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How Florida International
University Predicts the Future
to Help At-Risk Students
As the use of automated machine learning and data science has
proliferated rapidly across all industries in recent years, one industry
remains on the periphery: higher education. For Florida International
University (FIU) – located in Miami and the second-largest university
in the state of Florida – that represented a unique opportunity to
better serve their students.
“Data and predictive analytics is still in its relative infancy in higher education,”
said Paden Goldsmith, Assistant Director of Strategic Data Analysis at FIU.
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“FIU is sort of in the minority. We have a very strong emphasis on data-driven
decision making and data governance culture.”
Under the stewardship of Hiselgis Perez, Associate Vice President of Analysis
and Information, Paden and his team have fully adopted automated machine
learning as a means of powerful insights, analysis, and decision-making.
Predictive models made widely available to administrators and departments
around the university are now being used to help identify at-risk students and
more proactively help them make the most of their educational experience.
“Our mission at FIU is to provide access to students of all ethnicities and
at all economic levels,” said Hiselgis. “We needed to find ways to predict
the future and figure out which students were at risk basically from the
moment they set foot in the university. This is why we started exploring
predictive analytics.”

“Few organizations are able to bridge
the gap between the analytics and
the decisions and the actions. With
tools like DataRobot and Tableau,
we did that”

Florida International University
(FIU) is one of the largest
universities in Florida and the
country, with two major campuses
in Miami-Dade County.
Officially designated as a minorityserving and Hispanic-serving
institution, the university provides
a world-class education to the local
communities in the city of Miami.

Hiselgis Perez

Associate Vice President,
Florida International University
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How Predictive Analytics Helps Students
Florida International University is officially designated as a minority-serving and Hispanic-serving institution,
providing a world-class education that serves the people within the local communities in the city of Miami.
Many of the students came from situations that presented obstacles, “coming from low-income areas, first in
their family to go to college, first of their family to enter the country, any number of other scenarios that might
make it very difficult for those students to progress at most other institutions,” said Paden. “It sort of broke our
hearts academically as an institution because these are students who have already hit a roadblock.”

“FIU looks intensely at these students to make sure they’re able to
progress through at great rates and to graduate in the end with a degree.”
“Getting a data scientist is often very expensive,” said Paden. “There are lots of business and corporate
sector jobs that are competing for those same already-rare data science resources.”
“Since we were limited in resources, we needed a solution like DataRobot to help us leverage the
insights that can be provided by predictive analytics in a way that would be faster, more accurate, and
require less intensive time from our small staff,” said Hiselgis.
Before DataRobot, the team’s analysis was more reactive than proactive, identifying students who had
already faced academic or financial obstacles and were at risk. Hiselgis charged her team to be more
proactive with data rather than being reactive, and that led Paden to start working with DataRobot. The
impact was immediate, and the results significant.
“Since getting DataRobot, we’ve been able to not only accelerate the process of model-building but
also go a lot more in-depth with broader subject ranges,” said Paden. “The best part is unlike previously
where it could take up to a couple of months to produce predictive reports, with DataRobot we’re able
to send the data and get back predictions on these students in a couple of hours.”
With dozens of models accurately predicting and identifying students in real-time, Paden and his team
were soon sharing these reports with various departments across the university, including administrators,
academic advisors, and financial advisors. This democratization of data science has now put the power of
machine learning in many more hands, thanks to the powerful combination of DataRobot and Tableau.

Florida International University, the second-largest university in Florida, is located in Miami-Dade County.
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Democratizing Data Science with DataRobot and Tableau
Building models and generating predictive insights is ultimately ineffective if there aren’t decisions and
actions being made and taken on those insights. In order to fully bridge the gap between the analytics
and the actions that could help save at-risk students, Hiselgis and Paden knew they needed to get data
science into more hands, even if those hands did not belong to academically trained data scientists.
The key to doing so was pairing DataRobot with Tableau dashboards and filters.
“We make interactive Tableau dashboards powered by DataRobot, which makes it easier to share with
more people,” said Hiselgis.

“Each college can go in there and filter for whatever populations they
need, for a particular college, for an individual department, and get a
list of their students and the factors they need to focus on. Since they
can filter themselves to gain insights and create individual analysis
about every situation possible, they can get to a very granular level of
specificity without having to call my staff.”
“For end users who don’t have as much experience working in R or Excel, integrating our DataRobot
predictions with Tableau highlights trends that are going on with a simple glance at the dashboard,”
said Paden. “We used the Tableau extension for What-If analysis and have implemented that alongside
several of our different predictive models. All of this is powered by the Tableau extension with
DataRobot in the backend to produce these reports on an ongoing, real-time basis.”

By integrating DataRobot’s predictive models with Tableau dashboards, Paden and his team can communicate insights to a much greater
audience across university administration.
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By putting powerful predictive insights into the hands of so many
academic and financial advisors across campus, without exposing
them to any of the complexities of machine learning, Hiselgis and her
team can scale these actions at a much bigger and faster rate. They
were no longer missing the window of action to help at-risk students;
as Hiselgis describes, “decisions need to be made yesterday [to help
at-risk students]” and putting those predictive powers right in the
hands of academic advisors meant students were being identified
sooner, and given the help they needed.
“Machine learning and predictive analytics has been really instrumental

Integration of What-If modeling in
Tableau allows end-users to drill down on
individual students and examine the best
potential course of action to take.

in allowing us to do the most good that we can in the shortest amount
of time,” said Paden.

“The best part of my job is being able to look
at students walking outside on campus and
knowing that analytics is helping a lot of them
be more successful”

“Unlike previously where it could
take up to a couple of months
to produce predictive reports,
with DataRobot we’re able to
send the data and get back
predictions on these students in
a couple of hours.”
— Paden Goldsmith
Assistant Director of Strategic Analysis

“I personally identify with the student population at FIU because I’m
an alumni and I share a lot of commonality with the types of students
that we’re helping; I was low-income, I am a minority, I’m a woman,”
said Hiselgis. “I feel that using data to help other people succeed and
increase their graduation rates and their social mobility to earn income
is very empowering to these students, as well as to our office.”
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