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uMassonline, the online education division of the university of Massachusetts, was 

established in 2001 to increase access to the university and meet community educational 

needs. It supports all five of the university’s campuses—UMass Amherst, UMass Boston, 

UMass Dartmouth, UMass Lowell, and UMass Medical—as well as state-funded programs 

such as the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education. Receiving consistently 

strong ratings, UMassOnline’s third-party help desk has increased campus administrators’ 

efficiency and productivity and met students’ and faculty’s needs. 
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uMassonline

Online education division credits  
help desk with improving efficiency



Challenge
Serving between 72,000 and 74,000 users, UMassOnline is experiencing 

near double-digit growth. Its diverse population of users is composed 

mostly of adult learners. The help desk must meet the technical support 

needs of this large heterogeneous population across all of UMassOnline’s 

campuses and programs.

The help desk provided by UMassOnline’s previous vendor was “more or 

less a glorified answering service,” according to Kevin O’Brien, principal 

application specialist/technology operations manager, UMassOnline.  

As a result, most of the eighty campus administrators were spending at 

least three or four hours a day handling tickets. The division needed a 

proactive help desk that could provide effective technical support in  

a timely manner.

Solution
UMassOnline created a comprehensive RFP outlining its current and 

future support needs based on expected growth. The division chose 

Pearson’s Help Desk Services over several other vendors. 

“In our circumstances, Pearson’s Help Desk Services were just the absolute 

best tool for our technology support that we could possibly find,” explained 

O’Brien. “Pearson was incredibly flexible, both from a technology 

standpoint as well as from a pricing standpoint. So we were able to come 

to some fantastic terms and have not looked back since.” Noting that 

its previous vendor was much more expensive, O’Brien remarked that 

Pearson’s “pay-per-call method has saved the university a lot of money.”

According to O’Brien, the rollout of the services was seamless, taking 

approximately four to six weeks. Campus administrators soon found that 

their time was freed up, and they could focus on their key responsibilities. 

“We don’t spend all day troubleshooting tickets that could be resolved 

by somebody else,” explained Jeff Marshall, elearning LMS administrator, 

Division of Continuing and Professional Education, UMass Amherst. 

“When things get escalated to us, 98 percent of the time, maybe  

99 percent of the time, they should have been escalated.”

The help desk team has been proactive in identifying trends, which has 

helped to control the escalation rate. For example, when a department’s 

video server went down during the summer, the busiest time of the year 

for UMass Amherst’s Division of Continuing and Professional Education, 

the team noticed a flurry of tickets about the problem. Rather than 

viewing the tickets as isolated incidents and escalating them to campus 

administrators, the team informed administrators of the problem.  

By noticing the trend, the team supported the administrators effectively.
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The Pearson Help Desk 

Services team has really 

been able to answer 

all of  our questions, 

and the escalation 

rate is incredibly low; 

the student and staff 

satisfaction rate is 

through the roof. The 

level of  knowledge and 

understanding from the 

technicians and the  

training level are stellar.  

—Kevin O’Brien, Principal 
Application Specialist/ 
Technology Operations  
Manager, UMassOnline
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According to Marshall, the team understands that time is critical for 

students; a technical problem, even a minor one, can prevent students 

from completing their work on time. The team is resourceful in 

providing “just-in-time service,” said Marshall, thereby meeting students’ 

particular needs and helping them have a positive online experience. 

A strong working relationship has helped make UMassOnline’s 

partnership with Pearson’s Help Desk Services productive. In monthly 

meetings with campus administrators and Pearson staff, issues are 

raised, solutions are explored, and problems are resolved, whether 

they concern the need to update documentation or ways to improve 

troubleshooting. According to Marshall, Pearson encourages this type  

of open dialogue, which has greatly benefited the university.

results
UMassOnline has been pleased with the help desk’s high level of service, 

which is supported by data gathered by Pearson about its services. 

Since partnering with Pearson’s Help Desk Services, UMassOnline has 

experienced a dramatic reduction in the escalation rate of incidents.  

With the previous vendor, the escalation rate was 75 percent. With 

Pearson, the average escalation rate in 2013 and 2014 was 17.5 percent. 

The rate was 8.8 percent in the first quarter of 2015 (see Figure 1). 

Solution continued

Figure 1

Help Desk’s Escalation Rate
uMassonline

The service is excellent. 

our users are happy 

with the resolution, 

speed, and helpfulness 

of  the help desk 

representatives. It’s a 

near-perfect system. 

—Jeff  Marshall, elearning 
LMS Administrator, Division 
of  Continuing and Professional 
Education, UMass Amherst
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results continued

Figure 2

Help Desk’s First Call Resolution Rate
UMassOnline & UMass Amherst

To learn more about Pearson’s Help Desk Services, visit
pearsoned.com/student-services

From 2013 to 2014, the first call resolution rate for both UMassOnline and UMass Amherst ranged from 81.2 to 86.3 

percent. In the first quarter of 2015, the rate jumped to over 91 percent after new processes reducing the number of 

calls sent to the institution were implemented (see Figure 2). 

the response time to email requests has also improved. For uMassonline, the response time decreased from more 

than an hour in 2013 when the help desk received 694 requests to approximately 41 minutes in 2014 when it received 

968 requests. Receiving 261 requests in the first quarter of 2015, the help desk had a response time of approximately 

38 minutes. UMass Amherst similarly experienced a reduction in response time. 

The overall quality rating the help desk has received on surveys testifies to users’ satisfaction. In 2013 and 2014, an 

average of 91.5 percent of respondents rated the services for UMassOnline and UMass Amherst as good or excellent. 

The rate was close to 96 percent on surveys in the first quarter of 2015.

“Our users are happy,” said Marshall. “We are happy.”

0

20

40

60

80

100

2015 
January–March

20142013

81.2%

83.3%

83.8%

86.3%
91.4%

91.2%

UMassOnline

UMass Amherst

Fi
rs

t C
al

l R
es

ol
ut

io
n 

R
at

e 
(P

er
ce

nt
)


