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Executive Summary
Digital transformation (DX) in K–12 and higher education in the U.S. is accelerating.  
As a result of COVID-19, DX plans are being implemented more quickly to  
modernize and digitize operations.

There will be permanent changes post-pandemic in response 
to demands from staff, faculty, teachers, parents, and 
suppliers that require seamless digital document workflows, 
without manual or paper-based interruptions.
A key component of a seamless, secure digital document workflow is e-signature 
technology which provides a multitude of benefits including:

	supporting a more productive hybrid workforce

	providing a better employee and student experience

	reducing workflow errors

	maintaining compliance

Why are digital document 
workflows a key priority 
in education? 

	 Document volumes are 
increasing.

	 The education workforce, and 
school operations, will continue 
to be hybrid — with remote and 
onsite workers.

	 Students, parents, and suppliers 
prefer to handle administrative 
tasks digitally.
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Educational Institutions Must Modernize 
to Meet Changing Expectations …
Even with progress to control COVID-19 underway,  
schools will not return to normal soon.

n = 2,000 U.S. consumers  |  Source: Consumer Experiences Survey, IDC, September 2020

What were once considered essential onsite interactions will 
fundamentally change as student expectations evolve 
and technology features and functionality advance.

With more options for online learning and courses, 
schools need to prove their value. This is especially true for 
higher education, where students want to see an 
ROI for their investment in the form of well-paying jobs 
and marketable skills.

Seamless digital services and administration helps in many  
areas such as faster hiring and student enrollment, 
and more accurate contracts and forms.

63%

45% of K–12 and college students in the U.S. 
have had remote learning in 2020.

of parents with children in K–12 or college 
in the U.S. are concerned about their 
child’s risk of contracting COVID-19 
due to returning to school or campus.

Almost one-fifth of parents would like to see 
virtual learning opportunities continue.
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31%

23%

34%

34%

 … And Respond to Permanent Changes in 
Teaching, Learning, and School Environments
Permanent changes will include a more hybrid workforce, more online, contactless self-service, 
and business operations that are increasingly automated and remotely managed.

Q.	Which of these areas will likely be permanently changed 
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic?

	 (% corresponds to number of education respondents – multiple dichotomous table – total will not sum to 100%)

Our security systems will be redesigned 
to better support remote access

We will accelerate the adoption of smaller applications (TaskApps) 
that perform or complete one aspect of a business process

Our work models will be redesigned to support 
a hybrid workforce (onsite and at home)

Our customer experiences will be redesigned 
to include contactless experiences

Source: COVID-19 IMPACT ON IT SPENDING Survey (Survey conducted September 26–October 6), IDC, October 2020, Education respondents

Technology needs to 
change to support new 
operating models.  
Educational institutions indicate 
that technologies will focus 
on the support of new work 
models, improved experiences, 
and better security for remote 
access.
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39%

COVID-19 Has Pushed Forward Plans to 
Adopt Technologies for Digital Transformation

65%
of educational institutions say that in the next six months 
their approach to technology investment will be as 
leaders and early adopters of technology.

“We are willing to take risks.”  

IDC defines digital transformation (DX) as “a means of applying 
new technology to radically change processes, customer experience, and value.”

are accelerating 
their DX efforts.

are investing in 
technology to 

close the gaps in 
DX efforts.

36%
K–12 schools, colleges, and 
universities are working to 
rapidly modernize to deliver 
digital content and services 
characterized by a mix of 
onsite and distance learning, 
remote work and telework, 
digital administration, and 
new virtual offerings. 

U.S. schools are willing 
to take more risks 
and try new solutions 
to address existing 
challenges and gaps 
in DX strategy.

and

Source: COVID-19 IMPACT ON IT SPENDING Survey (Survey conducted July 20–31), IDC, July 2020 Source: COVID-19 IMPACT ON IT SPENDING Survey (Survey conducted June 4–15), IDC, June 2020
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25%26%
29%

44%

31%
34%

Digital Transformation Acceleration 
Brings Concrete Benefits

DX is a journey of large-scale change that helps institutions manage and embrace innovation and digital 
disruption, as opposed to merely updating or enhancing existing processes, technologies, and models.

education sample n = 151  |  Source: IDC Global DX Leaders Survey, 2019

Cost 
efficiencies

Organization’s 
agility

Process 
cycle times

Productivity 
improvements

Customer 
retention and 

acquisition

Revenue 
generation from 
new or existing 

products/services

Benefits of Digital Transformation
	 (% corresponds to number of education respondents – multiple dichotomous table – total will not sum to 100%)
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77%

Digital Document Workflows Are a Key Aspect 
of Digital Transformation in Education

of educational institutions expect 
document volumes to increase over the next 18–21 months.35%

Many institutions are examining how to ensure that their document 
workflows are fully digital, for example, using PDF-based workflows 
and eliminating the need to print, get wet signatures, and 
scan and/or mail student-facing forms and operational forms 
such as faculty onboarding packets or vendor contracts.

Educational institutions need to prioritize the 
development of digital document workflows, 
moving from manual to automated, and 
from paper to digital, to ensure continuity 
of operations and to meet student, staff, 
and faculty demands for contactless, online 
services.

of document workflows in U.S. education  
involve some paper-based or manual processes. 
This means digital workflows are interrupted — 
even if documents originate internally, they still may need 
to be printed.  

Source: Adobe Business Digitization Thought Leadership Study, IDC, August 2019
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E-signature Solutions Are Essential for a 
Seamless Digital Document Workflow

of educational institutions 
have not deployed an e-signature 
solution for documents that 
originate internally  
and require signing by either internal  
or external parties.

51%

Document workflow is currently disrupted by manual and 
paper-based steps. For example, while many documents 
may start in digital format, getting wet signatures requires 
printing, scanning, and in-person meetings for everything 
from staff and faculty onboarding to student admissions 
and enrollment paperwork to contracts for facilities 
management.

Source: Global eSignature Opportunity Assessment Survey, IDC, October 2020

Educational institutions still use a tremendous amount of paper 
and have a high number of documents per week that need signatures. 

54% of documents, when signed, are still in paper format.
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As Document Volumes Increase, Paper-Based 
Systems Expose Schools to More Risks

In the U.S. in 2020, educational institutions averaged 85,000 signed documents per week.

More errors or inaccuracies

Breaks in the chain of custody

Problems with version control

Slower workflow and business processes

Source: Global eSignature Opportunity Assessment Survey, IDC, October 2020

Administrators and staff in education 
perceive paper as being more 
secure and/or compliant.

However, paper-based signatures 
expose organizations to:
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Why are digital document workflows 
a key priority in education? 

	 Electronic signatures offer a technical way to track 
chain of custody and authentication that 
paper-based forms do not.  

	 Paper-based forms can only be tracked or 
authenticated if signed in person and never 
removed from the physical office setting. 

	 Forms with e-signatures can be digitally monitored 
and have embedded authentication tools.

E-signature Solution Capabilities 
Reduce Risks
It’s time to embrace the upsides of e-signature technologies.

of educational institutions 
use ID document capture and 
check and login credentials.

Over 

50%

Source: Global eSignature Opportunity Assessment Survey, IDC, October 2020
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30%46%26%34%

Implementing E-signature Technology 
Has Immediate Benefits

For those schools who have deployed an e-signature technology, the benefits are clear.  

Increased 
security:
E-signatures track the 
chain of custody of  
forms and can ensure 
the secure transfer 
of sensitive documents 
among stakeholders.

report increased security 
of signing workflows.

report decreased 
transaction times.

report better compliance 
with regulations.

report they enabled signing 
workflows for remote 
and/or dispersed workers.

report improved customer 
experience; over one-fourth 
report improved employee 
experience.

Enhanced 
compliance:
E-signatures work in support 
of regulations, such as 
FERPA, COPPA, and Section 
508 regulations, and can 
be used in IEPs, health 
forms, and legally binding 
documents.

Improved 
productivity:
E-signatures allow for 
faster turnaround times 
of forms and documents 
from parents, teachers, 
and outside contractors, 
and enable staff to focus 
on more important tasks. 

Hybrid workforce 
support:
Education staff are 
dispersed across multiple 
buildings and locations. 
E-signatures help to 
ensure a digital workflow 
for remote and contactless 
services.  

Better  
experiences:
Today, parents, students, 
and employees prefer 
to handle administrative 
tasks when and where 
it is convenient for them.

62%

Source: Global eSignature Opportunity Assessment Survey, IDC, October 2020
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E-signature Technology Supports Digital 
Transformation with Agile, Flexible Solutions   

E-signatures support the new paradigm of education by offering a flexible solution 
that can be used in person or remotely, via mobile or desktop devices, 

and with private cloud, public cloud, or on-premises deployments. 

Source: Global eSignature Opportunity Assessment Survey, IDC, October 2020

Top features of e-signature technologies include:

Remote and 
in-person signing

Forms for data 
collection

Payments

Workflow 
automation Mobile access

Public cloud, private 
cloud, and on-premises 

deployment options

Audit trail

Multiple identity 
verification and 

authentication options
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Kickstarting Your Digital Transformation 
Journey with E-signatures

Consider the digitization 
and automation of 

document workflows 
as a core component 

of your digital 
transformation strategy.

1

Start with high-value 
use cases with 

defined success metrics.  
Measure success and 

use to build momentum 
for adjacent use cases.

2

Focus on departments 
such as HR, Procurement, 

and Student Services 
that have the highest 
number of documents 
requiring signatures.

3
Track the increased security 

and productivity, as well 
as the employee, student, 

and parent experience.  
Use the data to expand to 

other key areas.

4

Ensure maximum benefits 
by using e-signature 

technologies that work 
with existing forms and are 

designed for integration 
with systems across schools, 
state education departments, 

and other institutions.  

5

Look to partners that can help 
school districts and higher 

educational institutions  
with implementation and change 
management support to help with 
business process improvements.

6
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Adobe Acrobat and Adobe Sign are trusted solutions for educational 
institutions that want to go paperless with e-signatures and PDF-based 
workflows that are seamless, secure, and compliant.

Learn more about how your school can reduce the administrative burden 
on faculty and staff and free up more time for creating a nurturing 
educational environment.

https://acrobat.adobe.com/us/en/industries/education.html
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