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Introduction


The following report is an analysis of the existing Student Life Division Web site compiled by the ad-hoc Web site Design Committee.  This document presents a guiding philosophy for the Web site, supported by the values of the student affairs profession.  The goals of the Web site are presented for each target audience, as identified by the committee.  The critique of the current Web site is divided into two separate sections - usability and content.  Each section has a number of subsections that discuss and recommend, in greater detail, strategies to improve the existing Division Web site.  Lastly, a summary of the key points ties the committee’s recommendations to the fundamental values of the student affairs profession.
Statement of Philosophy 


Developing a sense of community at Western Idaho College promotes an environment where students respect individuals as unique persons, even when the community is constructed virtually.  The Student Life Web site should reflect the values and ideals of the Division and support the academic mission of the institution.  In order to uphold the institution’s commitment to diversity, the Web site will be culturally unbiased and representative of the campus population.  By enhancing the learning environment through the dissemination and sharing of information, the Web site will keep campus constituents connected to the institution and encourage life-long learning.  Ultimately, the purpose of the Student Life Division and its Web site is to act as a catalyst for student involvement and to celebrate the resulting successes and accomplishments achieved by students.

Values and Importance

A divisional Web site is one way that student affairs practitioners can uphold the fundamental values that guide the profession.  The core values of the student affairs profession are grounded in principles outlined in The Student Learning Imperative (SLI) and both Student Personnel Point of View (SPPOV) documents.  The SLI identifies student learning and personal development as the main purposes of higher education.  Kuh (1996) states in the SLI that student affairs practitioners support the academic mission of the institution by acting as legitimate educators who encourage student growth outside of the classroom.  A cooperative learning environment must be fostered in order to promote the intellectual, personal, social, spiritual, and physical development of each student.  This holistic approach is grounded in the earlier vision espoused in the 1937 and 1949 versions of the SPPOV.  The SPPOV (American Council on Education, 1994a) stresses that students must be active agents in their own development and that institutions of higher education should assist students in achieving their fullest potential. 
These values illustrate the importance of creating a divisional Web site because:

· student populations are becoming more diverse, creating a need to broaden the scope and availability of student services (El-Khawas, 1996)

· students have unique needs which may be better addressed through information and services delivered on-line (A.C.E, 1994a) 
· obtaining information on-line requires initiative and makes students active agents (A.C.E., 1994b) in gathering information, thereby developing a level of technological competence that is necessary in today’s “information-based economy” (Komives & Woodard, 1996, p. 544)
· it connects the services and programs of student affairs with the primary academic mission of the institution (Kuh, 1996; A.C.E, 1994b)
· it acts as a tool to promote internal and external collaboration among campus constituents and/or community members
· it provides a wide population (e.g., off-campus, commuters, distance learners, differently-abled, alumni, parents, community members) with access to information about student life

· competition for students is forcing institutions to find innovative methods to distinguish themselves as leaders in higher education (Brazzell, 1996)
· campus trends indicate that institutions of higher education need to “create and lead with technology” to establish integrated learning communities (Komives & Woodard, 1996, p. 549) 

Goals and Targeted Populations

The Web site of the Student Life Division at Western Idaho College attempts to accomplish the following goals specific to each of the five target audiences.  The committee has identified prospective students, current students, administrators, parents, and alumni as the principal audiences who will utilize the resources provided on the Web site.  For each of these populations, the committee has indicated possible areas of interest that should be included in a comprehensive divisional Web site.  Other audiences may benefit from the information and services provided on the Web site, but are not intended as primary users.
Prospective Students
Any individual interested in attending an institution of higher education will be considered a prospective student.  The primary purpose of the Web site for this population is to serve as an admissions tool in the following ways.

On the Web site, prospective students can gauge institutional fit by:

· obtaining general information about College and student services

· exploring student clubs and organizations that are of interest
· seeking possible leadership opportunities

· discovering community service projects
· investigating housing options
· reviewing campus policies & procedures

Current Students


Any individual presently registered at the institution is categorized as a current student.  The primary purpose of the Web site for this population is to serve as a resource tool in the following ways.

On the Web site, current students can gain information by:

· contacting department offices electronically
· accessing a schedule of daily events and the College calendar
· searching the campus directory

· downloading documents on-line (e.g., financial aid forms)
· reading the Student Handbook and/or College Catalog

· utilizing up-to-date information (e.g., weather conditions, food services menus)

Student Life Administrators


Any individual currently employed by the Student Life Division excluding students, faculty, clerical, secretarial, maintenance, and housekeeping staff will be considered Student Life administrators.  The primary purpose of the Web site for this population is to serve as a communication tool in the following ways.

On the Web site, administrators can share/gain information by:

· producing a sense of cohesion between divisional functional areas and the mission of the Student Life Division
· informing interested parties about the various responsibilities of each departmental office
· providing a platform to promote divisional programs and services

· instructing students how they can benefit from using the services provided

· conducting on-line student opinion polls and surveys about campus life
Parents


Any individual who is the legal guardian of a current student will be considered a parent.  The primary purpose of the Web site for this population is to serve as an informative tool in the following ways.

On the Web site, parents can gain information by:

· searching the financial aid pages for forms and guidance

· accessing the events programmed by the Office of Student Activities

· viewing the College calendar for events such as Parents Weekend, Convocation, Commencement, etc.  

· reading academic, judicial, alcohol, and code of conduct policies

· ordering special services such as birthday cakes, flowers, good luck cards, and care packages to celebrate special occasions

Alumni


Any individual who graduated from this institution will be considered alumni.  The primary purpose of the Web site for this population is to serve as a public relations tool in the following ways.

On the Web site, alumni can stay involved by:

· accessing the College calendar for activities

· purchasing tickets for major events

· viewing the play schedule for each of the athletic teams

· obtaining updates regarding campus construction and expansion
· contacting current student leaders of clubs/organizations to provide advice and support (e.g., student government, student newspaper, major-related clubs)

· contributing on-line to Student Life scholarship and award funds

Critique and Recommendations

The critique of the Student Life Division Web site will address two major areas of Web site design – usability and content.  Each section will offer a critique of the current Web site along with the committee’s recommendations for improvement.   
Usability

The focus of this section is the function and appearance of the Student Life Division Web site.  Format, organization, and maintenance of the information and links provided are the three components that constitute usability.    
Format


Included in this category are visual appeal, navigation, and general layout.  Visual appeal is an important consideration in the construction of a Web site because its appearance reflects on the image of the Division.  This is an essential element, since Web sites are a completely visual medium.  Surfing the web is an interaction between only the individual and the computer, emphasizing the crucial role navigation plays in guiding users through a Web site.  Navigation includes having functioning hyperlinks and being able to move easily from one page to another.  This is directly related to the general layout of the Web site; one’s ability to navigate successfully is governed by how well the material is organized.      


Regarding the Student Life Division Web site currently in place at Western Idaho College, there are areas for improvement in each of these three format categories.  Presently, the Web site is not visually appealing.  Consequentially, there will likely be a decrease in the usefulness of the Web site as an admissions tool, due to the possibility that students may lose interest in pursuing the site further.  The visual appeal of the Web site is limited because there are no pictures of students, staff, or campus, there is no variety in font type or color choice, and the most pertinent information is not emphasized in any way.  For example, a picture of students involved in a campus activity on the grounds of Western Idaho College should be included on the homepage to illustrate a positive and enjoyable campus culture.  Bowling Green State University (http://www.bgsu.edu) combines color, font variety, and an amusing picture to create an interesting and informative institutional homepage.      
Although the committee respects the need to keep divisional Web sites consistent with the institution’s format, there is still some room for variation, deviation, and individuality.  Attempting to add technologically savvy elements to a Web site is one way to individualize and to differentiate the College from other institutions.  The Student Life Division tries to introduce aspects of this idea, such as the scrolling textbox on the “Athletics” page, but inadvertently draws attention away from the purpose of the page - advertising the basketball schedule.  This problem is compounded by the fact that the text scrolls at an unreadable speed.  A fine example of a technologically impressive element can be viewed on the homepage of Hamilton College at http://www.hamilton.edu.  This is a good example because it integrates images of current students enjoying various aspects of camps life with an exciting, interactive menu of hyperlinks.

 Navigation of the Division Web site is improved by the “quick links” provided, but there are a few areas that the committee has identified for improvement.  The ability to move from one page to another is made easier due to clear titles of the hyperlinks.  However, the “Career Services” link is not active.  Another aspect of the present Web site that makes navigation difficult is the duplication of hyperlinks on the existing homepage.  There are hyperlinks in the “quick links” section that lead to the same pages as the links listed on the left side.  This is a problem area that, when addressed, could greatly increase the usability of the Student Life Division Web site.           

Many of the issues discussed above are related to the general layout of the Web site, but there are additional areas that need to be addressed.  On the “Policies and Procedures” page, the list of policies at the beginning of the page should provide individual links to skip down to that topic later in the page, or to be taken to an entirely new page dedicated to that policy.  The current method of presenting the policies in a long list deters users from continued reading of the policies in their entirety.  Effective use of color on the Web site can direct the readers’ eye to highlighted areas of interest and to emphasize important upcoming events.  Variability in the font size, type, and style (e.g., bold, italicize, and underline) can also accomplish the same goals as the use of color.      
Organization


The navigation of a Web site is defined by how easily one can maneuver within a multi-page site.  Organization is a key component in facilitating navigation.  A functional Web site should clearly present the user with options about how to find the desired material.  An exceptional example of a well organized, attractive, and professional site is the University of California, Los Angeles student affairs homepage.  This Web site, located at http://www.soanet.ucla.edu, divides links into understandable sections so as to avoiding overcrowding and confusion.  A great deal of information is presented in a clear and concise manner.  Although the current Student Life Division Web site at Western Idaho College is not as well designed, the presence of a “site index” does illustrate some degree of organization.  Also helpful on the current Web site is the “home” link on every page, which is a way to continually redirect users from a specific page back to the homepage to continue their search for additional information.  Thus, the homepage serves as an important organizational tool - acting as the most critical element of the Web site.  
Maintenance

A Web site is only useful if the information presented is current and precise.  Regular upkeep of the Web site is essential to ensure the accuracy of the material so that the primary audiences will continue to use the site.  Maintenance is fundamental to the purpose of the Web site, which is to make information readily available in an easily accessible medium.  The committee has identified maintenance as the weakest area of the existing Division Web site.  The most recent update to any of the pages was three months ago.  This is problematic because many of the events have passed and/or policies and procedures have changed.  In addition, hyperlinks need to be maintained for quality assurance as illustrated by the inactive “Career Services” page.
Content

The focus of this section is the scope of the information provided on the Student Life Division Web site.  The comprehensiveness of information, appropriateness for the audience, and integration of technology are the three components that constitute content.  

Comprehensiveness 
The breadth and depth of information presented on a Web site determines the comprehensiveness of the site.  A comprehensive Web site is useful to variety of audiences.  Presently, the existing Division Web site does not contain services or information for any audience other than current students.  The information does not encompass the full range of functional areas that address student needs.  Additional areas that could be added include Admissions, Bookstore, Campus Safety, Dining Services, Disability Services, Financial Aid, Greek Life, Health Services, Registrar, etc.  
Although each of the functional area pages will differ in specific content, one consistency across all of the Division’s pages should be complete, detailed contact information.  The contact information should include a mailing address, telephone number, fax number, and appropriate e-mail address.  To ensure a maximum level of usefulness, the Web site should provide additional information such as the location of the office, hours of operation, and a complete list of staff members.  An excellent example of this concept can be found on the York College of Pennsylvania Student Affairs webpage at http://www.ycp.edu/stuaffairs/index.html.
Appropriateness
The Student Life Division must to recognize and appreciate the diverse needs of each of the target audiences established by the committee.  As discussed in the previous subsection, the existing Web site focuses solely on the needs of current students.  Since the committee identified four primary audiences, there must be a conscious effort to appeal to the interests of each.  

This document outlined goals specific to each audience, which can act as guidelines in developing an appropriate Web site.  Furthermore, the results of an outcomes assessment become more accurate and useful when the Web site’s goals are linked to a targeted population.  This ensures that prospective students, current students, parents, and alumni will all be provided with appropriate information specific to their needs and interests.
Integrated Technology

A Web site cannot be a quality resource to any population if it cannot be accessed.  The implications of this for the Student Life Division are numerous.  It is problematic for the site to act as an admissions tool if prospective students cannot locate the information for which they are searching.  Current students and parents will not be able to gather information about upcoming events and campus life from a site they cannot find.  General participation in ceremonious events and activities, as well as donations to Student Life scholarships and awards, will decrease if the College’s link to alumni is lost.  Thus, regardless of how well the Division addresses the previous recommendations for improvement, the Web site will never serve its purpose of providing useful information if it cannot be conveniently accessed through a variety of methods.  
The committee is unaware of the ease of accessibility to the Division Web site from the intuitional homepage.  If a link from the homepage does not currently exist, the committee recommends that a clearly labeled hyperlink should be added to reflect the important role Student Life plays in upholding the institutional mission.
Summary

As evidenced by the Vice President’s charge to this committee, the Student Life Division has recognized the need to improve the existing Web site.  The primary purpose of the Student Life Division is to address the specific needs of the student population and to promote students’ developmental growth (A.C.E., 1994a).  The importance of developing a high-quality Web site is driven by the fact that eighty-six percent (86%) of college students use the Internet and believe it to be an essential aspect of their academic and social lives (Pew Internet, 2002).  
Sixty percent (60%) of students believe the Internet has improved their relationships with classmates, fifty-six percent (56%) claim that email has enhanced their relationships with professors, and forty-six percent (46%) say email allows them to exchange ideas with a professor outside of class (Pew Internet, 2002).  These percentages show how an electronic medium can help foster student-faculty interactions that can improve academic performance (Kuh, 1996) and make students active agents in developing and maintaining relationships (A.C.E, 1994b).  


There are students who will prefer to obtain information through the Web site rather than physically visiting the office.  Therefore, the Web site should be presented in an inviting manner with the same customer-friendly approach that is required of personnel in the various offices of Student Life.  To meet the needs of these particular students, the integration of, and collaboration between, institutional departments is essential.     

Students constitute a major portion of the intended users of the Web site, yet other audiences are also interested in the happenings of campus life.  To illustrate to parents that college is a worthy endeavor and a wise investment, the Student Life Division Web site should strive to acknowledge and celebrate student accomplishments.  Moreover, it is important to showcase the successes of students in order to foster a sense of pride in alumni, which keeps them financially invested in Western Idaho College.

After reviewing the existing Student Life Division Web site, the ad-hoc Web site Design Committee has indicated numerous strengths and areas of accomplishment.  However, as indicated by the Vice President for Student Affairs, there is room for growth.  The committee has provided a critique of the current Web site, identified areas of weakness, and proposed recommendations for improvement.  This document is the first step in creating a comprehensive Web site that will provide resources to serve the diverse needs of multiple audiences, and reflect a positive image of the Student Life Division of Western Idaho College.   
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