I. Executive Summary

The Institute for Computer-Based Assessments is a service that has stemmed out of James Madison University educators. ICBA has found a market for computerized testing that concentrates on student proficiency. The following tests are offered: Scientific Reasoning Test, Quantitative Reasoning Test, Test of Oral Communication Skills and an Information Literacy Test. Each of these assessments are in multiple choice form. The tests offer customization and immediate scoring. Currently they are being used by the entire Virginia Community College System as well as 6 other clients including Virginia Tech and Florida State. The next step for ICBA will be to enter the North and South Carolina markets in hopes to get the Board of Education’s support similar to the relationship already established in Virginia.
II. Market Review

ICBA will target the community college systems in North Carolina and South Carolina. North Carolina has 59 schools and South Carolina has 21 totaling 212,266 undergraduate students in these systems. Refer to the appendix in the back for more specifics on each of the schools. The focus is on students between 17 and 22 years of age although this may vary due to the wide range of ages in community colleges. According to the US Census Bureau the average income in North Carolina is $41,067 and in South Carolina it is $40,350. ICBA has reason to believe that students taking the tests would have an income of $35,000 and greater. However, ICBA should assume the college will be the one paying for the test and concentrate on their budget instead of their students incomes. This is slightly lower than the state averages based on the following two assumptions; that students that attend community colleges have lower incomes than the state average. These schools are co-educational. There are a few technical schools which have a larger male population, but a few schools also have a focus on education with a larger female population. Targeting a specific gender is not relevant regarding this test. Approximately 28% of all community colleges in North Carolina and South Carolina reported that liberal arts was their most popular area of study with health sciences and business being a close second (CollegeBoard.com).
By looking at the past client of the Virginia Community College system there is reason to predict that obtaining the target market is an all or nothing task if ICBA first goes to the State Board of Education gaining 100% of the market with their support. Since this seems a bit greedy a more reasonable approach is for ICBA to target each individual school entering the market obtaining a 2% share at the end of year 1 for each state, which includes 2,756 undergraduates from North Carolina and 1,194 from South Carolina. This is a reasonable figure to capture, based on the limited resources currently available to ICBA. The goal is to not spread the institute too thin. The approach to focus on certain schools and obtain a larger number of tested students from those schools. ICBA needs to be conscious of their competitors especially the Educational Testing Service and the College Learning Assessment as the market grows because ICBA is much smaller than them and their competitors have the ability to administer and market their tests more efficiently. The prediction is that ICBA’s share will decrease if the market entry is not up to speed during this market growth unless they obtain the financial support to expand the company and add additional staffing. If the university and capital allows, the next step in market expansion will be to capture the public and private colleges and universities in both states as well as further marketing to Virginia schools. There are a number of different routes that can be taken to expand the existing market share. Word of mouth is the most cost efficient way of advertising but is not the best way to achieve this for a small business. A second better way to promote expansion is by networking. By the employees actively seeking out representatives of different educational systems and promoting their products there is sure to be a higher “catch” rate. The marketing mission for ICBA should be to promote their brand.
The institute for Computer-Based Learning provides four different types of tests which are able to cover a wide range of customers in regards to their needs. By doing so, ICBA covers an array of student abilities from oral communication to scientific reasoning to name a few. Providing this variety will fulfill the existing customers’ needs as well as attract new clients to the products. ICBA cooperates with other educators to see what exactly is wanted and needed throughout the education system. The company will continue to provide support to the existing customers as well as upgrades and updates for the tests. In addition ICBA provides detailed information on how to read and understand the tests and are able to quickly fix any defects that may arise during the implementation.  Coordination and customization are two core competencies that ICBA is constantly focusing on. 
The pricing for the tests are as follows; $10 for 1-100 tests, $7 for 101-500 test and $5 for 501 tests or greater. This price is aggressive compared to what the competitors are offering. The Educational Testing Service offers prices ranging from $25-$35. This is significantly higher that what ICBA charges. It is possible to shift towards an increase in pricing if while marketing ICBA emphasizes their competitive advantages, most importantly the ability of customization that they offer.
III. Competitive Review
Our four nearest competitors are:  

Educational Testing Service

American College Testing

Pearson Educational Measurement

Council for Aid to Education
How will our Operations be better than theirs?
ICBA operates better than their competitors according to the National Science Foundation which reported that the Quantitative Reasoning Test (QR) and the Scientific Reasoning Test (SR) were better than what the competitors offer.  This is an important aspect of ICBA’s operation because companies will be more willing to buy their product providing that it is appropriate in measuring abilities and knowledge of college students.  Along with the quality of the tests, the price is another positive aspect.  The advantage of being a smaller company is that ICBA has the ability to be more flexible and tailor to the clients needs. It is not the least expensive service in the market, but the price is more affordable than others.  Their operations are also stronger since they are solely targeting the college population in remote locations, whereas the competitors focus on all levels of education and are not as specialized.  There is a correlation between the scores and the relevant courses offer by colleges. Colleges are able to measure different types of skills gaining a better understanding of their operations with the help of the four different types of tests. 
Competitor Analysis: Looking at Their Strengths and Weaknesses
Educational Testing Service: 

S- Educational Testing Service has made changes to its supply chain operations.  By outsourcing it to Accenture it has significantly improved control, accuracy and integrity in its operations, helping ETS to win new business and lower costs.  It teamed up with the College Board to create many of the tests, which is a strength because of the credibility that both of these companies have.  They also control a large part of the market.
W-They have many different tests for all different age levels, so they can’t focus on having their tests for colleges as in depth as if they only focused on tests for the college students.  Since they are teamed up with College Board, the most well recognized test is the SAT, which is a college entrance exam.

American College Testing

S- They have their foot in the door and is well recognized, offers a widely accepted entrance test into college.

W- Used only as entrance test into college and is not always required

Pearson Educational Measurement

S- Offers a wide variety of tests that measures student improvement through their college years.  Pearson Educational Measurement Solutions test offers assessment services to meet the college’s specific needs.

W-  The test that measures progress that has been made in students is only in the subjects of reading and mathematics.  Also, the tests just measure state standards and are measured for k-12.
College Learning Assessment

S-Unique test of reasoning and communications skills that most agree should be one outcome of a college education.  It is designed to create situations in which all successful college students may face one day.
W-  They charge an annual fee for the tests.  This fee is also much greater than what our tests are offered for.  The test results are not received as quickly as other assessments either.
Comparing Competitors vs. ICBA:
The compilations of all four types of assessment involved in the ICBA are all geared towards colleges assessing the abilities learned in the classroom and the student’s potential performance.  Most of the competitors offer computerized tests. The difference is in the immediate feedback that ICBA can offer. One major difference between ICBA and their competitors is that they can provide four different tests that each measure a different ability or skill used in college.  Another difference is that ICBA is designed for students who have completed their general education requirements and other tests do not.  
IV. Product/Service and Business Review

The ICBA provides computer based assessments for higher education institutions.  The product is electronically administered to students.  The ICBA then provides feedback to the organizations requesting the tests.  The tests are administered over the internet to authorized users at the clients testing location.  The first test, the Information Literacy Test, is designed to assess ACRL Information Literacy Competency Standards for Higher Education. Another test offered is the Oral Communication Test which is designed to assess communication competencies identified by the National Communication Association. Along with these the Quantitative Reasoning Test is designed to assess the mathematical reasoning of students who have completed their general education requirements. Lastly, the Scientific Reasoning Test is designed to assess the scientific reasoning ability of students who have completed their general education requirements.  The tests provide various measurements to help colleges meet certification requirements and provide information to enhance the quality of education that students obtain from those schools.  The results are custom tailored to provide the school with the information they deem important.
Product Features

· Innovative item development

· Innovative testing methods

· Usability studies

· Examinee effort based data filtering

· Comparability studies

· Standard setting for CBTs

· Tests developed by a higher education institution for higher education institutions

Current Pricing

Number of Test      Cost per test

1-100                       $10

101-500                     $7

501 or more               $5

ICBA is significantly less expensive in price than its competitors and the National Science Foundation found the ICBA assessments for quantitative reasoning and scientific reasoning better than their competitors based on objective tests(Spitzer.)

Current Product promotion and advertising:
The ICBA has attended the following conferences with the objective being to promote ICBA testing

· National Council on Measurement and Education

· Assessment Institute - in Indianapolis

· ATP – Assoc of Test Publishers

· NASPA – National Assoc. of Student Personnel

Potential customers can email the ICBA and gain access to the tests and assess how the test will meet their needs.  Outside of this very informal advertising the ICBA has not advertised their product in any way. Refer to the Promotions section discussed later on which suggests ways of further reaching out to the market.
V. SWOT Analysis

	Strengths

· Customization

· Scoring is immediate

· Able to use audio and video in test items

· Can be used by the physically disabled

· Feedback regarding answer correctness, running total score, time remaining and number of items left as someone is taking the test


	Weaknesses

· Not lowest cost

· Can be duplicated by larger companies

· Can be more detailed

· Lack of brand awareness

· Lack of staffing and financial support



	Opportunities

· Enter a new market

· Expand awareness of product

· Cause an increase in demand

· Can be used nationally

· Offer more types of tests
· Fully customize orders for specific markets and schools


	Threats

· Main competitors include: Educational Testing Service, American College Testing, Pearson Educational Measurement, Council for Aid to Education

· Product might be under priced therefore our product will seem under valued

· More competitors can hit the market




VI. Goals and Objectives

The total number of students in North Carolina and South Carolina are approximately 137,813 and 59,682 respectively (College Board.)  Being that ICBA only wants to obtain modest expansion to begin with, and that they are working on a limited marketing budget of $3000, ICBA should go after a small percentage (2%) in each state. Details on the promotion mediums are discussed later.


ICBA should focus on marketing to the schools so that each will purchase between 101-500 tests, not only will ICBA sell more tests this way, but this will also provide an incentive for schools to purchase more since they will also be able to save money by buying in larger quantity, thus giving ICBA more money in their pocket.  ICBA is already serving the entire Virginia Community College System; therefore, concerns about buying in large quantity for them should be minimized.  The price that they should sell each test for to this target market should be at $7.00.  By doing this they will achieve the following revenue totals:


2756 * $7.00 = $19294 


1194 * $7.00 = $ 8356  .



Total  = $ 27650

ICBA will achieve this measure by the end of the first year by concentrating on breaking into both North Carolina and South Carolina markets.  By achieving a small percentage in each state, they will then begin to build credibility, therefore increasing sales in the years to follow at a greater rate.

This is a reasonable figure to capture, based on the limited resources that are currently available.  By only achieving two percent it will give ICBA an idea of what to expect in the future, and whether or not they will wish to expand.

North Carolina has a mandatory Report on Performance Measures and Standards, some of which include: Progress of Basic Skills Students, Passing Rates on Certification Examinations, Performance of College Transfer Students, and Success Rates of Developmental Students (James Sprunt Community College.) South Carolina also has critical success factors and performance indicators such as:  Classroom Quality, Entrance Requirements, and Graduates’ Achievements (South Carolina Legislature Online.) It is mandatory to report these standards to the State Boards in each state.  Therefore, ICBA should consider and integrate these into their marketing scheme to enable them to achieve their target sales. They should allow the schools to envision how the tests may help achieve these requirements.

VII. Strategies
A. Product/Service

The four different types of tests offered by ICBA are described in the previous Business Review section. These tests are administered for a variety of reasons, some are administered to certify accreditation, to provide the institution with information regarding the performance of their academic programs, and to obtain or retain funding. The following italicized numbers are the projections for the year 2007.
Current Sales

	UNITS
	 
	 

	2004
	2005
	2007

	3921
	6717
	9120


	REVENUES
	 
	 
	 
	 

	2003-2004
	2004-2005
	2005-2006
	2006-2007
	2007-2008

	$0 
	$7,842 
	$21,952 
	$11,766 
	$63,840 1


(Italics represent forecasted numbers)

(1 # of student enrolled in NC and SC, 3% of that total, * $7 per test)
Sales increased 279% between the years 2004 and 2005, which were the last full years that sales figures were available.  If the ICBA were to gain the entire community college systems for North Carolina and South Carolina, the sales would more than double.  In the case that ICBA would need to approach each school separately the sale growth would be significantly less.  ICBA currently does not have any clients in the North Carolina and South Carolina Community College System so any clients that they would be able to obtain would provide free word of mouth and name recognition within the target market. 
Based on the way that ICBA entered the Virginia Community College System and the dramatic increase in sales that the VCCS has provided it would be ideal to attempt to enter all community colleges in the targeted state simultaneously.  This way the ICBA could utilize their marketing budget and dominate the North Carolina and South Carolina community college system.  The best approach to initialize this process would to select target schools in each state and target them in attempt to generate some buzz regarding the products available.  The following schools were selected based on their high undergraduate population compared to the rest of the colleges in their state; Midlands Technical College, Greenville Technical College, Trident Technical College, Central Piedmont Community College, Wake Technical Community College and Guilford Technical Community College. For more extensive information refer to the promotion section.
The ICBA has done a great deal to prevent their product from being copied.  The tests are intellectual property and cannot be duplicated.  The ICBA has required potential clients sign disclosure forms in order to gain access to sample tests.  Considering that safe guards have been put into place, it is unlikely that a test will be copied. If a duplicate of the test were to escape their protective measure it would be hard to use the test because of the knowledge and software required to score the test in a meaningful way.  
B.  Pricing

Although there are a number of different competitors in their particular market, ICBA’s variety of different tests, low overhead and pricing sets them apart from their competitors.  They can very easily surpass their sales goals by focusing on key elements that will allow for future growth and revenues.  The competition has their prices set anywhere from 200-300% higher than the prices for the ICBA programs.

Even though their tests are priced considerably lower than the competition, this may be perceived as having a lower quality product.  It should be noted that the competition may have higher prices because they are produced by companies outside of college campuses.  Products coming from outside companies will have a higher overhead and product prices because of the cost of paying employees, turning a profit to keep the company going, and investing more money in research and development to produce more products in the future.

Since the employees of ICBA are doing this voluntarily and the overhead is low, the prices for their tests should remain low unless other employees are hired requiring a pay based salary or the college allows for a higher budget for their own researching purposes.  More emphasis on marketing and advertising will promote more sales and revenue for ICBA.

 As discussed earlier, the value of the product from a consumer standpoint will be determined by how well the company explains the lower price compared to the competition.  The customer may think that the quality and feasibility of the tests are lower because of the extreme price difference.  It will be very important to establish ICBA’s image in producing quality products at lower prices while penetrating their market.  

Positioning the tests will be just as important in establishing the product to the market.  Targeting online avenues of advertising should receive the most focus.  Educational websites will be important places to post html banners with internal links to ICBA’s website so potential customers can be directed straight over to the webpage.  Another route would be to ask our existing clients for permission to add the banner link to their website.  This would allow us to put positive feedback under the link that we have received about our products from our existing clientele.  

C. Distribution

Since the tests are customizable ICBA should have direct contact with their customers before they distribute the assessments. Once they have established a relationship ICBA can easily contact potential customers through electronic means.  It is the appropriate distribution channel because it represents the image of being a “hands-on” company. 
Some potential changes that might occur are that our competitors might introduce a similar product and since they are of a greater scale they may be able to enter the market faster.  If this occurs, ICBA would have to change their pricing and distribution strategy to remain competitive.  A second change that may occur will happen if the North Carolina Board of Education supports ICBA’s efforts resulting in an under estimated market leaving the company with weak staffing. Changes in this staffing as well as the organizational structure will have to occur.
D. Promotion
By directly marketing to the North Carolina Community College System and the 
Board of Education ICBA will create a presentation for the board in hopes of gaining

their support in obtaining the entire North Carolina market. The state already has a
mandatory Report on Performance Measures and Standards which ICBA can integrate 
into their presentation.
· ICBA will send their informative brochure to every college that they are targeting. This is a cheap, effective and easily understood medium to convey their message.
· Attending the conference of Southern Association of Colleges and Schools which costs $1,475 per booth plus expenses of display and travel. This is reimbursed through James Madison University. ICBA should expand the display from what was done in the past attracting more interest. This will promote awareness of the product along with knowledge and expertise about the product.
· In South Carolina ICBA will have direct visits to Midlands Technical College, Greenville Technical College and Trident Technical College. These are the three schools with the largest undergraduate populations in the state community college system (CollegeBoard.com.) They have the potential to bring ICBA the most capital. 
· In North Carolina ICBA will have direct visits to Central Piedmont Community College, Wake Technical Community College and Guilford Technical Community College for the same reasons as previously stated. 
If ICBA attains the support from these six schools from North Carolina and South Carolina they will already satisfy almost 30% of their target market.

ICBA will sustain their market share by focusing on their competitive advantages. The tests are designed for educators by educators. This allows the results to be custom tailored to provide specific information requested by the administering location. If available staffing is allowed this availability of customization is their key competitive advantage. Customization towards different schools or departments is not currently offered by our competitors. Other advantages include being able to introduce audio and video test items, being accessible to test physically disabled examinees and most importantly the feedback we offer regarding answer correctness, a running total score, or simply information on how many items are left or how much time is remaining in the testing period. It is important to enter this market quickly because of the trend switching over to computerized testing which could potentially create additional competitors.
VIII. Action Plan and Implementation

A. Media Plan
ICBA should expand on their current website. One addition that should be made is to include a list of clients as well as testimonials. This will promote their brand awareness and potential customers will be able to look what big clients like Virginia Tech and students say about their experience using this test. Another addition they should make to the website is to include the results of the previous schools. Lastly, they should include a sample test to give potential clients a better idea of what the institute offers. ICBA should look into banner ads that they can place on other websites as well as offer their clients a chance to advertise on their website. This would bring in more revenue. 
ICBA will send brochures to every college in North and South Carolina which will include descriptions of the assessment, contact information and the web address. They will make direct visits to the three main schools in North Carolina and South Carolina as previously stated. ICBA can make future visits to customers who contact them and make an appointment.  The most important but also most risky way of promoting the assessments will be to present at the North Carolina Board of Education and attend the Conference of Southern Association of Colleges and Schools.  
B. Budget

Marketing Budget

	$3000.00
	Total Marketing Budget per Year

	$1000.00
	North Carolina Board of Education presentation



	$450.00
	brochures



	$1350.00
	Direct Visits



NC Board of Education presentation

Total $1000.00 
Direct Mailing

$142.40 for 80 brochures + $31.2 stamps=$173.60
Additional and repeat mailing $276.40 (flexible on what our budget
 allows)

Total $450.00
(numbers obtained through Kinkos and USPS pricing)
Direct Visits

$600.00 vehicle rental through James Madison University ($0.30 per mile)
$150.00 gas (fill 5x for $30.00 each)
Round trip in the following order

1. start in Harrisonburg, Virginia

2. Central Piedmont Community College in Charlotte, NC

3. Wake Technical Community College in Raleigh, NC

4. Guilford Technical Community College in Jamestown, NC

5. Midlands Technical College in Columbia, SC

6. Greenville Technical College in Greenville, SC

7. Trident Technical College in Charlestown, SC

8. end back in Harrisonburg, VA

Total estimated Driving Time: 24hr 51min   Distance:1556.28 (MapQuest)
$600.00 hotels
$200 food and additional expenses

Total $1,350.00
Conferences

$1475 attendance charge+$1000 display + travel expenses (all 
Reimbursed by James Madison University)
(1475 is the charge for a table at the conference of Southern Association of Colleges and Schools)
C. Tracking

The website will have the ability to record how many people actually visit as well as storing the data of the potential customers who click for contact information.  ICBA needs to have an on-site customer service representative who will keep track of how many people have called as well as ask potential customers a quick survey of where and when they received ICBA’s contact information.  With this valuable information ICBA will be able to assess where most of their customers are hearing about them helping to create a more efficient marketing approach in the future.
Conclusion:
The Institute of Computer-Based Assessment’s strategic plan includes moving their target market from not only including Virginia but to add the North Carolina and South Carolina community college systems as well. They are expecting to expand this market by attending conferences, updating their website, sending out brochures, direct visits to potential customers as well as presenting to the Board of Education in North Carolina. It is possible to reach their goals because of the quality of their product and the relationships they build with their customers.
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