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Introduction 
Stamats was commissioned by Washington College (Washington) to conduct 
research of the institution’s Web site. Our purpose is to help the College determine 
how visitors are using the Web, understand where the site is in relation to competitor 
sites, evaluate it against the college’s goals and aspirations, review key audiences, 
and outline recommendations for improvement to the site for future prosperity. 
Development of this audit included a campus visit to meet with key stakeholders as 
well as usability testing with prospective students. 

 

Campus Visit 
After reviewing the interactive audit questionnaire completed by Washington, Stamats 
visited the campus to interview key Web site stakeholders and gathered opinions and 
perspectives from various site audiences. 

Stamats conducted focus groups with a variety of groups at the Washington campus 
October 9 and 10, 2007. Each session helped us to better understand the needs and 
expectations of key audiences that visit the Web site. Participants included: 

·  Current students 

·  Prospective students 

Additionally, Stamats conducted interviews with key Web site stakeholders. The 
purpose of these sessions was to gain a better understanding of the site management 
processes, staffing, audience tasks, goals for the site, and overall site impressions. 
Members of these groups included: 

·  WAC 

·  Content authors and editors 

·  College relations and marketing 

·  Advancement and alumni 

·  Deans and faculty 

·  Admissions 

 

Usability Testing 
In October and November of 2007, Stamats conducted usability testing of the 
Washington Web site with nine high school students in the Cedar Rapids, IA area. 
The purpose of the testing aimed to get student reactions to the new site, determine 
their ease in completing certain actions on the site, and compare the site with 
impressions of competitor sites. A presentation with video of the participants 
performing the Web site tasks will be presented with the findings of this audit.  
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Executive Summary 
Our Findings 

Over the past few years, Washington has completed research to understand its target 
market and as a result formed a marketing task force to better establish the brand of 
the institution. The task force’s ideas are visionary and concrete and that same 
creative thinking needs to be extended online. 

Having launched the new Web site in the fall of 2007, Washington offers a wealth of 
information and features to Web site visitors. The College is looking to determine the 
next steps to fully utilize the site as a marketing tool. This document is meant to set 
clear goals and priorities for the site that complement the College’s strategic plan. 

The individuals involved maintaining the site are proactive and follow industry 
standards; however, based on usability test findings, focus groups with multiple 
audiences, and review of the current Web site, Stamats recognizes the opportunity for 
Washington to make updates and enhance the Web site to develop it as an interactive 
communications tool and improve the overall user experience. During the usability 
testing, many students had positive reactions to the Web site, although their inability 
to complete certain tasks, such as requesting more information, proved that the calls-
to-action on the site need to be enhanced to bring the College more online leads. The 
majority found St. Mary's College of Maryland site to be their favorite, with Dickinson 
as the least favorite; however, Washington was mentioned the most often as the site 
they would stay on the longest. 

In this document, you will find recommendations to enhance the Web site experience 
and complement Washington’s overall marketing plan. 

 

Points of Pride 
Few institutions have such a clear self identity as Washington College. Ask any 
faculty or staff member what the points of pride for the College are and you will hear a 
consistent response touting its three greatest assets. Years of research and strategy 
have led Washington to this point. The College’s Marketing Task Force identified the 
institutional brand markers and, impressively, staff and faculty will consistently tell you 
the College’s three main points of pride are: 

·  Location. The College sits near the Chesapeake River and Bay, which opens 
a world of activity and learning opportunities to its students. As part of the 
strategic plan, the College has committed to further developing its connection 
to the river, developing better facilities, and planning more events there. The 
Center for Environment and Sociology is a functioning representation of this 
campus strength, utilizing the riverfront for many research projects. Although 
Chestertown is a rural area, it has close access to several major metropolitan 
cities including Baltimore and Washington, D.C.  

·  History.  As the only institution that received approval from George 
Washington to be named in his honor, Washington is an institution with a rich 
heritage and history forever connected to the nation’s first president and the 
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values he emanates. Subsequently, Washington stands as a place with a 
strong literary background, known for its creative writing that is a part of each 
student’s educational development. The C.V. Starr Center for the Study of the 
American Experience and Rose O'Neill Literary House are two of the three 
Centers of Excellence that exemplify this point of pride in action. 

·  Intensely Personalized Education.  The small size of the College allows 
students to take full advantage of their professor’s knowledge and develop 
relationships with them that enhance their education. Highlighting these active 
learning experiences and stories on the Web can be an effective medium for 
promoting the brand as well as providing distinction for the institution as a 
place where faculty and staff help students succeed inside and outside the 
classroom. 

 

Problems 
Instead of challenges, opportunities, or other euphemisms, at Stamats we talk about 
problems. Problems have solutions. These are some of the general problems facing 
Washington as the institution begins the task of maximizing its Web site as an 
effective marketing tool. 

·  Content Derived from Print:  Due to tradition, a portion of the Web site 
content is the catalog that is produced each year. Basing the Web site from a 
printed piece doesn’t leave room for innovative ideas for improvement as the 
staff just takes the content as is and repurposes it into an online-appropriate 
form. This results in long blocks of copy in an environment where most users 
skim. The target audience for Washington is very visual and needs to have 
copy broken up through graphics and images. 

·  Lacking Web 2.0 Capabilities:  The higher education industry in general is 
behind the rest of the online world when it comes to embracing the 
functionality of Web 2.0. Washington is no exception. Washington should 
leverage personalization and dynamic content to keep a competitive 
advantage and incorporate the overarching brand. Integration between 
College Relations and IT is essential to gathering as much information as 
possible to make decisions, and use the information users provide to learn 
more about their interests. This includes target marketing individuals by pre-
populating all forms and capturing additional information to learn more about 
them and then sending them information online based on their needs. 

·  Multiplicity:  Trying to serve many masters internally and externally can 
undermine the marketing message. The Washington Web site targets external 
audiences and should continue to do so. When a multitude of departments are 
vying for prominence on the site and all audiences are identified as a priority 
(from prospective students, current students, alumni, donors, faculty, 
businesses, and academia), key messages become diluted. When everything 
is emphasized, nothing is emphasized. That's why strategic planning, outlining 
key messages for the site, and lining up the departments and stories that 
mesh with those messages, tell a better story—rather than trying to fit each 
department or function on the home page. 

 
What is Web 2.0? 
 
Web 2.0 refers to a 
perceived second 
generation of Web-
based communities 
and hosted 
services—such as 
social-networking 
sites, wikis, and 
folksonomies—
which facilitate 
collaboration and 
sharing between 
users. 
-Wikipedia.org 
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·  Audience:  The undergraduate audience of teenagers is well known to be 
skimmers first and readers second. In fact, undergraduates we’ve interviewed 
have been known to admit (without embarrassment), “Teenagers don’t read 
anymore.” It’s essential for any site manager to keep on top of the site's Web 
statistics to know what’s working for each audience, continue to deliver what 
works, and fix what isn’t working. Young people who have been raised using 
the Web have highly different techno-use patterns than many of the people 
working in college marketing offices. Stamats research shows: 

o Teens find it easier to ask someone out for a date through IM than on 
the phone 

o More than one third IM or send e-mails to their grandparents, and 38 
percent IM their parents 

o 88 percent say they go online for 3.06 hours per day and 69 percent 
use e-mail 

o 29 percent go online more than once per day 
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Strategic Goals 
Our identified goal is ultimately to enhance the Washington Web site to serve as a 
more effective and efficient destination for external audiences, compelling visitors to 
take additional actions both online and offline. Long gone are the days of having an 
attractive Web site and having that be sufficient. Rather than an online brochure, Web 
sites have evolved into sophisticated marketing tools that meld strategies and 
messages, allowing an institution to communicate with its important audiences at 
home and around the world. 

To achieve this, the Web site must be: 

·  a critical branding tool to market Washington and emphasize its points of pride 
and personality, as well as the benefits of attending. 

·  an integrated marketing component in recruiting prospective students. 

·  focused on external audiences—placing the internal communication tools 
(personnel forms, financial information) in a location where they are available 
only for the campus community. 

·  an aid in pushing prospective students through the recruitment funnel. 

·  effective in communicating the College’s well identified brand markers. 

·  a comprehensive source of information for Washington’s target audiences. 

·  able to provide measurable results as part of the overall goal. 

·  functional to ensure that online registration and sign-ups are available. 

·  an honest representation of the College, including its rural location. 

·  well-organized, with intuitive navigation. 

·  superb in offering compelling content that clearly conveys the type of 
experience an individual will have at Washington. 

 

Prioritized Target Audiences 
The Web is the most important marketing tool in your arsenal. Stamats’ 2007 
TeensTALK® tells us that almost 85 percent of traditional-age students use the Web as 
their main (and increasingly, only) source of information during the college search. 
That’s mirrored by a 2005 study of adult learners by CAEL, in which respondents 
indicated an institutional Web site was the most important influencer of their enrollment 
choice. 

Identifying the prioritized audiences is one of the most important and often overlooked 
aspects of a Web site. Often, it can be one of the most debated. Based on findings 
from our campus visit, Stamats recommends the following prioritized audiences be 
targeted on the Washington Web site—keeping in mind that the primary goal for the 
Web site is to serve as an external marketing tool, rather than an internal 
learning/teaching tool. The key external audiences for Washington include: 
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·  Prospective Students 

·  Parents and counselors of prospective students 

·  Alumni and donors 

 

Target Audiences Key Areas of Interest and Tasks 
The following section identifies the key areas of interest by audience as identified 
during the usability testing and campus visit. Accessing the key areas of interest 
should take three clicks or less, and the fewer the better.  

By outlining the information each audience wants to find, as well as tasks they wish to 
complete on the site, Washington can identify holes in current site content. More 
interviews with each of the above audiences can help prioritize and further define the 
information and tasks for the site; however, the information provided here may be 
used as a base toward revising the site architecture. 

Stamats has started the process of defining information and tasks for your external 
marketing audiences below; however, as the detail is reviewed, it is important to 
always consider the need to tell a complete story and bring personality to the site by 
showing the people (students, faculty, and staff) and have them tell it through their 
positive experiences. It is important to consider the balance between brand 
communication, marketing, and “call to action” objectives. 

The Web is one of few mediums that can provide measurable results. As a part of the 
overall goal to make the Web site an interactive recruitment tool, suggestions for 
conversions are also included. “Conversions” are actions users can take that can be 
tracked and measured by the College and usually consist of filling out a form. 
Tracking conversions is an important part of measuring the success and return on 
investment of the Web site. Pages with conversions should continually be tested and 
revised to help increase the conversion rate. 

 

1. Prospective Students 

Key Areas of Interest Tasks/Conversions 

·  Program and majors offered 

·  Admission requirements and steps 
(including dates and deadlines) 

·  Course information 

·  Costs and scholarships 

·  Outcomes (how many students graduate, 
where they go from there, job 
opportunities, expected salary, names of 
employers) 

·  Quality of faculty 

·  Request a catalog 

·  Schedule a campus visit 

·  Take a virtual campus tour 

·  Contact the admissions office 

·  Fill out financial aid forms 

·  Attend an online chat session 

·  Apply 
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·  Samples of current student work 

·  Is Washington a good fit? 

·  Academic reputation of Washington 
(third-party and statistical evidence) 

·  Social life and co-curricular activities 

·  Housing options/dorm pictures 

 

2. Parents and Counselors of Prospective Students 

Key Areas of Interest Tasks/Conversions 

·  Program and majors offered 

·  Admission requirements and steps 
(including dates and deadlines) 

·  Course information 

·  Costs and scholarships 

·  Outcomes (how many students graduate, 
where they go from there, job 
opportunities, expected salary, names of 
employers) 

·  Quality of faculty 

·  Samples of current student work 

·  Academic reputation of Washington 
(third-party and statistical evidence) 

·  Sample application 

·  Campus safety 

·  Learn about family weekend 

·  Activities around campus 

·  Request a catalog 

·  Schedule a campus visit 

·  Contact the admissions office 

·  Fill out financial aid forms 

·  Sign up for events 

 

3. Alumni 

Key Areas of Interest Tasks/Conversions 

·  View campus news and events (campus-
wide) 

·  Find out about alumni groups 

·  Find out about alumni resources 

·  Learn about and donate money to 
campaigns 

·   Donate online 

·  Request transcripts 

·  Update contact information and submit 
personal news 

·  Join AlumNet 

·  Refer a student 
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·  View sports scores 

·  Search for career openings 

·  Learn about how to serve Washington in 
some capacity 

·  Read other alumni success stories 

·  Network with other alums 

·  Learn about graduate programs 

·  Contact the College 

 

Additional Internal Audiences 

Although they were not a primary target audience for the main WashColl.edu Web 
site, the following audiences will need to be addressed in revising or developing the 
Web site architecture.  

During the development of the revised or new architecture of the new Web site, 
Washington will need to identify additional key areas of interest and conversions as 
necessary for these groups. These additional audiences include, but are not limited 
to: 

·  Current Students 

·  Faculty and Staff 

·  Parents of Current Students 

·  Business and Community Members 

For internal audiences, focus on improving the intranet to remove internal documents 
from the external marketing Web site. Be sure these audience members can: 

·  Login to the portal 

·  Check e-mail 

·  Search 

·  Access the directory 

·  Access other frequently used items based on each specific audience 
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Current Site Review 
In addition to speaking with key stakeholders and target audiences, Stamats reviewed 
the current site to fully assess its strengths and areas for improvement. This site 
review addresses six categories: overall appeal, information architecture, marketing 
content, accessibility, search engine visibility, and site maintenance and staffing. 

 

Overall Appeal 
The purpose of the 
WashColl.edu Web site is to 
serve external audiences such 
as prospective students. As with 
any opportunity to make a good 
first impression, you want your 
home page to deliver a lasting 
impact. Research indicates that 
the average Web user only 
allows for about six seconds to 
capture a visitor's attention. 
That means a home page 
needs to be dynamic and 
engaging, providing easily 
digestible bits of information that 
grab the attention of clearly segmented audiences. 

Many institutions organize their site by their internal organizational structure, even 
though visitors aren’t concerned about the structure of the institution. They simply 
want to find the information they are looking for under the topic that makes sense to 
them. Washington has embraced the idea that the Web site is a primary marketing 
tool meant to present the College to external audiences, particularly prospective 
students. In doing so, Washington is in a better position than most to position the 
College as it is intended according to the College’s strategic plan. This approach has 
allowed Washington to market to the primary target audience: prospective students. 

Recently launched in fall 2007, the new site is well-maintained, utilizing expert tactics 
and up-to-date industry standards, proving it is an effective marketing component for 
the College. It exudes an air of class and sophistication peppered with bits of 
personality.  

As with every design, the site has its critics and some audiences (both internal and 
external) feel as though it is a bit bland and stiff, with a boxy layout that generates 
little “wow” factor. By no means should the site have an MTV-esque quirky aura, but it 
does leave room to stand out amongst its competitors and showcase the visionary 
mindset College Relations and the Marketing Task Force have displayed.  
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Information Architecture 
The new redesign involved a variety of positive new initiatives. Stamats recognizes 
these improvements as accomplishments not to be thought of lightly and hopes 
further development will continue when necessary. These strengths include: 

·  A site built off of CSS 
rather than tables to 
generate cleaner, better-
quality code and assist 
in future redesigns 

·  Consistent look and feel 

·  Dynamic content fueled 
through stronger 
functionality from PHP 

·  An externally focused 
site that target markets 
to prospective students 

·  Less cluttered home 
page 

·  A campus calendar that takes advantage of technology that works well and is 
readily available (Google Calendar) 

·  Content, such as the admissions FAQ, driven by JavaScript, allowing the user 
to expand and minimize text heavy pages when needed without refreshing the 
page 

One of the primary advantages of the new site is that it maintains a consistent look 
and feel—only a few sites are designed without the main template, and only a handful 
of sites are maintained outside of College Relations. Through this, the College shows 
unification and provides a less confusing visitor experience. 

 

Navigation  

Navigation sets the foundation for the Web site. Visitors come to the site knowing 
what they are looking for and expect to be able to find it quickly. A general consensus 
amongst on-campus users is that the new site makes things easier to find than 
before.  

For the past few years, Stamats has seen navigation on higher education Web sites 
shift to a standardized format. This structure often includes the following areas: 

·  Global or main navigation:  This navigation set is standard throughout the 
site. Global navigation should consist mainly of topical links and normally 
includes five to nine links. Washington does a nice job of keeping this 
standard set of navigation through the site 

·  Secondary or audience navigation:  This navigation set is organized by 
audiences and is usually only accessible from the home page of the site. 
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Washington does not use separate audience navigation other than global 
navigation links for alumni and parents. Because the site is externally 
focused, this seems to work; although, because the site doesn’t have a 
“current students” or “faculty and staff” button, newcomers must come 
around the learner curve to become accustomed to clicking “log in,” which 
some feel is not intuitive enough. 

·  Tertiary navigation:  This navigation set is often called the “tools” 
navigation, found most commonly in the top, right-hand corner of the site. 
This usually includes links to important tools for audiences on the site 
(such as the search function or the directory). The tertiary navigation is 
often global across the site but is usually less prominent than the global 
navigation. By pulling the “home,” and “log in,” buttons and the search bar 
into the tertiary navigation, the template could simplify the global 
navigation and have more room for other elements in the hot spots on the 
page. 

·  Footer navigation:  This navigation is global throughout the site and is 
placed with the footer (normally address and phone number). Footer links 
often include leftover links that need to be on the home page but do not 
need to be placed in important locations, such as the link for the site index. 

By design, the Washington site follows a cyclical structure versus the more 
traditional drill-down method found on many sites. Although this works in the 
sense that it includes related links and works the user around the site, it results in 
pages that seem to be floating outside of the global navigation. For example, the 
“majors and minors” link on the home page is nowhere in sight under the 
academics portion of the site. The "affordability" button on the home page doesn’t 
appear under financial aid or admissions, which is why many of the usability 
participants missed locating the costs completely. In addition, "athletics" is found 
in admissions but not in student life. 

Due to the current global navigation, certain pages are only accessible from the 
home page. One can’t assume that the first page a user will land on will be the 
home page. Few of the pages found in the tan navigation areas on the home page 
can be accessed elsewhere in the site because they aren’t essentially housed 
underneath a global navigation area. It is important to bring these important pages 
to the forefront, but they also need to be accessed by those landing on interior 
pages. In addition, the following are tedious notes about the information 
architecture of the site. 

·  The naming of links is an important part of the navigation of the site. 
"Affordability" is a misconstrued word that seems to be meant as a sugar 
coat. A reason for attending a public intuition is because the tuition is 
affordable. Most don’t choose a private $38,950/year college because it’s 
“affordable.” Instead, call it was it is: tuition and costs.  

·  The subnavigation found on program pages varies widely, most likely 
because these pages are managed by different content authors. This page 
should become more centralized to show more consistency and to ensure 
they hit on the most important concerns of a prospective student. 
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·  Particular areas of the site bounce between the actual site and the online 
catalog—which is the correct version? For example, on the “Apply to WC” 
page, a “tuition, fees, and expenses” button shows in the related links 
area. How does this page differ from the affordability page, and why are 
they different? How is the “campus life” page different from the student life 
area on the site? Offering an HTML version of the catalog is positive but 
has resulted in redundant pages. It would make more sense to update one 
are of the site with the new catalog information rather than taking the time 
to create two.  
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Marketing Content 
Today’s Web users are unwilling to read a great deal. They tend not to read a full 
page unless they are interested and engaged in the page content. They know what 
information they are looking for and want to get in and out of the Web site quickly.  

 

Messaging and Tone 

The messaging on the site can be argued as the most important factor. Do the 
messages Washington hopes to convey come across on the site? The site should 
reflect the three important brand markers, and all faculty and staff should be able to 
easily rattle them off. The “Why Washington College” page depicts these three 
important aspects clearly: the location (on the Chesapeake River), history (link to 
GW), and approach to education (size, personal attention, and exceptional writing). 
This page is one of the most important in using the site to develop the strategic plan. 
Because increased association with the water is the goal, the site displays several 
images of students on the water. The personalized attention can be felt through the 
many pictures of faculty and students working together. The images of George 
Washington and people dressed in garb from his time are found throughout the site 
exhibiting the history of the College. 

Structurally the text is broken up into intuitive subheadings, using bullets and charts 
where possible, making the pages appear less text heavy. The tone of the site is 
welcoming, opening many pages with questions and “you” speak to make the user 
feel included. One usability test participant even commented that the letters from the 
admissions counselors made her feel as though they were speaking to her 
specifically. A tone is also set through the imagery. Pictures of George Washington’s 
statue wearing a cap and spectacles show the fun atmosphere around campus—
more of these types of images should be intertwined throughout.  

One problem with the copy on the site is that in places (such as the catalog), it 
appears to have been pulled directly from print without first being massaged which 
results in long, text-heavy pages. 
According to the College, these 
instances will decrease as a full-time 
copywriter is now on board to address 
some of these issues. 

 

Profiles 

As the new Web site is strong, so is the 
marketing content and Stamats 
applauds Washington for the vast 
efforts made to reach this point. The 
“My Revolution” profiles are strong and 
show the vast array of students at the 
College. In addition, faculty and staff biographies are offered for almost everyone. 
Stamats recognizes this was no easy feat for the College and encourages them to 
continue. 
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Stamats strongly supports Washington for the effort made to profile faculty and staff 
on the Web site and encourages the College to expand this to allow faculty members 
to boast about themselves. Although the credentials listed for each person are 
important in determining the quality of the institution, it should also include additional 
items of interest such as books they’ve written, boards, and organizational 
memberships. Like the F& M “10 Things” mentioned in the best practices area of this 
document, personal interests, such as if they’re an avid marathon runner or a Harley 
enthusiast, add a personal touch. 

 

Use of Images 

The template does a nice job of featuring several areas of rotating images, which 
ensures the user is always seeing something new each time they visit the site. This 
doesn’t just occur on the home page, but the interior pages as well, which is rare. 
These images show several people on campus, which is ideal. Consequently, several 
pictures are never enough, especially when it comes to the student life portion of the 
site. On-campus focus groups with prospective students found that they want more. 
One young woman commented that the “Greek Life” page needs pictures to “let me 
see if there’s a sorority I want to join.” This is a part of them wanting to identify with 
people on campus and picture themselves there. 

Use of captions varies across the site and seems to be growing. The photo archive, 
for example, utilizes captions. The summary page for the Centers of Excellence 
features rotating images with 
captions that provide meaning to the 
images—to an outsider, bringing in 
actual images of activities done 
through these centers. According to 
John Seidel, Director of the Center 
for Environment and Society, the 
centers have students “mapping 
oyster beds, looking at shipwrecks, 
studying with the finest people in 
America that are writing about 
history.” These examples bring a 
concrete idea to their purpose and 
what they offer students. Similar 
captions should be applied across 
the site where possible. 

In order to not appear static, the rotating image on the home page should serve a 
purpose with text and promotions that is constantly updated. It should rotate without 
needing refreshing and include a scrolling or “next” button that gives the user the 
ability to control the experience. In doing so, Washington would show that it is a 
campus of constant activity and movement. There is a feeling on campus that there 
are many timely issues (such as IT when new students come to campus, graduation, 
etc.) needing prominence and this area could be a solution for those as well. 

Although Washington does use several images throughout the site, it can always use 
more, particularly when it comes to the dorm rooms. The “Dorm Life at Washington 
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College” is a feature that is typically of interest to prospective students—they love to 
see dorm rooms. Unfortunately, the only way to find this feature is through the search 
function on the site.  

 

Calls-to-Action 

Few calls-to-action can be found through the site. Calls-to-action are usually graphic 
elements that call attention to a particular task or action item. As demonstrated during 
usability testing, the site relies heavily on the visitor to sort through a list of 
subnavigation links to find the tasks at hand. As a primary medium to generate leads, 
actions can’t be subtle. Primary importance should be placed on getting that Web site 
visitor to request information or schedule a campus visit. Web sites and program 
descriptions alone don’t sell a college—personal experiences do. It should be 
Washington’s goal to use the Web site to bring prospective students to the campus 
and to interact with a counselor or faculty member at the College. Those experiences 
are what will cause a student to ultimately enroll and it’s using the Web site to 
encourage those steps to make it happen. 

 

Alumnet and Online Communities 

Though it is beyond the scope of this project to assess the alumni community, it 
appears amateur compared with the main site. It contains several pixilated images 
that have not been optimized for the Web and even uses clip art. It is not expected for 
all content authors to be Web experts, but content authors work with the main College 
Web team to benefit from their knowledge and also ensure the marketing messages 
to brand the College are in line. 

Stamats also found that this online community is under-developed and under-utilized. 
A common problem with alumni communities is that other sites, such as Facebook, 
offer better functionality, and many colleges are working them into their marketing 
plans. This involves creating events and inviting alumni to reunions, sporting events 
and even events such as the Birthday Ball. In addition, social networks have been 
used by other colleges’ admissions departments to make a connection with 
prospective students by allowing them to befriend counselors or the College mascot. 
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Accessibility 
Web Accessibility Review (W3 & Section 508) 

The World Wide Web Consortium (W3) is an organization that addresses standards 
for accessibility. It is good practice to make your Web site fully accessible, for 
business reasons and legal ones. By following basic standards, organizations can 
ensure the Web site will be used by a broad group of people, including those who are 
visually, mobility, or hearing impaired. As a part of the Americans with Disabilities Act, 
the United States requires compliance through Section 508 standards. 

Although Washington is a private institution and doesn’t receive grants due to 
adherence to Section 508, having an accessible Web site increases the number of 
people who can benefit from the information. Washington will, and undoubtedly does, 
want to ensure it communicates clearly, smoothly, and easily with these users. 

Since the Web has become an important method of communicating with the public, it 
is important to be sure that people who are disabled are able to interact with your 
Web site. 

An additional advantage to an accessible Web site is that several of the factors taken 
into consideration to ensure accessibility also help search engine spiders better 
understand the content on your Web site, giving it a higher quality score. 

 

Washington Accessibility 

It is readily apparent that Washington has taken steps to ensure accessibility. 
Washington utilizes graphics containing ALT attributes. For the unimpaired Web user, 
these are the small strings of text that appear when a graphic is rolled over with their 
mouse. For the visually impaired, this string of text can be read aloud by their screen 
reader to help them better understand what is contained in that particular graphic. The 
current Washington Web site does a successful job of ensuring that descriptive tags 
are on each individual image; graphic buttons should continue that trend. Having 
these ALT attributes (also referred to as ALT tags) is taken into consideration for 
search engine optimization when evaluating the quality of a Web site.  

However, these tactics are done through the majority of the site but other sections 
don’t follow that standard. For example, if you use color to convey information, make 
sure the information is also represented another way. Currently, the style sheet of the 
site controls header tags that are presented in other colors. There are instances, such 
as the OIT home page, in which the page uses particular colors for headings rather 
than header tags. It also utilizes a JavaScript menu, which is not accessible to screen 
readers. Header tags need to be used to show that more importance is placed on 
these elements. 

Accessibility in Web design means the particular elements will be built into all pages 
so visitors using screen readers, specialized input devices, or other assistive 
devices/techniques can access content. The following are standards Stamats abides 
by to ensure a site is accessible: 

·  Charts and tables must have an extended description that accurately 
communicates their content 
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·  For images, text equivalents can be provided in a figure caption—content in 
the surrounding text that describes the image, or descriptive ALT tags 

·  For photos and graphics that illustrate a tone or mood, Stamats recommends 
a three- to five-word ALT tag and a caption of one to three sentences. This 
gives visitors the best description the first time the page loads, but doesn’t 
require they hear it on subsequent visits 

·  It is best to use CSS (cascading style sheets) to serve up images that are part 
of the site’s consistent design elements (lines, bars, spacers). If you don’t use 
CSS, and, if an image’s only function is as a design element and not to 
communicate information, providing a verbal description for a text reader 
would be a distraction; however, to meet W3 requirements, these images 
require an ALT tag. Therefore, you can improve usability and meet 
requirements by leaving the text portion blank: ALT 

·  It is not necessary for every form element to have a label, though it is 
recommended when tables are used. Care needs to be taken in building the 
form to ensure that the explanatory text appears in the same cell as the field 
itself, or immediately adjacent so screen readers appropriately associate the 
two items 

·  Keep in mind that when a screen reader finds a <strong> tag, the computer 
voice becomes louder, but when it comes across the <b> it makes no 
adjustment. If the content is important and meant to be emphasized, use the 
<strong> tag. Also note that many packaged HTML editors opt for one tag or 
the other without making a distinction 

·  The same rules apply when choosing between <i> and <em> for italicizing 
text. Note that the <em> tag adds emphasis to text, which is rendered in 
nearly all browsers as italics 

·  When possible, use headings <h1>, <h2>, etc., to reflect the outline of the 
page. These tags are an important navigational tool that can greatly improve 
the usability of the Web site for visitors who employ screen readers or text-
only browsers 

Washington’s Web team will want to continue to build Section 508 standards into its 
style guide and ensure pages are being developed appropriately going forward. More 
detailed information can be found at www.Section508.org or, to view a full listing of 
standards, visit http://www.access-board.gov/sec508/standards.htm.  
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Search Engine Visibility 
Search engine marketing is a process that targets searchers through frequently 
searched phrases. Through this practice, a Web site can appear higher in search 
results and aid in driving additional traffic to the site. This is a very cost-effective way 
to market Washington programs, reaching an audience that is specifically looking for 
them. 

Search engines play an important role in your recruiting process. One of the first steps 
prospective students take is to search the Internet for schools that match their needs. 
Whether they are searching by keywords based on geography or program attributes, 
or typing in “Washington College,” maximizing your Web site pages for good search 
engine rankings is a great investment to ensure your target audiences reach your site. 

As a foundation, we analyzed how well pages on the Washington Web site appear in 
the top three search engines (Google, MSN, and Yahoo!) for particular search terms 
with an average search volume. We also ranked them in comparison to the 
competitors as outlined in this report; however, it is important to keep in mind that 
because of the nature of search engines, the competitors who reviewed this report 
may not always be the same competition found in the search results page.  

We’ve measured these search engine competitors based on the following keywords a 
potential user may use in searching for Washington. The following were used to 
measure the College’s current rankings and represent a basic, high-level search a 
user could perform to find the College. Washington should pursue a search engine 
marketing campaign, focusing on the programs offered like those sampled here. 
These keywords include: 

·  Washington College 

·  Maryland colleges 

·  college in Maryland 

·  college Maryland 

·  Chestertown college 

·  creative writing careers 

·  creative writing course 

·  creative writing program 

·  creative writing school 

·  creative writing college 

·  creative writing degree 

·  master degree history 

According to our findings, rankings for Washington and its competitors vary heavily. 
St. Mary’s and McDaniel pose the most competition for geographic-related keywords, 
whereas Washington usually shows further down in the results. Washington ranks in 
the 22nd position on Yahoo! for the term “Maryland colleges,” though no other 
competitors rank well with the exception of McDaniel, which ranks in the 30th position 
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on MSN. Washington is on position 14 on Google for “college in Maryland,” whereas 
St. Mary’s is on the first page in position 10. St, Mary’s ranks in position 8 and 
McDaniel in position 6 on Google for “college Maryland,” and Washington is in 
position 13.  

You’ll notice that we have chosen several “creative writing” phrases as this is one of 
the College’s brand markers. This is one of the niche programs that would benefit 
heavily from search engine marketing and help build the recognition of Washington as 
a strong literary arts school. Washington doesn’t show in the first 30 positions of any 
of the search engines for the creative writing related terms. McDaniel shows on page 
10 of Yahoo! for “creative writing careers.” 

A full list of ranking results can be found in Appendix B . 

Overall, our findings indicate that the use of keyword-heavy copy and meta tags vary 
among all higher education institutions. The Washington site is successful in utilizing 
title and meta tags for every page, though review of these elements shows they lack 
strategy. For Washington, search engine marketing is critical for basic search terms 
(variations of the organization’s name) and especially for targeting key phrases based 
on the most popular programs.  

To increase search engine visibility, we recommend Washington: 

·  Perform a comprehensive keyword analysis to research search volume and 
competitiveness to determine which keywords it should target. Washington 
should evaluate its Web statistics to see which terms are currently driving 
traffic to the site 

·  Carefully select keyword phrases that combine geographic and program 
variations, such as “Maryland engineering degree.” Terms to focus on initially 
are those that have a niche market 

·  Select one to two pages that are ideal for having a keyword (or related 
keywords) within the content. Optimize those pages further finding additional 
opportunities within that page to insert keywords and phrases 

·  Within a page, use the keyword within the meta tags, headers (also known as 
H1, H2, etc. tags), subheads, and page content as necessary. Do not overload 
the page, but insert the keyword phrase where it makes sense. Search 
engines give more importance to keywords that are in header and subhead 
tags, as well as those that are first on the page 

·  Search for additional opportunities to increase quality Web sites linking to 
WashColl.edu. Search engine spiders take into consideration how many links 
are coming into a site to determine if the information it offers is relevant. This 
can be done, for example, by submitting press releases online or sending links 
for articles written by students and staff to bloggers. This will encourage 
bloggers to write about Washington and link to the Web site 

·  Create a robots.txt file to provide a better quality site and include a link to a 
sitemap.xml. Both of these files will help the search engines better understand 
the site 
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Site Maintenance and Staffing 
WashColl.edu is largely maintained by Shane Brill, Web Editor, with assistance from 
the Office of Information Technology (OIT). Faculty members are responsible for 
program sections and must have someone to take it upon themselves to keep it 
updated. Dreamweaver access to particular areas of the site is granted on a case by 
case situation, depending on their level of interest. These individuals make time to do 
it in addition to their other duties. Those without access to update the site e-mail 
Shane to make changes. 

Although many colleges are moving toward implementing a content management 
system (CMS) for a variety of reasons, Washington has chosen not to and has done a 
successful job keeping the site up to date. Shane meticulously tracks the updates 
requested and is in good control of the main site. Because there is no CMS in place, 
Stamats recommends having no less than two full-time individuals be focused on the 
Web site. An assistant should be responsible for smaller day-to-day details of the site 
while Shane can focus on the larger projects. The launch of a new site usually results 
in several hitches, broken links, and constant updates. It could be that this audit is 
being completed a few months after the launch, but it appears that Washington had a 
few of these mishaps and experienced a successful launch—something that isn’t 
done easily. Although site updates may fluctuate as the site ages, it is this 
consultant’s estimation that, due to the strong attention to detail by those maintaining 
the main site, it will continue to stay up to date.  

The majority of staff members who play a role in coordinating and updating the site 
maintain a “can-do” attitude and are willing to tackle the issues at hand and be 
involved in improving the online experience to make the site a success. Site 
maintenance is difficult to accurately assess and varies widely, but Washington has 
shown to be up to the challenge. During Stamats’ campus visit, various constituents 
mentioned that listing out the Centers for Excellence and linking to their sites without 
explaining their purposes didn’t make sense. In the short time of this report, that 
problem has since been resolved, and now the site has a marketing page to do just 
that. This is a prime example of the proactive staff that is working on the Web site. 

Aging Content 

·  Student Profiles 

As the site ages, so do the students featured in the My Revolution profile 
section of the site. Although it is not totally obvious at this point, it will become 
apparent in the next few months that certain students have graduated and 
may have already begun their careers. For example, Leslie O'Neill, a 2007 
graduate feature on the site, most likely has moved on to the medical school of 
her choice, but the current profile leaves the story unfinished. Washington will 
need to update these profiles as they age or switch the focus to more 
established (but still young) alumni. 

·  1 Broken Link 

Part of ensuring quality content requires fixing and updating broken links. 
Washington’s meticulous Web site maintenance is phenomenal and after 
reviewing the Web site, the following broken link should be addressed: 
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http://maintenance.washcoll.edu/ 404 Not Found 
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Site Maintenance Principles 
The following are site maintenance principles to keep in mind as you work toward 
developing and updating the Web site and empower authors to update their own site 
content. 

Static and Dynamic Content 

Schedule to change content:  Allow all authors to know what expectations 
exist when managing pages on the site. Timely review of pages may differ 
from page to page or section to section. Timelines need to be documented 
and a system set up for the Web manager to notify authors that they have 
pages that need to be reviewed so outdated content doesn’t languish online. 
This is of particular importance for the campus calendar—an outdated 
calendar will reflect poorly on the College. 

Responsibilities and type of information:  Understanding each page’s 
purpose throughout the Web site will allow the assigned authors to target 
content for the user.  

We recommend having a printed master for each page that outlines the target 
audience(s) and objective for each page. This will help to remind authors what 
the purpose is and who it is speaking to, and focus the page to its objective. 
Long content covering every aspect of a topic in most cases is not necessary. 

Archiving:  Allowing information to be stored both for authors and end users 
can be helpful. Dynamic content such as news releases and events will keep 
an archive available to the public. 

Web content author agreement:  We have found it helpful to have content 
authors sign agreements during their initial training sessions. These 
agreements could include acceptable use of the logo, color/palette restrictions, 
and content restrictions. This raises the importance of the institutional Web 
site and can bring to light acceptable uses of the institutional Web site.  

Roles and Responsibilities 

“Part of my job:”  Authors for the Web site have a full set of responsibilities 
outside of page authoring. Setting limits and responsibilities will help an author 
to understand the amount of effort required to keep their portions of the site up 
to date. There is usually an initial period of time to get the new content edited 
and up and running, and then a smaller period of time on a pre-determined 
schedule to update content on the site. 

Identifying key authors across campus:  Authors across the College can 
have varied backgrounds. From deans to student workers, Washington will 
need to find the best fit to manage content for each area of the site. This may 
result in one author per department or an author who serves several areas. As 
a matter of routine security—something Washington does and will want to 
continue—the Webmasters will need to have a complete list of content 
authors, editors, and administrators so passwords can be regularly purged and 
updated for security purposes. 
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Policies and Procedures 

Rules on certain content or images:  Each author or administrator will need 
to understand the limits to content. Content areas and properties should be 
outlined for each template. The next step is for each author to be assigned 
what can and cannot be done in those areas. Different levels of restriction 
should be created; some authors across campus will be able to add optimized 
images, whereas others may only be involved with updating text within pages. 

How a new area of the site is developed:  The procedure for a new area on 
the site, whether it is a page or an entire section, should be outlined. These 
procedures would include how to request a new area, how it will be mapped 
from other locations within the site, and the author(s) responsible for 
maintaining the content. 

Training and tips:  As authors are assigned new tasks and responsibilities to 
maintain the Web site, in-depth training should be the starting point. Each 
author should be shown not only how to create content, but also what the 
processes and procedures are. After initial training, scheduled periodic 
sessions to go over new development and procedures and refresher tips 
should be scheduled on a rotating basis. 

Web standards guide:  This guide should be a one-stop information source 
for your content authors. This could include: 

o Branding elements 

o Web conventions 

o Review of strategy and architecture 

o Process guidelines—whom to contact  

o Template content properties/wireframes 

o Design overview 

o Online version of training guide 

o FAQs for authors 

o Accessibility guidelines 

o Style guide 
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Competitive Analysis 
To help Washington understand the position of its competitors’ Web sites and identify 
key strategies and tactics to be implemented in their own Web site development, 
Stamats has reviewed four competitors as determined on campus. For each 
competitor, Stamats has compiled an initial list of recommendations for Washington to 
consider based on findings for that particular institution.  

With external audiences, such as prospective students as the primary Web site 
audience, this analysis not only takes into consideration the Web sites as a whole, but 
addresses the online experience offered particularly for those target audiences. 

Stamats has reviewed the following four competitors: 

·  Gettysburg College 

·  Dickinson College 

·  St. Mary’s College of Maryland 

·  McDaniel College 

To organize and evaluate the competitors, Stamats has benchmarked each on the 
criteria as addressed within the following sections: 

·  Overall appeal:  addressing the overall branding and design 

·  Information architecture:  addressing navigation, site organization, and 
usability 

·  Marketing content:  addressing copy, calls-to-action, and features 

Based on our interactive experience and knowledge of industry best practices, 
Stamats has subjectively assessed these competitors, assigning each institution with 
the following grades: 

 

Institution 
Overall 
Appeal 

Information 
Architecture  

Marketing 
Content Overall 

Gettysburg College A A B A 
Dickinson College B B C B 
St. Mary’s College of Maryland B C B B 
McDaniel College D C C C 
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Gettysburg College – Gettysburg.edu 
 

Like Washington, Gettysburg 
College is a private, four-year 
institution that revels in its 
famous history. 

Although the College has great history, 
the design is far from old. The initial 
impression of the Gettysburg site is far 
greater than that of the other competitors 
listed in this analysis. The graphics 
appear professional and up to date, 
giving the site a cutting-edge feeling. The 
first elements users notice is the loading 
bar in the center image where a video 
profile feature is firing up. In a few 
seconds flat, the image fades from black 
and white into color and blurs slightly to 
give the indication that the video is ready 
to be watched. Although the site is 
“boxy,” much like its competitors, it goes 
beyond the boundaries of boring straight 
lines to give a feeling of depth. This 
strong design is not lost on the interior 
pages of the site even though a 
standardized template is used, which 
happens quite often. 

 

Information Architecture 

The home page features strong 
movement including the news section, 
which is dynamically updated as the 
users roll their mouse over each 
headline. This effect is done through JavaScript and is an advanced technique still 
making its way into higher education Web sites. Any time when information can be 
updated by the user without causing them to refresh the page will be advantageous to 
the College because the site takes less time to navigate. 

The template has abandoned the fast fading trend of optimizing for 800x600 screen 
resolutions and follows a long, fixed width, taking advantage of full screen for the 
majority of today’s users. 

Like the other sites, Gettysburg offers a wealth of information; however, the site 
shows that careful thought has been put into every page as each page has a 
hierarchical layout that organizes the content into the interior template without just 
placing it in a large block. 

Overall 
Appeal 

Information 
Architecture 

Marketing 
Content 

Overall  
Grade 

A A B A 
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Content 

Out of all of the profiles featured on 
competitor sites, Gettysburg is the only 
competitor that has taken the profiles to 
the next level to incorporate streaming 
video. Faculty, student, and alumni 
profiles are center stage on the home 
page and are built in a Flash interface 
that displays advanced design, making 
Gettysburg appear as a more up-to-
date institution. The profiles go beyond 
a picture and text and offer video, 
audio, additional images, and related 
links. 

Like Washington, Gettysburg’s site is 
primarily externally focused but the site 
has a sidebar to encourage users to 
log in. None of the usability testing 
participants were inclined to log in but 
would if they decided they wanted to apply. 
Other usability tests have shown that students 
are apprehensive about prospective student 
portals because they don’t want to give out 
their information to just anyone. A positive of 
the forms offered through this portal is that 
they also pull and update information 
dynamically, making the form easier to fill out. 
For example, when typing in his or her high 
school name, options with the city and state 
begin to appear.  

 

Tactics Washington Should Avoid 

·  Requiring prospective students to register and log in to get information 
targeted at them 

 

Best Practices Washington Should Consider 

·  Refreshing content and forms without requiring a page refresh through 
JavaScript 

·  Creating a template for a screen resolution of 1024x768 to utilize the whole 
page 

·  Dynamic profiles that incorporate streaming video and use an interface that 
shows movement 
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Dickinson College – Dickinson.edu 
 

Dickinson College is a small 
liberal arts college that reaches 
to be branded as a place that, 
as it tagline implies, “engages 
the world.”  

The first impression of the site is that it 
is text heavy with an endless amount of 
information. The subtle fade of the 
graphics from dark red to black gives the 
site more depth than that found on the 
other square designs. The elements on 
the home page compete for attention 
and rely on the user to read through 
them to determine where to go next. 

 

Information Architecture 

The site features both audience 
navigation and category navigation. It is 
the only site in this competitor review 
that has the global navigation down the 
left-hand side. The side does not offer 
breadcrumbs or expandable 
subnavigation tiers, and third tier pages 
appear to float on their own. 

Dickinson takes a very different 
approach to navigation. The second 
navigational tier includes pages filled 
with links. Usability participants had 
mixed reactions to these pages. Some 
felt that the site appeared to be very in 
depth with a wealth of information but 
thought it was a bit overwhelming. The 
hundreds of links on each page let them 
click around quickly, not spending too 
much time on any particular area of the 
site. 

With further observation, the site 
appears to be very shallow, with few 
pages and little marketing copy. The 
endless list of links requires the users to 
read and sort through everything to find 
what they need. 

Overall 
Appeal 

Information 
Architecture 

Marketing 
Content 

Overall  
Grade 

B B C B 
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Content 

Dickinson utilizes YouTube to host several videos about the College. These videos 
appear to be the extent of the ”marketing copy” on the site. For example, the student 
life part of the site offers nothing but a short video (an obvious negative); however, the 
simplistic development of the video it uses works. It’s obvious this is a student-
produced video, but the unpolished 
effect has proven to be more 
believable.  

The program pages are consistent 
across the board including a 
description, sample courses, what goes 
on outside the classroom, careers, and 
student testimonials. Consistency 
presenting programs is a strength, but 
the bland presentation leaves room to 
be enhanced. These program pages 
consist of text only, with no imagery to 
help students picture themselves in the 
program.  

 

Tactics Washington Should Avoid 

·  Relying solely on videos to tell the true story of the College 

 

Best Practices Washington Should Consider 

·  Introducing unpolished videos to showcase campus life 

·  Consistent program pages 
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St. Mary’s College of Maryland –SMCM.edu 
 

One of few public, small liberal 
arts colleges in the country, St. 
Mary’s College of Maryland 
presents a challenge to 
Washington in that it offers 
many of its same benefits (small class 
sizes, waterfront campus) at a much 
cheaper price. 

The first impression of the site is that it 
has a header that extends the width of 
the screen. Usability test participants felt 
that header was cruder and didn’t match 
the sophisticated design of the lower 
portion of the site. Although the two 
main pictures don’t feature students, 
participants felt they enhanced the 
design. 

Information Architecture 

The primary navigation on the site is the 
audience navigation in the yellow bar at 
the top center of the site. It takes the 
user a few moments to realize the more 
standardized global links (academics, 
admissions, student life) are in the top 
right. This set up proved to be a bit 
jarring at first for usability participants 
who had become accustomed to a 
certain set of links they can rely on to 
take them through the site.  

 

Content 

St. Mary’s is a much more marketing-savvy institution in this listing of competitors. 
Some of the features the site offers include: 

·  An admissions Web site. Unlike any of the other competitors, St. Mary’s 
Web site has a separate admissions site targeting traditional undergraduate 
students. Although it has a different design from the main site, it is still 
apparent it represents St. Mary’s with an increased flair. Students recognize 
that the main St. Mary’s site targets a more internal audience and this site is 
meant more for them. A main advantage of this site is not the necessarily the 
hipper design (although usability participants spent more time browsing it, and 
it showcases a much more fun atmosphere than the main site), it’s that it 

Overall 
Appeal 

Information 
Architecture 

Marketing 
Content 

Overall  
Grade 

B C B B 
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presents the clear calls-to-action as a standard global navigation element as 
well as graphic sidebars throughout.  

·  Flash-based virtual tour. The virtual tour on the site is simply map-based 
showing images of the buildings and a quick caption. Although this approach 
is not much different than most college virtual tours, the interface was 
executed well and is easy to use. The captions also showcase simplified 
personality of the school, like how Valentine’s Day is one of the best days to 
work at Campus Center’s Information Desk. 

·  Waterfront cam and “Truly St. Mary’s” photo gallery . These two features 
are dead center on St. Mary’s home page. The waterfront cam shows real time 
video of the waterfront that the College boasts. The “Truly St. Mary’s” photo 
gallery provides sticky content that 
usability participants found particularly 
interesting. This photo gallery is 
actually a contest that gets students 
involved by asking them to make 
submissions to be considered as a 
feature picture that truly represents the 
College. 

A downfall of the site content is the 
independently maintained department pages. 
Clicking on any of the listed majors takes 
users to several vastly different sites, some of 
which give no obvious inclination that they are 
a part of St. Mary’s College of Maryland. 
These pages are internally focused and 
provide little marketing copy to a prospective 
student interested in attending the College. 

 

Tactics Washington Should Avoid 

·  Independently maintained program 
pages with no consistent look, feel, or 
messaging 

Best Practices Washington Should 
Consider 

·  A virtual tour that show personality 
showcasing how buildings are used 
(though video would better enhance 
this tour) 

·  A photo gallery that gets current 
students involved in taking pictures 
around campus to show the true 
campus atmosphere 
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McDaniel College – McDaniel.edu 
 

Only a two hour drive from 
Washington’s campus, 
McDaniel College is similar to 
Washington in that it offers the 
same personalized attention 
Washington boasts. It is only slightly 
larger than Washington, with about 
1,600 undergraduates, and has a larger 
focus on graduate programs.  

The first impression of McDaniel from its 
Web site leaves a lot to be desired, and 
one would hope the College isn’t as 
boring as its Web site design. The 
square site features no interesting 
graphics and does little to generate 
excitement about the College. 

 

Information Architecture 

It is readily apparent that McDaniel is 
not on the same level as Washington 
when it comes to site navigation and 
best practices. This is evident in the 
URLs used throughout the site such as 
http://www.McDaniel.edu/123.htm.  

The site includes a drop down menu for 
audience navigation, though the 
information found on those pages is 
irrelevant and useless. From the blank 
“future student” landing page, it’s apparent 
that McDaniel doesn’t have the same understanding that 
the site is a marketing tool used to recruit students. 

 

Content 

The template McDaniel uses offers a second tier featuring 
a sidebar with interesting tidbits about the College. These 
sidebars give prospective students a glimpse at the 
traditions on campus, such as climbing to the top of Eaton 
Hall, and add interesting facts, such as the 8,773 lbs. of 
weights available to help “build your body” in the weight 
room.  

Overall 
Appeal 

Information 
Architecture 

Marketing 
Content 

Overall  
Grade 

D C C C 
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The site features many images of 
people on campus, but, with the 
exception of the painted toenail 
picture on the student life header, 
few images show students smiling 
or enjoying themselves, which 
makes the campus appear dull. 

Usability participants like the 
features on the home page but felt 
that the interior pages didn’t offer 
much information, making the site 
seem shallow. The program pages 
on the site vary from department 
to department. Similarly to 
Washington, one major can have 
a short blurb whereas others 
appear to be managed by the 
department with little thought 
about the prospective students’ 
needs. The English page, for 
example, states nothing about the 
program itself other than students 
make cookies of famous authors 
like Mark Twain, which isn’t 
exactly the best coursework 
example to help gain credibility for 
the program.  

 

Tactics Washington Should Avoid 

·  Using unintuitive page names  

 

Best Practices Washington Should Consider 

·  Navigational breadcrumbs to provide a sense of place 

·  Sidebars to present tidbits about the College 
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Best Practices 
Integrated Calendars 

Transylvania University 

Web site: Transy.edu  

“Transy,” as it’s known to insiders (and called throughout the Web site), is a 
small, private, liberal arts college in Lexington, Kentucky, with an excellent site 
well worth some time exploring. Stamats takes time to call out the calendar 
feature because it’s formatted well, surrounded by appropriate and appealing 
graphics, integrated, easy to use, searchable, and sortable by category. 

Plus, if prospective students want to see next year’s academic calendar, it’s 
available here as well. It is important to ensure scheduled updates are in place. 
An outdated calendar will reflect poorly on the college, making it a weakness 
rather than a strength.  
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Duke University 

Web site: Duke.edu 

The Duke University calendar provides handy clickable dates on an adjacent 
monthly calendar, then populates the screen according to the criteria selected. 

Visitors may select events by date, event type, audience type, or organization. 
Plus, they have the option of changing the layout to display a quick list of 
events, simple summaries, or full details. The calendar is searchable by 
keyword as well. 
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Sortable Program Listing and Dynamic Forms 
University of Phoenix 

Web site: Phoenix.edu 

University of Phoenix is an organization that treats its site 
similar to that of what would be found on an e-commerce site. 
It is vastly different from many institutions in that its Web site 
business conversion model focuses on driving people to call 
or submit their information online where they can talk with a 
counselor who can better assess their needs. They do this 
rather than posting all information and expecting the 
individuals to sort through what’s applicable to them to find 
what they need. 

The program page is the most impressive about this site in 
that it doesn’t require users to filter through several pages. 
Instead, it allows them to filter directly on the page, choosing 
the variables they know, such as the degree, location, and 
program area. This model is ideal in that it allows them to 
choose what they know and pass by what they don’t. 

In addition, a clear call-to-action is found throughout several 
pages. It is a graphic button stating “Get Started Today. Find 
Out How” and directs the user to the request info form. A 
particularly refreshing element of the site in comparison with 
most higher education sites is that it implements dynamic 
forms. The request information page simplifies the process by 
pre-populating fields as the user fills out the form. For 
example, if you enter the zip code, the city and state 
automatically update. 

To make the form appear shorter, it separates it into two 
steps. Step one is basic contact information; step two is educational background 
information. 

The program drop down also updates based on the highest level of education the 
users select. This allows the site to show appropriate programs for each individual; for 
example, high school grads have the option of associate’s degrees whereas college 
grads have the option of master’s programs. 



 
 

 
Washington College | Interactive Audit 39 
© 2007 Stamats, Inc. 

 
 

Virtual Tours and Maps 
University of Chicago 

Web site: UChicago.edu  

 

The University of Chicago’s 
campus virtual tour allows visitors 
to click on a building name. Then 
that building is highlighted on the 
campus map, a photo is shown, 
and a description is provided. This 
three-pronged approach shows off 
the campus and provides 
interesting details, while helping 
orient visitors to the position on 
campus they want to know more 
about. 

Although a step away from the 
virtual tour with maps, the “Virtual 
Dorm Tour” is written in a student 
voice, with quips about “why we 
love it” and advice to avoid the 
“moochers,” that puts personality 
into each description. Images 
demonstrate how students have 
made their rooms “home.” Each 
dorm description includes a 
notation clearly labeled, “The 
University House System says” so 
visitors have the basic facts and 
stats as well. 

Maps are another top-notch feature on the University of Chicago Web site. 

When visitors click on the campus map, it zooms into that part of the campus. 
Then click on a building and a photo, and a description and an address pops 
up. If viewers click on the building, they see multiple views of that location. 

The map displays a color key showing neighborhood buildings, parks, parking, 
and University buildings. Visitor options include redisplaying the building list or 
going back to the full campus map. 

In addition to providing details about the University, the University of Chicago 
goes a step further and provides visitors with maps of those areas that will be 
relevant to them in addition to campus: Chicago, Cook County, and Hyde Park; 
world maps are available as well. 
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Video: Tours, Student Life, Alumni 
Furman University Admissions Site  

Web site: EngageFurman.com 

The Furman University admissions 
microsite was originally developed in 
2001 and was one of the first institution 
sites to use student journals as a 
branding tool on its Web site. In 2005, 
to coincide with a new publications 
concept, Furman was ready to refresh 
the site to once again be at the top of 
its game, and the site continues to add 
interactive, engaging content to live up 
to its name: “Engage Furman.” 

The exceptional use of video, as well 
as the sense of feel this tour gives to 
campus, makes this virtual tour a best 
practice. Furman’s virtual tour is, first 
of all, easy to find. The tour is in the 
center of the admissions home page, 
and there’s no way to miss it.  

Once students enter the high-
bandwidth tour, options are 
presented. An interactive map allows 
students to move around Furman at will, while dynamic links drive students to 
further information throughout the microsite and beyond. 

On each individual building page, visitors can sift through a photo slideshow 
and view videos of faculty and students in their element. The tour features the 
actual buildings as an afterthought, instead choosing to feature how students 
use the buildings. 

Overall, the Furman virtual tour is engaging—and makes the site visitors spend 
more time on the site learning about the Furman experience. 

In addition to the buildings-based tour, video guides help prospective students 
to sample life at Furman through the eyes of various current students. One 
guide takes students through the library, study rooms, and Greenville hangouts 
where Furman students gather after hours. Another gives viewers a taste of the 
fraternities and sororities on campus. The quarterback of the football team 
explores athletics on campus, and the student leader of Furman’s formidable 
community outreach programs talks about the value of a balanced schedule. 
Shot in an improvisational style, these videos allow students to see the 
unscripted life that Furman students value so deeply and show student life in a 
completely different, and sometimes more believable, format. 
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New this year, students can see how four 
sets of freshman roommates tackle move-
in day and realistically organize their 
shared rooms in “Extreme Dorm Room 
Makeover.” One video pointedly opens 
with the quip, “The only place you’ll see a 
dorm room with all the space you’ll need is 
on TV.” Prospective students can click 
through the short clips (reminiscent of the 
television’s “Trading Spaces” highlights) 
and see how students new to Furman and 
to each other tackle the challenge of 
moving in and decorating. 

One last thing we like about Furman’s site 
is the continual push to action. The links to 
apply, request information, or schedule a 
visit are on every page through text links. 
In addition, each page has links that connect to site features 
and options: one button may be a link to schedule a campus 
visit, another may link to its online magazine; and others encourage users to 
apply. 

Even better, these links change while a visitor is on a page. This gives a sense 
of vitality on the site and helps ensure visitors see everything that Furman 
wants them to see while they are on the site. This promotion of features and 
options puts Furman more in charge of the visitor’s experience and crafts a 
well-rounded experience on the site. 

 

Butler College Admissions Web Site 

Web site: Go.Butler.edu 

The Go Butler admissions site targets 
its largest audience: traditional 
undergraduate prospective students. 
The site is highly engaging with 
movement from Flash and video 
features. 

The easy to promote URL 
Go.Butler.edu can be more clearly 
pushed in printed publications and 
online campaigns. The site also uses 
cross promotion of this site through 
YouTube and iTunes. 

Strong calls-to-action such as apply to Butler, visit campus, forward to a friend, 
and sign-up for e-mail are featured throughout the site and make it a 
recruitment tool rather than just a brochure. The site also effectively uses 
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teasers to connect with the reader such as “Is Butler right for me?”—it wouldn’t 
be as effective to put “Why you should attend Butler.” 

Streaming video found on the site allows the user to control it and fast forward 
through video clips if desired. 

 

Westminster College 

Web site: WestminsterCollege.edu 

Although Westminster does a good job in a lot of different areas, 
it excels at offering video across the site. Visitors may access 
video in a variety of locations—from the prospective 
undergraduate students section to individual major pages, even 
in special project areas. Westminster delivers the message about 
opportunities at the college straight from the people who are most 
believable—current students and faculty. See how MBA graduate 
Fernando Arce-Larreta comes across in video clips on the 
prospective graduates page. He was selected by GE recruiters to 
join their elite Commercial Leadership Program. 
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Reaching Alumni 
Appalachian State University  

Web site: Alumni.AppState.edu/Blog 

Since February 14, 2005, visitors to the 
alumni blog have steadily grown. The 
project is operated by the Appalachian 
State University Alumni Association. 
Assistant Director of Alumni Affairs Rob 
Robertson reports an average of 400 
visitors each day as of mid-April 2007. He 
attributes the success to focusing on what 
interests alumni most—what’s happening.  

In addition to some details about what’s 
happening on campus, posts 
include photos of “young 
Mountaineers” wearing 
Appalachian State garb, pictures of 
alumni on their travels around the 
globe, plus class notes touting 
promotions, awards, marriages, 
and other good news. Alumni 
involved in their alma mater and 
proud of their degree are more 
likely to send their sons and 
daughters (and contributions). 
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University of Alaska Anchorage 

Web site: UAA.Alaska.edu/Alumni  

The University of Alaska 
Anchorage does an admirable job 
of reaching out to alumni. The site 
uses the home page for 
promotions such as encouraging 
alumni to purchase a raffle ticket, 
outlining what the fundraiser 
provides for students, and what 
alumni might receive in return. 
Plus, the page details results from 
previous raffles. 

The Seawolf 101 Section invites 
alumni to share the traditions they 
believe “every Seawolf should do 
before graduating.” Some samples 
listed on the simple form include: 

o Cheer for the Green and 
Gold at the Governor's 
Cup 

o Dance the night away at 
Homecoming 

o Sing at UAA Idol 

o Cram for finals in the dorm 
lounge in the wee hours of 
the morning 

o Avoid Organic Chemistry 
like the plague 

It’s the classic list that would engage alumni, while providing more than a few 
fond memories and a chuckle or two while reading. Plus, it's great fodder for 
features, the "traditions" page for prospective students, and those stories that 
bring the school to life. 

In addition, the online alumni outreach is interactive and easy. Alumni may join 
the alumni organization (for free) online, RSVP for upcoming events, update 
their contact information, check out the latest photo album, and download new 
or archived copies of the alumni magazine. 
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Marketing Content and Interactivity 
The UNC Kenan-Flagler Business School 

 Web site: Kenan-Flagler.UNC.edu  

The Kenan-Flagler Business School at the University of North 
Carolina does an excellent job of tapping the power of the Web to 
market its offerings. The school puts its best foot forward, taking 
advantage of center copy, margin quotes, video, streaming audio, 
link wording, and general navigation to demonstrate their success. 

Center-stage on the home page, visitors are invited to explore “The 
UNC Kenan-Flagler Difference.” Clicking that link opens a page 
outlining what sets the business school apart from competitors and 
makes it clear that the yardstick by which it measures comes directly 
from business recruiters—demonstrating third-party credibility. 

“Recruiters tell us that it's not what you know, but what you can do 
that will determine your success. We help you grow in 3 areas they 
say you must excel at to advance.” 

The page is laid out expertly—three key points are made in a 
succinct and memorable manner, yet each is linked to supporting 
material. In addition, visitors may watch an 81-second video of 
artfully edited comments from business recruiters who talk about the 
excellence they’ve found in Kenan-Flagler MBA grads. Although 
various experts speak, viewers see the UNC campus and Kenan-
Flagler classrooms. 

From the home page of the site, visitors may opt to see “Leadership 
and Action Learning”—a three-and-a-half-minute video highlighting 
Kenan-Flagler’s excellence through interviews with the dean, faculty, 
and an impressive roster of business executives. 

The site provides ample opportunity to learn more about the people 
of Kenan-Flagler. Profiles of alumni, students, and faculty are 
peppered throughout the site and available as a group in the profile 
section. Each is accompanied by a professional portrait, and faculty 
profiles come with links to a more in-depth resume and a list of 
media mentions where applicable. 

Where most higher education sites have a navigation button labeled 
“Faculty” and fill that section with information designed to meet the 
needs of its faculty, Kenan-Flagler instead offers information about 
its faculty here. This is the place to find: 

·  Profiles and introductions to new faculty members 
·  Faculty media highlights 
·  Video with faculty members describing their teaching styles 
·  In-depth review of Faculty Research Centers with links that 

include streaming audio of a conference, a complete study 
available for download, a quarterly magazine available for 
subscription, radio interviews, and more 
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Faculty Introductions 
Franklin & Marshall College 

Web site: Admission.FandM.edu 

Founded in 1787, Franklin & Marshall 
College boasts of a proud tradition. 
Named for Benjamin Franklin and 
former U.S. Chief Justice John 
Marshall, five signers of the Declaration 
of Independence also were founders of 
what is now Franklin & Marshall.  

Throughout the site, Franklin & Marshall 
does an excellent job of telling its 
story—building on its impressive 
history, while demonstrating current 
accomplishments and pointing toward 
future successes. 

The college does a lot of things right on 
its Web site, but one area that stands 
above most we’ve seen is how the 
school markets its faculty. 

The college notes: 

·  Faculty teach 100% of classes 

·  100% of permanent faculty hold the 
Ph.D. or equivalent terminal degree 

·  The student-to-faculty ratio is 11:1 

·  The average class size stands at 19 

The standout feature on the site is “10 Things.” This unassuming title opens the 
world of amazing introductions to Franklin & Marshall faculty and administration. 
Here, visitors aren’t subjected to a dry litany of accomplishments, a roster of 
published works, and lengthy curriculum vitae. Instead, faculty members come 
to life on the page, sharing their amazing vitality, energy, and passion that lead 
them to bring excellence to the campus. The writing is vivid, descriptive, 
engaging, and captures the imagination, drawing readers closer so they’re sure 
they want to be on the F&M campus come next semester. 

Here is a sampling from the interesting profiles:  

·  A professor who is an Orthodox priest and Vietnam vet/combat medic, who 
now teaches English.  

·  “Teaching English at F&M has given me the opportunity to explore, in a really 
exciting way, all kinds of questions and issues with incredible students. For me 
it’s about self-expression and joy and imagination. A person who can’t write in 
such a way as to communicate his intention for his consciousness is really 
handicapped. It’s like literally being unable to talk. Our students learn how to 
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narrow that gap between what they think and what they write in any number of 
capacities. That’s just one aspect. And it’s all centered on my close 
relationships with the students and helping them discover their abilities and 
imagination.…” 

·  A director for Donor Relations who is described as “the virtual Willy Wonka of 
higher education…he personifies the adage that, while academic rankings are 
important, a little nonsense now and then really is cherished by the wisest 
men.” 

·  A professor who sets expectations high—for himself first. 

·  “If I’m not enthusiastic or intellectually excited about what I’m teaching on a 
particular day or the aspect of research that I might be focusing on, how can I 
legitimately expect my students to be fully engaged in the activity?” 

 

University of Florida 

Web site: UFL.edu  

Right off the home page, the University of 
Florida catches visitors’ attention by 
introducing students, faculty, and 
administrators in vignettes—grabbing 
reader attention through an image and 
the person’s name, title, and a quirky 
one-line introduction. They’re well-written, 
and they work. 

The excellent writing continues in the 
profiles, bringing to life some of the characters on campus and creating the 
sense of feel, warmth, and inviting atmosphere to the campus. (See the 
University of Florida Spotlight archive at 
http://www.ufl.edu/spotlight/archive.html) 
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Online Scholarship and Financial Aid Calculators 
Emory and Henry College 

Web site: Ehc.edu/Admissions/AidCalc.html 

Two major reasons present themselves for why these online calculators work 
for Emory and Henry College: 

·  Uses a short form that is easy to fill out 

·  Automatically responds with a “thank you” page of a personalized scholarship 
offer letter with the exact amount they will be awarded, stating that they will 
verify the information you provided during the application process 

Offering it in a personalized letter form makes it seem more concrete and 
encourages them to print it out to have something tangible they can bring with 
them to verify when they visit campus. 
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Dynamic Photography and Design 
Westminster College 

Web site: WestminsterCollege.edu  

Overall, the Westminster College site design is very good as 
mentioned in the use of videos. From the clean layout, with 
energizing, curving lines in its graphic design to the navigation, 
content, and features, Westminster raises the bar for higher 
education sites. In addition, the photography used throughout the 
site shows people engaged in learning, volunteering, recreation, 
and a multitude of other activities. Home page images sometimes 
fill in dynamically, others pop in all at once, another focuses in 
one skier amid a bunch, and then the photo starts snowing—
tempting visitors to click and learn more about a winter study 
abroad alternative. 
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Template Structure 
Hiram College  

Web site: Hiram.edu 

 
This small, liberal arts college in Ohio opened its doors in 1850 
and certainly knows what it’s doing on the Web. The overall 
design is crisp, clean, easy to read, and accessible, featuring 
interesting photography, well-written copy, and engaging 
graphics all designed for the reader rather than for internal 
audiences. 

Each section—including athletics, admissions, and academic 
departments—follows a template structure and contributes to the 
Hiram look and feel. Visitors do not have to re-orient themselves, 
or relearn navigational structures, or hunt for the button that will 
guide them back to the Hiram home page when they venture off 
to other areas of the site. Across the top navigation of every 
section it’s easy to find the search box, secondary sections in 
smaller text links, and then the primary six main navigation tabs: 
home, future students, current students, faculty & staff, alumni & 
friends, and visitors. 

Each area opens with engaging photography or graphics relevant 
to the section, helping to define the section and clarify navigation 
for visitors. 

The school colors of red and blue complement each other 
throughout the site and are used to highlight content while 
guiding users to important messages. 

The recruiting section for high school and transfer students does 
an excellent job of talking directly to its audience, using vivid 
language and active verbs and putting visitors right on campus, 
showing them the opportunities and advantages that await at 
Hiram. Right off the opening page, students (and parents) can 
easily find the serious information about FAFSA filings, financial 
aid, and a complete list of majors. Plus, they can link to the fun, 
interesting things: freshmen blogs, student clubs, student life, and 
athletics. The more mundane but important items are easy to find 
as well: parking, dining, right-to-know info, and virtual tours. One 
page puts all of this (and more) information at their fingertips. It 
makes the college appear open, accessible, student-focused, 
and good at communication—rather than a vast behemoth of an 
organization that will take lots of work to wend through to solve 
any problem a student may encounter. 
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Personality 
Utah State University 

Web site: USU.edu  

Utah State University has a clean look overall. From the home 
page to pages five levels deep, the site is consistent and geared 
toward prospective students as its primary audience. Sprinkled 
throughout the site are stunning photographs and a compelling 
story about why a USU education is so great. 

The undergraduate admissions site prominently features student 
projects and accomplishments from across different departments. 
These question-and-answer format interviews share some key 
information about profile participants—why they chose Utah 
State, why they chose their major, and what they love about it. 

The site just adds to the personality by sprinkling features and 
dynamic, engaging photos throughout its pages. The “In and 
Around Logan” feature brings to life just what the area offers 
through photos, student comments, and video about topics that 
include recreation, jobs, restaurants, and entertainment. 
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Recommendations 
These recommendations are meant to serve as a road map for priorities on the 
Washington Web site. These recommendations, combined with addressing the more 
tedious issues presented in the current site review, will aid Washington in building a 
strong online experience. 

Throughout this report, Stamats has provided recommendations in the areas of look 
and feel, navigation, and content. The core information is available, but how it is 
organized and presented to users will make a significant difference in how the Web 
site pushes them through the recruitment funnel. 

Stamats recommends that Washington take the following steps to enhance the Web 
site experience: 

1. Develop robust program pages. 
Stamats’ TeensTalk studies and 
usability testing prove the number one 
thing prospective students will go to first 
is the program page. They want to learn 
if the College offers their major of 
interest. Just as BarnesandNobel.com 
sells books online, Washington is selling 
an education—the difference is that the 
purchase process is not point of sale 
and is much lengthier, but that doesn’t 
mean Washington should treat its 
“products” any differently.  

Washington’s program pages vary among department. Each has its own 
subnavigation and page content. The problem with this approach is that most of 
the program page content authors aren’t trained marketers and become too 
wrapped up in their internal duties and events. Some majors have a short blurb 
about the program, such as the history page, whereas others have a long list of 
pages in the subnavigation. 

Washington should take control of the pages, working with the faculty and staff 
members to establish consistency among the pages. Each major page should 
have a description about the program, courses, faculty members, careers, an 
alumni profile, and special news. This isn’t to say the departments can’t develop 
their own site that’s more internally focused and can be linked from this page, but 
each page should have a clear direction. 

To make the pages short and easy-to-read, Stamats encourages Washington to 
include a “Top 5” list featuring the strengths of that program. By offering the 
strengths in a quantifiable list, Web site readers are more apt to scan through, 
knowing they only have a total of five quick things to read. Studies have shown 
that users are more likely to click on pages featuring number “top”-type lists. 
These should incorporate personality and pizzazz. 
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2. Create strong calls-to-action for each conversio n as listed in the audience 
portion of this document. Web site visitors must feel the need to “do” something 
on each page in order to avoid clicking the back button. Conversions play a role in 
making the Web site an interactive recruitment tool for Washington to connect with 
prospective students before they even reach the application stage. As the site 
stands, it relies on users to read through the subnavigation, which is not eye-
catching enough to encourage conversions. 

Calls-to-action should be blatantly obvious, leaving no doubt what the intended 
action is on that page. The clearer the call-to-action, the more people will convert. 
Placeholders for these calls-to-action should be determined during template 
development. In addition, any time the form can be embedded within the page as 
an above-the-fold sidebar it should be taken advantage of. 

To increase conversions, consider running promotions to encourage users to 
make a conversion. For example, if Web site visitors sign up for a campus visit 
online, they’ll receive a $5 bookstore certificate to be used during the visit. 

3. Track conversions. Once a visitor has clicked through to Web site, it is our goal 
to have a visitor be directed to a call-to-action and then “convert” by performing 
that action, such as filling out a form. This is what will make the site a true 
interactive marketing tool rather than just an online brochure. To measure the 
success of a Web site and a search engine marketing campaign, the following are 
common calls-to-action that can be tracked: 

····  Request more information 

····  Schedule a campus visit 

····  Apply 

····  Contact us 

The goal of the site is to ultimately increase the amount of qualified leads. 
Tracking conversions will assist in establishing the quality of visitors each site is 
generating. The College should then go a step further to follow these leads to 
determine if they matriculated to fully measure return on investment. 

Currently, all but the campus visit conversion can be tracked through the site. 
Washington should set up a simple form to allow users to schedule visits online to 
get users to commit. Asking as few fields as possible and requiring minimal clicks 
will ensure online registrations for visits increase. 

Washington should continually tweak campaigns and page layouts, testing tactics 
that work well to implement them across the site. This can include testing different 
landing pages (whether it’s an e-mail, a banner, a direct mail piece, or a pay-per-
click campaign) by tweaking different elements (e.g., the layout, form fields, 
headlines, images) to help the College determine which works best. For example, 
creating a short request information form that is above-the-fold will most likely 
result in more conversions. 

4. Increase tracking of Web site activity through W ebTrends  to gauge overall 
performance and measure the true return on investment. According to 
Washington’s Web team, about 4,000 external visitors come to the site each day. 
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The site’s Web statistics have been tracked since 2003. This involves monitoring 
the several of the College homepage for visits, page views and time spent, 
however, it needs to be increasingly analyzed by the Web editor to provide value 
and meaning of the data for marketing in order to determine steps for 
improvement going forward. Stamats recommends creating a monthly report to 
benchmark statistics such as visits, top entry and exit pages, top referrals, time 
spent, page views, keywords, and conversions. 

Part of managing the information from the Web statistics software will include 
tracking changes made to the Web site and traffic driving campaigns that may 
impact the performance. It is important to constantly monitor activity and make 
sense of that data to provide true return on investment for the time and money 
spent maintaining and improving the Web site. Knowing which factors impact the 
Web site performance will help Washington change or recreate those factors to 
increase Web site traffic. 

5. Continue to develop and add to alumni and studen t profiles while expanding 
those offered for faculty and staff. Because, as the site review found, keeping 
the current student profiles fresh requires significant maintenance as students are 
moving on from year to year. Stamats encourages Washington to continue efforts 
in developing profiles, specifically for young alumni, trying to keep them as 
timeless as possible to get the most use out of them. These profiles also need to 
be intertwined as sidebars throughout the program pages, eventually featuring 
alumni for each major. It doesn’t always have to be a story but should include a 
picture of a successful alumnus, his/her job title and company, a quote, and the 
majors and other steps that got him/her to that point.  

In addition, faculty profiles appeal to prospective students and having these 
profiles will help outsiders assess the quality and overall credibility of the 
institution. Rather than a dry list of affiliations, degrees, and accomplishments, this 
needs to reflect the edginess and new approach similar to that featured in the 
Franklin & Marshall College “10 Things” (http://10things.fandm.edu/), as 
mentioned in the best practices portion of this document. The content needs to 
display the credibility, though the tone and specific topics should aim to intrigue 
the visitor to read it. 

To make this a reality, College Relations should require each individual to put 
together a list of five facts about themselves to share on the Web in addition to 
their dry credentials. To make it effective, marketing should appoint a front runner 
in charge of collecting this information in a timely fashion, staying on top of 
individuals. 

6. Incorporate streaming video.  During Stamats’ campus visit, it became clear that 
students participate in a variety of activities. Many students felt the Washington 
Web site needed video clips to show off the campus and its faculty, programs, and 
students. Video is becoming increasingly popular and makes a college Web site 
more enticing.  

Stamats recommends having students create short video clips of their experience 
at Washington. These “raw” videos will be enticing to visitors, who will get to see 
the campus through these students’ eyes in an uncut form. Prospective students 
can distinguish between an uncut video and a polished video. In all likelihood, 
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they are more likely to “believe” the uncut version because it is real and 
unscripted. 

7. Build a robust online tour. Washington has the capability to make this tour 
engaging and really sell the College to those who can’t visit firsthand. The on-
campus tour should be filled with tidbits of personality and facts that bring the 
buildings alive. While on the tour you’ll meet several people with strong 
personalities that put a face to the College.  

The online tour needs to reflect the personality and human aspect of campus. 
Descriptions of buildings should not result in dry facts about it, but rather how 
students use it, unique facts about it, particular projects that have been 
undertaken by the students there, events that happen there, and people who have 
visited.  

Washington has a virtual tour that is only available through the search function of 
the site, but it is not promoted anywhere else. A disadvantage of this tour is that it 
doesn’t allow you to toggle through buildings—you must scroll one at a time 
Stamats recommends building a virtual tour so Web site visitors can gain a better 
perspective of what the College is all about. A virtual tour is particularly helpful in 
attracting students who may not get the chance or have the time to actually visit 
campus. Virtual tours provide an idea of what the campus looks like and if they will 
fit in. 

Based on the type of student you are recruiting, your location, and the relatively 
few excellent campus virtual tours on Web sites for similar institutions, it is 
essential that you develop something that is both engaging and impressive. Tours 
should dazzle, not just “satisfy.” An exemplary tour may include photos, videos, 
audio, and video profiles as opportunities to personalize visitors’ experiences. 
Consider building something that can be downloadable to their mobile phones so 
they can tour the campus at their leisure. 

Washington’s virtual tour should incorporate pictures of the students interacting 
inside buildings to give a humanistic touch to the campus tour. This helps 
prospective students better identify with students and picture themselves on 
campus. 

8. Change the main home page image to become a rota ting feature in order to 
give the site more movement and a fresh design. As mentioned in the current site 
review, Washington should change the dominant image on the home page to 
rotate continually without a refresh. It should include a scroll or “next” option to 
allow the user to control the experience. It can call attention to upcoming events or 
recent news that might intrigue outsiders. It should also showcase all aspects of 
campus that the images portray. The picture of students sailing should have a 
blurb about the championship teams and link to the sailing page in athletics. The 
picture of George Washington’s statue should highlight the history of the campus 
and its GW connection, linking to the “Why Washington College” page that 
highlights its differentiating factors. The picture of the beautiful buildings on 
campus should promote the virtual campus tour and encourage Web site visitors 
to schedule a tour. The picture of students in the classroom can highlight the 
strong programs on campus and link to their program page. It can become an 
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area to bring the strong points of campus to the forefront without overloading the 
home page. 

Consider using a marketing class to determine what features should appear on 
the home page, balancing the timeliness and the key attributes marketing wants 
displayed on the Web site. This will allow the information to stay up to date and 
allow staff an “in” to know what’s happening on campus outside their knowledge. 

9. Create an engaging photo gallery. Put together a feature showcasing the best 
event photos to tell the story of Washington College. Event photos are available 
under the news portion of the site and are linked throughout, but for an outsider, 
getting a quick glance at the best photos that represent the College (using 
captions), they need an easier entry point and interface—the current set up 
requires them to drill down through the site. During the usability testing, none of 
the participants found the photo archive but marveled over those they found at 
other institutions. Although the event photo archive is an asset for the College, the 
current set up is ideal for insiders who know the College and its events. Current 
students buzz about Birthday Ball but only a blurb about it is at the bottom of the 
student life page. A feature photo gallery can touch on all aspects of the campus, 
linking to the photo archive from that particular event. These events can include 
the Birthday Ball, the town’s Waterfront Festival, Greek Life, and the insides of 
buildings. It should be a slideshow representative of the vast amounts of activities 
on campus to put the College’s best foot forward. 

10. Build on page content. Although much of the content on the site is well written 
with marketing in mind, the following are suggestions to supplement that content: 

·  Fast Facts  

Incorporate fast facts found in brochures into the site (e.g., 42 majors, minors, 
and concentrations; 12:1 student to faculty ratio). This can be done on the 
“Why Washington College” or as its own separate page. In this multi-tasking 
age, people can’t get information quickly enough, and fast facts can fulfill that 
need. 

·  Tuition and Costs 

The affordability page is very forthcoming about the costs showing tuition and 
fees in an easy-to-understand chart. Unfortunately, this results in sticker shock 
unless the Web site visitor actually reads the paragraph to the left of the chart 
discussing the NHS scholarships and financial aid opportunities. What would 
soften the blow on this page would be a chart that actually shows what the 
average Washington student pays once scholarships, grants, and financial aid 
are taken into consideration. 

·  Alumni True or False Fact Page  

As a College with 225 years of history, there is no doubt that there are rumors 
and myths about the College. Are the dorms really the size of jail cells? Is 
there really a campus ghost? These types of gossip are what get people 
talking. As an entertainment piece for alumni, Washington should nail down 
the most talked about myths and reveal their history. This feature can engage 
alumni to submit their own stories or hearsay for the College to investigate and 
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report their findings. Not only will this feature show the history of the College, 
but it will show the personality and encourage alumni to interact with the site. 

11. Incorporate Web 2.0 features  to make the Web site a personal experience for 
users. This includes: 

·  Pre-populating forms when a prospective student visits the site from a 
targeted e-mail campaign 

·  Populate program names for individuals who click “request info” from a 
particular program page 

·  Subscription to RSS feeds for upcoming events or news 

12. Establish a Web Communications Committee.  Although the current WAC has a 
variety of voices from the College, a need for a community of tech-savvy 
individuals is necessary to ensure the College is forward-thinking in its online 
initiatives. This committee should be comprised of experts with marketing or 
technical skills who can bring value with tactical recommendations. The goal of 
this committee isn’t to discuss the links and navigation and day-to-day part of the 
Web site. Instead, the core responsibility of this group will be to focus on the 
overall strategy, integration, and areas for improvement to demonstrate that 
Washington is a college with a good location, strong history, and distinct approach 
to education. For example, during the campus visit, few knew about WCMC.tv or 
to promote it. Individuals involved in that site should be on the committee to 
develop ideas on how their strengths can be utilized for the main marketing Web 
site. The goal of this committee is to develop features that meet the qualifications 
of being both unique and relevant to targeted audiences. 

Terry Scout, Associate Professor of Business Management, has inventive ideas 
for showcasing the location, making him an ideal candidate for the committee. He 
suggests a feature that shows “we’re in the middle of everything.” This could 
include a quick list (5-10 items) about what’s going on in nearby cities that month. 
This could be maintained by students as a part of their course work. 

The committee should meet on an ongoing basis and involve key stakeholders 
while still keeping the group relatively small (five to seven people). This group will 
then assign responsible parties to stronghold each initiative and manage recruiting 
resources to make it happen. The first agenda should involve jump-starting 
feature ideas and recommendations made in this report. 

13. Improve or remove Chat University.  The idea of chat is a good one. The 
advantage of chat is that outsiders can conveniently ask questions (while still 
maintaining that ever important air of anonymity) and have a positive experience 
with someone at the College. But it’s only a good feature if it’s executed well. Chat 
University constantly states there isn’t a “chat event today. Check back later for 
updates.” It relies on a chat to be scheduled, which doesn’t appear to happen. As 
it remains, it works against the College in that it could be frustrating to users. 
Washington should change the structure of the chat to always be offered during 
normal office hours and a few hours thereafter, clearly stating the hours. If this is 
not possible, Washington should consider not linking to the chat feature as it is not 
being utilized. 
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Keep in mind that the personal connections gained by talking to prospective 
students on the phone are still very important. During IM discussions, staff should 
(when appropriate) ask to explain something in more detail by giving the person a 
call (thus asking for their number) or invite them to schedule a campus tour. The 
addition of IM as a communication tool can be used to connect with people who 
will not likely pick up the phone until they have had an initial anonymous 
engagement. 

14. Explore mobile media outlets  for the Web site such as integration with the new 
iPhone. While we are still in the early developments of mobile media, 
Washington’s key stakeholders are already grasping these ideas. CNW Marketing 
Research found that 32 percent of all 16- to 29-year-olds say a cell phone is the 
most impressive thing to have—that's more than the 20 percent who rated a car 
as the most impressive. If your cell phone is a new iPhone, that number 
skyrockets to 70 percent. 

For this reason, Washington needs to embrace the Web and mobile devices for 
the unique qualities they offer. The iPhone is revolutionizing the way people view 
Web sites through mobile devices and soon enough other companies will follow 
suit.  

The key is to build a Web site to load quickly and require little scrolling. 
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Logistical Tips and Best Practices 
The following are tactical tips and best practices that apply not only to higher education, but 
to the Web in general. Each of the following are key ideas that should be expanded and 
tested continually to provide a better Web site experience for the user: 

·  Increase conversions by embedding registrations forms  on the highest level page 
as a sidebar  

·  Ensure forms are short , requiring only fields that are absolutely necessary 

·  Use action verbs as links , such as Schedule a Campus Visit, rather than “Click here 
to schedule a campus visit” 

·  Always include page title, meta description, and me ta keywords  when creating a 
new page to help search engine spiders better understand the page content and 
maintain Web site accessibility standards. Each page should target an identified 
keyword or set of keywords 

·  Continue use of friendly URLs  (such as http://grad.washcoll.edu) to make a point to 
push them through other marketing efforts such as print material and online 
campaigns because they are more simplified and easy to remember 

·  Use intuitive page and image file names  when possible (such as 
“creative_writing_class.jpg”) to help search engine rankings 

·  Place a Web site-only 800 number  on the Web site to help track offline conversions 

·  Use more images throughout the Web site  content areas to display the experience 
and help potential students, faculty, and staff picture themselves on campus or 
actively using a building 

·  Write short captions with each picture  to explain what is depicted in the picture and 
how it relates to the content on the page (that may be an event, a place, a project, 
etc.) 

·  Open external Web sites, PDFs, Docs, etc. in a new window  to ensure the main 
Web site is still available when the user closes that other site or document or if they 
want to multitask and have the ability to navigate both at the same time 

·  Make sure graphics are clickable  such as a news picture of the home page 

·  Offer a printer friendly version  for pages that do not accommodate this need 
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Appendix A: Usability Test Results 
Demographics and Psychographics 

 
·  1 sophomore male, 6 female juniors, 3 junior males 

·  Average GPA of participants: 3.5 

·  Average time spent on Internet: 2.3 hours/day 

·  Average self-rating of Internet capability (10 being highly savvy) : 7.5 

·  8 have begun their college search 

 

·  Breakdown of Online Activities: 

o IM, typing papers, research, surfing 

o 10% e-mail, 30% school-related, 60% social 

o Research for homework, Facebook 80% 

o 80% IM, 19% research, 1% other 

o Social networking, e-mail, research 

o 10% IM, 40% general surfing, 90% social networking 

o 15% e-mail, 5% IM, 20% research, 40% social networking, 20% general 
surfing 

o Shopping 

o General surfing 

o 65% social networking, 35% general surfing, 25% IM 

 

·  Use Social Networking Web Sites: 

o Facebook – 10 participants (100%) 

o Both MySpace and Facebook – 2 participants (20%) 

 
Average Time Spent on Social Networking Sites is: 1.5 hours/day 

 

·  All participants have used either YouTube or Google  to watch online videos.  

 
Types of video they watch: 

·  Music – 4 participants (40%) 
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·  Comedy – 4 participants (40%) 

·  Other Answers:  

·  Any that my friends recommend or controversial videos in the 
news 

·  DrumCorp International 

·  Dance videos 

·  Depends on what I'm looking for 

·  Whatever a friend suggests 

·  How-tos 

 

How much of the video do you watch (note: only nine participants answered this 
question): 

·  Entire video – 4 participants 

·  Depends on the video – 5 participants 

 

·  Answers for favorite Web sites: 

o PostSecrets.com—interesting and artistic; Facebook.com—social activities 

o Facebook— keeps me connected with friends and acquaintances 

o Facebook 

o Facebook—I can talk to my friends 

o Facebook (to stay connected with friends); Google for questions I need answers 
to 

o MySpace, Facebook, Urban Outfitters, The Picador; JPGMag.com, for fun, shop, 
and  to see up-and-coming shows 

o Facebook, YouTube, eBay 

o Clothing sites because it's easy to find what you're looking for 

o Mostly general sites, nothing too specific 

o Facebook—friends; whateverlife.com—URLS; Addictinggame.com—boredom; 
Yahoo! —e-mail 

 

Task Performance 

 
·  Pre-task: First click based on interest 

o Majors and minors—5 participants (50%) 
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o Academics—2 participants (20%) 

o Admissions—1 participant (10%) 

o Campus Life Homepage Feature—1 participant (10%) 

o Why Washington College—1 participant (10%) 

 

·  Task 1: First Click to find majors 

o Majors and minors—8 participants (80%) 

o Academics—1 participant (10%) 

o Student Life, then Academics—1 participant (10%) 

 

·  Task 2: Locate Costs 

o 5 participants successfully found the chart 

o 3 participants did not find it 
(1 of which who later discovered it during task three) 

o 2 participants found it by reading the copy on the financial aid page 

 

·  Task 3: Request Info 

o 3 participants found the online form 

o 7 participants didn’t find it, of those: 

�  2 located the form during subsequent tasks 

 

·  Task 4: Schedule a Campus Tour 

o All participants were able to locate the page where they could call 

 

·  Task 5: Find Your Counselor 

o 5 found the online form to look up their state 

o 4 did not find it 

o 1 found a phone number and would opt to call 

 

Debrief 

 
·  Favorite Site 

o St. Mary’s College of Maryland—4 participants 
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�  It was organized well and full of information 

�  It was very inviting and prospective-student friendly and easy to 
navigate 

�  I like the prospective student page. It was very inviting and made me 
want o further investigate the school 

�  It seemed like the most inviting and not overwhelming at all 

o McDaniel College—3 participants 

�  [It] looked the best, looked fun 

�  The student life section gave a look into more than just courses, plus 
their site was so simple and easy to use 

�  It feels very homely. It's a private school; some areas need to be 
pointed to 

o Gettysburg—2 participants 

�  It was easy to get around and find what I was looking for 

�  [I liked] the unique layout 

o Washington—1 participant 

�  [It’s] easy to get around and find what you're looking for 

 

·  Least Favorite Site  

o Dickinson—4 participants 

�  It had a lot of great information but it wasn't organized very well 

�  [It’s] kind of busy and overall less appealing, less colorful, harder to 
find information 

�  It seemed more like a pile of links leading to other links and so forth 

�  There were too many pictures, and it didn't seem inviting to new 
students at all 

o Gettysburg—2 participants 

�  It was very bland and uninviting 

�  It was hard to find what I was looking for 

o St. Mary’s—2 participants 

�  I couldn't get back to the home page 

�  I liked it, just not the layout of the site 

o McDaniel—1 participant 

�  [It] didn’t seem very informational and just not interesting 

o Washington—1 participant 
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�  [It’s] too square and white 

 

·  Site likely to stay on the longest  

o Any of the Web sites with organized heading bars with links (Washington, 
Gettysburg, St. Mary's) 

o Gettysburg or St. Mary's—the information is well organized and the sites are 
attractive 

o St. Mary's College & Washington College. Seems like a good/fun place to be 
and they have lots to offer 

o Dickinson—it was hard to find stuff and it seemed a little uptight on my first 
impression 

o Dickinson or St. Mary's because the color and pictures grabbed my attention 

o I would probably stay on the last site [McDaniel] the longest because it had a 
lot of different inks to a variety of programs 

o St. Mary's and Gettysburg —more unique layout and features 

o McDaniel's. They have a pretty good golf team 

o Washington, because of the enormous amount of areas to look into 

o Washington, easier to get around 

 

·  Most Challenging Task  

o Request Information—3 participants 

o Find a Counselor—2 participants 

o Locating Costs —1 participant 

o None—2 participants 

o Other answer: 

�  I was most frustrated when I couldn't find a link or when I found one 
and it didn't give much information 
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Appendix B: Search Rankings 
·  Appendix A: Not in the first 30 means your Web site was not found in the top 30 positions 
·  NA means Non-Applicable or no prior day’s positions to report yet 
·  NM means No Matches were found for that keyword search 

 

 

 

 


