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Executive Summary

This analysis reviewed the website homepages of the top 50 national colleges in the United States, the top 50 Midwest colleges, and all Wisconsin colleges.  A content analysis was performed to identify the most common, reoccurring content categories that appear on college homepages.
The style, layout, and content of college website homepages vary significantly from school to school.  The particular web design of each homepage may be dependent on factors such as nature of the school, primary target audience, budget allocated to web design, and integrated marketing efforts.

The three most common categories among all schools evaluated were “Campus News,” “Alumni & Friends Link,” and “Site Search.”
[image: image2.png]OSHKOSH

™




[image: image3.wmf]Within the top 50 national colleges, the t

op 

ten categories with the highest counts were: 

 

 

1

.

 

Campus News

 

2

.

 

Site Search

 

3

.

 

Alumni & Friends

 

4

.

 

Athletics & Recreation Link

 

5

.

 

Library Link

 

6

.

 

Research Link

 

7

.

 

Donation Link

 

8

.

 

Employment Link

 

9

.

 

Faculty & Staff Link

 

10

.

 

Upcoming Events

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Within the top 50 Midwest colleges, the to

p 

ten categories with the highest counts were: 

 

 

1

.

 

Campus News

 

2

.

 

Alumni & Friends

 

3

.

 

Contact Info

 

4

.

 

About

 

5

.

 

Athletics & Recreation Link

 

6

.

 

Site Search

 

7

.

 

Prospective Student Link

 

8

.

 

Admissions Link

 

9

.

 

Donation Link

 

10

.

 

Upcoming Events

 


In general, UW Oshkosh’s website is consistent content-wise with other regional and national websites, but is lagging in design layout and technologically advanced features to appeal to today’s tech-savvy college demographic.
Purpose and Scope  
The purpose of this content analysis was to identify common links and features that currently appear on college website homepages.  The scope of this analysis included local, Wisconsin college websites, Midwest regional college websites, and national college websites.

Upon identifying common college homepage elements, links, and focal points, UW Oshkosh hopes to use the information gathered to guide the reconstruction of their current website into a more key constituent focused, responsive, up-to-date website.

Method
This analysis examined the website homepages of the top 50 national colleges in the United States, the top 50 Midwest colleges, and all Wisconsin colleges.  The lists of the top 50 national and top 50 Midwest colleges were obtained from the U.S. News and World Report – America’s Best Colleges 2007.  The list of Wisconsin colleges was taken from a comprehensive list of Wisconsin colleges on the website Ratemyprofessors.com.
A list of 33 college website homepage elements was compiled from the examination of the homepages of 19 colleges from around the country.  These 19 colleges were taken from alternate lists than those that the final study was based off of.  Reoccurring website elements and links were then compiled into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet to represent 33 categories of common homepage elements.  Of these 33 categories, 20 were reoccurring and appeared on the majority of the sample’s homepages and the remaining 13 appeared on only a few homepages.  However, these remaining 13 categories were considered interesting and possibly beneficial homepage components and were thus included in the analysis.

All websites were analyzed between the days of November 13, 2006 and December 14, 2006.  The data that was gathered during this time was then entered into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet.  The spreadsheet contained the results of the analysis of 169 different colleges from the national, Midwest, and Wisconsin levels.  Colleges were then analyzed starting with six categorical variables followed by a battery of 33 checklist categories and one final categorical column.

Category Explanations
The first category was a unique ID number, from 1 to 169, assigned to each individual school.  The following column identified the school’s name and was followed by a column listing the city and state location of each college.  The fourth column listed the school’s website and was set up as a direct link to that school’s homepage.  The fifth column identified the main feature of the homepage, which was considered to be the most dominant element that one’s eyes were immediately directed to and served as the focal point upon opening the website.  The sixth column listed the college’s slogan if there was one written somewhere on the college’s homepage.
Following these first six categories was the list of 33 college website homepage categories that were identified through the preliminary analysis of the 19 sample college websites.  There were guidelines for each category of the analysis that were required to be met before the category could be checked for inclusion on the homepage.  Most guidelines were straightforward and simply consisted of looking for words similar to the category heading while other categories had more stringent guidelines and more specifics that were required in order to check off that particular category.
First of all, “Quicklinks” was checked if there were dropdown lists or “Quicklinks” lists for any categories on the homepage.  When analyzing the sites, only the links and information visible from the first look at the site, without clicking on any dropdown lists or scrolling over any words or pictures, were counted in the category checklist.  Many sites brought up a myriad of additional links by simply scrolling over certain words or sections of the homepage.  However, these additional sites were not counted unless they could be viewed from the initial screen that was loaded upon opening the webpage.  If dropdown lists of most visited sites or additional site lists appeared by scrolling over information, the “Quicklinks” category was checked for these websites, indicating that more information was available from the college’s homepage, but required active viewing and exploration of the page.
“Contact Info” looked for both the exact street address and phone number of the college listed directly on the homepage.  Sites that did not list an exact street address and only had the city and state of location, or that had either the phone number or address but not both, were not checked.  Also, sites that simply had a “Contact Us” link were not checked.  By following these guidelines, sites were identified that had quick and easy access to relevant contact information without redirecting the viewer to another webpage and forcing the viewer to wait for that new webpage to load.  The reasoning behind the guidelines for this category was that a phone number gives a central office number to call, where any questions can be directed to the correct department and an exact address allows for visitors to Mapquest the location and get easy driving directions for campus visits.
“Prospective Students Link,” “Current Students Link,” “Parents & Family Link,” “Faculty & Staff Link,” and “Alumni & Friends Link” were checked if the website had these words appearing on the homepage as a link to another webpage.  Variations of the names were accepted.  Websites with only a “Students” link were counted as having a “Current Students Link” but not as having a “Prospective Students Link.”

“Academic Programs List” looked for a link to or an actual list of all the different majors and minors offered at the college.  This link was considered important based off of the fact that the most important college choice characteristic for students is a strong program in their selected major (STAMATS).  Websites with just an “Academics” link were not counted because this link tended to connect to another main page, from where any academic information could be accessed, with still no clear indicator of the specific programs offered at that college.

“Admissions Link” and “Athletics & Recreation Link” were checked if the website had these words appearing on the homepage as a link to another webpage.

“Donation Link” was checked if there was a button with words such as “Give to (name of college)” or “Support (name of college)” or the words “Giving to (name of school)” that served as a link to another page where donations to the school could be made online.

“Campus Pictures” looked for a link to a campus photo gallery or a “Sights and Sounds of Campus” link that included various campus pictures.

“Directory” was checked if the words “Directory,” “People,” or “Find People” were listed on the homepage.

“Campus News” was checked if there was a list of news stories on the homepage that served as links, a complete news story written out on the homepage, or a one-word link with a title such as “News.”  Typically a list of current news stories was listed in a dominant position on the homepage.  Each story had a short summary and relevant picture listed by it.  Clicking anywhere on the summary or picture would link to the full text version of the news story.  

“Upcoming Events”” was checked if there was a list of specific events appearing on the homepage or if there was a link to upcoming campus events.  Usually, a combination of these two criteria appeared, with the current day’s events listed in a noticeable position on the website and a link to more upcoming events within the list.  “Calendar” was checked if there was a link to a campus calendar of events listed on the homepage.  Some websites had a picture of a calendar of the homepage that served as a link or had the current events listed out in a weekly calendar format on the homepage.
“Library Link” and “Employment Link” were checked if there the website had these or similar words appearing on the homepage as a link to another webpage.

“About” was checked if there was either a short write up somewhere on the homepage about the college with information such as it’s mission and values or if the website had similar words appearing on the homepage as a link to another webpage.
“Research Link” was a category examined only for the top 50 national colleges.  This category was checked if the website had similar words appearing on the homepage as a link to another webpage.  A large percent of national colleges (86%) included a research link on their homepage.  However, this category was eliminated for the other two regional analyses, Midwest and Wisconsin, because of the lack of appearance on these websites.  If schools were not in the top 50 national school list, they did not have a research link anywhere on their homepage.  This may be based on the idea that national colleges are trying to maintain their prestigious reputation and use the research link as a means of identifying their continuous intellectual advancements and educational breakthroughs.  The presence of a research link may be associated with prestigious universities and advanced academics, based on the fact that schools considered in the top 50 national universities are the predominant users of this homepage feature.
“Shop Bookstore Link” was checked if the website had the words “Bookstore,” “Shop Bookstore,” “Buy Merchandise,” or similar words appearing on the homepage as a link to another webpage.

“National Recognition” was counted if there were words stating the college’s level of national recognition or a symbol identifying their national recognition.  Most colleges with this feature on their homepage used the golden award emblem of the U.S. News and World Report with the words “America’s Best Colleges 2007” written across it or another college recognition award emblem as a direct link to the webpage or articles stating and ranking their level of national recognition.
“Apply Now Button” was checked if the website had a direct and noticeable link from the homepage for prospective students to apply online.  Variations in wording such as “Apply Now,” “Apply Online,” and “Apply for Admission” were common.

“Health & Safety Link” looked for links for campus health centers, campus safety, and emergency precautions.  Health and safety were considered important categories to accent on a college’s homepage based on the fact that 81% of parents consider the safety of campus as the most important attribute of college campuses (STAMATS).  Many schools, particularly those in California and Florida, had “Emergency Preparedness” links which listed necessary precautions to take in case of an earthquake or hurricane, respectively.

“Campus Visit Info” was checked if the website had these or similar words appearing on the homepage as a link to another webpage.

“A-Z Index” was checked if the website had these or similar words appearing on the homepage as a link to another webpage.  There were a lot of variations in wording and links for indexes, such as “A-Z Index” or “Index.”  Other websites had the actual alphabet listed out on their homepage with each letter acting as an individual link.
“Student Life Link” was checked if the website had the words “Student Life” or “Campus Life” appearing on the homepage as a link to another webpage.

“Art & Culture Link” was checked if these or similar words appeared on the homepage as a link to another webpage.  Variations in wording such as “Art & Entertainment” were also considered.  Sometimes this link was listed with or on the same tab as athletics.
“Virtual Tour,” “Web Cam,” and “Student Blog Link” were included in the content analysis based on their growing importance in finding new ways to reach and appeal to today’s technologically advanced college and prospective college demographic.  “Virtual Tour” was checked if these words appeared on the homepage.  “Web Cam” was checked if these words appeared somewhere on the homepage (which was usually the case) or if a web cam picture itself, updated every few seconds, appeared on the homepage.  “Student Blog Link” was checked if there was a link to student blogs or online student diaries.
“Financial Aid Link” was checked if the website had these words appearing on the homepage as a link to another webpage.

“Site Search” was checked if the homepage featured a search box to type in questions about the college or if there was a “Search” link that directed the viewer to a new page where the search dialogue box was the main feature of the page.

Finally, “Primary Target Audience” was used to identify who the content of the website was most directed towards.  A wide combination of target audiences surfaced by analyzing websites based on this feature.  Many websites were considered to be directed predominantly towards prospective and current students.  Some websites were directed more noticeable towards current students with not a lot of informative information about campus or admissions directly noticeable on the homepage.  Certain websites stressed campus visits, online applications, and virtual tours very heavily and had clearly directed the majority of their homepage information towards prospective students.  Another large percentage of websites had a “Universal” target audience, with no clear emphasis on one audience, but instead a variety of information that could be useful to any common audience.  Alumni also were a primary target audience for a number of websites.  Donation links and alumni news were major categories on these sights.
Results and Discussion of Key Findings
(Appendix B)

Among all schools, the three categories that received the highest counts were “Campus News,” “Alumni & Friends Link,” and “Site Search.”  These categories ranked within the top four categories for each geographical region.  “Campus News” appeared on 94.1% of the sites that were evaluated, with a 100% appearance rate on the Top 50 National and the Top 50 Midwest college websites.  The second most frequent category was “Site Search,” which appeared on 92.9% of the analyzed sites.  “Alumni & Friends Link” ranked third in category frequency with the link appearing on 91.7% of the total evaluated websites.
Interestingly, a direct link for school alumni appeared on websites more frequently than direct links for current or prospective students.  This may be due to the fact that current students typically use their college’s website on a daily basis, are familiar with the website, and know where to go to access the information they are looking for.  Alumni, however, may not frequent the site and may need a specific, prominent link to direct them to the pages and information that directly applies to them.  Also, many sites, those both with current student links and without, had a personalized link on the homepage, assumed to be for current students.  These links had names such as, “My UW ” or “My UMD ” and served as links to either current student campus email or other logon screens for current student services.  Finally, because alumni often account for a large portion of campus funding and donations, colleges may consider an alumni friendly and welcoming site key to the continued success of the financial condition of the university.
Various websites also were grouped based on the primary audience they aimed to target.  With 66 websites directed at a universal audience in general, this category accounted for the most common target audience across all analyzed websites.  In total, 39% of the websites analyzed were assessed to have a “Universal” target audience.  The top 50 national colleges account for the majority of universal targeted websites, with 28 of the 66 colleges from this category.  In a close second place with 33%, 56 colleges have been identified as having “Prospective & Current Students” as their primary target audience.  The majority of websites in this count come from Wisconsin colleges, which account for 36 of the 56 colleges.  In third place, about 11% of websites are directed towards “Prospective Students”.  In total 18 websites fall into this category and are most prominent among Wisconsin colleges, which account for 12 of the 18 websites.
Within the top 50 national colleges, the top ten categories with the highest counts were: 
1. Campus News

2. Site Search
3. Alumni & Friends
4. Athletics & Recreation Link

5. Library Link

6. Research Link

7. Donation Link

8. Employment Link

9. Faculty & Staff Link

10. Upcoming Events

Within the top 50 Midwest colleges, the top ten categories with the highest counts were: 

1. Campus News

2. Alumni & Friends

3. Contact Info

4. About

5. Athletics & Recreation Link

6. Site Search

7. Prospective Student Link

8. Admissions Link

9. Donation Link

10. Upcoming Events
Within all Wisconsin colleges, the top ten categories with the highest counts were: 

1. Site Search

2. Alumni & Friends

3. Campus News

4. About

5. Current Students Link

6. Libraries Link

7. Employment Link

8. Prospective Students Link

9. Admissions Link

10. Calendar

While not included on Midwest or Wisconsin college websites, “Research Link” was the sixth most frequent category on national college websites.  Links to college’s research, both faculty- and undergraduate-collected, were featured on 86% of the top 50 national college’s websites.  The research link for each website consisted of different types of information, but generally looked at current research projects underway at the university, profiles of faculty and students with featured research appearing on the site, and contact information and links to research divisions within the university.  Faculty research as well as undergraduate research was listed on the linked pages.  As previously stated, national colleges may use this link as a means of identifying their continuous scholastic advancements and as a symbol of academic prestige.
Differences can be identified between the regional groupings of schools as well.  Midwest and Wisconsin colleges tend to follow similar website content patterns for the most part, with a few deviations in the categories of “Academic Programs List,” “Employment Link,” “National Recognition,” and “Virtual Tour.”  In general, national colleges’ website contents tend to differ a bit from either Midwest or Wisconsin colleges’.  National colleges are more likely to include a “Directory,” “Research Link” “Health & Safety Link,” “A-Z Index,” and “Art & Culture Link” on their website than are Midwest or Wisconsin colleges.  A significant amount more of national colleges featured a “Directory” than did Midwest colleges or Wisconsin colleges.  While only 42% of Midwest colleges and only 39% of Wisconsin colleges featured a directory on their homepage, 84% of national colleges listed a directory on their homepage.  Also, Midwest colleges and Wisconsin colleges tend to have a much higher percentage of college websites with “Contact Info” on their homepage.  While only 34% of national college websites list contact information on their homepage, 90% and 74% of Midwest and Wisconsin colleges, respectively, do so.  Midwest Schools are also significantly more likely to list national recognition on their sites than national or Wisconsin schools, with 44% of Midwest schools listing their national recognition or ranking.

“Main Features” across all the sites varied dramatically.  Most common among all sites analyzed were either campus or student pictures.  Some of these pictures alternated each time you logged into the website, while others changed automatically every few seconds while viewing the homepage.  A number of colleges went a step further than a slideshow of pictures and created a streaming video introduction for the focal point of the homepage.  These videos seemed to be very effective at grabbing attention and also were very impressive in terms of web technology and cool visual effects on the homepage.  Campus news stories also were featured as the dominant element on many homepages.  Some sites, however, did not have any major, dominant feature, but instead placed the list of all of their homepage links in a central, commanding position on the webpage.
Across all colleges analyzed, 70 colleges (41%) had a slogan listed on their homepage.  The slogans ranged from simple two word positioning ideas (University of Indianapolis’s “Inspiring Excellence”) to longer sentences or strings of inspirational words (University of Texas-Austin’s “What Starts Here Changes The World” or University of St. Francis’s “Respect. Service. Integrity. Compassion.”).  Also, some slogans were used by various campuses (UW Technical Colleges’ “The Best Start For The Life You Want.”) while most other slogans were unique to each individual school.

Certain categories were not included on many sites in the analysis.  “Campus Pictures,” “Shop Bookstore Link,” “Virtual Tour,” “Web Cam,” “Student Blog Link,” and “Financial Aid Link” were not included on very many colleges’ homepages.  The reason for this may be because most of these features deal with relatively new technology and are just now being experimented with on a few innovative college websites.  These features are still in the growth stages of the product life cycle and can be expected to be picked up by more college websites as time passes and technology expands.
Based off of the analysis, UW Oshkosh’s current website’s homepage resources and links are consistent with the homepages of other regional and national colleges.  The few categories where Oshkosh did not fall with the majority are “Contact Info,” “Employment Link,” and “Student Life Link.”  Also, Oshkosh’s homepage does not currently boast any unique hi-tech features.  A virtual tour, web cam, student blogs, or streaming video introduction would help the site to achieve a more advanced and technologically attractive look.  Also, there is no consistent webmaster for each of UW Oshkosh’s individual departmental webpages.  To create a more streamlined look and a more consistent site image, Oshkosh might consider creating a universal, structured webpage layout for each supporting webpage.
Interesting Key Findings

“Quicklinks” dropdown lists help to unclutter sites and allow for a more streamlined and minimalist appearance.  However, instead of a simple dropdown list, impressive web graphics and flash media can be utilized with scroll-over menus.  Dartmouth College offered a “Customize Quicklinks” option on their homepage.  By clicking on this option, viewers are directed to this website, http://www.dartmouth.edu/home/quicklinks/customize_quicklinks.html?/index.html.  (Appendix C)  From here, one is able to check which options they utilize the most and would like to include in their own dropdown menu that would be visible upon logging on to the homepage.  This customization feature may be a clever idea for homepages to include.
Web cams are typically positioned in major student-flow areas of campus such as outside student unions, along major pedestrian malls, or in a central classroom building area.  These web cams tend to be updated with a new picture of campus every few seconds.  Also, sites with web cams tended to list current weather conditions along with the campus photo from the web cam.  Also, many websites without web cams provide current weather conditions somewhere on the homepage.  Typically, the temperatures Fahrenheit and Celsius are listed along with a graphic indicating sunshine or overcast.
In order to incorporate more senses in the web experience of their sites, some colleges experiment quite heavily with visual and audio links and effects.  “Sights and Sounds of Campus” was listed as a link on a few websites.  This link connected viewers to a slideshow of pictures from around campus as well as some audio clips from various campus speeches or sporting events.  Other websites had “Week in Photos” links to slideshows of pictures from campus events during the past week.

Washington University in St. Louis is in the process of updating their current website.  As an interesting idea, they offered a link on their homepage entitled “Preview New Website” where viewers can click and be redirected to a preview of the new website that Washington University is working on.  This can create interest and buzz among website viewers.  This feature enables the old website to keep running while a new one is being created.  The link also communicates the fact to viewers that improvements are being made and can be viewed if one is interested.
Also, to unclutter homepages, many sites used photos on the homepage as links to various additional websites.  For example, a picture of students on the University of Pennsylvania’s homepage served as a link to an admissions video about choosing which college to attend.  Brown University’s homepage also had unique drop down menus created to save space on the homepage.  These menus expanded when scrolled over and can be viewed at http://www.brown.edu/. 
Conclusions and Recommendations

Upon further exploration of a few websites, I was able to identify some interesting website characteristics.  For example, College of Mount St. Joseph was consistent in using the same webmaster for every page on their college site.  The web-border and set up remain the same, with only the information and words changing.  This helps to provide a very uniform and consistent image of the university, no matter which website within the college one is looking at.  (Appendix D)  This is an effective way to integrate the entire website design and to provide a consistent message to the various target audiences.  

Certain sites can also be examined for their pure simplistic designs and streamlined appearances.  The website that hits on this idea the most is Harvard University.  With only six categories included on its homepage, Harvard is at the top of its class as far as providing a very uncluttered and focused look for their website homepage.  (Appendix E)  Truman State University and Augsburg College can also be viewed for their simplistic homepage designs.  (Appendix E)  However, it is common for the sites that go for a more minimalist design to include a “Quicklinks” dropdown menu for easy access to other popular sites.
The selected links included on a college’s homepage depend heavily on what main audience is trying to be targeted with the website.  If a universal audience is being aimed for, news stories and events calendars are as dominant as admissions and library links.  If prospective students are the main target audience, apply now buttons, virtual tours, and campus visit information dominates the site.  Current students?  Bookstore links, athletic calendars, and student employment links take center stage.  Whatever the case, it is important to clearly define a target market before designing the website.  From there, homepage features and links can be picked accordingly.
Overall, almost all websites have some links and features directed towards prospective and current students.  These audiences are the ones that keep the university running, and therefore should be important focuses of one of the main marketing and advertising mediums in today’s technologically advanced and evolving world.  Butler University and Georgia Institute of Technology both have extensive informative sites for prospective students after following through and clicking on the “Prospective Student” link.  (Appendix F)  If not listed on the homepage, apply-now buttons, virtual tour links, student blogs, academic programs lists, and other links are listed on these prospective student pages, offering ample information for possible future students.
Inclusion of certain elements on a college’s homepage may also help to increase the perceived prestige of a college.  Elements such as “Research Link” and “Health & Safety Link” may help to associate the college with more prestigious, top national colleges based on the fact that the top national colleges are the predominant users of these specific homepage links.  Therefore, these elements may be beneficial to include on a college’s homepage.  The top national sites also appeared to be slightly ahead of the pack with the use of web cams as features on their homepages as well.
With today’s rapid technological advancements and the tech-savvy demographic of current and prospective college students, various, “techy” web features are important attributes to college websites.  Features such as student blogs or virtual tours appeal to the college demographic and can create interest and buzz around a website.  These features offer a hands-on experience for visitors to the web site, where the viewers can poke around and explore the site and even campus (through virtual tours) on their own terms.  Student blogs and web cams show that the college is up-to-date and informed with technology.  Streaming videos on college’s homepages also help to create an impressive image of the college.
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