations that ignore policy constraints, and 
automations that create new exceptions faster than 
they resolve old ones.

The solution is not simply better dashboards or bigger 
warehouses. The solution is institutional context: 
shared semantics, relationships across entities, 
policy-aware constraints, and auditable governance. 
That is what turns dumb data into usable intelligence.

Until data becomes intelligent, 
AI will remain a layer of novelty 
rather than a driver of outcomes

From Systems to Intelligence: 
The Cognitive Layer

Real transformation begins when institutions stop 
centering systems and start building intelligence.

For decades, higher education technology strategy 
has revolved around systems: the SIS, the LMS, the 
CRM, the ERP. Each was implemented to solve a 
specific problem. Each performs its function 
reasonably well. And each now holds a critical slice of 
institutional data.

The problem is not that these systems exist. The 
problem is that they were never designed to 
understand one another.

The next era of modernization 
is not about replacing these 
systems. 

It is about connecting them through a cognitive 
layer—an intelligence layer that sits above existing 
platforms and allows the institution to think, reason, 
and act as a whole.

At its core, a cognitive layer does four essential things.

First, it establishes a data fabric that connects siloed 
systems without disrupting them. Student, academic, 
financial, and engagement data can flow across 
platforms while preserving system ownership 
and integrity.

Second, it applies a semantic layer, shared definitions 
and institutional meaning. “Student,” “risk,” “progress,” 
and “completion” mean the same thing everywhere, 
not something different in every system.

Third, it models relationships through knowledge 
graphs, allowing the institution to understand how 
people, policies, events, and outcomes are connected 
over time, not just reported after the fact.

But intelligence alone is not enough. 
You can’t stop there.

Insight without action does not change outcomes.

This is where many AI strategies quietly fail. They stop 
at understanding, leaving the institution no better 
equipped to actually do anything differently.

A true cognitive layer includes agentic workflow 
orchestration—the ability to automatically coordinate 
work across departments, systems, and roles in 
response to a single request or event.

Consider something as routine as a student 
requesting a change of major.

On the surface, this looks simple. In reality, it often 
requires coordinated action across Academic Affairs, 
the Registrar, Financial Aid, Advising, Degree Audit, 
and sometimes Housing or Athletics. Today, that 
coordination is manual and opaque—emails, tickets, 
approvals, re-entry of data, physical paper, and 
weeks of uncertainty for the student.

In a cognitive-layer model, the student makes a single 
request through a unified interface. The system 
understands the context—academic standing, 
financial aid implications, policy constraints—and 
automatically routes work to the appropriate parties. 
Tasks are tracked. Governance is enforced. Exceptions 
are flagged. And the completed outcome is delivered 
back to the student in one place.

This is not unlike how modern consumer 
platforms operate.

When someone requests an Uber ride, hundreds of 
systems—identity, routing, pricing, payments, 
notifications, fulfillment—work together invisibly in 
response to a single human action. The user does 
not manage the complexity. The system does.

Higher education has the same opportunity.

AI agents, operating within governed workflows, can 
initiate, monitor, escalate, and complete work across 
systems that were never designed to coordinate on 
their own. Students and staff experience simplicity. 
The institution experiences coherence.
That is the promise of the cognitive layer: 
not just smarter data, but coordinated action 
at an institutional scale.

The System-of-Systems Reality — 
and Why It’s The Future

Many institutions have spent years trying to reduce 
the number of systems they run. The impulse is 
understandable: fewer systems feel simpler, safer, 
and easier to govern.

But higher education is not moving toward a monolithic 
future. It is moving toward a system-of-systems 
reality—and that is not a failure. It is an honest reflection 
of how institutions work.

Different domains require different strengths. 
Recruitment and marketing operate differently from 
degree planning. Financial aid is governed by dynamic 
regulation. Learning engagement is shaped by 
pedagogy and course design. Advising is 
human-centered and policy-bounded. No single 
platform excels at all of these simultaneously across 
institution types and governance models.

As a result, best-in-class solutions will remain part of 
the landscape. Institutions will continue to run an SIS, 
an LMS, a CRM, an ERP, and a growing ecosystem of 
specialized tools. Attempts to ‘standardize everything’ 
often lead to watered-down functionality, rigid 
processes, and expensive customization battles.

Just talk to any institution that is trying to get 
Salesforce, Banner SaaS, or Workday to “do it all.”
The strategic question, then, is not how to eliminate 
systems. It is how to make systems cooperate.

This is exactly what the cognitive layer enables. It does 
not replace systems. It connects them. It supplies 
shared meaning. It coordinates workflows. It makes 
the system-of-systems behave like a coherent 
institution rather than a collection of departments 
with competing data.

What AI Looks Like After 
Intelligence Is In Place

Once data is unified, contextualized, and actionable, 
AI stops being experimental and starts 
becoming operational.

The shift is subtle but profound. Institutions move 
away from isolated pilots and toward domains of 
intelligence—areas where AI agents work together 
across systems to deliver measurable outcomes.

Enrollment intelligence becomes possible when 
recruitment data, inquiry behavior, financial signals, 
and academic intent are understood as a whole
—not as disconnected reports.

Persistence and risk intelligence emerge when 
academic performance, engagement patterns, 
financial stressors, and policy thresholds are 
evaluated continuously, not episodically.

Advising and degree navigation intelligence takes 
shape when curriculum rules, progress data, and 
student goals are aligned in real time, allowing 
proactive guidance rather than reactive intervention.

Staff workflow intelligence transforms operations 
when routine requests, approvals, and exceptions 
are handled automatically—freeing staff to focus 
on high-value, human work.

In each case, AI is not operating in isolation. It is 
reasoning over institutional context, acting through 
orchestrated workflows, and delivering outcomes 
through a unified experience.

This is why intelligence must come 
before automation.

Without shared context, AI agents produce noise. 
With it, they become force multipliers.

Institutions that reach this stage experience a 
noticeable shift. Decision-making accelerates. 

Staff regain capacity. Students encounter clarity 
instead of friction. And leadership gains visibility 
into what is actually happening—not weeks later, 
but in real time.

This is what AI looks like when it is grounded in 
intelligence rather than novelty.

Governance in the Age of 
Institutional Intelligence

In the early phase of AI adoption, governance 
conversations tend to focus on tools: which vendors 
are approved, which models can be used, and which 
prompts are permitted.

That is necessary—but it is not sufficient.

In the future-ready view, the real governance 
responsibility shifts from approving tools to 
stewarding institutional intelligence.

This includes governance of meaning (semantic 
definitions), governance of access (who can see and 
act on what), governance of workflow (how actions
 are initiated, routed, and audited), and governance 
of outcomes (what the institution is optimizing for 
and how impact is measured).

Presidents and cabinets should treat the cognitive 
layer as institutional infrastructure, not as an IT 
experiment. It shapes how the institution makes 
decisions, serves students, and allocates resources. 
(Note: A sound cognitive layer will have built-in 
data governance.)  

Boards should treat institutional intelligence as a 
stewardship topic. The question is not, “Do we like this AI 
tool?” The question is, “Are we building an institution that 
can think and act coherently, safely, and transparently?”

CIOs play a critical role as enablers of scale and safety. 
Their job is to ensure security, integration, reliability, 
and governance by design, so that innovation can occur 
without chaos.

Faculty and staff should be empowered to innovate 
inside guardrails. In intelligent institutions, innovation 
is not centralized in a single team. It is distributed—
but governed.

This governance model should be auditable, 
policy-aware, and human-in-the-loop. AI agents must 
operate within constraints that reflect institutional 
policy, student privacy, and ethical commitments.

The institutions that succeed will be those 
that make governance a multiplier, not a 
bottleneck—embedding safety in the architecture 
so that innovation can accelerate.

A common reaction to the cognitive layer vision is, 
“This sounds ideal, but is it realistic for my institution?”

As of 2026, it is not only realistic—it is the most practical 
modernization path available.
The reason is simple: 

Institutions no longer need to 
replace core systems to modernize 
intelligence. They can connect 
what they already have, apply 
shared meaning, and orchestrate 
action on top of it.

This approach scales incrementally. Institutions can 
begin with one domain, prove value, and expand. 
They can avoid multi-year innovation freezes due to a 
massive implementation that consumes staff capacity 
and delays every other initiative.

It is also financially rational. 

Building intelligence above systems typically costs a 
fraction of large-scale ERP or SIS replacement, while 
delivering value within months, not decades. Instead 
of paying the reinvention of baseline functionality, 
institutions invest in outcomes: reducing friction, 
improving retention, accelerating service delivery, 
and increasing staff capacity.

Most importantly, this approach respects the 
institution’s most constrained resource: people. 
Rather than burying staff in years of configuration 
and remediation, it unleashes them into a journey of 
continuous improvement—where they can design, test, 
and refine AI-enabled experiences that match the 
institution’s mission.

Practical modernization is not about spending more. 
It is about spending smarter—on intelligence, 
orchestration, and measurable outcomes.

A New Mandate for Higher 
Education Leaders

Higher education is at a strategic fork in the road.

One path is familiar: more systems, more 
implementations, more disruption—an instinct to 
modernize by replacement. This path is expensive, 
slow, and often misaligned with the pace of change 
now accelerating around institutions.

A better path is now available: modernization 
through institutional intelligence. Connect systems 
rather than replace them. Make data meaningful. 
Orchestrate work. Deliver experiences that feel modern 

because they are powered by coherence, not by 
a new login screen.

The institutions that thrive in the AI era will not be those 
that replace the most systems, but those that build 
the clearest intelligence layer.

Leadership now means intelligence over infrastructure, 
orchestration over replacement, stewardship over 
momentum, and outcomes over optics.

This is not a call to slow down. It is a call to move 
forward intelligently—so that the institution gains 
capacity rather than loses it, and so that 
modernization produces results rather than regret.

From Insight to Action: 
A Practical Pathway to 
Institutional Intelligence

At this point, a natural question arises: If this is the 
future, how does an institution actually begin?

The answer is not a checklist, a pilot frenzy, or a rush 
to procure new tools. Institutions that succeed in the 
AI era follow a deliberate sequence—one that 
prioritizes intelligence, governance, and outcomes 
over speed and optics.

What follows is a practical pathway for leaders 
who want to modernize responsibly, without 
overwhelming staff or betting the institution 
on unproven assumptions.

Step 1: 
Start With The President. Nobody, and we mean 
nobody else in the institution, can and should own the 
overall AI strategy. It starts and stays with the 
President. Only the President has the cross-institutional 
perspective - without the siloed agenda. The President 
should start with the question “How do we make our 
data intelligent?”, not “How do we adopt AI?”

Step 2: 
Map Fragmentation, Not Just Systems. The President 
tasks the CIO and a supporting team to identify where 
data lives, where definitions conflict, where decisions 
stall, and where staff compensate manually. This is not 
a technology exercise alone. This is an institution-wide 
mapping of business processes, technology, and 
journeys to find where the friction resides. 

Step 3: 
Establish Governance With Intelligence In Mind. 
Start with an innovation-minded team. This means 
identifying the mindset of each potential participant to 
make sure it is aligned for entrepreneurial thinking, and 
not bureaucratic obstacles. Titles should be completely 
irrelevant on this team. You want the problem solvers 
and innovators here, not the obstructionists.
 
Step 4: 
Build the Cognitive Layer Above Existing Systems. 
Identify a single system you will install on top of all your 
legacy technology and SaaS that comes pre-plumbed 
with data fabric, semantics, knowledge graphs, 
and orchestrated workflows—without 
disruptive replacement.

Step 5: 
Create One Domain of Intelligence. Choose a 
domain—enrollment, persistence, advising, financial 
sustainability, or staff workflow automation—where 
intelligence can deliver clear value. We’d recommend 
starting with the area where the institution stands to 
benefit the most. Deploy the Cognitive Layer and build 
your AI use cases on top. (Note: With the right Cognitive 
Layer in place, you can use student workers to build AI 
agents for virtually any use case on campus. This does 
not take overpriced consultants to do.) 9 out of 10 
times, this will include some agentic orchestration - 
where AI Agents trigger and deliver things like nudges, 
alerts, task assignment, task execution, and 
completion. This will demonstrate to staff that Agentic 
AI doesn’t need to replace their job; it just makes their 
job easier and faster. 

Step 6: 
Measure & Optimize: As pilots turn into scaled 
deployments, measure everything from money saved 
(Yes, you will be able to sunset overpriced platforms 
like EAB), speed to outcome, and institutional KPIs. 
Invite staff to an annual innovation lab/hackathon to 
optimize current results and identify new use cases for 
the future. 

Step 7: 
Scale Intelligence, Not Tools. Expand domains by 
reusing the same foundations so value compounds 
while complexity stays under control. Take the 
foundation of Steps 5 and 6, and scale them across 
the institution. You’ll have the empirical data to make 
the business case for why.

Summary
Artificial intelligence is advancing rapidly, 
expectations from students and staff are rising just as 
fast, and institutions are under increasing pressure to 
do more with fewer resources. In response, many 
campuses 
are experimenting aggressively — launching pilots, 
adopting tools, and forming task forces — yet too few 
are seeing durable, institution-wide impact.

This paper argues that the gap is not effort, intent, 
or even technology. It is architecture.

Institutions do not need more AI tools. They need 
institutional intelligence — a cognitive layer that 
brings data together from siloed systems, applies 
shared meaning and governance, and enables AI 
agents to act across departments and workflows in 
service of real outcomes.

The path forward does not require ripping and 
replacing core systems, freezing innovation for years, 
or betting the institution on monolithic platforms. It 
requires a different way of thinking about 
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modernization — one that prioritizes orchestration 
over consolidation, intelligence over infrastructure, 
and outcomes over optics.

The practical pathway outlined here is achievable 
today. Institutions are already using this approach to:

• Reduce staff workload and burnout,
• Accelerate service delivery,
• Improve student experience and persistence,
• and unlock measurable ROI from AI without 

chaos or risk.

That said, making this shift is not trivial. It requires 
leadership alignment, architectural clarity, and 
experience navigating the organizational realities 
of higher education.

If this paper resonates — or if your institution is feeling 
pressure to “do something” with AI but wants to avoid 
false starts, vendor hype, or expensive missteps 
— we can help.

Our work focuses on helping Presidents, Boards, 
and executive teams:

• assess their current level of fragmentation,
• design an intelligence-first architecture aligned 

to their mission,
• and move from experimentation to outcomes 

without overwhelming staff or disrupting 
core operations.

If you’d like to explore what this could look like for 
your institution, we welcome the conversation.

Sometimes the most important 
modernization decision is not what 
technology to buy — 
but how to think differently about 
the future you’re building.
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