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Webinar Overview
This session explored how SUNY Empire State University redesigned project management practices to support a large, fully distributed instructional design operation. Jacob Feldman shared a practical, real-world approach to managing high volumes of course development and revision work by combining structured workflows, centralized project intake, and intentional use of asynchronous communication. 
With SUNY Empire operating as a predominantly online institution and supporting hundreds of course revisions each term, the presentation focused on how thoughtful system design can reduce complexity, improve transparency, and scale effectively across roles and departments. 

Context: The Challenge
SUNY Empire’s instructional design ecosystem is large and complex, involving:
· A multidisciplinary team of instructional designers, technologists, accessibility specialists, librarians, and academic administrators
· Hundreds of concurrent course revision and development projects per term
· A need to coordinate work across academic coordinators, faculty subject matter experts, and multiple support units
Prior to process improvements, workflows existed but lacked consistency, clarity, and sufficient structure to support growth and scalability. 

Core Principles of the Approach
1. Structured, Scalable Workflows
The revision and development lifecycle was intentionally formalized into clearly defined phases, including:
· Centralized project request and intake
· Data-informed consultation and scoping
· Controlled access to course shells
· Collaborative development and revision
· Quality assurance review by a secondary instructional designer
· Final academic approval
A key improvement was the introduction of a scope approval gate, ensuring all stakeholders shared a documented understanding of expectations, milestones, and responsibilities before work began. 

2. Clearly Defined Categories of Service
To avoid over-processing small requests, course updates were categorized into tiers:
· Minor fixes handled through a service desk (e.g., broken links, typos)
· Academic coordinator–managed minor edits, with faculty empowered to make limited updates independently
· Full revision and development projects, receiving comprehensive instructional design support
This structure ensured that effort and resources matched the level of complexity involved. 

3. A Single Source of Truth
All project data was centralized in a relational database platform (SmartSuite), serving as the authoritative system for:
· Project intake data
· Scope of work documentation
· Course metadata and links
· Assigned team members and stakeholders
· Status tracking and holds
· Supporting artifacts and approvals
By consolidating information into one system, the team reduced version control issues, eliminated fragmented documentation, and improved visibility across the institution. 

4. Intentional Asynchronous Communication
Rather than relying heavily on meetings, the team designed communication to be primarily asynchronous:
· Project-specific updates are logged directly within the project record
· Tagged updates notify relevant stakeholders without requiring real-time meetings
· Communication history becomes part of the project documentation and decision record
This approach supported focus, flexibility in work schedules, and long-term traceability of decisions. 

5. Dashboards, Views, and Reporting
The relational database supports:
· Role-specific views for instructional designers, project coordinators, and administrators
· Read-only shared views for stakeholders without system licenses
· Live dashboards that enable real-time reporting without manual data cleanup
This allows leadership to quickly answer questions about workload, timelines, and trends while minimizing administrative overhead. 

6. Automation for Consistency and Accuracy
Automations play a critical role in:
· Sending standardized project initiation emails populated directly from project data
· Updating project and course metadata automatically
· Triggering follow-up communications based on timeline milestones
These automations ensure consistent communication, reduce manual errors, and reinforce a reliable project management lifecycle. 

Change Management and Culture
Audience discussion highlighted that:
· The process evolved over several years, building incrementally rather than all at once
· Some faculty resistance was expected and addressed through flexibility (e.g., allowing scope documents in different formats)
· Demonstrating value to academic leadership helped increase adoption across departments
· The system supports a broader goal of fostering a culture of project management in academic environments

Key Takeaways for Attendees
· Project management frameworks can be successfully adapted to instructional design and academic contexts
· Centralized systems and relational data models support scalability without rigidity
· Asynchronous communication reduces meeting load while increasing clarity and documentation
· Tools matter, but process design and communication discipline matter more
· Applying “just enough” project management increases adoption and long-term sustainability
