To Thine Own Mission be True:

Using Technology to Reflect, Not Replace Reality
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“Student affairs professionals can never be sure that students are reading our web pages in the way that we intended, and students can never be sure if we are responding to their needs.  Student Affairs is essentially student focused and interpersonal, and our websites should reflect our core values.”

--Will Barratt, Indiana State University
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I.
Philosophy of Website

There is much concern within the student affairs community that technology will further the schism between students and student personnel. We believe that a student life website should enhance and reflect the philosophy of the student life department rather than replace it.

As such, our website should be guided by the same principles and values that guide our everyday work. These principles have never been better articulated than in the Student Personnel Point-of-View:

One of the basic purposes of higher education is the preservation, transmission, and enrichment of the important elements of culture: the product of scholarship, research, creative imagination, and human experience. It is the task of colleges and universities to utilize this and other educational purposes as to assist the student in developing to the limits of his potential and in making his contribution to the betterment of society.

This philosophy imposes upon educational institutions the obligations to consider the student as a whole – his intellectual capacity and achievement, his emotional make-up, his physical condition, his social relationships, his vocational aptitudes and skills, his moral and religious value, his economic resources, and his aesthetic appreciation. It puts emphasis, in brief, upon the development of the student as a person rather than upon his intellectual training alone.

We hope our website not only provides an alternate platform for obtaining information about the student life division, but also promotes a better understanding of the benefits of interpersonal interaction.  

The frequency and quality of contact with faculty, staff, and other students is an important independent predictor of student persistence. This is true for large and small, rural and urban, public and private, and 2-and 4-year colleges and universities. It is true for women as well as men, students of color and anglo students, and part-time and full-time students. Simply put, involvement matters . . . 

A divisional site connects the resources and information to specific people. As such, each area of our site not only addresses a part of our whole student’s life (professional, spiritual, physical development) but also associates each area with a specific student personnel staff person. The web site is part of the larger system of student support that includes people, places, and activity.

II.
Critique of the Current Site

We have grouped our concerns (not exhaustive) about the current site into several broad areas. These are areas we believe must be addressed immediately as bare essentials until the new site is created.  Examples of problem areas are in italics:
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Lack of graphics, photographs, and poor typography



-Not one photograph on any of the student life pages 

Suggestions: Candid pictures of student life on every page will better foster a sense of community among your audience. Where appropriate, pictures of staff will help identify to the student who the student affairs professionals are, and what their role is to the student.

[image: image3.png]



Incomplete, inconsistent, misplaced, or missing information



-Policies and Procedures relate only to residential life



-Residence Life Page alternates between a Site Index and being “Under Construction”

Suggestions: Having inaccurate information is almost worse than no information at all. Instead of posting an incomplete page, which looks unprofessional, list a phone number and email of people who do have the accurate information until the page is completed.

[image: image4.png]



Inactive links


-The Career Services page “cannot be found”
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Inability to connect with student life personnel


-Who is the Dean of Students?  How would I find her office on campus?

Suggestions: “An e-mail address on a homepage creates a human connection between the viewing audience and the information providers.” (7 C’s  Needs footnote). Certainly include email address and contact information. As Neal Raisman writes: “Many sites intentionally restrict access to information, like the e-mail address of the institution’s president. That sends a clear message to potential students and their parents: The president does not want to hear from you.”
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Failure to link to the other web areas


-How do I connect to the Financial Aid Department from this page?

 
-How do I get back to where I started?

Suggestion: Use a running left side bar with a menu. The University of Pennsylvania does this well:

http://www.upenn.edu/campus/ 

We have attached links of student life pages that embody many of the principles we have outlined: connections to people, visuals, consistent themes, addressing the needs of the whole student and the like.

http://www.uga.edu/student/
http://www.haverford.edu/Students/students.html
http://www.macalester.edu/student.html
http://www.indstate.edu/slp/
http://www.canisius.edu/studentlife/default.asp
III.
The Web Committee: Creating and Maintaining the New Site

“Our work in student affairs is value driven. In evaluating a site, determine the basic values that should be reflected, and determine if these are reflected in the site.”

Part of the web page revision process calls for the formation of a Student Affairs Web Committee charged with designing and maintaining a new Student Life Web Page. Web design is plagued by the gulf that exists between those who know students and those who know HTML. Forming a committee elevates this task to the same level of importance as other divisional activities, “The Web site is now an integral part of a university’s educational, administrative, and business efforts, and institutions are devoting the same resources to it that they would to any other critical function.”
  

The web committee shall consist of representatives from student life, public relations, information technology (HTML coders), and the current student body.  The committee should reflect the high level of integration we hope to embody in our site: “Regardless of who is in charge, most administrators say, the campus Web site becomes a cooperative venture, incorporating information from all parts of the institution under one virtual roof,” (McCollum, 1999).

It is not our desire to specify every detail of this new site; however, the following tenets—taken from leading student affairs theorist Will Barratt--represents the guiding principles by which the site should be shaped:

· Inclusion: All students, student groups and student organizations must be included in material presented in the site. 

· Representation: All departments and divisions in student affairs, and allied departments must be represented. 

· Active: Content must contain active information such as current events, schedules, names, dates, and times. 

· Informative: Content must contain regulatory information such as codes of student conduct and the student government constitution. 

· Interactive: The web site must provide mechanisms for student interaction. 

· Currency: All information must be current and none out-of-date. 

· Convenience: The site must be designed for easy use. 

· Community Building: The web site must link appropriately to the campus, the community and the world. 

· Developmental: The web site must promote student development goals. 

· Learning focused: The web site must promote appropriate learning goals. 

· Clarity: The web site must have a written set of goals and measurable outcomes. 

· Accountability: The site must contain evaluation mechanisms such as feed back sections and counters. 

· Accessibility: The web site must meet accessibility guidelines.

Another resource for the committee is a document created by the University of Georgia as a product of their web design overhaul: “The Seven C’s of Web Service Design,” by Albert DeSimone, Jr. Walter B McRae, and the Georgia Web Group.

A visit to our page should:

· Provide for current students a medium thru which they can connect with campus resources (i.e. divisional personnel, clubs and activities, etc.).

· Present potential and/or incoming students, parents, and alumni with an accurate glimpse of what life on campus is like.

· Educate faculty on the philosophy of the Division and provide information on how they can get involved in campus life outside of the classroom.

· Make general information about the College available to it’s neighbors, include a statement regarding the College’s commitment to those neighbors, and provide current information regarding events at which that community is invited to attend.

The committee shall meet regularly in the beginning while the page is under development and then establish a protocol for maintaining the site thereafter.  

IV.
Audience

Every seasoned professional in student services is well aware that he/she serves a varied population.  Not at all surprisingly, designing a website that serves this audience is a formidable task, to say the least.  In order for a website to be user-friendly, it needs to be designed to fit the needs of its audience.  This design will be informed by a keen awareness of its target audience on the part of the student affairs professional.

Are your students technologically savvy?  Are they inclined to public service?  Do their tutoring needs fall more in science or humanities related disciplines?  Can a prospective student visit your site and clearly see a place for himself in how you’re defining student life at Western Idaho University?  Why or why not?

To be most effective, the student life website at Western Idaho University needs to know its intended audience.  

Our site is for:
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Current students
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Parents
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Prospective students
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Faculty and Staff
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Alumni
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Local Community Members

The resident two blocks down the avenue needs to be able to launch the school’s events calendar to see if he wants to take his out-of-town guests to a college play.  Faculty members need to be able to call up a career counselor’s email address to make referrals to their advisees. The site must not forget about the commuter students and the students who are engaged in a field experience away from campus, or those who earn their degree without ever setting foot on campus. Those students must have services delivered to them just the same.
  Ultimately, a student ought to be able to design his or her own student life homepage much like a user does at http://my.yahoo.com.  “It is the technological equivalent of painting your own residence hall room.  A great way to enable and empower students.”
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V.
Evaluation and Assessment of website—why is it important to assess the site?

Assessment is an ongoing process. Evaluating our site requires a continuous comparison of what the site does to further our mission of nourishing the whole student.

A good website is one that may make one student choose to attend a school and may keep another student from transferring out of your school: “The image conveyed through the web becomes the reality of the college for the web visitor.”
 In turn, the computer-based communication should not turn a potential student away from looking further into the institution and should not frustrate and confuse the current student.  In brief, does the site serve its user?  This should be the main lens through which our site is assessed.

As one looks at the division website, there needs to be a clear understanding and representation of the entire campus climate. What types of students live and learn on the campus? Are there accurate depictions of these students enhanced by quotations or pictures? Does the website link to other institutional and local resources so as to develop the “whole student?”

Sites should be evaluated in terms of accessibility.  On a more technical note, a student should be able to click the mouse no more than three times and a span of 30 seconds to obtain the information they are seeking.
 Whether it is the phone number for the Counseling Center, or an athletic game start time, or simply where they can hear the student radio station, a student (current or prospective) should be able to access the information in a convenient time frame. 

How the division tracks student access of the pages and how students can utilize the site is an important aspect of the evaluation and assessment tool for the website that must be looked at. In addition with a feedback/ask a question bar on the division home page, a student could ask any question that would be directed back to the student life department. Tulane University has included within their Student Program page, a detailed questionnaire to: Students, Faculty, Staff, Department and Other (in that order), to see if their website is properly serving all those who browse it. See the link: http://studentprograms.tulane.edu/
The department would in turn gain two important opportunities. First, they would be able to aid a student or other visitor in their confusion. Second, they would see where there are holes within the website. In addition, a counter should be available to physically track the site’s usage. 21,221 awesome people have surfed this page, which appears on: http://www.mtholyoke.edu/offices/activities/ is a good start. Another helpful tool would be a direct e-mail link on the bottom of all the division’s pages to the Webmaster who could receive feedback from web visitors. 

Students are also useful during the evaluation process and should serve as third party web viewers. Once a site is constructed, a student would be asked to find specific items and the professional would physically oversee the process and how the site is accessed. In short, “If a student needs to ask the professional a question, than that site is a failure.”

As a whole, the website should be easy to find from the institutional home page and have both a consistent theme and tone. Aesthetically speaking, the site should be attractive and not loaded with inappropriately heavy graphics. To be most effective, the site should be student-centered and leave the student with a personal connection with the college. Boston University’s Student Activities page is graphic heavy and does not leave a visitor with a sense of the campus climate: http://www.bu.edu/sao/. John’s Hopkins University has good intentions, but the site does not load fast enough and leaves the visitor unclear of what to do next: http://www.jhu.edu/%7Esao/.

When browsing a student affairs website, what really needs to be evident is that the division did not simply copy pages out of the Student Handbook and other college documents. A chaotic site does not put forth a good impression. Neal Raisman eloquently wrote, “We live in a competitive world. You should make sure that your web site shows off your institution’s best side—rather than sending visitors in frustration to the sites of other colleges and universities.”
 

.

VI.
Closing Remarks
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A web site is a living entity.  It’s not something we create and let be.  It requires maintenance, review, and revision.  For the student affairs professional, relinquishing our role to a non-human object causes understandable angst: “The nature of our work, our investment in face-to-face relationships, and our reliance on students being physically present on our campuses has made our adoption of technological innovations somewhat cautious” (Handbook, 217).  However, even the “people personnel” must acknowledge the Internet as a player in student development.  Designing pages that complement and work in tandem with what we do “off the web page” will be a key factor in staying true to our philosophy.

There are not many aspects of student affairs that go by without the use of technology. So many of today’s students first browsed Western Idaho’s campus through the Internet. Admissions applications more and more are processed online. Academic advising, web registration, and library searches are all commonly in place at institutions across the United States. We cannot forget about the Student Affairs Division and go backwards once they get to campus.
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