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Abstract

Academic innovation is an increasingly integrated effort and focus area in higher
education institutions. Academic innovation units often include multiple foci, such
as teaching and learning research, faculty development programming, and entrepre-
neurial elements. However, there is a lack of consensus on what defines success-
ful academic innovation or how best to contextualize innovation efforts within a
particular university environment. This content analysis of 20 university academic
innovation websites explored the varied approaches, programming, and communica-
tion pathways of academic innovation as revealed through publicly available website
content. Findings suggest varied levels of academic innovation impact along with
common tensions regarding innovation effort versus efficacy. Additionally, the anal-
ysis surfaced challenges in communicating innovation successes across internal and
external audiences.

Keywords Academic innovation - Educational technology - Faculty development -
Teaching and learning

Academic innovation at higher education institutions (HEIs) is quickly becoming
a mainstream feature of faculty development, teaching and learning programming,
and entrepreneurial ventures. Forays into innovative areas such as adaptive learn-
ing, pedagogical partnerships, technology enhancements, and multimodal learning
often aspire to create successful responses to evolving learning environments (Blu-
menstyk & Gardner, 2019). However, there is little consensus on what constitutes
academic innovation or what indicates successful academic innovation processes
(Findlow, 2008; Tierney & Lanford, 2016; Whitworth, 2011). As HEIs consider
what works in their own university environments, they contextualize academic
innovation through various programming options and initiatives to create their own
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operational definitions of academic innovation as well as indicators of success. This
presents higher education faculty and administrators with the challenge of plotting a
path towards academic innovation that has little or no comparative evaluation. Addi-
tionally, underlying elements of educational technology often overlap with academic
innovation efforts, further blurring the lines between teaching and learning with
technology and more specific aspects of innovation (e.g., King & Boyatt, 2014).
Finally, the communities of stakeholders involved with academic innovation seem
inconsistent across HEI contexts even though stakeholders are often instrumental
in evaluating innovation success (Whitworth, 2011). A better understanding of aca-
demic innovation across various institutions provides higher education leaders with
insights on both academic innovation goals and processes.

Exploring common communication features of HEI academic innovation units,
such as websites, provides an aerial view of academic innovation in multiple con-
texts and formats. This article reports on a content analysis of academic inno-
vation websites undertaken to better understand the approaches, programming,
and communication pathways of academic innovation. The study was designed
to explore the potential commonalities, discrepancies, and challenges across 20
institutions. After a review of relevant literature, we focused the inquiry in the
areas of educational technology, academic innovation evaluation, and commu-
nity connectedness. The following research questions guided our approach and
analysis:

How, if at all, is academic innovation linked to educational technology?

What standards of evaluation for successful academic innovation are most evi-
dent?

3. What stakeholder communities exist for implementing meaningful connections
with academic innovation processes?

[\ I

These research questions situate our exploration within academic innovation
as a trending area of emphasis in HEIs. We explored academic innovation pro-
cesses and related website communication rather than overall perceived change.
These parameters served to anchor our understanding within academic innova-
tion initiatives specifically without attempting to capture institutional change pro-
cesses broadly. Though there is an appetite for finding and scaling innovations
for change in higher education (Kezar, 2011), we situate this analysis within the
forward-facing communication and community processes of academic innovation
across a range of institutional contexts. In doing so, we aim to contribute a com-
plementary understanding of academic innovation as a bespoke and often highly
visible effort in higher education.

The following sections detail the literature base, methodological approach,
analysis, and discussion of academic innovation as communicated through insti-
tutional websites. First, we explore extant literature organized by the aforemen-
tioned areas of inquiry. Second, we address content analysis methods and specific
aspects of analyzing hypertext. Then, we detail our findings structured by code
frequency counts to illuminate significant content types and infer relationships
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across themes (Krippendorff, 2013). We apply Serdyukov’s (2017) levels of
innovation impact as an interpretive construct to help describe the potential
degree of impact as communicated by academic innovation activity on institu-
tional websites. Finally, we discuss ongoing challenges and tensions with aca-
demic innovation as an aspect of universities’ programming and forward-facing
communication.

Literature Review

Definitions of academic innovation in related literature differ widely due to varied
conceptual assumptions and institutional contexts. Though many scholars and higher
education professionals agree the term innovation is a buzzword and susceptible to
disparate approaches and applications, academic innovation is generally viewed as
a posture of responsiveness, or reflexivity, to the many changes in the higher educa-
tion environment (Blumenstyk & Gardner, 2019). Related characteristics of new-
ness, novelty, and creativity are often associated with academic innovation as a con-
cept rather than a strictly defined approach or process (Serdyukov, 2017; Tierney &
Lanford, 2016). Academic innovation processes are frequently characterized simi-
larly to general innovation pathways for new services and workflows or implement-
ing new ideas (Kezar, 2011; Stvilia & Gibradze, 2019). These descriptions differ
from more change-oriented descriptions of innovation as a result of transformational
learning or the need for institutional change (e.g., Kezar et al., 2018). Some extant
research points to innovation as natural iterative processes responding to the evolv-
ing higher education landscape (Hoffman & Holzhuter, 2012; Tierney & Lanford,
2016). Therefore, a useful baseline definition for academic innovation is the concep-
tion and application of new or novel ideas in evolving learning environments. How-
ever, the process of how best to respond to higher education trends and the specific
challenges prompting a desire for academic innovation are up for debate.

Academic Innovation and Educational Technology

Academic innovation research and popular writing often present an overlap with
educational technology, digital innovations, or eLearning in general. According to
Serdyukov (2017), innovation in education includes both a novel idea and a suc-
cessful change resulting from the implementation of that idea. Serdyukov found
innovations in education often focused on productivity and efficiency of learning,
both fitting sparks for technology use. Similarly, Whitworth (2011) case study of
a significant technology-based classroom innovation found that technology-based
innovations are both risky and attractive in that the promise of successful change is
tempered by the potential for perceived failure or embarrassment of stakeholders.
In this way, educational technology as a pathway to academic innovation is hard to
strategically manage (King & Boyatt, 2014). Given the tendency to view technology
as a new or novel approach to an unmet need, it is natural for HEIs to favor techno-
centric innovations in programs and initiatives (Papert, 1987, 1988).
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Several researchers address this blurred line between academic innovation and
educational technology, though they differ in their assessment of specific differences
between the two foci. Stvilia and Gibradze (2019) cited technology in the top 12
service categories revealed through analysis of social media communications across
36 HEI innovation centers. However, they note eight other service categories ranked
ahead of technology that may or may not include technology use in implementa-
tion (e.g. community building, operations, networking). Similarly, King and Boyatt
(2014) described eLearning as a HEI workplace innovation that supports teaching
and learning efforts across faculty, staff, and administrative roles. Their case study
revealed eLearning uptake as a phenomenon interrelated with at-large innovation
efforts, such as institutional strategy or learning communities, to centrally integrate
eLearning tools and resources. These institutional contextual realities become more
complex when the higher education landscape is considered as part of an increas-
ingly technological workforce and a knowledge-driven economy.

Academic innovation through educational technology is partially fueled by an
increasingly diverse student body preparing for a more technology-driven economy
(Dobbins, 2009). As instructors and students alike play a role in the adoption of
new educational technology applications, the continuum of what counts as innova-
tion ranges from mere adjustments in the educational process to full transformation
of the educational system (Serdyukov, 2017). The higher education environment is
notoriously static (Lindquist, 1974) and, until recently, inherently resistant to inno-
vation in any sense, including technology. A fuller understanding of how, if at all,
academic innovation tracks separately from educational technology is partially
found in the standards of evaluation emerging from HEI innovation initiatives.

Standards of Evaluation for Academic Innovation

Success in academic innovation initiatives is not often defined clearly or closely
aligned with specific desired outcomes. There is general consensus that unclear suc-
cess standards are a long-standing symptom of the larger problem of HEI politics,
culture, and general agency or authority of stakeholders such as faculty and adminis-
trators (Jakovljevic, 2018; Lindquist, 1974; Whitworth, 2011). However, a more tar-
geted concept emerging from extant literature is the pathway for evaluation. Beyond
exploring what success looks like in academic innovation, HEIs must answer the
question of what approach to take when evaluating academic innovation efforts. It
is relatively easy to deem an innovation successful based simply on participation
and/or completion of a project. It is much more challenging to determine and apply
standards of evaluation across multiple initiatives (Findlow, 2008). Such an effort
requires attention to both contextualizing standards of evaluation and communicat-
ing successes to the appropriate stakeholders.

Academic innovation, framed as new or novel ideas in evolving learning environ-
ments, is inherently context-bound within unique institutional environments. Learn-
ing environments are multifaceted information ecologies containing unique stake-
holders, institutional factors, and curricular contexts (Barger, 2016). As a result,
contextualized standards of evaluation for academic innovation are shaped by the
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many characteristics of HEIs such as mission, values, revenue goals, and student
needs. Whitworth (2011) found conflicting assessments of innovation success or
failure depending on what stakeholders were involved with generating the innova-
tion initiative. When innovations emerge, they are likely to be “judged against crite-
ria of success or failure which are themselves negotiated (Cervero & Wilson, 1998),
a process likely to be influenced by institutional stakeholders who can bring capital
to bear" (Whitworth, 2011, p. 147). This tension complicates both the process of
innovative efforts and the buy-in of the internal community (Findlow, 2008). More-
over, Jakovljevic (2018) reported an important dualism in HEI innovation: stake-
holder buy-in to an innovation culture at HEIs does not necessarily lead to innova-
tion. Actualizing innovation and determining success must be both collective and
individual processes with consistent and centralized indicators of success (Jakov-
ljevic, 2018; Tierney & Lanford, 2016). However, these processes, if they exist, are
inexorably linked to communication of academic innovation within the community
and HEIs more broadly.

Outcomes of an academic innovation initiative are typically communicated in
favorable terms to better situate innovation stakeholders as part of an HEI’s culture.
Innovation communication examples focusing on stakeholders, rather than processes
or outcomes, are found in pedagogical innovation (Walder, 2017), technological
innovation (Whitworth, 2011), and curricular innovation (Dobbins, 2009). In each
case, the presence of academic innovation initiatives are in and of themselves com-
municated as successful. Though communication about success standards are not
ignored entirely, they are most often framed in terms of specific individuals or com-
munities that were closely involved. An examination of the role of stakeholder com-
munities in academic innovation reveals the significance of sponsorship and buy-in
when HEISs position themselves as innovators.

Stakeholder Communities in Academic Innovation

Academic innovation in HEIs often encounters the traditional loosely coupled
system found in many educational organizations (Orton & Weick, 1990; Weick,
1976). Intersecting systems of instructors, students, administrators, and staff provide
both rich opportunities to innovate in multiple areas and the challenge of recruiting
interest and buy-in for the academic innovation process (Serdyukov, 2017). A
change or need in one group of stakeholders may trigger innovation in another. For
example, Dobbins (2009) found student body diversity and the changing workforce
to be important factors in engaging faculty and staff in conversations and sharing
sessions around innovation. Similarly, administrators often point to innovations as
a way to be nimble and responsive to change on an institutional level (Blumenstyk
& Gardner, 2019). These varying perspectives result in different starting points and
methods for academic innovation.

Stakeholders internal to HEI academic innovation often include students, fac-
ulty, and/or administrators, each with important perspectives and feedback pathways
(Blumenstyk & Gardner, 2019). Students are primary customers of HEI academic
innovation and often stand to benefit the most from successful initiatives. However,
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this primacy of student experience can backfire in that students’ quality of experi-
ence is affected by secondary considerations such as funding, long-term viability,
and adoption rate of student-centric innovations (Findlow, 2008). Similarly, faculty
members are often incorporated into academic innovation efforts to help deliver or
administer pedagogical innovations or experiential learning interventions. Here, too,
faculty can experience disconnects between the intended innovation and its effect on
the larger learning community (Blumenstyk & Gardner, 2019). For example, Wal-
der’s (2017) grounded analysis found most instructors’ perceptions of pedagogical
innovations were positive, whether or not students perceived the same positive effect
on learning. Administrators aiming to find broad consensus and encourage collabo-
ration across the university must work to promote buy-in despite these potential dis-
connects. As noted by Tierney and Lanford (2016), stakeholders in an innovative
environment must strive for open communication and transparency while respond-
ing to the entrepreneurial or market demands of the modern university.

Stakeholders external to HEI academic innovation may include other universi-
ties, donors or investors, and the general public (McClure, 2015). These groups have
varying degrees of involvement in specific academic innovation initiatives while still
carrying weight in terms of institutional ratings and public opinion (Tierney & Lan-
ford, 2016). The desire of HEIs to present innovative successes and positive public-
ity is natural and important to most institutions’ missions. However, academic inno-
vation often operates within a teaching and learning frame, which may not attract
the published assets or public attention of more entrepreneurial or trailblazing uni-
versity efforts (Whitworth, 2011). For these reasons, the popular communications
methods of websites, digital newsletters, and other online resources become key
components of community building in academic innovation and, as such, are worthy
of further investigation and analysis. The present study leveraged publicly available
HEI academic innovation websites to structure a content analysis exploring links
to educational technology, academic innovation success standards, and stakeholder
communities.

Methods

This study examined hypertext and associated content on institutional websites to
reveal the communication, approach, and programming of academic innovation.
We employed content analysis methods to facilitate systematic readings of text cou-
pled with interpretive analysis (Krippendorff, 2013). Content analysis of web-based
content is increasingly used to explore readily available content via quantitative and
qualitative approaches (Kim & Kuljis, 2010). Challenges inherent to analyzing web-
based content include unstable or changing texts, a limited unit of analysis, and sam-
pling of texts in multiple modalities such as images, words, and animations (Kim &
Kuljis, 2010; McMillan, 2000).

To meet these challenges, we identified our sample, unit of analysis, and
coding approach across several in-person research sessions to strengthen inter-
rater reliability and shared understanding of the content. We began by identify-
ing twenty institutional sites through Google search terms related to academic
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innovation in HEIs. We did not limit our search to certain types of institutions (ie.
private or public) or schools of a certain size that might indicate varying levels
of funding. Instead, our criteria for vetting sites included a specific focus on aca-
demic or teaching and learning innovation rather than primarily entrepreneurial
ventures (see Table 1). In doing so, our sampling method employed purposeful
strategies with an emphasis on specific criterion anchored in a synthesis of the lit-
erature (Palinkas et al., 2015; Patton, 2002; Suri, 2011). For example, some HEIs
that were identified in our initial search and seemed to fit our criteria, but upon
further inspection, focused more on information technology support, rather than
academic innovation. These institutions were eliminated from further analysis.

Based on Krippendorff’s (2013) approach to unitizing, we determined a defin-
able unit to be the institution’s academic innovation main pages and one level, or
click, down from each menu item. For example, if a main web page included a
menu item about programs, we followed that item to the next level to explore the
programs. This approach is consistent with recent research on click behavior and
link prioritization (Song et al., 2019). We captured discrete items on each page
in definable chunks such as a short paragraph, caption, or introductory sentence
before an image. All data were stored, memoed, and coded in a digital qualitative
web-based software that allowed for shared use and collaborative annotation.

A subset of two sites were coded and discussed to strengthen intercoder reli-
ability through resolving differences in unitizing and coding. We leveraged a
combination of a priori and open coding to organize our approach while allowing
for new ideas to emerge. A priori codes aligned to the literature review themes
related to educational technology, standards of evaluation, and community con-
nections. Open coding led to multiple child codes to further indicate similari-
ties and differences across sites. Data memoing, visible to all coders, provided an
additional avenue for general observations and insights that informed the inter-
pretive analysis detailed below.

As with all qualitative research, several analytical boundaries limited our
approach. This study sought to analyze and interpret data in a specific context.
Accordingly, study limitations include point-in-time data generation, a relatively
small sample size, and a limited scope of units of analysis. Furthermore, during
data analysis in April 2020, the team noticed a shift in content highlighted on
the main page of the websites due to the response to COVID-19. There was a
clear focus on educational technology, specifically how to support students and
faculty in remote learning. While many of these institutions may have had the
infrastructure to provide this kind of support prior to COVID-19, it may have
been situated beyond our one-click level of analysis. Similarly, some schools
may not have provided resources specific to remote learning in the past, but were
quickly adapting. Our research does not focus on this reactive shift, but rather the
calculated approach to academic innovation that was presented prior to the pan-
demic. Though generalization of findings to other study contexts is not our aim,
we believe this study illuminates the specific context of academic innovation in
selected HEIs and provides new avenues for understanding the situated realities
and communication pathways for academic innovation.
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Findings

Through the analysis of 20 college and university academic innovation websites,
we observed the broad scope of interpretation of the term academic innovation.
Because our analysis focused on one click-level from the main webpage, there was
certainly additional detail that could have been provided from further investigation.
However, this methodology provided content that was most easily accessible to site
visitors. We aligned the themes that emerged from this unit of analysis to the afore-
mentioned three categories: educational technology, evaluation, and connections.
These categories became our parent codes during the analysis phase, and several
child codes emerged through the process as well (see Table 2).

Educational Technology

The term academic innovation lends itself to an obvious connection to educational
technology. However, through the coding process, two types of educational technol-
ogy emerged. These informed the child codes of digital spaces and physical spaces.
Educational Technology was the third most coded (274) with the highest within digi-
tal spaces (177). Some HEIs invested funds to create physical spaces such as innova-
tion centers or modern classroom settings that created flexible learning environments
through the use of technology. More often, however, was the use of digital spaces for
educational technology. These included online learning environments, support for
learning management systems, and digital communication tools. Further analysis led
to investigating where educational technology was pedagogical. We noted child codes
of teacher-centered and student-centered. Pedagogical was the most coded (475) with

Table2 Code frequency

Pedagogical 475
Connections 290
Ed Tech 274
Pedagogy: Teacher-centered 260
Ed Tech: digital spaces 177
Connections: online/tech 124
Standards of evaluation 105
Non-pedagogical 78
In-person connections 68
Evaluation: student learning 56
Pedagogy: student-centered 46
Images: technology interactions 42
Images: human interactions 37
Ed Tech: physical spaces 27
Evaluation: teacher effectiveness 21
Buzz words 19
Imagery 19
Evaluation: Program success 19
Images: Innovation 13
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the highest frequency in feacher-centered (260). The majority of sites focused on tech-
nology in course design to engage students in online and physical spaces. Sites often
highlighted support for faculty in learning management tools, application creation, and
the use of digital tools to enhance instruction through online learning modules, in-per-
son workshops, and financial support such as grants or other funding sources. There
was a strong presence of pedagogical tools for faculty, yet little evidence of mecha-
nisms in place to assess the tools’ ability to improve instruction.

Standards of Evaluation

This content analysis included examining the degree to which programs assess and
evaluate their success to improve student achievement. Standards of evaluation was
a parent code (105) with two disparate child codes that emerged. The most com-
mon was the child code student learning (56) which tended to address assessment
and evaluation of student learning through a variety of flexible and often adaptive
technologies. The other child code that emerged, although present in fewer sites, was
program success (19). Program success codes indicated a clear process by which
they evaluated their academic innovation efforts and to what degree they were suc-
cessful. Academic innovation success indicators often highlight aspects of student
learning. For example, faculty support for creating student assessments (through
learning management system tools) and support for student use of online tools/
resources illustrated paths for academic innovation in support of student learning.

As an additional avenue to explore standards of evaluation, we took a closer
look at whether or not mission statements were accessible within a one-click level
on the websites. These statements often address a vision or goal to be evaluated
in the future. We noted mission statements were rarely stated explicitly. There are
a few examples where a mission or vision was referenced indirectly with a state-
ment of purpose for academic innovation that included items on improving student
achievement, supporting underrepresented groups, or a focus on STEM initiatives.
Although mission statements were not clearly defined within our one-click level of
analysis, it is evident that all sites acknowledged the importance of making connec-
tions to internal and external resources to support their endeavors.

Community Connections

Community connections were a clear thread present in all sites. The parent code of con-
nections had the second-highest codes (290). The child codes that emerged were online/
technology (124) and in-person connections (68). Community connections were most
often leveraged through in-person programming for internal audiences through work-
shops to connect faculty, events for the college community-at-large, or experiential learn-
ing opportunities for students. Furthermore, academic innovation units often collaborated
with other university units through hyperlinks to entities such as information technology,
libraries, and other research groups. These connections provided faculty support in the
form of consultations, technology support, instructional design, and student support in
areas of research, writing, and the use of technology. There were few sites that made an
effort to highlight global communication initiatives and tools on their introductory pages.
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Finally, we observed repositories of additional resources for both faculty and students in
the form of blogs, newsletters, podcasts, and publications highlighted on these sites.

In addition to the data collected through coding, some interesting memos emerged
throughout the analysis. For example, the amount of personnel support dedicated to
academic innovation varied greatly. We observed a variation in academic innovation
staffing numbers ranging from 3-50 staff members. In some cases, there were gradu-
ate students or external contractors indicated as part of the team. The varied level
of personnel investment likely influences both the communication and institutional
commitment to innovation efforts. Another code that emerged, but did not lead
to an overall theme, was buzz words. Often used yet seldom defined terminology
throughout the sites indicate some aspects of varied purpose among HEI academic
innovation efforts. Examples included: Chief Innovation Officer, instructional inno-
vation, digital scholarship, digital engagement collaborative, instructional continu-
ity, digital initiatives, fluency, innovation workstream, and innovation collaboratory.
The variety of words indicated here showcases the highly contextualized nature of
academic innovation as well as the lack of specificity of efforts and varied levels of
success addressed through the websites we examined.

Levels of Innovation

This study sought to illuminate the potential programmatic and communication
commonalities, discrepancies, and challenges across 20 institutions’ academic
innovation websites. Consistent foci such as educational technology and enhanced
pedagogy cut across most institutions in our sample, yet each institution maintains
unique approaches to academic innovation that stem from context-specific realties
such as resources, stakeholder buy-in, and internal collaboration. A useful construct
for interpreting the commonalities and differences across institutions is Serdyukov’s
(2017) levels of innovation impact. This spectrum indicates three levels describing
the potential scope and impact of academic innovations: (1) adjustment or upgrading
of the process, (2) modification of the process, or (3) transformation of the system.
These levels are not evaluative in terms of success or progression. Rather, they indi-
cate characteristics of innovation in terms of intent and degree of impact. Table 3
summarizes sample data and plots institutions’ level of innovation, as determined by
our synthesis of data, based on the following descriptions from Serdyukov (empha-
sis added):

Adjustment or upgrading of the process: innovation can occur in daily per-
formance and be seen as a way to make our job easier, more effective, more
appealing, or less stressful. This kind of innovation, however, should be con-
sidered an improvement rather than innovation because it does not produce a
new method or tool.

Modification of the process: innovation that significantly alters the process,
performance, or quality of an existing product ...

Transformation of the system: dramatic conversion (e.g. ... fully automated
educational systems; autonomous or self-directed learning; online, networked,
and mobile learning) (p. 8).
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Table 3 Level of Innovation

Most frequent codes in HEI
webpage

Site content highlights

Level of innovation impact

digital spaces (27) online/
tech connection (18)tech
interaction images (17)

connections (15)ed tech (16)
pedagogical (11)

online/tech (13) digital
spaces (11)teacher-cen-
tered (9)

teacher-centered (10)human
interactions (8)in-person
connection (7)

pedagogical (68) teacher-
centered (38)connections
(28)

online/technological (8)ed
tech (6) student-centered

©)

pedagogical (7)eval student
learning (6)ed tech (5)

Most frequent codes
online/technological (7)
digital spaces (5) images of
technology interactions (7)

connections (32)ed tech
(21)non-pedagogical (21)
pedagogical (25)

connections (10)ed tech (10)
pedagogical (11)

connections (29)ed tech (30)
pedagogical (48)

pedagogical (23)ed tech (13)
connections (10)

pedagogical (35)ed tech (30)
connections (27)teacher-
centered (27)

online/technological (8)
non-pedagogical (8)digital
spaces (6)

Experiential, Inclusive,interactive learn-
ing, flipped classrooms, AR, VR, XR

innovation collaboratory,focus on digital
fluency,digital credentialing,universal
learning, personalized campusexperi-
ences for learners

support for transforming learning,
tech toolssupport for staff,funding
opportunities, online learning,building
community

deliver course content,online
learning,workshops, collaboration,
inclusive classrooms, active learning

online learning tools, working remotely,
training/support, inclusive pedagogy,
assessment/evaluation

digital learners to leaders,experiential
learning, innovative instruction, digital
literacy initiative, cyberinfrastructure
plan

instructional continuity,technology
assessmentresearch, partnering with
EdX, technology-enhanced learning

Site content highlights

digital scholarship, classroom technology
support,learning space design,virtual
desktops, experiential learning

The Hub (physical space),digital
learning,video production, lab,HUB
cast podcast

architects design, learning innova-
tion center for new learning,ed
tech,technology enhanced physical
spaces,support for staff

significant changes create online and
experiential learning opportunities

shifting to online learning opportunities-
support for faculty

supporting instruction,engaging students,
global learning, accessibility,faculty
support, creating content

chat bots,mobile inquiry-based learning
environment, app development, simula-
tions, conversational Al

modification

modification/transformation

modification

adjustment

adjustment/modification

modification

adjustment/modification

Level of innovation impact

modification

modification

modification

modification

modification

adjustment

modification/transformation
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Table 3 (continued)

Most frequent codes in HEI
webpage

Site content highlights

Level of innovation impact

connections (19) pedagogical
(19) student-centered (9)

ed tech (6) connections (5)
digital spaces (5) teacher-
centered (5)

pedagogical (32)teacher-
centered (22)ed tech (7)

connections (5)pedagogical
(5)standards of evalua-
tion (7)

Pedagogical (36)Ed Tech
(30)digital spaces (17)

Pedagogical (109) Teacher-
centered (99) Connections
(46)

swift transition to online learning, virtual
chats, experiential learning, collabo-
ration with the community,tutoring,
research, engagement,[collaboration]
facility

liaisons between IT and research,new
tactics for lessons,workshops,tech tools

making learning accessible,inclusive syl-
labus, using technology, online classes,
professional development

removing barriers, accessibility,
affordability,quality,academic innova-
tion to support student success,high
impact practices

classroom technology support,digital
experience lab, production services
for online/hybrid courses,immersive
learning

inclusive teaching and
learning,instructional continuity,remote
teaching tools,graphic syllabus,flipped
classroom, democratization of the
classroom,faculty innovation center

adjustment

adjustment

adjustment

modification

adjustment/modification

adjustment/modification

Table 3 illustrates the potential degree of innovation impact based solely on the

unitized and coded data for this study. It is possible that other aspects of academic
innovation are captured or communicated differently throughout institutions’ web-
sites. As a result, Table 3 is illustrative of potential academic innovation, planning,
and evaluation structures, and is not evaluative of holistic institution efforts.

Discussion

The findings and summary of innovation impact underscore two primary elements
of academic innovation that warrant discussion and further exploration. First, dem-
onstrated effort in academic innovation may or may not align with realized efficacy.
Secondly, institutional websites as an aspect of academic innovation communication
present opportunities for more consistent internal and forward-facing communica-
tion. Our discussion illuminates commonalities in institutional contexts and innova-
tion processes, though our scope and analysis methods may limit the generalizability
and transferability of some elements.
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Effort versus Efficacy

Most HEIs in this study make efforts toward new or novel ideas but do not signifi-
cantly address realized change or efficacy. This may be partly because they exist in
liminal spaces between various degrees of impact as noted in Table 3. Addition-
ally, upfront investments of time and resources do not always align with perceived
success, or effectiveness, of academic innovation initiatives. Efficacy seems to be
interrelated with how well stakeholders expectations are managed and how, if at all,
innovation benefits are communicated to end users (often faculty). This assertion
aligns with Whitworth’s (2011) evaluation of grand educational technology innova-
tions and Findlow’s (2008) call for transparency and trust throughout the innovation
process.

Findings of the present study suggest that transparency and alignment of goals
and outcomes better situate HEIs to move towards innovations that modify and/or
transform institutional systems and culture. For example, exploring how, if at all, an
institution navigates using existing resources and collaborations around educational
technology provides more specific connections to what change in capacity is pos-
sible through a new innovation initiative. Closer examination of what efficacy looks
like and how success is evaluated should include indicators addressing consistent
standards for exploring or initiating innovation opportunities and how best to com-
municate these opportunities to the larger community.

Intentional Communication

HEISs in this study all make some level of effort to communicate both their goals
and current activities or initiatives via a public-facing website. Though they vary
in specificity, websites tend to be an important aspect of HEI communication and
engagement with internal and external stakeholders. Our findings suggest that
a greater degree of intentionality regarding academic innovation purposes and
processes could aid in communicating clear benefits to all stakeholders. Similar
to Dobbins (2009), we suggest contextualizing potential advantages of academic
innovation is helped by personalizing opportunities and motivating stakeholders
to engage. Accordingly, HEI academic innovation units might recruit and
maintain interest from stakeholders through more reflexive and consistent
communication and messaging regarding how innovation helps or improves
individual workflows.

Intentional communication could entail systematic assessment of activities,
clear definitions of industry terms, and specific links between academic inno-
vation initiatives and stated mission goals or values. For example, some of the
HEIs in this study adopted innovation buzzwords without clearly defining them
or providing scholarly context. Though using current terminology is a natural ten-
dency, HEIs could benefit from clear and consistent terminology that reinforces
unit goals and better translates current and potential impact in the larger field of
academic innovation.
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Application and Conclusion

This study examined academic innovation websites to better understand the link
between innovation and educational technology, approaches to academic innovation
success indicators, and relevant stakeholder communities. Academic innovation as a
concentrated or distinct effort in HEIs is increasingly common as universities seek
to maintain currency and effectiveness in a competitive educational space. How-
ever, the structure and communication of academic innovation units do not present
a common understanding or mission for innovation in higher education broadly.
Instead, most academic innovation units reviewed in this study form their own
approaches for navigating new initiatives and determining success. Opportunities
exist for HEIs to more clearly communicate and showcase their academic innova-
tions as contributions to the larger higher education community. Emphasizing clear
goals for academic innovation efforts, understanding intended level of innovation
impact, and transparent communication of accomplishments will ultimately help
institutions move towards transformative educational systems. More specific efforts
in these areas can enable HEIs to systematize and standardize academic innovation
within their context as well as contribute to innovative solutions in higher educa-
tion broadly. This call to action for greater transparency and specific attention to
innovation outcomes will strengthen institutions’ program efficacy as well as their
approach to online communication via websites.

This article contributes to a growing literature base on academic innovation as an
integrated process and aspirational goal. Despite the natural limitations of content
analysis methods for exploring point-in-time hypertext, we hope this article serves
as a point of reflection as well as an insight to measuring current and potential
opportunities for academic innovation impact. Many questions remain in terms of
how forward-facing communication, such as websites, can both fuel and communi-
cate academic innovation that applies new or novel ideas in evolving learning envi-
ronments. This study highlighted the profound differences in HEI contexts and the
forward-facing communication that signals how academic innovation is structured.
Further research on individual stakeholder roles, institutional commitment and
funding, and internal collaboration will help illuminate more specific pathways for
plotting innovation as a distinct effort beyond technology integration or short-lived
projects. Opportunities for multi-institution collaboration and sharing of informa-
tion across academic innovation efforts, such as a virtual summit or special interest
research group, could provide clarity and vision in the field. In doing so, HEIs can
make the potentially invisible successes of academic innovation (Whitworth, 2011)
a more tangible experience and realized change.
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