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About Me:

• 8 years as VP for Research at the Georgia 
Independent College Association

• Contracted with: NC, SC, VA, LA, GA, TX, OR

• 10 years as IPEDS Educator for NCES, frequent 
TRP invitee and moderator

• Taught 5 cohorts of Data Literacy Institute

• Working with CA and HI on SHEEO Basic Needs 
Academy

• Served in IR at multiple institutions

• Contracted with Lumina, SHEEO, NECHE, and 
SREB on data projects

• Assisted multiple institutions with accreditation self 
studies



Roadmap

Current higher education climate

Why data –informed advocacy?

3 key lessons in data advocacy

Starting with why and the importance of storytelling

Data that resonate – with examples

Where’s the data?



Big Picture/Big Data

"why data" Ÿ "how to use it" Ÿ "where to find it."



Let’s talk more about 
the current higher 

education climate…











If the data is on our side, why do 
we struggle in getting others to 
make the same connections?



The Importance of Data-
Informed Advocacy



Why Informed
Advocacy?

Increased scrutiny and funding 
limitations threaten independent 
colleges.

Policymakers need evidence to support 
higher education initiatives.

Data translates mission into measurable 
impact.

Advocacy is stronger when rooted in 
facts and narratives.



3 Key Lessons



Lesson 1: Know Your Audience

Tailor your data to 
what your audience 
values.

1

Legislators may 
care more about 
job placement or 
ROI than academic 
accolades.

2

Community leaders 
might prioritize 
economic 
development and 
local partnerships.

3



The 
audience

Legislator (workforce-
oriented)

Legislator (budget-conscious)

Governor’s policy staff all in 
on technical/CC

Chamber of Commerce 
leader (rural area)

What they 
care about

Jobs, local industry 
alignment, workforce 

pipelines

ROI, efficient use of state 
funds, public accountability

Articulation, transfer success

Regional talent retention, 
skill building, economic 

impact

How to 
frame

Our graduates are filing your 
high-demand job needs

We deliver strong outcomes 
at a lower cost to the state

We’re part of the pipeline, 
not the competition

Well-rounded supply the 
talent that keeps economies 

strong, largest employers



Lesson 2: Start the “Why”

Numbers alone 
won’t move hearts 
or budgets

1

Contextualize 
every data point 
with a story, trend, 
or community 
impact.

2

Lead with 
purpose, then 
support with data.
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The 
statistic

42% Pell eligible students

60% of grads stay in state

20% transfer from 
community colleges

Average student debt $7k 
below national average

Why it 
matters

Expanding access to 
underserved students

Retaining local talent in 
workforce

Strong 2- to 4-year 
pathways

Lower financial burden on 
graduates

The 
impact

Upward mobility for 
families

Boosts state economic 
growth

Maximized completions 
across systems

Graduates with freedom to 
thrive and low default rates



Lesson 3: Not All Data Is Worth the 
Squeeze

Complex or 
incomplete 
datasets can 
confuse rather 
than clarify.

1

Consider time and 
effort required to 
extract meaningful 
insights.

2

Focus on data that 
is timely, accurate, 
and clearly 
supports your 
message.

3



Will more precision 
change the outcome 

or decision?

No
Can you use what 

you have to tell 
directionality?

Yes Use it with context

No Skip or simplify

Yes It’s worth the extra 
effort

Flowchart: How much juice to squeeze?



The Power of “Why”



The Power of 'Why'

Framing data around values builds 
emotional connection.

Helps policymakers and the public 
connect to your institution’s mission.

Elevates statistics into a compelling 
story.



Starting with “Why”

“People don’t buy what you do—they buy why you do it”

Emotions drive decisions—data justifies them

Purpose > policy details 

Start with values, end with validation



Why Data Matters in Advocacy

Data is crucial for 
highlighting the 
value of 
independent 
colleges. 

01
It helps in crafting 
narratives that 
resonate with 
stakeholders, 
especially amidst 
budget challenges.

02
We know our story 
– they don’t.

03
Even when people 
don’t care about 
data, they care 
about data.
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High 
Power, 
High 

Fluency

High 
Power, 

Low 
Fluency

Low 
Power, 
High 

Fluency

Low 
Power, 

Low 
Fluency

Power to Decide

D
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What resonates?



Types of Data That Resonate

Enrollment trends and demographic shifts

Student success metrics (retention, graduation rates, completion)

Employment outcomes

Workforce alignment

Access and equity (Pell, first-gen, race/ethnicity)

Savings to the state

Affordability and cost transparency

Institutional and state-level economic impact























Where’s the data?



Consistent Themes AddressedEnrollment trends 
and demographic 

shifts

Student success 
metrics (retention,  

graduation rate, 
completion)

Employment 
outcomes

Workforce 
alignment

Access and equity 
(Pell, first-gen, 
race/ethnicity)

Savings to the 
state

Affordability and 
cost transparency

Institutional and 
state-level 

economic impact

Workforce 
Alignment 

and Outcomes

Student Success

Finance, Cost and 
Affordability

Enrollment and Demographics



Enrollment and Demographics

• IPEDS/NCES: https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/use-the-data 
• IPEDS Net Migration: 

https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/search/viewtable?tableId=36099&returnUrl=%2Fsearch 
• WICHE Knocking at the College Door: https://www.wiche.edu/knocking/ 
• Census: https://www.census.gov/topics/education/educational-attainment.html 
• Pell Institute: https://www.pellinstitute.org/ 
• SHEEO SHEF State Profiles: https://shef.sheeo.org/state-profile/georgia/ 
• SREB Fact Book: https://www.sreb.org/fact-book-higher-education-0  
• National Bureau of Economic Research: https://www.nber.org/ 
• NCES DataLab: https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/ 

https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/use-the-data
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/search/viewtable?tableId=36099&returnUrl=%2Fsearch
https://www.wiche.edu/knocking/
https://www.census.gov/topics/education/educational-attainment.html
https://www.pellinstitute.org/
https://shef.sheeo.org/state-profile/georgia/
https://www.sreb.org/fact-book-higher-education-0
https://www.nber.org/
https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/


Finance, Cost and Affordability

• State Appropriations: Varies by state

• NACUBO: https://www.nacubo.org/Research/2024/NACUBO-Tuition-Discounting-Study 

• NCES DataLab NPSAS: https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/ 

• IPEDS: https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/use-the-data 

• CATC: https://collegecost.ed.gov/ 

• FSA Federal Student Aid Data Center: https://studentaid.gov/data-center 

• College Scorecard: https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/ 

• TICAS: https://ticas.org/ourwork/student-debt/   

• CollegeBoard: https://research.collegeboard.org/ 

• CollegeBoard Trends in College Pricing: https://research.collegeboard.org/trends/college-pricing 

• CollegeBoard Trends in Student Aid: https://research.collegeboard.org/trends/student-aid 

• FSA Data Center: https://studentaid.gov/data-center

• InformedStates: https://informedstates.org/data 

• College Scorecard: https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/ 

• SHEEO SHEF: https://shef.sheeo.org/data-downloads/

https://www.nacubo.org/Research/2024/NACUBO-Tuition-Discounting-Study
https://nces.ed.gov/datalab/
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/use-the-data
https://collegecost.ed.gov/
https://studentaid.gov/data-center
https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/
https://ticas.org/ourwork/student-debt/
https://research.collegeboard.org/
https://research.collegeboard.org/trends/college-pricing
https://research.collegeboard.org/trends/student-aid
https://studentaid.gov/data-center
https://informedstates.org/data
https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/
https://shef.sheeo.org/data-downloads/


Student Success

• IPEDS (Graduation Rates & Outcome Measures): 
https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/use-the-data 

• National Student Clearinghouse: https://nscresearchcenter.org/ 
• NSC PDP: https://www.studentclearinghouse.org/solutions/ed-insights/pdp/ 
• College Scorecard: https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/   
• Lumina Foundation Stronger Nation: 

https://strongernation.luminafoundation.org/credentials-of-value 
• TICAS Quick Facts: https://ticas.org/wp-

content/uploads/2024/08/Postsecondary-Attainment-Quick-Facts-August-
2024.pdf 

https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/use-the-data
https://nscresearchcenter.org/
https://www.studentclearinghouse.org/solutions/ed-insights/pdp/
https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/
https://strongernation.luminafoundation.org/credentials-of-value
https://ticas.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Postsecondary-Attainment-Quick-Facts-August-2024.pdf
https://ticas.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Postsecondary-Attainment-Quick-Facts-August-2024.pdf
https://ticas.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Postsecondary-Attainment-Quick-Facts-August-2024.pdf


Workforce Alignment/Outcomes

• State high demand job lists – map the SOC code to CIP codes of IPEDS Completions

• College Scorecard: https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/  

• Census PSEO: https://lehd.ces.census.gov/data/pseo_experimental.html 

• State SLDS Systems

• Bureau of Labor Statistics: https://www.bls.gov/oes/tables.htm and 
https://data.bls.gov/oesmap/ 

• CollegeBoard – Education Pays: https://research.collegeboard.org/trends/education-pays 

• NACE – First Destination Survey

• O*Net OnLine: https://www.onetonline.org/ 

• Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis: https://fred.stlouisfed.org/ 

• SREB Fact Book on Higher Education: https://www.sreb.org/fact-book-higher-education-0 

https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/
https://lehd.ces.census.gov/data/pseo_experimental.html
https://www.bls.gov/oes/tables.htm
https://data.bls.gov/oesmap/
https://research.collegeboard.org/trends/education-pays
https://www.onetonline.org/
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/
https://www.sreb.org/fact-book-higher-education-0


What does this all 
mean?



Tell the Story

Advocacy = Facts + Framing + Feelings

• Use data to:
• Clarify your value
• Support your ask
• Humanize your mission

• Advocacy works best when:
• You start with why
• You show outcomes
• You center the student/community impact



Develop your Data Action Plan

Put what you’ve learned to work.

1. Identify your audiences (state lawmakers, boards, local media, etc.)
2. Pick your data domain (enrollment, affordability, workforce)
3. Choose 2–3 key data points
4. Frame the “why it matters”
5. Prepare a short, visual-friendly brief or graphic



Did I start with “why”?

Did I choose the right audience-specific data? Did the  
juice equal the effort of the squeeze?

Did I keep the message visual and digestible? Was it 
consumable?

Did I translate the statistics into impact?

Did I tell a story? Did I address what they care about?

Data
Advocacy
Checklist



Our Voice. Our Value. Our Data.

• Independent colleges have a powerful story—and the data to prove it.
• Our mission-driven education changes lives.
• Our graduates fuel state economies.
• Our institutions are agile, local, and essential.

Let’s keep telling that story
—with facts, with clarity, and with heart.



CAROLYN SLOANE MATA, PH.D.

Email: cmata@cm-insights.org
LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/carolyn-mata-
phd-1aa5b023/ 

cmata@georgiacolleges.org
mata@ncicu.org
carrie@oaicu.org
carrie@scicu.org
carolyn.mata@icut.org 

mailto:cmata@cm-insights.org
https://www.linkedin.com/in/carolyn-mata-phd-1aa5b023/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/carolyn-mata-phd-1aa5b023/
mailto:cmata@georgiacolleges.org
mailto:mata@ncicu.org
mailto:carrie@oaicu.org
mailto:carrie@scicu.org
mailto:carolyn.mata@icut.org
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