
Longitudinal Relationship Management for Instructional 
Technologists 

Amy Cheatle 
Cornell University 

126 Computing & Communications 
Center 

Ithaca, NY 14853 
(607) 255-9760 

Ac2288@cornell.edu 
 
 
 

 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
Instructional Technologists who occupy a centralized position 
within the university structure face unique challenges when 
collaborating across discipline-specific communities of practice. 
In addition to wide diversity in subject matter-specific 
technological needs, different departments carry their own cultural 
values surrounding technology-enhanced instruction as well as 
unique histories of successes and failures with technological 
systems used to support teaching and learning. In addition, 
schools and colleges within the same university, when 
decentralized, present challenges to interdisciplinary 
collaborations and communications across departments. Among 
teams of Instructional Technologists, the shifting nature of focus, 
working groups, vendors, versions and interfaces as well as 
changes in University leadership can compound issues of 
planning, organizing, implementing and tracking technological 
work with faculty and departments longitudinally. 
 
This paper offers a case study of the adoption and use of a cloud-
based software tool used in pursuit of greater cohesiveness, 
support, collaboration and partnering across a large campus 
infrastructure. It draws on organizational literature focusing on 
collaborative software in the workplace as well as industry 
accepted best practices in customer relationship management.  
 

CCS Concepts 
Information systems ->Information storage systems -> Storage 
architectures -> cloud based storage. 
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1.   INTRODUCTION 
1.1   Institutional Context 
The Instructional Design Team within the Academic 
Technologies Department at Cornell University partners with the 
Cornell community to develop, deliver, and integrate high quality, 
innovative technologies for teaching and learning. In part, this 
means individual Instructional Designers and Instructional 
Technologists must travel across a decentralized landscape 
comprised of various disciplines, colleges, and departments in 
order to meet with, and advise on, technological enhancements 
and solutions for teaching and learning. Academic Technologies 
currently consists of five teams ranging from Instructional Labs to 
Online Learning. 

1.2   Institutional Complexities for Technologists 
Each faculty that we engage with brings her own unique cultural 
values, experiences, funding sources (or lack thereof) and 
pedagogical leanings regarding various technologies at hand. In 
addition, the University, as an overall structure, continuously 
evolves and reorganizes to meet the needs of each new class of 
students and in order to stay in line with contemporary protocols, 
policies and cultural expectations. Such changes trickle down to 
affect staffing, budgets, team structures and organizational 
systems with implications for team changes and reassignments of 
responsibilities.  When educational technology systems enter the 
mix, additional complexities such as numerous vendors, 
competing systems, software versions, interface changes, and 
basic tool functionalities must be navigated. New technological 
developments consistently emerge as potential toolsets for faculty 
and campus. Departmental budgets must be evaluated and 
weighed against faculty needs, security and accessibility 
considerations as well as potentials for positive student learning 
outcomes.  

1.3   Addressing Complexities with Pilot Program 
Given the above constraints, maintaining cohesive and 
exceptional levels of customer support presents unique challenges 
and opportunities for our larger Academic Technologies team. To 
help address these specific challenges and imagine ways to stay 
true to our mission, we slowly integrated a cloud-based Customer 
Relationship Management tool into our day-today practice. As of 
the writing of this, we are wrapping up a three-year informal trial 
meant to provide use case information. We questioned how such a 
tool might weave into our daily practices, what challenges to 
adoption and implementation might be, how effective this new 
data tool would be in our design to meet customer needs, and 
other unknown but important implications for future 



development-  including deeper alignment with and support of our 
strategic mission.  

Below, we explore our group’s use cases, hoping that by doing so, 
we illustrate how instructors might best be supported while 
teaching with technology, how practical work might be organized 
across multiple teams, how communities of practice might emerge 
and be nurtured across a decentralized campus, how changes in 
staffing might be softer transitions, and how important metrics can 
be gathered in support of short and long-term planning and 
measurements of team efficacy.    

2.   PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
In summer of 2013 one branch of our team, the Student 
Technology Assistant Program (STAP) adopted the free version 
of Insight.ly, a cloud-based customer relationship management 
(CRM) tool to assist staff with both customer and project tracking. 
An upgrade to the paid version was then initiated, allowing 
additional users and functionality. Over time two, then three, then 
four units adopted the tool into their work practices, creating a 
database, after three years, of over 600 faculty contacts 
representing 197 departments with 967 “projects” and 
“opportunities” recorded. Roll out of the CRM was bottom up and 
participation was opt-in on the part of team leaders.  

2.1   What is a cloud-based CRM tool? 
Customer Relationship Management (CRM) tools emerged out of 
the Information Technology development community during the 
mid 1990s as a way to enable tracking, managing and improving 
customer relations (while converting customer leads into sales) 
[2]. Building customer relationships that are meaningful for both 
the customer and the organization is at the heart of CRM as is the 
shaping of customers’ perception about an organization [3]. 
Contemporary digital CRM platforms live either on premise or 
are, increasingly, cloud-based technologies, accessible by any 
registered user from any computer at any time, synchronously and 
asynchronously and represent a holistic approach to managing 
customer relations. In our instance, the CRM tool we 
implemented was Insight.ly, a cloud based software tool that was 
initially chosen because it was well-rated by other users, had a 
free version and a clean, enjoyable and well-organized user 
interface. We also argued that if at one point we desired a license, 
it would cost was much less than larger, enterprise systems and at 
the time, similar software on the market.  

Insight.ly, like other CRMs, curates a database of customer 
information, enables analysis of data sets (such as contacts, 
projects and other relevant information) and, as an added function, 
allows for the tracking of workflows and projects. Other features 
not used in our study include the linking of social profiles with 
customer cards, web-to-contact forms. Insight.ly utilizes LTI 
integrations to extend functionality, allowing it to connect to 
Google tools such as mail and calendar, Zapier, Mailchimp and 
others.  

2.2   Use cases 
During the course of our work with the CRM tool, three main use 
cases emerged that are discussed below. We strove to merge the 
CRM with our strategic framework, as a functional 
implementation bringing us one step closer to achieving our 
department’s mission.  

2.2.1   Project management, workflows, tasks and 
customer communications  
The Student Technology Assistant Program (STAP) our student-
powered help desk and digitization suite, initiated use of 

Insight.ly. STAP needed a project management tool that could 
also track customer communications. The team started with the 
free version, and each student in the lab used a shared Gmail 
account to login- a technique that helped to reduce cost, but also 
led to confusion as to who had entered what information into the 
“notes” field. Over the course of the study, students needed to be 
encouraged to follow protocol on entering data in a rule-based 
way. When entered formulaically, students would be able to 
access information regarding a project, such as:  

•   What stage the project was at 
•   Who the faculty member initiating the project was 

(along with their history of work with the team and their 
contact information and university department) 

•   Which of their co-workers last worked on the project 
and any special problems they faced 

•   Next steps for completion.  
They could also access all communications with the faculty 
member to keep track of updates or changes. A flat screen in the 
STAP workspace shows a live Google Calendar feed, updated 
automatically from Insight.ly, providing a visual reference as to 
what projects are due on which day.  
In some ways, the system was found to be beneficial to student-
led collaborative work, provided student training and support 
resulted in proper data entry. The manager of the student space 
reported, “Cost is a big concern – like other colleges and 
universities out there we need to be resource-smart on what 
products we invest in. The project management side of Insight.ly 
is okay - it doesn’t seem to have been built specifically for that 
purpose so it feels like we’re stretching the tool in some ways -  
but the calendar integration and nearly automatic 
correspondence tracking makes it useful. We also use pipelines 
that allow students to visually see what stage a project is at and 
easily determine what comes next. All that said, it’s only as 
powerful as the data that’s entered into it, so in some ways it 
becomes a training and supervision issue.”  

2.2.2   Knowledge base, communities of practice and 
vital communications.  
Other teams used the CRM to organize contacts into communities 
of practice for targeted outreach and preemptive care (see figure 
1). By entering data related to faculty consultations and course 

  
Fig. 1 

types using the “tags” feature, a collection of faculty from across 
various disciplines with shared specific interests (in a particular 
piece of educational technology, for example, teaching types, or 
those who manage exemplar use cases of a particular technology) 
could be collected for small batch communications, working 
groups, or pilots. Taxonomies in the CRM were agile and easy to 
add on-the-fly.  



This group utilized the “Opportunity” feature as a way to organize 
consultations with faculty, and the “notes” tab to add key links, 
findings or other referential or relevant information (see figure 2).  
This type of data entry, combined with the search feature of the 
CRM over time, led to an organically-produced, collaborative and 
informal knowledge base. To illustrate an example, one 
Opportunity note kept key information regarding a faculty  

 
Fig. 2 

member’s use of a specific educational technology tool. In the 
note were communications from the vendor and vendor contact 
information, relevant links to send the faculty member, questions 
the faculty member had during the course of the project, the 
instructional designer’s notes on successes and failures, 
components within the software to be aware of, links to other sites 
of support, screenshots of the tool built out with educational 
content and key instructional touch points developed by the 
instructional designer and faculty member over the course of the 
semester. Once generated, this collection could be mined using 
the CRM search for future use. In a workplace where software 
tools are so prevalent such a record acted as a refresher for the 
instructional designer, or her teammates.   

Easy export of contacts into newsletter software also enabled the 
creation of a strong mailing list.  In time, Instructional designers 
could target and deliver content to faculty, bridging the gap into 
communications technologies. With it’s sorting feature, the CRM 
facilitated delivery of content where it was most applicable. “I 
was sort of shocked that we had accumulated a collection of over 
600 faculty members” said one Instructional Designer who used 
the CRM. “All of the sudden we had a list of clients, faculty who 
were familiar with our group and our work, that we could reach 
out to with important communications; like specific new 
technologies or to see if they wanted to work on a pilot study. It 
was very cool and definitely something that we didn’t have before. 
It actually allowed us to start a e-newsletter program that has had 
pretty high open and click rates.”  Lastly, the storing of 
communications between faculty and Instructional Designers 
(along with the above-mentioned notes) enabled collaborations 
and the handing off of customers when necessary, among staff 
across the team. During shifts in the workplace, such as one staff 
member joining another institution, this allowed those picking up 
projects to have access to organized and vital histories of 
communications and resources.  

In addition, users of the tool could track faculty entry points to the 
larger team in order to gain an awareness of past work, or as a 
way to remember important details about a customer’s history 
within the larger team. For instance, if a faculty member had a 
consultation regarding a Learning Management System’s 

gradebook integration for a large class and returned a year later to 
work with an entirely different set of needs and with an entirely 
different set of staff, the CRM history would enable contemporary 
staff to inquire about the gradebook project, creating a consistent 
experience and tone of care for the faculty member.  However, as 
with the STAP use above, getting semi-detailed notes became key 
for historical inquiries.  

2.2.3   Reporting, staff performance dialogues, 
tracking growth and reach.  
As the team moved to a paid subscription and slowly introduced 
over 20 team members (plus the student support team) individuals 
began running reports gathering data on how many faculty and 
which departments and colleges they supported during a specific 
course of time (see figure 3). Staff could run their own reports to 
see how many “tickets” they worked on during the quarter, and 
bring this with them during performance dialogue conversations 
with work and project managers. Every user can be given the 
permissions to look for trends in support cases, or mine the data 
base for information on potential collaborators across the campus. 
Data could be used to track growth, to guide outreach, and to 
bring in larger numbers of faculty from strategically-targeted 
departments and colleges.  
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2.3   LIMITATIONS / CHALLENGES TO 
ADOPTION 
2.3.1   Bottom-up buy in within technologically-
saturated workplaces 
Implementing tools and new workflows into the daily practice of 
staff in a bottom-up, optional capacity, presents an alternative 
method to the more traditional style of management requiring 
compliance from staff. However, with new methods of adoption 
come new challenges. The number of tools currently required in 
daily practice of an educational technologist is “staggering” [1]. 
Team members may conclude that yet another tool in a 
technologically-saturated workplace will increase their 
administrative responsibilities and may not deliver the value 
desired based on the time committed. The team already had 
several time and project-tracking software tools (many which 
came with mandated participation) as well as collaborative cloud-
based workspaces where notes and data could be stored. Adding 
another tool into the mix brought on anxiety in some team 
members who were already fatigued from too many tools – some 
of which seem too similar for sensible participation. “We’re asked 
to track our time, and track our time as we’re tracking time. I’m 
not sure I can have another tracking tool!” As such, our program 
was optional, with the hopes that benefits and affordances from 
use would trickle up and across to colleagues, potentially resulting 



in higher levels of participation once value could be measured 
against time investment.  

Negotiating buy-in in bottom-up implementation systems may 
mean engaging in “selling” the tool to team members in both 
formal and informal ways. With CRM tools, success is found in 
full participation, so not having all team members involved means 
fewer connections happening within the software, and incomplete 
data for analytics. 

2.3.2   Finding a team member to act as data janitor, 
trainer, vendor communications, etc. 
The role of data manager is not glamourous, but even small data 
needs to be cleaned, repaired and cared for in order for it to 
function properly. Detailed how-to guides can help all users 
follow clean information entry procedures but invariably, edits 
and monthly maintenance needed to occur. The data is only as 
strong as what is entered into the software, and all software must 
have an administrator. CRM tools are no different.  
2.3.3   Data, now what? 
As our trial marked the beginning of its third year, we began 
questioning how we could query it in meaningful and thoughtful 
ways. Besides the opportunities presented above, using data with 
insight requires analytic mindsets and a feeling for what the 
‘right’ types of questions are for the type of data at hand. Some of 
the questions we posed to the data were: 

1.   Where are we today? 
2.   How is that changing? 
3.   Why? 
4.   Where are we going, and where do we want to go? 

 

3.   CONSIDERATIONS 
Throughout the course of our study we tried to keep in mind that 
data informs decisions but is not a driving force for change. It can 
help shed light on the stories you are trying to tell, but not tell 
them for you. Data may help Instructional Design departments see 
the day-to-day from a perspective not usually in view, but insights 
are constructed and interpreted, not truths. Our questions may lead 
to new discoveries or reinforce “hunches”, or just guide next steps 
of a longer strategic procedure.  

4.   CONCLUSIONS 
In conclusion, our team continues to develop use of the CRM tool. 
With more individual success stories we hope to encourage all 
team members to participate in, and help grow, the Insight.ly 
“database”. By entering relevant information and encouraging the 
capture of communications between co-workers and customers we 
hope to achieve a legacy tool with data relevant to moving 
forward into new spaces for Instructional Design, while 
improving our mission and support of faculty. We hope our non-
linear map of notes, links and contacts will help future 
Instructional Designers and faculty support teams navigate the 
ever-evolving terrain of educational technology.  
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