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You may copy or freely reproduce this document provided you 
disclose authorship and sponsorship and include this notice. Ferris 
Research independently conducted all research for this document, 
retaining full editorial control. 

 

 

Ferris Research 

Ferris Research is a market research firm that specializes in messaging 
and collaborative technologies. These are computer technologies that 
help employees communicate, such as email, instant messaging, group 
scheduling, desktop conferencing, and directories. In business since 
1991, Ferris Research enjoys an international reputation as the leading 
analysts in this important field. 

The firm’s international clientele encompasses a wide range of large 
organizations with extensive IT operations plus vendors. Ferris 
Research is at 408 Columbus Ave., Suite 1, San Francisco, CA 94133, 
USA. For more information, visit www.ferris.com or call +1 415 986 
1414. 
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Email in Higher Education: 
What's Special About It? 
Email systems in higher educational institutions differ from those of 
businesses and other non-educational organizations. We now describe 
the main points of divergence. 

Three Approaches to Mail 
There are three general approaches to the way email is handled on 
university campuses: anarchy, dual systems, or a centrally provided, 
campus-wide system. In businesses, anarchy is rare. 

Anarchy 

Under the anarchy model, there’s a free flowing environment of email 
servers for groups across campus. Any individual or group that wants 
to host his or its own email server is allowed to do so as long as 
interoperability via SMTP routing is possible. There is no central 
coordination and departments and schools are free to handle email 
however they want. 

There are two problems with this approach. First, there is no campus-
wide shared address book, making it difficult to know how to contact 
others. Participants either have to maintain their own address books or 
rely on Intranet pages to define the current email addresses. Either 
way, this is an administrative nightmare. Secondly, for departments 
still running older, proprietary email systems (eg, Microsoft Mail, 
cc:Mail) support for attachments is poor. Attachments either will not 
be delivered in a workable state or they will not be delivered with 
regularity. 

Dual Systems: Students vs. Staff 

Most universities have experienced email anarchy. Many are moving 
towards dual systems: a system provided for faculty and staff by each 
department and a campus-wide system centrally provided for the 
entire campus population. 
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Departments are free to select whatever system they need for their 
faculty and staff; this is usually one of the mainstream, corporate 
products that supports messaging and enhanced collaboration, such as 
workflow, document management, and discussion groups. In this 
mode, Exchange, Notes/Domino and GroupWise are common. In 
addition, the business school will frequently extend access of its email 
system to MBA students. Why? The reasoning being that they are 
being trained for a corporate environment, so they should get used to 
corporate tools. 

The centrally-provided, student email system is predicated on the 
lower administration costs possible with such a system. In addition, 
much greater scalability and reliability can be delivered across the 
campus by a dedicated email team rather than from busy individuals 
who can only devote limited time to supporting their departmental 
systems. Such talented individuals would have lots of other 
responsibilities as well. 

The student system integrates with the faculty and staff system, but 
only for message exchange. This can be easily accomplished with 
SMTP routing of messages. Having a campus-wide directory 
including all students is not usually a high priority in these settings. 

Campus-Wide System 

The final option is a centrally-provided, campus-wide system for 
everyone on campus—faculty, staff, and students. Universities that 
take this approach desire good address book functionality, a highly 
reliable system, and minimum delivery times. Such universities 
usually choose a non-Windows platform to run a campus-wide email 
system, with Unix the usual choice. 

Creating a campus-wide system requires two to three years from 
project initiation through to the migration of all users to the new, 
expanded system. The group assigned to the project considers the 
alternatives, makes a recommendation, and, on its approval, embarks 
on implementation and migration. Half of all universities involve 
faculty and staff on the project group and half do not. The latter still 
solicit input from faculty and staff, either directly or through user 
representatives, but the bulk of the work falls on the central IT group. 

Scalability 
Scalability of the email system is very important at a university. This 
means that adding more users to the email system should be simple 
and inexpensive. 
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When scalability is achieved, upgrades of expensive hardware and 
software are not required very often. There are no artificial 
configuration limits within the system; eg, a licensing condition that 
the system can only support “5,000” users and that additional users 
must be put on a new server. Administrative time for care and feeding 
of the email system must be insensitive to the number of active users. 

Alumni Addresses 

Scalability is helpful for providing email addresses for alumni. The 
objective is to solicit financial support from successful alumni. A 
major university graduating 20,000 students annually will have 
100,000 fresh alumni accounts to maintain within five years. 

For most universities, this is a directory challenge. Alumni usually 
acquire email services with their new employers or on their own; 
email accounts provided by the university that require frequent 
checking are very demanding. That’s why many universities make 
their alumni email service a forwarding service only, allowing their 
alumni to enter their current email address through a Web-based 
interface. Any email addressed to alumni is automatically forwarded 
to their current email addresses. 

Should We Even Provide Student Email? 

A hot topic at universities today is whether or not to provide email for 
students. The reasoning is that given the wide availability of free 
email services on the Web students can very easily secure their own 
accounts; indeed, many enroll at universities with their own accounts 
already. 

Universities considering this exclusionary approach fundamentally 
alter the decision criteria for purchasing email systems for their 
campuses. The highest volatility and the most pressing differences 
between a campus email system and a corporate email system comes 
from the student populace. Not providing email to students moves a 
university closer to the typical decision criteria for a corporate system. 

A university that excludes students will still require a high-class 
directory service. Faculty and staff will still want to interact with 
students via email. That’s why a shared, up-to-date address book is 
essential. Students should be expected to keep their email address up-
to-date; this is easily done via the Web. 
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Multi-Platform Support 
Email server software in a university system must be capable of 
running on a variety of hardware platforms. It is insufficient to support 
one platform very well due to the diversity inherent within a university 
campus. Different departments may have different server strategies; 
even within departments, different types of hardware may be 
supported. 

Unix is the mainstay for universities for production servers and 
NetWare is common as a network operating system. Linux is popular 
within academic circles and many academicians champion Linux. 
Also, Windows NT/2000 is gaining as a departmental solution. 

University populations resist dictates. Their administrative and user 
populations often hold diverse and extreme positions about the 
“rightness” of certain operating environments almost to the point of 
initiating religious wars with opposing factions. The way to cope with 
this hostility is to support multiple hardware platforms and operating 
systems for the email server software. 

Minimize Administration 
Universities aim to minimize the care and feeding of their email 
systems. There are too many other competing demands within a 
university—eg, stocking the library, research grants for professors, 
new building programmes—for them to abide maintaining an army of 
administrators to keep servers up-to-date. A key driver for universities 
attempting to standardize on a campus-wide email system is to reduce 
administrative headcount to an absolute minimum. 

Component Architecture 
An email system is composed of multiple components—a message 
store, a message transfer agent, a directory, content security, etc. 
Universities want the flexibility of selecting the very best 
components;. eg, to make the message store decision independently of 
the transfer agent decision. An initial decision to acquire all 
components from one vendor does not mean that the university will 
obtain or retain all components from that single vendor in perpetuity. 
If a better option develops, the ability to quickly change out one of the 
components is valued.  
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Universities frown upon vendor lock-in that tightly integrates different 
components of an email system; eg, the message store and directory 
functionality. Universities like the flexibility of taking out their 
directory component, for example, and replacing it with the directory 
component of another vendor. The universities’ expectation is for no 
interruption of service and little or no configuration changes across the 
other infrastructural components. 

“Developed Here” Mindset 

Universities love standards. Many of the leading universities in the 
U.S. have assigned faculty and graduate students to developing 
today’s email standards. Hence, purity of standards support within an 
email system has both an intellectually emotional appeal. Thus 
universities are supporting their own objectives, as well as gaining 
pragmatic benefits for system flexibility. 

Standards Support 

In view of their love of standards, it’s no surprise that adherence to 
email technical standards is a key requirement within a university. 
Standards compliance helps deliver a flexible system with low cost of 
ownership. If extensions or vendor specific enhancements to the email 
system are available, these must be optional. A university wants the 
choice of implementing them without having its hand forced.  

Standards More Important than Features 

In contrast, businesses are more enamored with features than 
unrelenting support of standards. The reverse is true of universities 
because standards-compliance provides the highest degree of 
flexibility for accommodating the diversity in the user population. 

Eg, when a user installs a new IMAP client for use with a campus or 
departmental IMAP server, he wants that client to work just as well as 
every other client. Solutions that tightly integrate a server and a 
specific client through protocol extensions and appealing features are 
less desirable because it reduces the usefulness of the system across 
the campus. 

High Account Turnover 
By the very nature of universities, there is high turnover among 
students. Every year, thousands of new students need email. When 
they’ve concluded their studies, the email accounts of these graduates 
must either be canceled or migrated to the alumni email system. 

During the school year, special workshops or courses may be 
conducted over a weekend, a week, or a month for which additional 
email accounts are required. At the conclusion of the workshop or 
course, those temporary email accounts must be deactivated. 
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Both of these requirements call for a low-cost provisioning 
mechanism for the email system. Some universities rely on a directory 
to automatically provision an email account based on data feeds from 
a student registration system; others provide a Web-based interface for 
students to request and provision their own email accounts. 

System-Initiated Provisioning 

When students register, an automated procedure picks them up and 
creates email accounts and addresses for them in the campus directory. 

Student-Initiated Provisioning 

The problem with system-initiated provisioning is that many students 
do not want another email account, usually because they arrive with 
an existing Hotmail or Yahoo! account that suits their needs. Hence, 
they never use the accounts that have been automatically created for 
them, wasting system resources and creating a potential security risk 
by leaving configured but inactive email accounts on the system. 

For these reasons, universities are starting to demand that students 
actively request email accounts if they are required. The most 
common way of doing this is through a Web-based interface, although 
some universities still rely on older command-line interfaces. Students 
provide appropriate details to uniquely identity themselves (eg, name, 
student ID number, social security number), and then the system 
automatically creates the needed email accounts and addresses. 

Unique Addressing Schema 
With such a large number of users coming and going each year, 
universities require an addressing schema for students that will ensure 
uniqueness. Almost all universities use some combination of user 
initials and numeric characters when forming the user part of an email 
address. 

For example, when Brian J Smith enrolls he receives the 
bjs05@university.edu address that stays with him for his university 
career. If Bevan J Samuels also enrolls, his address would be 
bjs06@university.edu. The system that generates these email 
addresses must include the ability to check for uniqueness across the 
addressing space, otherwise naming clashes will result. 
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Multi-Client Environment 
The client hardware, operating system and email software is chaotic 
and uncontrollable. Maximum leeway is usually given to academic 
faculty and staff as well as graduate students to select the best 
hardware and software for their needs as they see them. Any attempt 
to mandate a single email client across campus is usually met with 
what amounts to civil disobedience; the campus population continues 
doing its own thing. 

Can’t Dictate Client Software 

Email systems must support all combinations of hardware and 
software. Windows on PCs, the dominant computing platform in 
businesses, are only one of several accepted computing approaches at 
universities. Linux, Macintosh, and Unix machines are just as 
common. 

In addition, users love experimenting with new client software, 
particularly software that functions differently from everything else 
they’ve experienced. The email system must support this free 
experimentation with support for varying clients. 

Significant Macintosh Use 

Support for Macintosh is essential. Universities experience a much 
higher penetration of Macintosh computers than corporates, with 35%-
to-40% of the installed base not uncommon. The email server must 
deliver common capabilities to both Macintosh and Windows 
computers. Adherence to pure standards ensures that platform-specific 
considerations do not override the base capabilities of the various 
email standards.  

Roaming Student Users 
The largest user base of the university email system is transient during 
the day, moving between lecture theatres, labs, libraries, dorms, and 
various cafes or other meeting places on or off campus. It is therefore 
near impossible for students to use the same computer each time they 
need to check their email, making server-based storage and client-
independent access to messages essential. 

Webmail Essential 

Most students arrive at university familiar with public Webmail 
services such as Hotmail or Yahoo! Such interfaces are a part of their 
expectations from email. As a result, many universities are moving to 
offer a Webmail interface to their campus email systems. 
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There are many benefits to this approach. For the university, the need 
to install, administer and maintain email client software disappears, as 
any browser-equipped device will suffice. For students, they can get 
their email securely from any computing device on or off campus and 
are guaranteed that they’ll always have access to their messages 
because they are not stored locally on any specific machine. 

IMAP Clients Preferred over POP 

Faculty and staff have their own dedicated computers, as do most 
graduate students. Most undergraduate students still do not. For these 
latter users, an IMAP email client is preferable to POP because IMAP 
allows for server-side storage of messages. POP does provide some 
server-side capabilities, but these are minimal and still client specific. 

Accounts Linger 
Universities generally leave email accounts active for 6-to 12 months 
after a faculty or staff member has moved on. Universities are not as 
disciplined as corporates in eliminating the email accounts of former 
employees the moment they leave. Faculty or staff members find this 
helpful. It permits them to continue, uninterrupted, with research; and 
to slowly migrate colleagues to their new email addresses. 

Calendaring & Scheduling 
Calendaring and scheduling are accepted productivity tools in the 
corporate world. There’s a split at universities, though, between users 
for whom calendaring and scheduling is vital, and those with few such 
needs. 

Essential for Faculty and Staff 

Faculty and staff require calendaring and scheduling software, but the 
general student populace does not as yet. Faculty and staff have 
teaching classes to conduct, administrative meetings, and research 
presentations in which to participate. Calendaring and scheduling are 
an essential part of day-to-day activity for these users, with the key 
requirements being: 

• The ability to set up one’s own calendar 

• The ability to conduct free-busy searches across a related group 

• The ability to delegate access to administrative staff so they can add 
or reschedule meetings on the behalf of a faculty member 
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Universities value best-of-breed solutions over bundled packages of 
only average ability. Hence, they frequently choose calendaring 
packages separately from their email packages. The ability to share a 
common directory of users between both the email and calendaring 
systems is therefore desirable. 

Not Useful for Most Students 

The general student populace is not usually given calendaring and 
scheduling. Student schedules change little week-by-week, with 
classes and labs remaining consistent over the course of the school 
year. The greatest value of a calendaring system for students is the 
coordination of social activities and outside interests, which 
universities are loath to facilitate. The availability of free Web-based 
calendaring systems means that any students requiring such 
capabilities can easily acquire their own service. 

Want Interaction with Developers 
University IT staff want interaction with email developers. The 
intellectual environment of a university is one that demands answers; 
investigations and innovation through discussing the latest and 
greatest idea is common. For email, technical staff wants to be able to 
talk directly via phone or email to those building the software they 
use. This helps with troubleshooting issues and providing feedback or 
asking questions about the email architecture. 

Low Training Overhead 
Help desk support is expensive, particularly for thousands of student 
users. The email system must be easy to learn, easy to use, and easy to 
troubleshoot. Students should be able to get by with online help, Web-
based support pages, and the advice of knowledgeable friends. 

Not Busy All Year Round 
Universities unlike corporates have built in quieter periods during the 
year when there are minimal numbers of students and faculty on 
campus. This provides opportunities for undertaking bigger projects or 
investigations, such as installing a new email system, migrating user 
accounts, or investigating tighter directory integration. 
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Wireless Access to Email 
Students rely heavily on mobile phones for communication; this is 
their dominant form of interacting remotely with family, friends and 
colleagues. In the coming two to five years, students will start asking 
en masse for wireless access to campus-provided email systems. First, 
they’ll want to use WAP-enabled phones to clear their email. 
Secondly, they’ll want to set up notification profiles so they can keep 
informed about new email messages, particularly ones dealing with 
last minute revisions to class and lab schedules. 

A Good Directory is Essential 
As we've already noted, a good directory plays an important role in 
university email. The key requirements are: 

• Provisioning Support. The directory should automatically create an 
email account and unique address for each student. The high 
number of new students each year makes the cost of manual 
account creation prohibitive. 

• Delegated Administration. Departmental technicians can undertake 
many of the day-to-day maintenance tasks with email, such as 
password resets. Delegating some responsibility for particular tasks 
to these technicians is essential. 

• Global Address Book. The directory should deliver address book 
services to all users on campus. Other applications, eg, calendaring, 
should be able to use address details within the directory. 

Author: Michael Sampson. Editor David Ferris. 
Feedback? Please send to michael.sampson@ferris.com 
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Novell's Internet 
Messaging System 
The Novell Internet Messaging System (NIMS) was designed for 
Internet Service Providers, but has equal applicability within higher 
education institutions. NIMS is an email and calendaring system built 
on top of and tightly integrated with Novell eDirectory. NIMS was 
released in 1998, and, according to Novell, some five million seats are 
deployed worldwide. 

The key features of NIMS 3.0 are: 

• Multi-Client Support. NIMS supports POP, IMAP and browser 
clients, and wireless devices. 

• Cross-Platform Support. The software runs under Linux, NetWare 
and Solaris. Windows 2000 Server support is due next year. 

• iCal Support. For cross-platform calendaring and scheduling. 

• Customized Skins. Users can choose the skin or layout template for 
their Webmail interfaces. Users can design their own layouts. 

• Anti-Spam Capabilities. NIMS blocks spam and other unwanted 
messages. 

Features of NIMS of particular interest to universities and colleges 
are: 

• Directory integration with eDirectory. Many universities already 
have an eDirectory installation. eDirectory supports delegated 
administration. 

• Support for many platforms. 

• The multi-lingual interface. Students can select their language 
preference; this is very appealing to foreign students. 

• Standards compliance (HTML, SMTP, MIME, POP, IMAP, 
LDAP, SSL, WAP). 

• Pricing. NIMS is available as an option within the Novell 
Academic license, resulting in a very low annual license cost per 
user. 

See www.novell.com/products/nims for more information. 
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