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This document is a detailed presentation and reflection on the topic of agility in higher education, spanning experiences from 2017 to 2024. The speaker, Raji Prabhakaran, shares personal insights and practical examples from prior work, particularly in IT management and organizational change within university settings. The presentation emphasizes the complexity of higher education environments, the challenges faced, and the incremental progress achievable through agile principles adapted to the unique context of academia.
Introduction and Context
The speaker introduces the topic by clarifying that the views expressed are personal and not representative of the current organization. The focus is on sharing observations and learnings about agility in higher education, inviting the audience to reflect on their own campuses and how similar pressures and changes might apply.
The Complexity of Higher Education Environments
The environment in higher education is described as complex, with shared governance, siloed units, budget constraints, shifting priorities, and rapid technological changes such as AI. Ambiguity and everyday frictions like approvals and procurement processes further complicate progress. Despite these challenges, higher education is not "broken," but progress is slow and incremental, requiring honest naming of constraints and a commitment to agility to navigate them.
Building Blocks of Agility
Several foundational elements are proposed to foster agility in higher education:
· Shared Purpose: Aligning efforts reduce complexity and helps focus on viable priorities.
· Focused Effort: Energy directed where it matters most.
· Collaboration: Engaging stakeholders to address unclear priorities.
· Continuous Adaptation, Learning, and Feedback: Preparing for emerging technologies by involving people on the ground.
· Diverse Perspectives and Measurable Progress: Inclusive approach and transparency help to reduce everyday friction.
· Innovation: Addressing technical debt through new ideas.
These concepts are introduced as invitations to apply at individual, team, or organizational levels, rather than prescriptive solutions.
Change Dynamics: Top-Down and Bottom-Up
Change is described as starting at the top but succeeding through bottom-up efforts. Success depends on orchestrated collaboration across the entire system, consistent leadership support, cautious optimism, and openness to new forms of collaboration. The process is slow but steady, emphasizing the importance of collective thought and dialogue without ego, inspired by the philosophy of David Bohm.
Practical Agile Elements in Action
Shift Left
"Shift left" means engaging stakeholders early to identify quality issues or risks before they escalate, breaking down silos between teams such as IT service management and enterprise infrastructure and operations (I & O). For the case study, this early engagement led to the creation of service catalogs and configuration items through collaborative workshops, even before proper tools were available. Formal incident response and change control processes were also developed with broad university participation, enabling coordinated production changes and minimizing disruptions.
Value-Driven Delivery and Value Stream Mapping
Efforts were made to connect every operational ticket or new idea back to the university's strategic goals, helping teams understand their contribution to the broader mission. Work was classified and tracked to show time spent on various activities, enabling better resource allocation and justification for talent acquisitions. Leadership at multiple levels engaged openly with teams, and outcome-driven metrics were emphasized over mere outputs. This foundation facilitated cloud adoption and other initiatives, with continuous accountability and customer-oriented mindsets fostering progress.
Pivot
An agile mindset helps any deliberate shift in strategy to keep the vision, but there is a need to test a new path. This is different from giving up: a pivot preserves learning and redirects effort toward a better path. The example given was the continuation of weekly sprints with remote work for delivering workloads during pandemic while shifting the priorities from cloud adoption to everyday operations.
Scrum and Agile Practices
The team adopted Scrum cycles for project delivery, including weekly sprint planning, daily stand-ups, and retrospectives. These practices were conducted entirely remotely and fostered accountability, transparency, and continuous improvement. Working agreements were established to respect participants’ time and encourage full engagement. The use of an "Andon cord" concept allowed anyone to raise concerns and halt processes to address issues early. Tools like Jira, Confluence, and later Team Dynamics supported backlog management and release engagement, although the human commitment to agile principles was emphasized over technology.
Kaizen and Retrospectives
Continuous small improvements (Kaizen) were embedded in work patterns, empowering individuals and teams to learn from problems without blame. Retrospectives provided forums for honest reflection, accountability, and celebration of successes, contributing to behavioral changes and stronger team dynamics over time. The retrospective process was explicitly framed as blameless and essential for immediate learning.
Technology and Communication Tools
While Microsoft Teams was used for communication, Jira and Confluence were primary tools for project tracking initially. Later, the team transitioned to Team Dynamics (TDX) with release management and planning. During the COVID-19 pandemic, rapid shifts to remote work and cloud services like AWS Connect were successfully managed, relying heavily on established agile practices and communication channels.
Organizational Culture and Sustainability
The presentation highlights the importance of creating a safe environment for communication and collaboration. Regular stakeholder meetings across departments ensured transparency and alignment, preventing surprises and fostering buy-in. Despite challenges such as staff turnover and salary competition, a core group remained committed to the work. The agile system and practices persisted beyond the tenure of key leaders, demonstrating resilience and independence from specific technologies.
Closing Thoughts
Agility in higher education is framed as a collective effort where teams can go farther by drafting each other, sharing the lead, holding the line, and conserving energy like a flock of birds. The focus is on value streams, shifting quality left, blameless retrospectives, and unified direction. The speaker shares inspiration from leadership optimism and encourages readiness for change, emphasizing that the groundwork laid enables organizations to face uncertain futures effectively.
This comprehensive overview of agility in higher education blends theory, philosophy, and detailed practical examples from IT and organizational change efforts. It underscores the value of collaboration, transparency, continuous learning, and adaptive leadership in navigating the complexities of academic institutions.

