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Education is at a digital tipping point

THE DIGITAL TIPPING POINT

The future of education is being decided upon now, as K-12 schools, colleges, and universities continue 
to adapt to the changes brought on by the global pandemic and new models of virtual, hybrid, and 
in-person learning. Central to every model is our reliance on technology. 

The pandemic heightened existing gaps and disparities, exposing systemic problems in educational 
design. The rapid shift to a digital-first learning environment also highlighted previously set-aside 
ine�ciencies and implications for faculty already stretched to their limits. 

The future of education also lies in the past—and in this case, the past year. We’ve collectively reached 
a digital tipping point, and it’s vital to implement digital best practices and IT strategies now to set up 
K-12 and higher education institutions for success in the years to come.

The state of 
the education
sector in 2021
The pandemic has a�ected almost every aspect of 
how the education sector works. According to news 
outlets like The Washington Post, a complete shift to 
a remote environment challenged how the industry 
understands instruction, attendance, testing, and 
technology’s role as a vital tool.

The disruption of the past year 
has opened up the possibility 
of real and radical change in 
the next 25 years.

The education sector’s digital tipping point 
Technology always moves fast, but the speed at which consumers, businesses, and other organizations 
are adopting new technologies has accelerated. 

In fact Harvard Business Review reports that, “According to investment intelligence firm HolonIQ the first 
half of 2020 was the second-largest half year for global edtech investment -- at $4.5 billion -- three times 
greater than the average 6-months of VC investment during the prior decade.” 

As school districts and universities begin to invest in their educational design and technologies, it’s 
critical to audit existing infrastructure and select new systems with not only the student and faculty 
experience, and also digital best practices, in mind. 
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Jennifer Perry Cheatham, Senior Lecturer 
at Harvard Graduate School of Education

https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2021/03/15/pandemic-school-year-changes/
https://hbr.org/2020/09/the-pandemic-pushed-universities-online-the-change-was-long-overdue
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Physical and virtual have blended
The dramatic shift towards a digital-first approach 
unveiled challenges in the school’s current systems. 
Schools were faced with managing a remote 
workforce and handling traditionally in-person tasks 
via digital platforms. 

While it remains to be seen if distanced learning will 
continue, the newfound flexibility and increased 
digital communication and accessibility are likely to 
stay long-term. 

Students, parents, and faculty now expect 
convenience and more e�cient administration 
processes (especially in areas like IT, financial aid, 
and enrollment) grounded in digital experiences. 
This rings especially true in higher education, where 
colleges see increased competition and excellent 
experiences are a competitive advantage. 

Digital infrastructure is pushed to the limits
Since schools transitioned to a remote-first approach last year, online and legacy systems have been 
stressed due to the increased volume of inquiries and tra�c from students, parents, and faculty alike. 

Departments ranging from IT to facilities to student services were faced with an overwhelming amount 
of inquiries. Additionally, COVID precautions in respect to safety, hygiene, and cleanliness have placed 
additional strain on resources both financially and for human capital. 

Not only were departments flooded, managing both in-person and online requests became challenging 
if not impossible to work on legacy or antiquated systems.

According to Zendesk research, approximately 70 percent of businesses and organizations are looking for 
new ways to engage customers — whether these are other businesses or employees, parents, students… 
essentially anyone an organization serves. 

As individuals acclimate to a more seamless digital experience, they begin to expect the same in every 
interaction, whether with their bank or with their IT department. In order to meet the newfound expectation, 
those who weren’t previously prioritizing investment in the customer experience have shifted gears.

How education can accelerate student and faculty success in 2021 and beyond

https://www.zendesk.com/digital-tipping-point/
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Conversational experiences 
become the norm
Conversational experiences for students and parents 
through social media and messaging apps like text 
messages, WhatsApp, and Facebook Messenger have 
become normalized throughout 2020.  

Professors and teachers found traditional means of 
communication, such as paper syllabi, handouts, and 
email reminders, were not as e�cient as other more 
conversational forms of messaging. Instructors quickly 
learned students would respond better to text 
messages and social media than emails.

As an added benefit, studies by Central Queensland 
University have shown the use of social media in 
higher education has enhanced learning, increased 
participation and engagement. Additionally, they saw 
relying on social media improved content 
dissemination, and improved pedagogy and 
information sharing.

How education can accelerate student and faculty success in 2021 and beyond

Twenty-eight percent of 
customers (and a whopping 
40% of millennials and Gen 
Zers) like to resolve their 
customer support issues 
using messaging.
The Zendesk Customer Experience 
Trends Report 2020 

The move towards 
proactivity 
While the abrupt shift to remote learning placed 
districts, colleges, and universities in a constant 
state of reactivity, the education sector is now in 
a better position to determine how to best support 
students and faculty in the most e�ective and 
e�cient way possible.
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https://www.thehighereducationreview.com/opinion/in-my-view/the-role-and-use-of-social-media-in-higher-education-fid-38.html#:~:text=Social%20media%20enables%20educational%20institutions,a%20tool%20for%20recruiting%20students
https://www.zendesk.com/blog/zendesk-customer-experience-trends-report-2020/
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Make it easy for students, 
parents, and faculty

How education can accelerate student and faculty success in 2021 and beyond 5

In 2021, students, parents, and faculty expect online experiences that are on par with, or better than in-person 
experiences. For educational institutions, this could mean a student sees faster support from the financial aid 
o�ce or a teacher waits only a single business day to have their projectors fixed.

Most schools, universities, and colleges plan to adopt new channels in 2021, and many are investing in 
self-service so customers can find quick answers without even having to speak to an agent. 

Resiliency rooted 
in best practices
Seven best practices for 
cutting-edge schools
The time is now for schools, 
universities, and colleges across 
the country to re-architect and 
build long-term resilience into 
their systems. Here are seven best 
practices for integrating 
technology into your strategy. 



Customers including students, parents, and faculty, 
expect departments to meet them where they 
are--customers shouldn’t have to climb a ladder to 
reach support. And, especially for students, where 
they are is on messaging channels. 

Messaging o�ers a faster means of communication 
and a more personalized approach. Schools and 
universities can quickly provide e�cient support 
and still have the full context of the conversation 
included in the support or IT ticket.

Read more on what the growing popularity of 
channels like WhatsApp and Facebook Messenger
say about changing customer expectations. 

As personal connection becomes more important, 
particularly in the shift towards digital-first services, 
messaging will play a vital role for many support 
andIT teams moving forward.
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BEST PRACTICE 01:

Meet students, parents, 
and faculty where they are

Twenty-eight percent of 
customers (and a whopping 
40% of millennials and Gen 
Zers) like to resolve their 
customer support issues 
using messaging.

The Zendesk Customer Experience 
Trends Report 2020 
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https://www.zendesk.com/blog/zendesk-customer-experience-trends-report-2020/
https://www.zendesk.com/blog/home-bound-customers-turn-to-messaging/


When students, parents, and faculty want to get in 
touch, they want convenient options. But for simple 
questions, they just want quick answers. That’s why 
customers prefer to help themselves and rely on online 
resources more in our digital-first world.

Schools now need to build the new capacity to 
incorporate technology both quickly and  equitably. 
While education's tech stack has lacked for years, 
the pandemic has brought greater recognition to 
the technological gaps due to the increased volume. 

BEST PRACTICE 02:

Help customers get answers 
faster with self-service
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Support your IT 
and support teams

While schools have expanded their online channels to assist students, their parents, and faculty members, 
they’ve also faced the challenge of transitioning to a remote work or a hybrid model. 

With schools learning to work in new and flexible ways, they need to simultaneously manage the pandemic 
burnout a�ecting academia. Keeping school employees happy is inextricably linked with excellent customer 
experience and IT support. Yet many faculty members and employees feel overwhelmed. 

Empowering customers to self-serve also saves agents time from 
answering repetitive questions. By automating processes and 
fine-tuning workflows, schools can o�oad ine�cient tasks from their 
already overworked sta�. An AI-powered bot, like Zendesk’s own, 
can recommend help center articles to surface frequently asked 
questions for students and faculty alike. 



According to a poll conducted by The Chronicle of 
Higher Education focusing on the e�ects of the 
pandemic, “almost 70% of respondents said they felt 
stressed in 2020, more than double the number in 2019 
(32%).” Additionally, more than half said they were 
considering retiring early or changing their career.

Meeting customers on their preferred channels is only 
one way of providing e�ective support. Equipping teams 
with tools to do their jobs well--regardless of how the 
customer reaches out--is crucial to good customer 
service and IT support. 
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CUSTOMER SPOTLIGHT

Grapevine, Texas

Technology Support (IT)

HEADQUARTERS

Director of Technology Support at Grapevine Colleyville ISD

Shylene Sanchez

DEPARTMENTS USING ZENDESK

“We’re so much more e�cient with Zendesk. We’re able to work with 
families over email or chat and then follow up with them on the phone. 

Being able to toggle between channels enables us to answer 
questions so much faster."

Read the full story

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-00663-2
https://www.zendesk.com/customer/grapevine-colleyville-isd/


BEST PRACTICE 03:

Bring it all together with one 
view for agents or IT personnel 
In 2020, most schools experienced the highest ticket volatility 
to date. Their agents and IT teams needed a unified workspace 
that connects all their channels, tools, and customer context to 
provide quick and personalized support at scale. 

With 40% of customers using multiple channels for the same 
issue, agents need to be able to seamlessly shift between 
channels without losing customer context. A single platform 
ensures customers don’t have to repeat information they 
already addressed or wait on hold while agents search for the 
details each time they change channels.
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If they have reached out about issues with the WiFi before, even if it was 
over different channels

Their contact information, such as her email or phone number to send 
her a confirmation

Their classroom number and building details--the Zen IT Department may need 
to coordinate with fellow building administrators to fix the issue

For example, if Professor Taro texts Zen IT Department regarding 
a WiFi outage, the IT team should have visibility into:

https://www.zendesk.com/service/agent-workspace/#unify
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Collaboration tools have had to scale up in our 
always-on world. Higher-performing teams use 
workflow features to ensure agents have a process 
for working together. Schools and IT departments 
can enable agents to have conversations with each 
other inside tickets.

And with tools like Slack and Zoom inside their 
workspace, agents can collaborate with each other, 
other departments, and even third parties. 

With Zendesk, we rely on 
automations and triggers 
to zip requests over to the 
right place. Nothing lies 
around. It allows us to work 
smarter and stay focused. 
My agents are happy.

Sharon Steptoe-Smith IT Administrative 
Coordinator at The Wharton School

Read the full story

BEST PRACTICE 04:

Empower agents with workflows that 
promote efficiency and collaboration
Districts and universities, especially smaller ones, are investing in tools that promote e�ciency 
and collaboration across teams and departments.

Continuous change means agents must be e�cient. The onus is on administrators and IT to arm 
them with tools to work smarter. 

Equipping agents and IT staff with prepared answers, so they don’t have to type out 
standard procedures

Automatically routing issues to agents with the right skills

Capturing preliminary details from customers with a bot

Organizations can improve agents’ workflow by:

https://www.zendesk.com/service/routing-and-intelligence/
https://support.zendesk.com/hc/en-us/articles/115001236988-Creating-macros-for-tickets
https://www.zendesk.com/blog/skills-based-routing-route-way-success/
https://www.zendesk.com/blog/chatbots-for-business/
https://support.zendesk.com/hc/en-us/articles/360001263308-Using-side-conversations-in-tickets
https://support.zendesk.com/hc/en-us/articles/360001263308-Using-side-conversations-in-tickets
https://www.zendesk.com/customer/wharton/
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Keep your district 
or university in sync

With the pandemic accelerating adoption of digital tools, keeping your school in sync is no easy feat.

Keeping your district or university in sync means bringing data between people, tools, and software together, 
not leaving it scattered and siloed. That’s why legacy systems no longer work; schools today need a platform 
that’s open and flexible, and can connect the data dots across di�erent sources. 

Connecting data in a single platform allows for your school to be agile, empowering you to go beyond capturing 
data and focus on understanding and reacting to it instead. 

BEST PRACTICE 05:

Scale self-service 
with help from agents
A good help center, also known as a knowledge base, 
doesn’t just empower customers to find answers faster, it 
also helps agents and IT sta� find critical information quickly. 
Those same agents and IT professionals are your best 
resource for growing your knowledge base and keeping 
content fresh to make it ever more valuable. Yet, many 
agents still can’t contribute their knowledge.

Schools and universities can build knowledge management 
into agents’ and IT sta�’s workflows. Knowledge management 
tools enable agents and IT to create new articles while 
answering tickets, and AI-powered suggestions automate 
knowledge management hygiene.
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https://www.zendesk.com/apps/support/knowledge-capture/
https://www.zendesk.com/apps/support/knowledge-capture/
https://support.zendesk.com/hc/en-us/articles/360022827413-Understanding-Content-Cues


BEST PRACTICE 06:

Personalize CX with a 
unified customer view
Relationships are critical during times of crisis, especially for 
schools and universities. Students look to their faculty while 
faculty turn to administrators. Despite supporting many 
individuals, schools need insight into each student, parent, 
and faculty member. Without an agent's ability to access 
customer data to personalize interactions, students and 
faculty can often just feel like another ticket in the queue. 

To deliver personalized experiences that build trust on the 
front-end, schools and universities must manage and interpret 
customer data on the back-end. This means creating a unified 
customer view, one that connects customer data wherever it 
lives, whether it be first-party or third-party. 
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CUSTOMER SPOTLIGHT

Louisville, Kentucky
Business Operations

Includes customer service, quality improvement, 
human resources, and finance teams

HEADQUARTERS DEPARTMENTS USING ZENDESK

Read the full story

Team growth since
implementing Zendesk

Improvement in SLA
adherence

200%+
Teams using Zendesk

3 15%

And of course, as schools leverage more data and remote learning continues, information security is critical. 
Security management is a high priority for 80% of tech decision-makers in 2021. Schools today need a CX 
platform with enterprise-class security features and comprehensive audits, and that complies with industry 
accepted general security and privacy frameworks.

https://www.zendesk.com/customer/grapevine-colleyville-isd/
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Keeping your business in sync also means 
integrating analytics from every channel so you can 
measure and improve the entire customer and IT 
experience--from identifying areas of development 
for your team to understanding how customers 
interact with you.

“We’re able to see our most common requests 
and have these requests broken down by users: 
faculty, sta�, and students. It has also been 
interesting to see what days of the week and times 
of day we get the most tickets. Now, we’re able to 
schedule hours for our student workers based on 
when we have peaks in requests.” 

BEST PRACTICE 07:

Learn how to improve 
with analytics

See how USC Annenberg School’s IT team 
works more e�ciently with Zendesk 

To keep up in a pivot-quickly world, districts and universities need analytics software that gives them 
instant access to insights their IT and support teams can act on. With real-time and historical analytics 
built inside their support solution, teams can take action on what’s happening at the moment and 
understand past trends—no statistics degree required.

This disruptive time has opened up schools and universities to new possibilities and ways of operating.

Technology doesn’t have to replace traditional education so much as augment and democratize the 
learning experience. It can also help enable those providing the education and support to spend less time 
on busy work or time-consuming processes so that they can return focus to the most important initiatives, 
like racial equity, building relationships, and preparing students for a healthy, successful career.

As Karen Brennan, Associate Professor of Education at Harvard explains, “Our work [in education] should 
be to support people in seeing the world as it might be and then helping them make those visions in what 
might be our new realities...the future isn’t an abstraction, the future is happening right now...What we do 
today, matters.”

Technology’s lasting 
legacy in education 

Ray Barkley, Operations and Budget Manager, USC 
Annenberg School of Communication and Journalism.

https://www.zendesk.com/service/analytics/
https://www.zendesk.com/service/analytics/
https://www.zendesk.com/customer/usc-annenberg/?wvideo=etx3b1greu
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Making things easy for customers, supporting your 
support team, and keeping your school in sync are 
the three keys to delivering great CX in the 
next-normal. Educational institutions can’t choose 
just one of the three, focusing on one area and 
putting the others o� until later. Prioritizing all three 
is essential—and it’s actually quite di�cult to be 
good at one without investing in the others.

The Zendesk Suite provides the complete customer 
service solution that’s easy to use and scales with 
your business. Learn more about how Zendesk can 
help ensure you’re on the right side of the CX 
tipping point.

Which side of the tipping 
point will your school be on?

EXPLORE MORE RESOURCES

Get started here

Learn more about Zendesk for Education

Supporting the Village: Tips
for improving customer
support in K-12 schools
eBook

Download the eBook

How to prevent failures in
remote learning for higher 
education
eBook

Download the eBook

eBook

6 ways to provide support
during remote learning

Download the eBook

https://www.zendesk.com/education/
https://zen-marketing-assets.s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/pdf/AMER/Education/eBook_Support-village-tips-improving-customer-support-k12_Q12021.pdf
https://zen-marketing-assets.s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/pdf/AMER/Education/V3_ebook_Zendesk_Failures+Universities+with+Remote+Learning_newlinks.pdf
https://zen-marketing-assets.s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/pdf/AMER/Education/eBook_6-ways-schools-remote-learning-better-support_updated.pdf



