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Abstract iii 

Abstract 

 
 This case study examines the use and influence of college web sites by high 

school seniors as they move through the college selection process through interviews, 

directed observations, and focus groups.  It discovers and describes the different ways 

that web sites are used by this bounded group.  As a part of the study, the re-designed 

web site at SUNY Institute of Technology is critiqued and analyzed by respondents. 

Enhancements are proposed based on the research to increase the effectiveness of the site 

in its appeal to prospective high school students.  The theories of Human-Centered 

Design and Contextual Design are described and applied to this case study.   
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Section 1: Entry Vignette 

It is the middle of May and Katie, a high school junior on Long Island stops by 

her guidance office to schedule an appointment with her counselor.  Katie is a straight A 

student and is getting anxious about the college selection process that she will soon be 

going through. She wants to talk with her counselor to begin focusing her search.  The 

secretary tells her that there will be time set aside for juniors in a few weeks to sit with a 

counselor to talk about college plans.  For now, she could check out information on 

colleges in the file cabinet.  The guidance office had hundreds of files on different 

colleges around the northeast.  Katie pulls the file for SUNY Institute of Technology, a 

college in upstate New York that she heard about from a friend.  She quickly realizes that 

the information is not current. She pulls files for two other schools and finds more 

outdated information mixed in with what looks like new materials.  Frustrated, Katie 

thinks to herself as she heads home,  

 

“Between softball practice, homework and the upcoming musical, I really don’t 

have time to weed through a filing cabinet.  I just want to get a head start on collecting 

some basic up-to-date college information.”  

 

 

As soon as Katie gets home, she heads to her computer.  She has never visited 

college websites, but she might as well give it a try since she can’t meet with her 

counselor for a couple of weeks.  For the next two hours, Katie visits numerous websites, 

including both private and state colleges. Katie is leaning towards a major in computer 

science.  A friend of hers, who is currently a senior, and who is also interested in 

computer science, has decided to attend SUNY Institute of Technology in the fall, so 

Katie decides to check out that website first.  Her parents are also encouraging her to look 
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at SUNY schools for financial reasons, so that seems like a logical place to start her 

search.  She does a Google search to get to their home page. As soon as it pops up (see 

Figure 1), she scans the screen and thinks to herself, 

 

“Wow, there is so much information, where do I start?  Hmmm…the link for 

‘Prospective Students’ probably makes sense.  Yes, perhaps now I can get to the majors.  

Let me start there.” 

 

Figure 1 – SUNYIT’s Homepage 

 

The SUNYIT homepage, www.sunyit.edu, with the “Prospective Students” link circled. 
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Katie reads up on the computer science program and course descriptions.  She 

also views a listing of faculty in the department and is impressed by their credentials and 

areas of specialty.  Dr. Ronald Sarner is a Distinguished Service Professor and recipient 

of the State University Chancellor’s Award for Excellence in Teaching, and Dr. 

Rosemary Mullick’s research interests include psychology and artificial intelligence.  She 

goes back and revisits the “Prospective Student” page.  She goes to the link for “Student 

Activities” and is excited to see that they have a softball team.  It’s a Division III team, so 

she thinks she might actually have a shot at making the team.  She completes an 

electronic request for information and submits it, although she’s not sure who will end up 

reading it.  Within the request for information, she requests that a softball coach contact 

her by phone.  She thinks to herself, 

 

“This is really cool.  I wonder if someone will really follow up with me.  I can’t 

believe how much information is here at my fingertips.” 

  

 

She goes back to the “Prospective Student” page and sees a link for something 

called a “virtual tour.”   She clicks on it and it takes her to a basic map of campus where 

she notices the “360 degree view” icons (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 2 – SUNYIT’s Virtual Tour Page 

The SUNYIT “Virtual Tour” page is made up of a map with icons that indicate the 

availability of 360 degree images. 
 

 Katie thinks to herself,  

“I wonder what they really mean by ‘Virtual Tour’.  I might as well try it out. 

Hmmm…what is a 360-degree picture?   Cool, I feel like I’m walking through the 

building, this seems pretty high tech.  I wonder if all virtual tours are set-up this way.  I 
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need to make sure I check them out on other college sites. I wonder if this campus is 

really as nice as these photos make it look.   I just might want to visit this one in person.  

I’ll put this one on my list to talk with my counselor about.” 

 

 Katie continues looking around the site.  Some of the other things interesting 

features that she comes across include e-mail addresses for faculty and staff members, a 

calendar of campus happenings, and a web cam.  The web cam intrigues her, but when 

she clicks on it, she just sees the outside of a building with nothing going on.  She thinks 

to herself, 

 

“Boring.....It would’ve been neat to be able to view a live class or a live activity 

going on.  Why would someone want to look at the outside of a building?  I’d much 

rather see what their students look like.”  

 

In general, she was impressed by this site, but she wished there were more 

pictures and more information about the students going to school there.  She’s excited 

though, because it was so easy to get to so much current information so quickly, such as 

the softball schedule, course descriptions, daily club meetings, and the upcoming 

weekend’s entertainment.  

Katie goes on to visit two other private college websites that she has heard of through word of 

mouth and is able to complete more electronic contact cards. On one of the sites, she comes across a link 

that allows her to instant message an admissions counselor. Instant messaging is a way of life for Katie and 

out of curiosity, she submits a question.   

 

“I’m a high school junior just starting my college search.  I’m really interested in knowing more 

about your scholarships.” 

 

Instantly, she gets a response. 

 

“Thanks so much for your interest in our college.  We have an excellent scholarship program.  To 

learn more about qualifications, go to the ‘scholarships’ quick link located on our home page. I encourage 

you to learn more about us by making a personal visit.  In fact, we have an open house coming up in two 

weeks.  If you want to provide me with your contact information, I’ll be glad to send you an invitation.” 
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Katie is amazed at how quickly and easily she gets some basic questions answered.  

 

“Wow, by the time I meet with my guidance counselor, I can likely have a 

preliminary list of colleges to visit this summer based on how quickly I can access 

information on-line.  I had no idea how easy this would be.” 

 

 
Katie wants to learn more about other SUNY schools as well.  She knows that a lot of students from 

her high school go to SUNY schools.  Her parents are concerned about the cost of a college education 

and if the softball scholarship that she’s hoping for doesn’t work out at a private school, the tuition will 

be a major factor in the selection process.  She goes back to Google, and searches for SUNY.  She ends 

up at the SUNY homepage and is able to search all of their four-year computer science programs.  She 

prints a list of all of the SUNY campuses offering bachelor’s degrees in computer science.   

 

“I’m going to bring this list with me to the college fair at Hofstra at the end of May, that way I can 

pick up materials on each of these campuses.  I’m also going to make sure I visit these websites over 

the next week or so to find out more.  I’m really glad I didn’t waste my time looking through those 

outdated files in the guidance office.” 

   

This scenario is a reflection of today’s college selection process from a 

prospective student’s viewpoint. The availability of information on a college website has 

changed the way students research colleges.  It has raised numerous questions for college 

admissions offices such as: 

• How much influence do college websites have on prospective students in the 

college selection process?  

• How has the accessibility of this information impacted other recruitment 

initiatives?  

• How much and what types of information should a college post on its website 

to make it a successful site in the eyes of prospective students? 
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• What design elements, layout/placement, and typographic devices work best 

for recruiting students on a college website? 

The following case study attempts to understand and describe how today’s 

prospective students find out about a college, how they find its website, and how they are 

using websites as a part of the college selection process.
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Section 2: Introduction 
 
 The following case study focuses on high school students and the ways in which they use college 

websites as they move through the college selection process. This case study describes how prospective 

college students use websites, how important the websites are to their selection process, and the features of 

college websites that they find to be both informative and interesting. Prior to conducting this research, the 

current literature on this topic was reviewed.  It was important for the author to understand what has been 

written and researched on this topic. 

  

Literature Review 

 A number of scholarly journal articles were reviewed as part of this research project in an effort to 

understand the existing literature regarding the use and influence of college websites in the college 

admissions process for high school students. 

 

Journal Article Summaries 

 ‘The Place of the Web in College Choice: Information or Persuasion?’ written by Linda LeFauve 

(5) examines the influence of college websites as prospective students move through the college selection 

process. She specifically examines the way “persuasion” is used by colleges in their recruitment materials 

versus simply providing a more “informational” approach to reaching prospective students.  In her study, 

college websites are contrasted with “viewbooks” (a descriptive 10-12 page recruitment brochure that 

combines photographs with well thought out marketing messages for 
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prospective students) through individual interviews and focus groups with prospective students.  LeFauve 

hypothesizes that college information is perceived differently depending on the vehicle used to present the 

information, and that prospective students will look to particular vehicles for particular kinds of 

information.  Through her research, her data supports the hypothesis and indicates that prospective students 

use websites as a source of information and viewbooks as a vehicle of persuasion. “The findings lend 

support to they hypothesis that prospective students perceive a college’s materials differently depending on 

the vehicle used to present them and that, in fact, they look to different methods of presentation for specific 

kinds of material.” (14)  LeFauve uses both qualitative and quantitative analysis in this study.   

The students interviewed for the thesis study presented in this paper support LeFauve’s claim that 

college websites are clearly accessed as a primary source of information by prospective students in the 

college selection process.  However, this study gives more evidence that the web is also becoming a greater 

vehicle of persuasion (in addition to being a source of information) than it might have been when 

LeFauve’s study was conducted in 2001.   

 In ‘On-line Admissions and Internet Recruiting: An Anatomy of Search Engine Placement,’ 

Richard Whiteside and George Mentz (63) acknowledge that a college’s website has become an integral 

part of the college selection process for prospective students.  They indicate that colleges should organize 

their websites in a way that will be most appealing to prospective students (versus other users of the site) 

and they give direction and specifics on how to do so.  The current redesign of the website at SUNY 

Institute of Technology supports this type of website organization.   All of the information is now designed 

and organized in a way that addresses the needs of prospective students as the primary audience.  Whiteside 

and Mentz (64) assert that search engine placement has become an important part of the mix as well and 

they give advice on designing “search-engine-friendly Websites.”  Finally, they tie together the variables 

that make up a solid on-line recruitment strategy. They conclude that “online recruiting will continue to be 

a major facet of building and improving enrollment.  Institutions that do not keep up with this marketing 

medium may lose market share and great opportunities for growth regionally and internationally.” (66) 

 Mentz and Whiteside provide a follow-up to this article with ‘Internet College Recruiting and 

Marketing: Web Promotion, Techniques and Law’ which goes deeper into the way college websites have 

evolved and the role that they play in the college selection process.   They posit that today’s high school 

students are taught how to use the Internet in school and as a result, they naturally research colleges in this 

mode. “Schools train children to use the Internet.  Today’s youth and future Internet culture generations use 

and will use the Internet to research colleges.  They research and visit colleges from the comforts of their 

homes and the library and are informed candidates for admission.”  (11)  Therefore, colleges face particular 

challenges in designing their websites.   As in the previous article, they comment on the ineffectiveness of 

designing a website in a way that reflects the college’s organizational chart, or the internal users.  Colleges 

must design information in a way that caters to prospective students as the primary user group.  They then 

offer more practical advice on elements of successful websites.  These features include focusing on the 

benefits, values and success of the institution, effectively integrating price, scholarships, grants and 

financial aid information, and creating a site that is easy for prospective students to navigate and to use to 

make contact with the admissions office. (12-13)  The following thesis study will support the assertions 

made by Mentz and Whiteside, as all of these features identified as important by the authors are also 

identified by prospective high school students that were interviewed for this research project.   

 In ‘To the Personalized Go the Prospects,’ Brian Gary Williams (27) asserts that to stay 

competitive, colleges must learn to market to students one-on-one through their websites.  They must learn 

technologically how to capture data when a student visits their websites, what links they choose, and that 

they should gather data on visitors through the completion of on-line forms.  This data should continue to 

be collected each time a student visits the site and eventually, the college can build an individual 

recruitment plan for each prospective student based on the information that the student indicates they are 

looking for. “Web personalization increases the odds that students will return to a college web site and 

spend more time exploring their own personalized content versus aimlessly surfing irrelevant information 

at a site that doesn’t know who they are.” (29)  The author cites marketing and enrollment management 

theories and their application to technology in predicting how new technologies will shape future 

recruitment on-line.  In this thesis study, students did not identify a need to have specific, detailed 

information, tailored just for them on a customized web page, as Williams asserts.  What they expect right 

now is quick and easy access to the information that they are looking for on college websites.  What 
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Williams posits might not be too far off in the distant future, but today’s students are not yet expecting this 

level of customization.    

In ‘Media Omnivores: Understanding College-Bound Students and Communicating With Them 

Effectively,’ Jonathan Steele (11) asserts that today’s generation of high school students are “media 

omnivores,” constantly hungry for information and stimuli. They live in a world of information overload 

and have learned to quickly filter this information to find what they need and want.  Steele (12) indicates 

that there has been a significant rise in Internet use among college-bound students and that they are using 

college websites for particular reasons in the college selection process.  He discusses the importance of 

communicating with this generation electronically and outlines the different types of communication 

technologies and those that are preferred by today’s college bound population.  These technologies include 

CD-ROM’s, PDF’s, e-mail, chat rooms, instant messaging, electronic mailing lists, virtual reality and 3-D 

web environments.  Finally, he posits that college admissions offices should utilize a mix of media 

messages and personal attention and contact as the most effective way to recruit today’s college bound 

students.   “What students really want is a mix of print and electronic communication.  Interviews with 

college-bound students reveal that they want to explore a college Web site online, show the view-book to 

their parents, chat with current students online, and flip through a copy of the alumni magazine to see 

where students end up after graduation.” (14)  This article is the one that most closely relates to this thesis 

study in its assertion that students are hungry for information and are drawn to electronic forms of 

communication such as e-mail and instant messaging.  More details on this issue will be provided later on 

in the study. 

 Michael Stoner, in ‘What Has the Web Wrought?  College Admission in the 

Digital Age,’ asserts that the digital age has brought significant change to the college 

admissions landscape. With unlimited access to the Internet, prospective students are now 

empowered and are in control of the level of communication they have with institutions.  

“Just as the Internet has put the savvy traveler in charge of getting the best airline ticket 

prices, it has wrestled control of college communications from the institution and handed 

it over to the empowered constituent.” (32)  Stoner refers to the “Website Evaluation 

Study” (www.wses.com) that confirmed that the use of college websites is second only to 

the campus visit in ways that prospective students communicate with colleges.  The 

article explains that because of this change, colleges must maintain websites that are of 

the highest quality and to do this, there must be a high level technology administrator 

leading the way.  Stoner (35) also believes that admissions offices must now be staffed by 

professionals that not only have strong customer service skills but also are “technically 

savvy” and can deal with rapid change as a part of the job.  This thesis study will support 

Stoner’s assertion that today’s prospective students are empowered and are in much 
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greater control of the communication they have with colleges.  They know that 

information is just a click away and colleges must make it as convenient as possible for 

students to be able to communicate with them both how and when they want, whether it 

be through e-mail, instant messaging or chat rooms. 

 In ‘Getting Personal,’ Michael Stoner (53) asserts that colleges need to find a way 

to differentiate their websites from the others that are out there.  He suggests that the 

most effective way to stand out is to create a website that is interactive (allows for an 

exchange of information between the prospective student and the college), customized 

(tailors the content for each prospective student by collecting demographic information 

from them) and personalized (allowing the prospective students to be a part of the 

customization). “Prospects expect institutions to offer more than simply well-organized, 

informative Web sites; they expect campuses to produce online products that are as 

unique as the institutions themselves.” (53)  He provides tips for creating websites from 

the viewpoint of prospective students, and provides examples of cutting edge college 

websites.  Stoner’s assertions are supported by this thesis project in all three of the 

themes that emerged during the study (visual appeal, immediacy of information and 

interactivity).  These themes will be discussed in greater detail later on in this paper.       

 In ‘Using College Websites for Student Recruitment: A Relationship Marketing 

Study,’ Bart Kittle and Diane Ciba (19) analyze the effectiveness of web content in the 

areas of admissions applications, faculty information, and virtual tours.  These three areas 

are analyzed using the five-level relationship model (basic, reactive, accountable, 

proactive and partnership) and each web content area is defined by the five models. (21)   

They conclude that the most successful sites are those that allow for true partnerships 
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with visitors to the site.  These partnerships will develop through interactive experiences 

available on college websites, such as on-line request forms, e-mail communications, 

audio messages, and web cams.  “The Web sites of colleges and universities are evolving 

to the level of participatory and convenient sites with many institutions beginning to take 

full advantage of the interactive potential of the World Wide Web.  Providing multiple 

opportunities for two-way symmetrical communication and building pre-transactional 

relationships are in evidence at an increasing number of sites.” (34)  This article is very 

closely related to this thesis study in asserting the importance and the effectiveness of 

interactive experiences made available to prospective students on college websites.   

 

Visual Appeal  

 According to Jonathan Steele in “The Media Omnivores: Understanding College-

Bound Students and Communicating With Them Effectively” (11) today’s teenagers 

“are true media omnivores, consuming images, music, the printed word and the 

virtual word through every form and format imaginable – often simultaneously.  

While their parents often complain about being constantly bombarded with vast 

amounts of media information, today’s teens have adapted to this media-saturated 

environment by learning to scan, filter and purge as much of this information as 

quickly as possible.”   

 

Because today’s college bound generation is so technologically savvy, colleges must 

realize that their sites will not become filtered information.  They must create sites that 

are so visually appealing that students will want to look past the home page.  Stoner (56) 

provides some highlights of a ‘Website Effectiveness Survey’ conducted by Lipman 

Hearne and fastweb.com.  One notable highlight that supports the need for visual appeal 

on college websites is his finding that, “Design ultimately wins over content.  When 
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asked directly, students rate content as more important to them than a site’s visual appeal.  

However, the WSES findings reveal that (when empirically studied), students rate sites 

markedly higher overall when they are more pleased with the design than they are with 

the content.”  (56)   

 

Interactivity 

 Allowing a student to have interactive experiences on college websites will 

contribute to the relationship that develops between the student and the institution.  

Stoner (53) notes, “institutions need to adopt interactive design and individualized service 

features that prospective students are accustomed to seeing on commercial websites.”  

Today’s high school generation is used to conducting a variety of transactions on-line and 

it should not be any different on a college website.  The more interactive experiences they 

can have, the more connected they will feel.  According to Kittle and Ciba (19), “the 

success of the American university of the twenty-first century may depend more and 

more on the degree of its accessibility through the WWW.”    

 A part of interactivity also includes personalization of websites.  As a 

complement to a college’s overall marketing plan, Williams discusses the emerging ways 

that colleges will “use the Internet to deliver specific content to an appropriate population 

or sub-group of students.” (23)  He goes on to say that “web personalization increases the 

odds that students will return to a college website and spend more time exploring their 

own personalized content versus aimlessly surfing irrelevant information at a site that 

doesn’t know who they are.” (25)   

   



Section 2: Introduction 20

Problem Questions 
 

 The goal of this case study is to provide an answer to the central research 

question.   

• What are the ways in which prospective students use university websites as a  

 

part of the college selection process?  

 

The issue sub-questions assist in providing a richer, more thorough look at the 

central research question and serve as a guide for the researcher in getting to the depth of 

data required to prepare a credible qualitative study.  

• In what ways do prospective students find and use college websites? 

• How do prospective students define a successful college website? 

• What technological features within a college website are important to 

prospective students? 

• What visual/design elements are students attracted to (e.g., color, layout, font, 

white space, grid system)? 

• How important is a college website compared to other recruitment strategies 

employed by college admissions offices? 

• What themes emerge to represent the influence and importance of college 

website use? 

• How do these themes help to better understand today’s college bound 

student? 
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The Case Study 

 A case study was conducted with the purpose of describing and discovering the different ways in 

which prospective students use university websites as a part of the college selection process.  This 

qualitative study was conducted because of the need for a better understanding of this new source of 

information. With the introduction of the Internet and the development of college websites, there have been 

significant changes to the field of college admissions over the last decade.  Most of the research regarding 

the impact of college websites was conducted in the late 1990’s when they were just beginning to emerge. 

Limited current research exists that examines how influential websites have become, how they have 

impacted the ways that students search for colleges, and the ways in which they view and respond to other 

recruitment strategies. In addition, there was not an abundance of information regarding successful versus 

unsuccessful websites from the prospective student point of view, and the particular features that this 

technologically savvy generation expect to see on college websites.  A qualitative research study is an ideal 

way to explore, describe and discover the themes and real issues that emerge with this particular subject 

matter after taking a detailed look.  In “Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design,” Creswell (15) notes, 

“qualitative researchers study things in their natural setting, attempting to make sense of or interpret 

phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them.”  This particular study focuses on the everyday 

use of websites in the college selection process by those human subjects who are currently going through 

the process.  Their real life experiences with websites, combined with the literature review and application 

of theories will allow for the emergence of themes and assertions. 

 Of the five traditions of qualitative inquiry, a case study quickly emerged as the 

appropriate one for this topic.  Creswell (61) defines a case study as “an exploration of a 

‘bounded system’ or a case (or multiple cases) over time through detailed, in-depth data 

collection involving multiple sources of information rich in context.” This particular 

research study looks at a specific case – the use of college websites in the college 

selection process.  This case is bounded by time, location, and the particular group being 

studied. All of the human subjects are high school seniors, 17-18 years of age, attending 

high school in either Oneida or Herkimer counties, who are planning to go to college in 

the fall of 2005.  All subjects have been identified beforehand as having used college 

websites as a part of the college selection process within the last year.  The research and 

data collection for this case study was conducted from February to April 2005.   

 

Data Collection 
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 A case study relies on in-depth data collection across a variety of sources.  For 

this case study, the various forms of data were collected through interviews, directed 

observations, focus groups, websites, documents and surveys.  Figure 3, a data collection 

matrix, provides a visual overview of both the sources of information and the information 

collected over the three-month period of research.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 – Data Collection Matrix 

Information/ 

Information  

Source 
Intervie

ws 

Observations Documents Focus 

Groups 

Websites Surveys 

High School  

Seniors 

3 3 
 

1 
(11 seniors) 

2 
(per student)  

14 

High School  

Juniors 

1 1 
 

 2 
(per student) 

 

Transfer Students 
(Community College) 

1 8  1 
(8 students) 

2 
(per student) 

8 

Web Coordinator 1 
 

    

Web Master 1     
 

Websites  2  2 8  

Scholarly Journal 

Articles 

  12    

 

Data collection methods included interviews, observations, documents, focus groups, 

websites and surveys. 
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As indicated in Figure 3, data collection employed a variety of sources.  A key 

informant was Lynne Browne, the Web Coordinator at SUNY Institute of Technology 

who had been involved in the redesign of the website at SUNYIT, which was launched in 

February 2005.  It was important to understand from an institutional standpoint what 

background research and thought processes went into creating a new college website.  

Ms. Browne commented that the new site was designed with the prospective student as 

the primary audience, and all decisions from colors to pictures to link names were made 

with this audience in mind.  Individual interviews were held with one community college 

transfer student, one high school junior and three high school seniors, all identified as 

potential research subjects by a college and a high school guidance counselor.  A focus 

group was conducted with 11 students enrolled in the New Visions program through 

Oneida County BOCES.  All students were college bound high school seniors who had 

used websites as a part of the college selection process.  A meeting with SUNYIT’s Web 

Master also took place in an effort to obtain and understand website data at SUNYIT.  

The SUNYIT website has a page that tracks user hits to links on the website.  This raw 

data assists in understanding the types of information that visitors to the site are accessing 

on a daily basis and ultimately can assist the college in making decisions on how website 

resources could be allocated.  A second focus group was conducted with community 

college students intending to transfer to a four-year institution.  This second focus group 

with community college students served the purpose of comparing and contrasting the 

ways in which prospective freshmen and prospective transfer students used college 

websites to obtain information.  It also allowed for a comparison of what students found 

to be both successful and unsuccessful features of two identified college websites.  In 
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addition, literature in the field was reviewed to both understand the previous research and 

to fully comprehend related subject matter.  In addition to reviewing and talking with 

students about the SUNYIT website, prospective students were also asked to compare 

and contrast it with the Rochester Institute of Technology website, a primary competitor.   

 The primary research subjects were prospective college students, although 

additional subjects were consulted as a part of this research project (e.g., SUNYIT web 

coordinator, SUNYIT web master, other college websites and scholarly journal articles).   

Two groups of prospective students were identified and contacted for interviews and 

focus groups.  They were bound in the following ways: 

• High school students: All high school students were 17 to 18 years of age and 

were in the process of searching for a college to attend upon graduation from 

high school.   All subjects had also indicated ahead of time that they had been 

using college websites as a source of information during the college search 

process.  All participating high school students live in either Herkimer or 

Oneida County in the state of New York.  All high school students were 

interviewed in a natural setting at either a high school or a county BOCES site 

where students participated in a college preparatory program. Meetings took 

place in either an office or classroom with computers and access to the 

Internet. 

• Community college students: The community college students ranged in age 

from 18 to 21 years of age and currently attend Mohawk Valley Community 

College or Herkimer County Community College in the state of New York.  

All of these subjects indicated ahead of time that they hoped at some point to 
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transfer to a four-year institution upon completion of their associate’s degree. 

They also indicated that they had previously used and would continue to use 

college websites as a source of information during the college selection 

process.  All community college students were interviewed in their natural 

setting, at their college, in a computer laboratory with access to the Internet.  

The community college students were interviewed to compare and contrast the 

data that had been collected from the high school students who were the 

primary research group. 

The focus of this study is not to determine if students are using websites as a part 

of the college selection process – existing literature already tells us that most college 

bound students do use websites as an information source.  This study focuses on 

describing and understanding how websites are being used, so it was critical to identify 

ahead of time which research subjects met these criteria. 

All research subjects were given an “Ethics Protocol” form at the beginning of the 

interview or focus group.  See Appendix B for a copy of this form.  At the onset of both 

the interviews and focus groups, the researcher explained the objectives of the study, and 

informed the subjects that participation was voluntary and that there were no right or 

wrong answers.  Participants were informed of their importance to the study and were 

encouraged to share as much information as possible.  Each participant was asked the 

same exact set of questions relating to their college search process and their website use 

during this period of time. The goal was for the researcher to understand how important 

college websites were to subjects throughout the college selection process and to also 
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determine what features and links were important as subjects perused college websites. 

See Appendix C for a copy of the Interview Protocol form that was used.   

After responding to a series of open-ended questions, participants were then asked 

to participate in a ranking exercise (see Figures 4 and 5).  First, they were asked to rank 

seven different actions that can be done on a college website in order of importance with 

1 being most important and 7 being least important.  The seven items for consideration 

were: access a faculty e-mail directory, apply on-line, take a virtual tour, use instant 

messenger to talk to an admissions counselor, view a photo gallery of student activities, 

view a web cam on campus, and visit chat rooms with current students.  Second, they 

were asked to rank seven different recruitment strategies, or ways to learn about colleges 

in order of importance with 1 being the most important and 7 being the least important.  

These seven items for consideration were: phone calls to your home, college fairs, 

college websites, e-mails to and from colleges, high school visits by an admissions 

counselor, mailings and personal interviews.  After completing each of the ranking 

exercises, subjects were asked to comment on each and what was or wasn’t important 

about each of the items.  Average scores were calculated and the items were ranked.  The 

analysis and summary of the discussions surrounding these two ranking exercises can be 

found on pages 29 - 35 of this thesis study.   

 

Figure 4 – Ranking of Website Action Items 

Things to do on a website: Ranking: 

* 14 students surveyed  

Access faculty e-mail addresses 5 

Apply on-line 1 

Take a virtual tour 2 

Use instant messenger 3 (tie) 
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View a photo gallery 3 (tie) 

View a web cam 6 

Visit chat rooms 4 

 

The results of the survey asking subjects to rank seven different actions that can be 

completed on a college website. 
 

 

Figure 5 – Ranking of Recruitment Strategies 

Recruitment Strategies 
Rank 

* 14 students surveyed  

Calls to your home 6 

College fairs 5 

College websites 1 

E-mails to and from colleges 4 

High School Visits 3 (tie) 

Mailings 2 

Personal Interviews 3 (tie) 

 

The results of the survey asking subjects to rank seven different recruitment 

strategies/sources of information when searching for a college. 
 

Following the ranking exercise, directed observations took place.  Subjects were 

given approximately five minutes to explore the SUNYIT home page and “Prospective 

Students” page, and then another five minutes to explore these same two pages on the 

Rochester Institute of Technology website.  They were then asked questions regarding 

their opinions of both of the websites, what they liked and disliked about each website, 

what they thought about the layout and design of the sites, and what they thought about 

the pictures used on each site.   While the questioning took place, students were able to 

continue observing both websites by moving back and forth between them to compare 

and contrast.  The results of the data collection can be found in the following section 

entitled “Analysis of Data.”  See Appendix C for the Interview Protocol form used for 

this portion of the study.   
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Analysis of Data 

 The research questions asked of all prospective student subjects during the 

interviews and focus groups are listed below with a summary and discussion of the 

primary responses provided. 

1. How important are college websites to you in your college selection process?  

Why? 

As indicated earlier, subjects were selected for this study because they used websites 

as a part of the college selection process.  All respondents indicated that they not only 

used websites, but found them to be the most important source of information throughout 

the college selection process.   Common responses regarding the importance of college 

websites emerged.  All respondents indicated that the most important reason is instant 

access to information.  Students do not like to wait for information and they all feel that 

virtually any question can be answered by going to a college’s website.  One student 

replied, “websites are very important…they save a lot of time when wanting to find out 

answers…quicker than making phone calls and worrying about talking to the right 

people.”  Subjects also discussed how easy it is to access information on a website, 

confirming that today’s college bound student is comfortable navigating a website.  

Overall, college websites are perceived as the quickest and easiest way to obtain college 

information. 

2. What links/features are you looking for when you visit a college website? 

Varying responses were given to this question, indicating the various interests in both 

academics and student life that exist for today’s college bound students.  The most 
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popular item mentioned is the ability to apply on-line. Thirteen out of the fourteen 

students interviewed for this study filed at least one admissions application on-line.  The 

main reasons indicated for applying on-line versus filing the paper application are the 

ease of applying on-line (no need to write or type) and then the ability to track the 

application through e-mail or through an on-line account created by the college once the 

application is received.  This electronic tracking system only existed in the cases where 

the application was actually filed on-line.  Other important links/features mentioned 

repeatedly included academic information, student life information (sports and clubs), 

cost of attendance, virtual tours, pictures of the campus and students, and residence life 

information. 

3. What makes a college website useful to you in the college selection process? 

All student responses to this question of usefulness can be summarized by the ease in 

navigation and location of information on college websites.  The easier it is for a student 

to find the information that they are looking for, the longer they will stay on a website.  

One student mentioned that early on in her search process, if she couldn’t find what she 

was looking for in two to three clicks, she left the site and never went back because she 

didn’t have time to figure out where information was located.  She needed the 

information to be at her fingertips.  Another common response was the ability to get a 

feel for the college through pictures of the students participating in classes and activities.  

Students want to see what “real” college students look like and if they believe they will 

“fit in” with the students portrayed on the website.  The desire for pictures of “pretty” or 

“attractive” students was also mentioned repeatedly. 

4. What components make up an ideal college website? 
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In responding to this question, while all students mentioned the need for in-depth 

academic information, student life information, virtual tours, and sites that are easy to 

navigate, several other responses also surfaced that had not yet come up in the discussion. 

Seventy-five percent of the students interviewed indicated their desire for more 

information on current students.  In addition to seeing photos of students, they want to 

know more detail and description about the students.  What are they involved in on-

campus?  What do they like about the campus?  What don’t they like?  Respondents also 

regularly mentioned that an ideal college website is eye-catching, flashy, has an 

organized layout with readable fonts, uses bold (not neon) colors, is attention grabbing 

and in general, makes you not want to leave. 

5. How do you communicate with colleges you are interested in? 

The response that was given by every student to this question was e-mail 

communication.  While many students will still use the telephone, they will typically first 

try to get their questions answered by sending an e-mail message to a staff member.  If it 

is taking too long to get a response back, they will then defer to the telephone.  Some 

students also mentioned that it would be good to be able to communicate through instant 

messaging and some had already used this mode of communication with colleges that 

offered it.  Every student interviewed uses instant messaging as a part of their daily life, 

so it has become a mainstream mode of communication for today’s college bound 

student.   

6. Besides college websites, in what other ways do you learn about colleges?  How 

are you getting your information? 



Section 2: Introduction 31

Answers to this question spanned the spectrum of information sources that exist for 

colleges including word of mouth (family, friends, teachers, counselors), mailings to their 

homes, college fairs, guidance counselors, coaches, visits to campus, college guidebooks 

and “other” websites.  Several students went into great detail about websites that are not 

sponsored by colleges, but provide what they perceive as the “real truth” about what goes 

on at the college.  These websites include ratemyprofessor.com and collegeprowler.com.  

Respondents indicated that these sites provide testimonial type information by “real” 

students something, they say, that you would never find on a college website or in 

brochures.  Overall, high school students appear to be hungry for the truth about college 

life, as provided by real college students. 

As mentioned previously, immediately following the interview portion of the 

meeting, subjects were asked to participate in a ranking exercise.  Please refer back to 

figures 4 and 5 for the data collected as part of this exercise.  Upon completion of the 

ranking exercise, students were asked to comment on the importance of these items and 

why they chose to rank items in the way that they did. 

 

Ranking of Website Action Items 

In ranking the different things to do on a college website, “apply on-line” emerged as 

the most important feature of a website.  A summary of all of the items listed in order of 

importance follows.  The rankings are based on interviews with 14 students. 

 

Apply on-line (ranked #1 of 7) 
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As mentioned previously, students love the ease of applying on-line and are even 

more pleased when they can track the progress of their application on line.  This item is 

the one that consistently came up when asked about the links and features that they look 

for on college websites.  “I applied completely on-line and I thought it was a lot easier 

than paper, especially when I neared deadlines.  It was a lot easier for me to send things 

directly on-line,” said one student.  Only two of the fourteen respondents ranked this item 

in the bottom half of their list.   

Take a virtual tour (ranked #2 of 7) 

Students “love” the virtual tour because of their desire to see pictures of both the 

students and the campus.  The SUNYIT virtual tour, which has 360-degree photos, 

received rave reviews because of the “virtual” feel that it provides.  One student 

commented when viewing the SUNYIT virtual tour map, “I like the map of campus, it 

looks 3D, virtual, SIM City sort of.”  While every student interviewed has taken a virtual 

tour, none have used it as a replacement for making a real visit to the colleges they were 

seriously interested in.    One student mentioned that the virtual tour could be enhanced 

by providing some written text to go along with the photos, much like the verbiage that a 

campus tour guide would use as each building is being shown.  Many commented that a 

strong virtual tour will pique their interest in making a “live” visit to campus. 

Use instant messenger (ranked #3 of 7; tied with viewing a photo gallery) 

Every student interviewed said that instant messaging is a way of life and their 

favorite way to communicate with their friends because of how quick and easy it is.  Only 

a couple of them have come across instant messaging on college websites, and all of them 

agree that it should be there as an option for communicating with colleges.  “A lot of 
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people in my generation are so used to instant messaging that they’d probably be more 

comfortable asking questions that way than even by telephone,” said one student.  Right 

now, a college that provides instant messaging on their website will set themselves apart 

as a little more technologically advanced than those that don’t.   

View a photo gallery of student activities (ranked #4 of 7; tied with using instant 

messaging) 

Students want pictures and this need for pictures came through loud and clear in the 

research, with seven of the fourteen respondents ranking this item within the top three.  A 

website cannot have enough pictures, particularly pictures of attractive students 

interacting with each other and taking part in activities on campus.  “Most of the pictures 

in the pamphlets are summer and happy, but a photo gallery could show all aspects 

without having to read…it could be a click.  A picture is worth a thousand words,” 

commented one student.   

Visit chat rooms (ranked #5 of 7) 

Fifty percent of the students interviewed responded that they liked the idea of chat 

rooms and a couple had actually participated in organized chats (for example, an accepted 

student chat room on a designated date and time).  One student indicated that she actually 

decided not to apply to a college based on the chat.  “I actually did one with Vassar and 

it made me not want to go there.  Too stuffy.  I’m really glad I figured it out from the chat 

room before I wasted my time visiting,” she said.   Most felt that the chats allowed them 

to get truthful information from real students that they otherwise would not have had 

access to. 

Access faculty e-mail addresses (ranked # 6 of 7) 
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Based on this low ranking, students interviewed appear to be more concerned with 

obtaining student information than with accessing faculty information.  Only three of the 

fourteen students ranked this item within their top four.  They don’t see a strong need for 

accessing faculty information unless they are looking for information about an academic 

program that can’t already be found on the website, and this is not common.  One student 

actually expressed frustration after having e-mailed a faculty member four different 

times, never once receiving a response back.  “Why have it there (on the website) if the 

faculty member is not interested in communicating with prospective students?” the 

student commented. 

View a web cam (ranked #7 of 7) 

Only three of the fourteen students interviewed had come across web cams on college 

websites.  One student was not even sure what a web cam was.  Those that had viewed 

web cams indicated that the camera was usually in a very strange place with very little 

activity and didn’t show them anything of substance happening at the time that they 

accessed the link.  The same held true when students looked at the SUNYIT web cam.  

Students felt that web cams could be worthwhile if they were fixed in classrooms or were 

located in a student union, or fixed on an activity that was actually happening on campus.  

“I would check it out if I came across it, I think it would be interesting.  It would depend 

on where it was too…I would view it on a classroom with a class in progress,” said one 

student. 

 

Ranking of Recruitment Strategies 
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 Prior to the development of college websites, prospective students obtained their 

information on colleges during their search and selection process in a variety of ways, 

such as high school visits with admissions counselors, college fairs, phone calls and 

letters to and from the colleges for information.  Since the inception of college websites, 

most colleges have continued to use many of the traditional recruitment strategies in 

conjunction with their websites as sources of information for prospective students.  

Following is a summary, in order of importance of 14 current student perceptions of a 

variety of recruitment strategies currently used by college admissions offices: 

 

College websites (ranked #1 of 7) 

As noted earlier, the students were selected for this study because they said they had 

used college websites as a part of their college selection process.  Eleven of the fourteen 

students participating in the study ranked this item in the top two ways to obtain 

information. With an average ranking of number one, this indicates that students 

participating in this study find websites to be the most important of all other sources of 

college information discussed with them.  As mentioned previously, being able to access 

current information quickly and easily sets websites apart from all other sources of 

information.  As one student put it, “It’s instant information.  It helps you learn the most 

about the college.” 

Mailings to your home (ranked #2 of 7) 

This strategy received the widest range of comments, and despite negative comments 

by half of the respondents, it placed favorably in the ranking exercise.  Students said this 

was because they are receptive to the mailings when they are coming from schools that 
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they have already expressed an interest in. They said that most information from 

unknown schools goes unread.  “Oh God, that’s so annoying.  Tons of mail.  If it’s not 

from a school I’m already interested in, it goes in the garbage,” said one respondent.  

Students expressed frustration with the volume of information that they receive, even 

from schools they are interested in, and they dislike receiving the same information 

repeatedly. Students said they like seeing pictures over text in the materials they receive.   

High school visits by an admissions counselor (ranked #3 of 7; tied with personal 

interviews) 

Five of the fourteen respondents attended high school visits by colleges that they had 

a level of interest in.  None of the students attended visits by colleges that they were not 

already familiar with.  A level of frustration was evident regarding the materials that the 

admissions counselors provided, “it’s all the same stuff,” commented one student.  

Another student expressed frustration with the rigidness and formality of the presentation.  

“He was more concerned about getting through his canned presentation than in 

answering my questions,” she said. 

 

Personal Interviews (ranked #4 of 7; tied with high school visits by an admissions 

counselor) 

Students who attended personal interviews said they felt that they were an excellent 

experience, as they were an opportunity for a one-on-one meeting with someone at the 

college.   Two students commented that this was the best possible way to have contact 

with a college. Students also mentioned not only the importance of the personal 

interview, but the importance of an opportunity to stay overnight and experience the 
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college on a personal level.  Only one student expressed displeasure with a mandatory 

interview where she was placed in an interview room with two chairs and a lamp and was 

asked very obscure questions by a work study student because the counselor was tied up.  

It seems as though the personal interview is always considered a positive experience 

when the student initiates it.  “This is the one opportunity to be face-to-face with someone 

and get your questions answered on the spot,” said one student. 

E-mails to and from colleges (ranked #5 of 7) 

Students said they like the ease of communicating with colleges this way, and appear 

to prefer it to the telephone in how they reach out to colleges.  However, some 

frustrations were expressed with the way that colleges use e-mail in communicating with 

them.  Three of the fourteen respondents mentioned their displeasure with schools that 

take more than a day or two to respond to their inquiries. When it comes to 

communicating electronically, students expect an immediate response.  Students also 

dislike receiving mass e-mails from colleges and seem very concerned about possible 

spam or junk messages.  As with traditional mailings, students expect e-mails to be 

personalized and are likely to trash them if they are or if they perceive them to be a mass 

mailing.  “If it says ‘Dear SUNYIT Applicant’ then it’s garbage.  It’s gotta say my name 

or else I think it’s just a mass e-mail,” said one student. 

College fairs (ranked #6 of 7) 

This strategy elicited mixed reactions from students as described below.  About half 

of the students interviewed felt that they were a waste of time because there are too many 

people in attendance to get personal questions answered. They also expressed frustration 

at colleges who distribute brochures and materials that have already been sent out.  One 
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student commented, “It’s a good way to sign up for materials if you’re just starting to 

look at colleges, but it’s not the time or place to ask personal, individual questions.”  

However, those that attended a fair during their junior year felt it was worthwhile because 

of the ability to collect a lot of materials at one time.  Those who attended during their 

senior year did not feel that the experience enhanced their search process. 

Phone calls to your home (ranked # 7 of 7) 

Not all respondents had received phone calls to their homes, reflecting the shift by 

college admissions offices to other forms of communication.  The phone calls that 

students are receiving are very purposeful, usually from a coach or from a counselor who 

needs a particular piece of information.  Ten of the fourteen respondents felt that calls to 

their homes would be more of a nuisance, and not something that they would encourage.  

“I’m not really getting calls from Admissions.  If they were to call, they should have 

something specific to tell you, otherwise it would be an annoyance,” said one respondent. 

 

Following the two ranking exercises, students were observed viewing websites for 

both SUNY Institute of Technology and Rochester Institute of Technology.  Students 

also answered direct questions as follows: 

1. What do you like about the SUNYIT home page? 

All fourteen students interviewed identified the rotating banner across the top of the 

home page as something they liked and were drawn to. A majority of the subjects liked 

the layout of the website, with the primary links on the left (one student commented that 

the layout makes sense because people read from left to right).  The “action oriented” 

buttons on the right also received positive comments, particularly the “Apply Now” link.  
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Students also liked the colors used as well as the pictures.  Overall, the majority of the 

students felt that the overall layout was easy to navigate and well-organized.  The 

“Events Calendar” link also received favorable comments from several students, who 

said they were interested in what was happening on college campuses.  The names for the 

links received positive comments, and all fourteen subjects said that the first link that 

they almost always click on after looking at a college home page is the “Prospective 

Student” link.  One student comment provided a nice summary, “I like the layout, it’s not 

overwhelming, it looks easy.  I like the way it is organized with ‘Prospective Students’, 

‘Current Students’ etc.  I would click on ‘Prospective Students’.  I also really like the 

movement of the Flash animation.” 

2. What do you dislike about the SUNYIT website? 

While eleven of the fourteen students liked the use of color, three students 

commented that they wished there was more color used on the home page, as they found 

the site to be too conservative, too mellow.  Others felt that the text needed to be larger 

and while the Flash animation is good, the pictures should move faster for a “flashier” 

look.    Another comment was that the overall look is too “boxy” and should incorporate 

some round images or designs for a “softer” look.   “I want it to be more attention 

grabbing with more color, more movement and more flashiness.  The bar across the top 

needs to move faster.  Things could move in and out,” said one student. 

3. What do you think of the pictures currently used on the SUNYIT website? 

The responses to the pictures spanned a spectrum of possible responses.  All students 

agreed that pictures are good, and they liked to see a lot of them to keep the site 

interesting and eye-catching, particularly pictures of attractive students.  They also liked 
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seeing pictures of students doing things on campus and interacting with other students.  

They prefer pictures of students to pictures of faculty members.  They also liked seeing 

pictures of buildings, particularly of campuses that they have not yet visited in person. 

They said that pictures of both the inside and outside of residence halls are also very 

important.  The picture of the three graduates on the SUNYIT website received positive 

comments, as students believe that photos of graduates send the message that students 

will be successful at that college.  “I want to see pictures of pretty people, sports, 

campus, nice buildings and the dorms,” said one respondent.  Overall, students felt that 

the SUNYIT website needs more pictures and a wider range of photos.   

4. Students were then asked to locate and take the virtual tour.  What do you think 

about the SUNYIT virtual tour?   

The SUNYIT virtual tour received rave reviews compared to others that students had 

taken because of the use of the 360-degree photos.  In only one instance had a student 

come across these types of photos on other websites.  Students like the movement and the 

“virtual” feel of the 360-degree photos, and feel that this type of virtual tour is more 

“high tech” and more interesting to look at than just a screen full of pictures. One student 

said of the virtual tour, “This is cool…it shows you how big everything is and you don’t 

just get one shot.  It’s almost like you’re there.”  One negative comment about the virtual 

tour was that it did not include inside shots of the residence halls, which students feel are 

critical.  Also, during two of the directed observations, the 360-degree pictures would not 

open.  They said that this was frustrating, and if it happens often, it will result in a 

negative experience for students as they visit college websites.   
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5. Students were then asked to locate information about an academic program.  

How was the experience of locating information on academics? 

Twelve out of fourteen of the respondents indicated that locating academic 

information was quite easy.  Some got to it by clicking on the link on the home page 

called “List of Programs,” while others first clicked on “Prospective Students” and then 

went to “List of Programs.”  One student commented that once he got to the page listing 

the programs, he did not like that he had to scroll down to see the entire list.  He 

recommended that the listing start in the white space on the far right of the page so that 

students do not need to scroll down to see the entire list.  The academic information is a 

primary access point for students as they visit websites and a listing of programs should 

be no more than one click off of the home page. 

6. Students were then asked to click on the “Prospective Students” link on the 

home page and critique that particular page. 

One of the main things that students liked was the organization of the page.  The 

majority felt that the headings made sense and they liked how items were categorized.  

The majority also liked the fact that a link for just about everything that a prospective 

student would want to know was found on that page, in a logical category.  Over half the 

students interviewed mentioned how much they dislike having to click more than a few 

times to get to the information that they need as a prospective student. Some commented 

that the text size needs to be larger, and they felt that some other critical pieces of 

information were missing, such as a link for “cost of attendance” and demographic 

information such as class size and student to faculty ratio.  All fourteen of the students 

said that they naturally click on the “Prospective Student” link as their first click off the 
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home page, and like to find all pertinent information at this level.  They also indicated 

that the lack of pictures on the prospective student page is a problem, and the banner 

across the top should be a moving banner, as it is on the home page, but with different 

pictures being used. 

 

Outcomes/Development of Themes 

 The data analysis resulted in the emergence of three primary themes regarding the 

influence of college websites on the college admissions process and the ways in which 

students use college websites as a source of information.  The three themes, Immediacy 

of Information, Visual Appeal and Interactivity are described in this section. 

 

Immediacy of Information 

 Over the duration of the research, prospective students commented that college 

websites are a key source of information in the college selection process, a finding that is 

also supported by the related literature. One of the top reasons why students indicate that 

they turn to college websites over other sources of information is because of the instant 

access of information.  As also discussed by Jonathan Steele in “Media Omnivores: 

Understanding College-Bound Students and Communicating With them Effectively,” 

today’s high school students are used to being bombarded with information on the 

Internet.  Information and students’ ability to access information through technology have 

become a way of life for today’s teenager.  Having grown up with the Internet, they are 

convinced that they can find out what they want when they want it. In their minds, 

according to Steele, the world is just a click away.  They believe that the information that 
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they are looking for on a college website should be no more than a few clicks off the 

home page.  In interviews, they cited the ease of accessing this instant information as a 

feature that makes a website successful.  Most of the students interviewed expressed a 

liking for the “Quick Links” option on the SUNYIT homepage because they want to 

easily find the information they are looking for.  Interviews confirmed that an easy 

navigation system is critical for allowing students to experience the immediate 

gratification that they have come to expect on websites.   

   

Visual Appeal 

 Also supported by the literature review was a second issue that arose over the 

course of data collection: the visual appeal that college websites have as a source of 

information. Today’s high school students appear to be visual learners and they are 

hungry to absorb all things visual.  All fourteen of the student subjectes indicated that 

successful websites must have a multitude of pictures.  They want to see pictures of 

students, buildings, classrooms, faculty members, athletic events and student activities.  

Not only do they want to see pictures of students, they want to see pictures of attractive 

students interacting with one another.  The research indicated that it is critical that 

colleges think seriously about the pictures that are being used on their websites and be 

sure that the pictures selected tell the truth about the institution in the most visually 

appealing way.   Mentz and Whiteside discuss the importance of designing a website that 

is visually appealing to prospective students.     

 The popularity of the virtual tour also gives testament to the need for a visual 

experience on college website sections for prospective students.  Along these lines, the 
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virtual tour received a high ranking from prospective students in determining the most 

important items at a college website.  Some students indicated that some of the virtual 

tours that they have taken have not included enough photos. There is a strong desire from 

prospective students to feel like they are actually there, and a wide range of pictures is 

one way that helps students to make a connection with the institution.  The more details 

that students can see through visual images, the more they like the virtual tour.   

 Over the course of the data collection, students never said that there were too 

many pictures on college websites.  On the contrary, the SUNYIT “Prospective Students” 

page received some criticism for its lack of visuals. One student made the following 

comment in response to the photos on the SUNYIT website,  

“You need more pictures.  Every time I visit the site, I see the same thing over and 

over.  Do you have a photo gallery of just pictures?  Right now, it looks okay, but you 

gotta have cuter students.  Have pictures of attractive people socializing.  That’s a lot of 

what students think about.” 

 

 RIT’s website received high marks from all respondents based on its visual 

appeal.  To a non-visual generation, the RIT site might be described as busy, 

overstimulating or chaotic.  To today’s college bound student, the RIT site was described 

as “high energy,” “attractive,” and “visually appealing” primarily because of the moving 

text and images that takes place on the site. 

 In discussing visual appeal with respondents, the importance of the overall design 

of information on the website comes into play.  The importance of colors used, font type, 

font size and layout of the information should never be underestimated by web designers.   

They must also be cognizant of categories used to organize information from the 

vantagepoint of a prospective student.  Repeated focus groups can be an easy and 
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effective way for designers to understand the most effective information design from the 

standpoint of a prospective student.      

 All students interviewed discussed the importance of a college website with a 

strong visual appeal.  The visual appeal of a college website seems to be equally, if not 

more important than the factual information presented and colleges must consider 

devoting equal resources to the look of the website. 

   

Interactivity 

 A third issue that arose over the course of the data collection is interactivity, or 

the ability for prospective students (the users) to become active participants on the 

website.  Because students are now relying on websites to gather their information, they 

noted that they no longer seem to be experiencing some of the more personal modes of 

communication that were more commonplace years ago in the college selection process 

(phone calls, interactions at high school visits, etc.).  Because of this, students give high 

marks to the college websites that allow them to get involved.  There are a variety of 

ways they noted to get students involved in a college website. These include: 

• take a virtual tour  

• instant message a counselor or student  

• participate in chat rooms  

• view web cams  

• apply on-line  

• track the progress of an application through the website   
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It appears that the more involved students get with these different features, the more 

connected they feel to the website.  As one student commented, “The ability to track the 

progress of my application through the website kept me going back to the website on an 

almost daily basis until my admissions decision was made.”  All of the respondents 

commented on the importance of instant messaging in their daily lives.  If the majority of 

high school students communicate more through instant messaging than by using the 

phone, it only makes sense that colleges should reach out to students through this mode 

of communication.  Another feature that was mentioned by five of the respondents is the 

ability to actually schedule college visits on the website.  Many of these opportunities for 

interactivity are discussed in more depth in the “Detail About Selected Issues” section of 

this study.   
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Section 3: Description of the Case and its Context 

 

There have been significant changes to the college recruitment process over the 

last decade.  In the early 1990’s, the primary ways that college admissions offices 

reached out to prospective students included the traditional high school visits, mailings to 

prospective students, and telemarketing to students in the evenings.  For most students, 

their first glance at the college was through the catalogs and other recruitment literature 

they flipped through in their counselor’s office or those that they received through direct 

mail after making an initial contact with the college.   

Enter the World Wide Web.  By the mid-90s, most colleges hosted a functional 

website on the Internet.  With the introduction of this new technology, colleges could 

now provide all of the information on-line that students could only previously find in 

their print materials.  Students no longer needed to call colleges to request information 

and wait for days (or sometimes weeks) for packets of materials to arrive in the mail.  All 

of this information was now at their fingertips, and was accessible at any time of the day 

or night with just a click of the mouse. Many websites also allow students access to e-

mail and instant messaging accounts.  Students no longer need to rely on their counselors 

and can use this new technology to send personal messages directly to admissions 

counselors, often receiving a reply within minutes.  Office communication plans have 

also evolved and many now include electronic forms of communication in the overall 

plan.  Students can now apply for admission on-line and in addition, can often track the 

progress of their application via an account on the college’s website.  Technology has 

transformed the face of college admissions.  See Figure 6 below for a process diagram of 
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the college selection process, incorporating the different sources of information accessed 

by students as they go through the decision making process. 

 

Figure 6 – The College Selection Process Diagram 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The college selection process is non-linear.  There are many ways that students can 

obtain information about colleges, not necessarily in an orderly process.  Some of the 

sources might repeat, while others are a one time source.  The process goes around 
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SUNY Institute of Technology is not your typical college.  Founded in the late 1960’s as an all-

transfer college, the college has only been a full four-year institution since the fall of 2003.  Prior to 2003, 

the typical student at SUNYIT had transferred in from a community college, lived within 50 miles of the 

institution, was approximately 27 years old, and commuted to the college for classes.  The Admissions 

Office communicated with this prospective student population using traditional recruitment methods – 

visits to community colleges, mailings, and phone calls to their homes.  In the spring of 2001, the college 

received permission to become a full four-year institution and in the fall of 2003, the first group of 

freshmen enrolled at SUNYIT.  These students were recruited primarily using the tried and true methods of 

recruitment as previously mentioned.  The biggest change in recruitment strategy was that counselors were 

now visiting high schools in addition to community colleges.  In addition to reaching out to students in 

person through these visits, the admissions staff continued to communicate with prospective students 

primarily through direct mail and the telephone.  No formal research was ever conducted to understand the 

ways in which prospective high school students want the college to communicate with them.   

There have been several notable changes to the admissions environment over the last five to ten 

years, particularly in the ways that students communicate with the admissions office. There has been an 

influx of e-mail messages to the admissions e-mail address and there are fewer letters being received 

through paper mail.  Each year, more and more students are applying on-line versus the paper application.  

There are fewer phone requests for materials, and more on-line requests being submitted. While new efforts 

have been undertaken, many of the old recruitment strategies continue to be implemented. While 

admissions offices have developed new technologically savvy recruitment practices, many of the old 

strategies are still in place for fear of what will happen if they go away.  Are they still effective or 

necessary? What is the best combination of old and new strategies? 

SUNYIT knows that hundreds of visitors peruse the website everyday and that 

prospective students obtain information from the website.  However, there are many 

unanswered questions regarding the use of the website by prospective students. What 

links and pages are they most interested in? What are their primary reasons are for going 

to the website? At what stage of the admissions process they are most influenced by the 

website? Are there any notable differences in website use between transfer students and 

high school students? What factors make a website successful in the eyes of a prospective 

student?  How has the availability of information on college websites affected the impact 

of other recruitment strategies?  These unknowns have prohibited the admissions office 

from most effectively incorporating technology into the overall recruitment and 

marketing plan of the institution.  

According to Lynne Browne, SUNYIT Web Coordinator, when the SUNYIT 

website was first launched in 1999, it was designed primarily with internal users in mind 

– faculty, staff, and current students. Layout, navigation and design did not have a strong 
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“external” appeal.  Over the last five years, it has become more obvious to the admissions 

staff and other members of the college community that the website is a critically 

important recruitment tool.  Research shows that recruitment should be the primary 

function of the website and that it should be designed with recruitment in mind.  The 

SUNYIT home page was redesigned and launched in February 2005.  How does the new 

look appeal to new students?  Does it incorporate the types of links and other 

technologies that prospective students hope to see on a college website?  What is still 

missing?      

 All of the changes that have taken place in the field of college admissions over the last decade, 

particularly in regards to college websites, have led to this thesis study.  The goal is to describe and 

understand the ways in which prospective students use college websites as a part of the college selection 

process.  Ultimately, the hope is that this information can directly contribute to the development of a 

website at SUNY Institute of Technology that successfully and most effectively appeals to prospective 

students. 
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Section 4: Description of the Theory 

 In considering what makes a website successful in the context of this qualitative 

research study, two information design theories were considered and applied.  Mike 

Cooley’s theory of human-centered design and Hugh Beyer and Karen Holtzblatt’s 

technique of contextual design were studied. Both concepts are discussed below in 

relation to this case study. 

 

Human-Centered Design 

 An overview of Human-Centered Systems is outlined in Information Design, 

edited by Robert Jacobson.   Here, Cooley (65) discusses how this concept of human-

centered design “regards the social and cultural shaping of technology as central to the 

design and development of future technological systems and society as a whole.”  This 

directly supports the idea that technology is a mainstream part of life for today’s typical 

high school student and the way they use technology in their culture should be carefully 

considered when it comes to designing college websites.  Cooley goes on to outline nine 

characteristics of system design that good information designers will need to be familiar 

with: coherence, inclusiveness, malleability, engagement, ownership, responsiveness, 

purpose, panoramic and transcendence. Below is a discussion of these characteristics and 

how they should be considered and applied in designing successful college websites. 

 

Coherence 

 According to Cooley (68), users should be fully aware of the possibilities that 

exist within the system.  When a prospective student goes to a college website, the type 
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of information that they can gain from the website should be obvious by the way the 

information is structured and named, and the navigation system should be easy for the 

user to understand.  Relevant links should be named with terminology that makes sense 

to a prospective student, such as “freshman, transfer, or graduate.” Once the user has 

identified their category, the type of information that they are looking for should be 

sensibly organized in categories such as “admissions, academics, student life.”  

 

Inclusiveness 

 Here, Cooley (68) says that the system should “invite you in and make you feel 

part of a community.”  In creating successful college websites, designers must create a 

visual that appeals to the particular type of student they want to attract.  Photos of happy 

students taking part in activities is one way of creating a warm and welcoming 

environment for visitors.  Allowing students a chance to take an interactive role on the 

website by submitting their contact information, participating in a chat room, or instant 

messaging a counselor are other ways of drawing visitors in and making them want to 

return. 

 

Malleability 

 This characteristic refers to a system’s ability to conform to the needs of each 

individual user (Cooley 68).  An ideal application of this on a college website would be 

the ability for a visitor to create a profile the first time they visit the site. By initially 

sharing some personal information, on each return visit, the site would automatically 

provide updated information based on the interests of the prospective student.  For 
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example, if a student indicates an interest in softball and the jazz band, the next time they 

visit the site, they would get an update on these two areas without having to surf the site.  

 

Engagement 

 Along with inclusiveness, this characteristic refers to the way the system 

encourages participation by the user. (Cooley 68).  A successful implementation of this 

characteristic would be an obvious listing of links that allow students to take action on 

the website.  A student should not have to search for the action oriented items on the site. 

 

Ownership 

 Here, Cooley (68) refers to a user’s “sense of belonging” with the system.  

Allowing students to apply on-line and then allowing them to track the progress of their 

application by creating a self-service account allows for successful application of 

ownership. The application tracking system will allow students to feel like part of the 

website belongs to them. They will feel more connected to the institution knowing that at 

any time, their account will provide them with accurate up-to-date information on the 

progress of their application.   

 

Responsiveness 

 This characteristic as described by Cooley (68) refers to the feeling by the user 

that the system can do what they need it to do.  A college website that allows for instant 

messaging would display this characteristic, as prospective students would have an 



Section 4: Description of the Theory 55

immediate answer to their questions or would be referred immediately to the appropriate 

resources.  

 

Purpose 

 This characteristic goes hand in hand with responsiveness.  Here, Cooley (70) 

refers to the system’s ability to respond to the user’s purpose for taking part in the 

system. The ability to register for special programs (open houses) or to schedule tours 

and interviews on-line would also be examples of websites that successfully meet the 

particular needs of prospective student visitors, and their purpose for visiting the site. 

 

Panoramic 

 Cooley (70) describes this characteristic as one that “encourages the acquisition of 

boundary knowledge and allows the user to act more effectively and competently by 

locating what he or she is doing in the understanding of a wider context.”  A college 

website that successfully displays this characteristic would be one that gives students 

more information than they even realized they could obtain on a subject.  For example, 

on the SUNYIT website, a transfer student might visit the computer science department 

web page to find out the course requirements in an effort to determine what credits they 

would need to complete there.  Once they get to the site, they realize that they can answer 

some basic questions on previous coursework completed and a draft program of study 

can be generated that is tailored to their particular needs.  Now, they have gained more 

information from the system than they would have ever thought possible. 
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Transcendence 

 This characteristic goes hand in hand with panoramic.  According to Cooley (70), 

it provokes and encourages the system user to realize the potential to gain boundary 

knowledge.  A prospective student might go to a college website to learn about the 

sociology program, and after reviewing the college specific information, they find that 

there is also information about community service opportunities off campus. 

 According to Cooley (66), the implementation of the human-centered 

characteristics will lead to systems that enhance the experience of the user. 

 

Contextual Design Theory 

 Contextual design theory, a communication and information design theory, takes 

a customer centered approach to information design.  It posits that the most successful 

product designs will be those that approach the design with a clear understanding of how 

customers work, those that discover the needs of the customer through feedback, and 

those that respond innovatively with great design work (www.tcw.utwente.nl).   

 In their book, Contextual Design: Defining Customer-Centered Systems, Hugh 

Beyer and Karen Holtzblatt outline four principles of contextual inquiry: context, 

partnership, interpretation and focus.  Below, these four principles are analyzed based on 

their relevance to the case study at hand. 

 

Context 

 According to Beyer and Holtzblatt (47), the principle of context tells the 

information designer to go into the customer’s work environment to observe them 
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functioning in their natural setting.  There are two primary reasons behind this principle.  

First, it allows for a collection of “ongoing experience” as opposed to “summary 

experience.”  It is very difficult for a customer to describe their work in detail, as most 

people are trained to summarize their experiences.  In preparation of good information 

design, the designer must observe in the natural setting so that work structure is 

recognized and understood down to the very last detail. The second reason behind the 

principle of context is that it allows for a collection of “concrete data” rather than 

“abstract data.” Beyer and Holtzblatt (48) explain that it is human nature to talk in the 

abstract rather than in detail (“this usually happens” in a particular situation vs. “this is 

how it actually happened”).  When customers talk in the abstract, they miss critical 

details that define their work.  So, to gain ongoing, concrete data, the principle of context 

is critical.  As web designers are creating and revising college websites, it is important to 

sit and observe prospective students and track their usage in an effort to understand the 

key components and the features that are most important to them.  A web designer should 

observe subjects from all the various groups that use college websites including high 

school students, transfer students, graduate students, current students, faculty, staff and 

even alumni of the institution. 

 

Partnership 

 The second principle of partnership refers to developing a relationship of equal 

power between the customer and the designer. (Beyer and Holtzblatt 51) Common 

relationship models (such as traditional interviewing models and apprenticeship models) 

do not work because of this power issue, so a collaborative partnership must be created.  
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According to Beyer and Holtzblatt (51-52), successful designers must be able to “engage 

the customer in a conversation about the work, making the customer aware of aspects of 

the work that were formerly invisible and bringing the customer into a partnership of 

inquiry into the work practice.”  Once this relationship has been established, a common 

pattern of observation and probing will emerge as the method of data collection. Beyer 

and Holtzblatt (53) call this basic pattern the “withdrawal and return.”  It mixes the 

observation of work actually taking place along with periods of discussion on the 

structure of the work and how it is unfolding.  Also critical during this period of 

observation is allowing the designer to share an idea about how the work can be done 

better based on their knowledge of how the technology can be successfully applied to the 

task.  This allows the customer to give immediate feedback to the designer before the 

actual work begins and draws the customer into the design of the system.  This leads to 

the creation of a design that is truly customer-centered (54).  In creating a successful 

college website, once a feeling of partnership has been created, the designer should sit 

with users to observe and then discuss their patterns of website use.  As this takes place, 

the designer can suggest ideas that might make the navigation system, layout, etc. more 

effective and solicit the user’s immediate feedback on any ideas that emerge as the 

observations and discussions are taking place.  For example, “what would you think if the 

main links were listed down the side of the page instead of running across the top?”   

 

Interpretation 

 The third principle according to Beyer and Holtzblatt (56), interpretation, is 

taking the observations and discussions and assigning meaning to them through 
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reasoning.  In the end, it is the interpretation of the facts obtained through data collection 

that ultimately leads to decisions about design of the system.  To come up with a correct 

interpretation, the designer must share their interpretations with the customer while the 

actual work is being done.  This sharing of the work structure in the natural setting allows 

the customer to tweak it so it is as detailed and accurate as possible. Beyer and Holtzblatt 

assert that if the interpretations are not checked with the customer, then in the end they 

are not reliable and can even be considered made up. (60) It is also important to note the 

importance of partnership development in the application of the interpretation principle.  

Without a solid partnership developed from the start, the interpretation cannot necessarily 

be considered reliable. (Beyer and Holtzblatt 60)  In designing successful college 

websites, the information designer might take all of the information that a student has 

said about virtual tours to create one. The designer would go back to the student with a 

prototype based on the elements of a successful virtual tour as conveyed by the 

prospective student. 

 

Focus 

 This final principle refers to the interviewer’s point of view during the time spent 

in the natural setting (Beyer and Holtzblatt 61).   The purpose of a clear focus is twofold.  

First, it steers the conversation, keeping it on useful topics without shifting control.  

Second, it reveals detail and allows the interviewer to see as much as possible about the 

topic, which provides a framework for sense making.  Focus allows the designer to 

uncover relevance - what matters and what doesn’t in relation to the design of the new 

system. (61) In designing college websites, the information designer should have an idea 
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ahead of time about the key topics to discuss during each stage of observations and 

discussions.  It might make sense to talk to current students about the intranet and leave 

the prospective student web page for those subjects who have a direct need for that 

information.   

 Overall, as Beyer and Holtzblatt state (41), the premise of contextual design 

inquiry is simple: go to the customer, observe them as they work and talk to them about 

their work.  This concept will ultimately allow the designer to better understand the 

customer and will ultimately lead to a more successful application of technology, and an 

overall more effective and efficient system.  
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Section 5: Detail About Selected Issues 

Immediacy of Information 

 Repeatedly, students commented that they go to college websites for information 

because of the quick and easy access to information.  If information cannot be accessed in 

two to three clicks, they say that they could lose interest, leave the site and never go back.  

A sensible navigation system is critical to the success of a college website.   

 The new, re-designed SUNYIT “Prospective Students” page, shown below in 

Figure 7 received high marks from students when asked to critique it.  Students felt that it 

was clearly identified as a page for prospective students.  It provides quick and easy 

access to information through the headings and the overall common sense organization of 

the page.  Students truly felt that all of the important pieces of information were only a 

click away.  This information includes academic programs, the cost of attendance, the 

virtual tour, and the application link.  
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Figure 7 - SUNYIT “Prospective Students” Page 

 

The SUNYIT “Prospective Students” page groups pertinent information together by 

category and lists action oriented links down the right hand side for easy access. 
 

During the research, as a part of a directed observation, a student was asked to 

locate information on the SUNYIT business program using the former homepage.  The 

student first clicked on “Prospective Students,” then clicked on “Academics.”  They were 

then taken to a list of the four schools at SUNYIT (Arts & Sciences, Management, 

Information Systems & Engineering Technology, and Nursing & Health Systems), where 

they had to make a choice regarding which of the schools housed the business program.  

The student incorrectly clicked on “School of Information Systems & Engineering 
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Technology” and became buried within a list of technology related majors.  After about 

three more clicks, the student became visibly frustrated and said, “At this point, I would 

either go back to the home page and do a search, or just leave the site.”   This speaks to 

the importance of allowing students quick and easy access to the information that they are 

looking for.   

 

Visual Appeal 

When asked what makes a website successful, visual appeal rose to the top very 

quickly.  Students are hungry for pictures of real students, but especially, attractive 

students.  In addition to photos, students mention the importance of color, font size, font 

type, movement and general layout of information when discussing the overall visual 

appeal of the website.  During the research, one student commented, “I want to see 

pictures of good looking students doing something.  I don’t want to see unattractive 

students, especially not the ones with all of those strange piercings.” 

The visual appeal of the Rochester Institute of Technology home page, as shown 

here in Figure 8, received high marks from students when asked to critique it.   
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Figure 8 - Rochester Institute of Technology Home Page 

 

The layout and design of the RIT homepage was favorably reviewed by interview 

subjects. 
 

Students commented that they were drawn to the large, moving photograph with 

text across the top of the page.  The navigation of the page was described as easy and 

sensible.  The links running across the top of the page all have pull down menus which 

appealed to students.  The students also felt that the information that they identified as 

important (academic programs, virtual tour, on-line application) was just a click away.  



Section 5: Detail About Selected Issues 65

Finally, students indicated their liking of the way photos were laid out with appropriate 

text supporting the visuals.  Overall, the RIT home page addresses their need for 

photographs, movement and successful information design.   

During the research, one student made the following comment about the RIT 

home page,   

 

“I like the dark colors, it looks more professional.  I like the bigger movement 

across the top.  I also like how each picture has a description.  I think I’d be more 

inclined to read something if it has movement and a picture.” 

 

Interactivity 

 When asked what features make a website useful, the availability of interactive 

links came up repeatedly.  Students like to actively participate on the websites that they 

are using.  In addition to wanting to be an involved participant on the website, students 

indicated that interactive opportunities give the impression that the school is “high tech,” 

and this appeals to today’s college bound high school student.  Chats are just one way to 

allow students to have an interactive experience.  One student interviewed made the 

following comment about a college chat room that she had participated in, 

“It was neat, funny; students are really honest.  You really want a true picture, 

and other students give you that.  They’ll tell you if it sucks or if it’s awesome.  It’s the 

only way to get honest answer.” 

 

 

 The University at Buffalo Admissions page, as seen in Figure 9, prominently 

displays information on chats by special populations on particular dates, making it easy 

for students to participate.   
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Figure 9 - University at Buffalo On-line Chat Schedule  

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The UB “Online Chat Schedule” is easily accessible by prospective students and is an 

example of interactivity on a college website. 
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Proposed New System 

 The SUNY Institute of Technology website is in the process of being re-designed.  

Based on the research results from this thesis study, it is proposed that five changes be 

made to the website in an effort to widen the appeal to prospective high school students.  

Each of the proposed ideas supports the three themes that emerged during the study. 

Upgraded Virtual Tour 

 All students interviewed indicated that they went to a college’s website prior to 

applying for admission to the institution regardless of how they first heard about the 

institution (word of mouth, college fair, guidebooks, etc.).  Each student indicated that 

they took the virtual tours, and that they were one of the primary links that they looked 

for when they went to a college’s website.   

 At the present, when a student clicks on the “Virtual Tour” link on the SUNYIT 

home page, they are taken to a “Welcome” page, as shown below in Figure 10.  To 

actually get to the map that allows students access to the virtual tour and the 360-degree 

photos, they must scroll down the “Welcome” page and then click on “Campus Map.”  

(Note that the top half of the page is cut off in an effort to capture this information in a 

screen shot, because so much scrolling down needs to happen to see the 360-degree icon.)   

It is being proposed that this “Welcome” page be completely eliminated, and allow 

students to get directly to the “Virtual Tour/Campus Map,” as shown in Figure 11, by 

simply clicking on “Virtual Tour” on the home page.  
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Figure 10 – SUNYIT Virtual Tour “Welcome” Page 

  
The current SUNYIT Virtual Tour “Welcome” page with directions on how to locate 

the 360-degree photos on the “Campus Map” link. 

 

Figure 11 – Proposed SUNYIT “Virtual Tour” Page  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The proposed SUNYIT “Virtual Tour” page which skips the former “Welcome” page 

and bring students directly to the Campus Map with the 360-degree image icons. 
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In addition, it is also proposed that 360-degree photos of inside the residence halls 

be added to the virtual tour.  While the 360-degree photos received high marks from 

students, they were very disappointed when they clicked on the residence hall link and 

were only able to view photos of the outside of the halls. 

 Allowing students quicker access to the virtual tour by eliminating one click 

supports the theme of immediacy of information, and the addition of 360-degree photos 

of inside the residence halls supports the theme of visual appeal. 

 

Availability of Instant Messenger 

 Based on the research, it became clear that instant messaging is a phenomenon 

that has become a way of life for today’s high school students.   Every student 

interviewed indicated that they use instant messenger in their daily lives, more than they 

even use the telephone.  This need for immediacy of information is supported by the 

following comment made during an interview, “I hate e-mailing someone and having to 

wait a day to get a reply…instant messaging is much better.” 

 Not all college websites have migrated to instant messaging.  Those that are using 

it though, are setting themselves apart from others.  It is being proposed that SUNYIT 

make instant messenger available to prospective students during designated time periods, 

five days a week.  See Figure 12 below for an example of how SUNY Canton has 

integrated instant messaging into its “Prospective Students” page.  They provide the 

screen name as well as hours of operation, so prospective students are clear on 

availability.   

 



Section 5: Detail About Selected Issues 70

Figure 12 - SUNY Canton’s “Prospective Student” Page  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SUNY Canton’s “Prospective Students” page clearly shows the availability of  

Instant Messenger. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Students can click on the “Instant Messenger” link to get details on its availability. 
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 This addition of instant messenger to the SUNYIT “Prospective Students” page 

supports the themes of interactivity, as well as immediacy of information by allowing 

students the ability to get specific questions answered during identified periods of time. 

 

Accessible, Prominent Student Profiles 

 Based on the research, it became clear that high school students want to know 

about the lives of college students.  They are naturally curious about what college 

students do, how they spend their time, what they like and dislike about the school.  They 

want know if they’ll fit in at the colleges they are researching. One student interviewed 

commented that information on current students is key because “they are the reality” of 

the institution.   

 It is being proposed that SUNYIT incorporate student profiles into the college’s 

website.  An example of how this change could be implemented is shown in Figure 13 

below, which provides a shot of Colgate University’s “A Day in the Life” web page.  

Prospective students can click on a photo and will link to a typical day’s schedule for that 

student.  When you scroll over each time slot, a description of that activity is displayed.  

It is being proposed that SUNYIT incorporate a similar feature, but also take it a step 

further by allowing prospective students to e-mail the profiled student with any questions 

that they might have about life at that institution.  Hiring current students to be profiled 

and to answer e-mail questions could replace the budget line for the outdated 

telecounseling program, an example of shifting resources to support changes in 

technology within college admissions. This proposed change to the website supports the 

themes of immediacy of information by giving students quick access to real student 
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information, as well as interactivity by allowing them to e-mail the students being 

profiled. 

 

Figure 13a - Colgate University’s “A Day in the Life” Web Pages 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Colgate University’s “A Day In the Life” page profiles four typical students.  

Prospective students can click on each photo to view a typical day’s schedule for each 

student. 
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Figure 13b - Colgate University’s “A Day in the Life” Web Pages 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prospective students can click on each of the times and view a detailed description of 

each activity. 

 

 

On-line Scheduling of Campus Visits 

 Several students interviewed mentioned that they scheduled their college visits 

on-line.  They noted that this option was quick and easy and they typically received an e-

mail confirmation back from the schools within a day of scheduling the visit.  It is being 

proposed that SUNYIT incorporate this feature into their website. Not only does this link 
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encourage users to dig deeper into the layers of the website, but it allows them to get a 

big picture look at visit opportunities and special programs that exist down the road.  In 

addition, it will cut down on the number of phone calls coming into the Admissions 

Office on a daily basis on the toll-free line. 

Figure 14 below, shows how SUNY Oneonta has implemented on-line visit 

scheduling into its website.   They first provide a color legend indicting the types of visit 

opportunities that exist (tours, open houses, information sessions), and then they provide 

a monthly calendar with a color code on every day of each month.  Visitors can click on 

the specific date that they would like to visit, and then they are taken to a page where 

they can fill in personal information and actually submit their reservation for a campus 

visit.   

 This proposed change supports the themes of interactivity, by allowing them to 

take an action on the website, as well as immediacy of information, by not only providing 

them with information on when to visit, but allowing them to actually schedule the visit 

at the moment they are on the website. 
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Figure 14 - SUNY Oneonta’s “Schedule a Visit to the College” Web Pages 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prospective students can click on a particular date (top image) and then register for 

that selected type of visitation using the form (bottom image).  
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On-line Application and Tracking System 

 Currently, the SUNYIT website allows prospective students to access an on-line 

application on the college’s home page.  During the course of the research, every student 

interviewed indicated that the ability to apply on-line is one of the most important 

features of a college website.  In addition to this ability to apply on-line, three students 

also mentioned the convenience of an on-line application tracking system, which the 

SUNYIT website does not currently provide.  The final proposed changed to the 

SUNYIT website based on the research is the addition of this on-line application tracking 

system. 

One student in particular who had applied on-line to Syracuse University 

indicated that over the course of the application process, she visited SU’s website every 

day to see what materials had been received and to see the daily status of her application.  

She was able to do this through an account that she was able to set up once she filed the 

on-line application.  She received a user name and password that allowed her to view her 

application status at any time through the college’s website.  This account allows the 

student to begin feeling like a member of that college community, and as a result, their 

relationship to the institution strengthens.  See Figure 15 below for a look at the on-line 

application and tracking page at Syracuse University. 

 The availability of an on-line tracking system brings students back to the website 

on a regular basis.  By drawing them back to the site, it is likely that they will spend time 

looking around other pages of the website, and ideally, their interest and commitment to 

the institution will begin to solidify.  This proposed change supports the theme of 

interactivity by allowing the student to take action on the website, as well as immediacy 
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of information by allowing them to check the status of their application at any time of the 

day or night. 

 

Figure 15 - Syracuse University’s “Apply On-line” Page  

  

 

  

  

Prospective students can apply for admission on the Syracuse University website. 
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Figure 16 – Syracuse University’s “Registration” Page 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Once the on-line application is filed, SU applicants can create an account that allows 

them to track the status of their application through the University’s website. 
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Section 6: Assertions 

Ideal Information Design of College Websites 

 Upon conclusion of data collection, data analysis and theme development, there 

are certain assertions that can be made regarding the development and design of college 

websites.  The two theories that were researched and applied, human centered design and 

contextual design, also support these assertions. 

 When designing a college website, it is critical to create a site that provides quick 

and easy access to information for prospective students.  Web designers need to give 

serious consideration to the organization of information, the headings used to categorize 

information, and the number of clicks that it will take for a prospective student to find the 

key information that they are looking for.  The sooner they can get to the information 

they are searching for, the better.  

 In addition to quick and easy access to information, web designers should create a 

site that has a strong visual appeal to prospective students.  Today’s high school students 

are a visual generation and look to college websites to paint a visual picture of life on that 

college campus through text, but more importantly through the images that are portrayed 

on the website.  As previously discussed, students are hungry for images on college 

websites.  In addition to the heavy use of images, web designers must also be conscious 

of how color choice contributes to the overall visual appeal of the site.  For maximum 

visual impact, colleges should also provide movement of both text and images on college 

websites.  Movement adds to the overall visual appeal and creates a “high tech” feel 

which students are impressed by.  Movement also allows for a variety of images to be 

shown which is also very appealing to high school students.  
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 Finally, it is asserted that colleges should design a website that allows for 

maximum interactivity between the college and the prospective student.  Using all of the 

current options for interactivity will allow each student to develop a relationship to the 

college through the website.  Virtual tours, chat rooms, instant messaging, web cams, e-

mail, on-line applications and tracking systems, on-line visit scheduling and other 

features will allow students to become a part of the college community and will draw the 

student back to the website throughout the course of the college selection process. 

 

Further Action 

 The design and re-design of a college website is a never ending process.  Upon 

conclusion of this research study, it will be important that the SUNYIT website continue 

to be upgraded and re-designed based on the data collected.  Refinement should be an on-

going process with focus groups conducted of the various populations that the website 

serves, but with prospective students always being the primary population.  The SUNYIT 

website re-design process must continue on with the end goal of creating a stronger visual 

appeal and maximum interactivity for its users.   

 

Further Research 

 There are many additional research studies that can be conducted regarding the 

influence of college websites on the college selection process.  First, a quantitative 

research study regarding website use among college bound students could be conducted 

to compare to the results and assertions of this study.  In addition, additional qualitative 

research studies can be conducted on specific populations of college bound students and 



Section 6: Assertions 81

how they use college websites as a part of the college selection process. These 

populations could include: 

• Transfer and graduate students 

• Students with different academic backgrounds (strong vs. weak students) 

• Rural vs. suburban vs. urban students 

• International vs. domestic students 

• Traditional vs. non-traditional students (age) 

• Differences by major  

 

In addition to these special populations, a study on how gatekeepers (guidance 

counselors and two-year college transfer counselors) use college websites to counsel 

students could be conducted.  Perhaps colleges should consider the development of a 

guidance or transfer counselor web page to be used as a resource for this population to 

assist them as they work with students. 

Finally, given the rise in popularity of student “blogs” as a component of college 

websites, further qualitative research on their impact as a student recruitment tool could 

be initiated.    

Given that this research study was conducted during a limited time frame, it was 

not possible to widen the boundaries to include all of the aforementioned populations that 

would allow for additional generalizations.  Further research in the always changing and 

evolving field of college admissions and the affect of technology on reaching enrollment 

targets will always be necessary. 
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Section 7: Closing Vignette    

 It is two years later and Katie’s sister Megan, a high school junior is beginning 

her college search process.  She feels quite confident having an older sister that went 

through the process just a couple of years ago.  At the time that Katie was visiting 

colleges, Megan went along as well, and already has an idea of what she’s looking for in 

a college.   

 Katie is home from RIT for the weekend and has promised Megan that she’d help 

her research some colleges to get the process going.  They sit down together at their 

home computer and get on-line.  Everyone knows that college websites are the quickest 

and easiest way to begin gathering information.   

 Megan still remembers the visit that they had made to SUNY Institute of 

Technology in Utica.  The campus was small and the people were friendly, and while it 

was a little too small for Katie, Megan thinks it might be a great match for her.  So, they 

start their search by going to www.sunyit.edu.   

 As they navigate the website, Megan is amazed at how much information is there 

at her fingertips.  Megan hopes to major in business and she already knows that SUNYIT 

offers this program.  When she gets to the “Prospective Student” page, she is excited to 

see that in three weeks, there will be an on-line chat for students interested in the business 

program, hosted by current business students and some of the faculty.  She puts that on 

her calendar.  She then goes to the “A Day in the Life” page which allows her to get 

detailed information about a student at SUNYIT and what their typical day is like.  There 

are profiles on six different students to look at, so she bookmarks this page to come back 

to.  They then go to the “Virtual Tour” page and she is amazed when she views the 360-
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degree photos of the residence halls.  The 360-degree photos are as close to being there as 

you can get, and she has never seen such beautiful dorms.  There is a new Student Center 

which was not there when they visited two years ago, and she takes a virtual tour of that 

building as well.  When she goes to the “Freshman Admissions” page, she notices that 

there is a counselor available for instant messaging.  She wonders whether or not the 

admissions requirements have changed since Katie applied, and she then communicates 

with an admissions counselor for about ten minutes using instant messenger.  Next, she 

clicks on a link for a “Student Activities Photo Gallery.”  Here she comes to an index of 

campus activities and when she clicks on “Opening Weekend,” she views a slide show of 

photos taken that weekend.  She could really see herself fitting in with the students she 

sees in the photos on the website.  Megan definitely wants to make a formal visit back to 

SUNYIT with her parents.  She goes back to the “Prospective Students” page because she 

remembers seeing a link to schedule a visit.  When she clicks on the visit link, she comes 

to a calendar that shows her visit opportunities for the next six months.  She sees that they 

offer campus tours and interviews every day over the summer from 9 a.m. to 2 p.m. and 

that she can schedule the visit right on the website.  She will check with her mom 

regarding a specific date and then will get the appointment scheduled immediately.      

 As Katie and Megan spend time on the SUNYIT site, Katie is amazed at all of the 

things that Megan was able to do on the site.  She remembers taking a virtual tour and 

requesting information on-line, but Megan was able to communicate with a counselor, 

learn a lot about student life and will be able to go back to schedule that appointment on-

line.  She wishes that all of this was available two years ago when she was researching 
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colleges.  That’s the beauty of technology she thinks, the whole world is just a click 

away.   
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Appendix A: Glossary 

 

 
Assertions – “this is the last step in the analysis where the researcher makes sense of the data and provides 

an interpretation of the ‘lessons learned.’”(Creswell, 1998) 

 

Bounded system – “the ‘case’ selected for study has boundaries, often bounded by time and place.  It also 

has interrelated parts that form a whole.” (Creswell, 1998); this case study is bounded by the subjects 

involved, prospective college students, and the period of time during which the study took place. 

 

Case – “the ‘bounded system’ or the ‘object’ of study.” (Creswell, 1998); the case in this study is the use of 

college websites by prospective students. 

 

Case study – “the study of a ‘bounded system’ with the focus being either the case or an issue that is 

illustrated by the case (or cases).” (Creswell, 1998); this case study is an in-depth study of the use of the 

influence of college websites on the college selection process.  

 

College selection process – the various stages (from beginning to end) that a student goes through to 

determine which college to attend; each stage has certain actions commonly associated with it; the time 

period of the overall process varies by student and their knowledge base and the process that they go 

through. 

 

Description – “stating the ‘facts’ about the case as recorded by the investigator.  This is the first step in 

analysis of data in a qualitative case study.” (Creswell, 1998) 

 

Holistic analysis – “the researcher examines the entire case and presents description, themes, and 

interpretations or assertions related to the whole case.” (Creswell, 1998) 

 

Interactive website – a website that allows a student to become a participant; a student is 

able to perform an action of some type on the website such as complete an inquiry card, 

apply for admission, participate in a chat room, or instant message a counselor. 

 
Prospective student – a high school student who is in the midst of the college selection 

process; also referred to as a recruit, a prospect, or an inquiry.  

 

Recruitment strategy – a predetermined approach by a college admissions office to 

inform and attract a student to the point of enrollment; strategies can include visiting high 

schools, attending college fairs, developing a written communication plan among others. 
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Appendix B: Ethics Permission Form 
 

 

Ethics Protocol Form for Case Study Research 

Case Study: The Influence of College Websites on the College Admissions Process 
Maryrose B. Raab 

 

 

This authorization is being requested in part to fulfill requirements of the State University 

of NY Institute of Technology's Human Subjects Research Review Board as well as state 

and federal regulations regarding the use of human subjects in research.  The project 

involves a case study that may be used in my master's research at the SUNYIT 

Information Design and Technology Master's program.  Excerpts or rewritten versions 

may also be submitted to professional journals for publication.  The purpose of this case 

study is to describe and gain an understanding of the different ways that transfer students 

and high school students use university websites as a part of the college selection process.  

The work involves participant and non-participant observations, one-on-one and group 

interviews, and scheduled visits.   

I can be reached at 315.792.7500, which is at the State University of New York, Institute 

of Technology at Utica/Rome, where I am employed as the assistant director of 

admissions.  I would be happy to answer any questions about the project. 

I would like to reassure you that as a participant in this project you have several rights. 

• Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. 

• You are free to decline to answer any question at any time,  

• You are free to withdraw from the study at any time. 

My notes from meetings, interviews, and observations will be kept strictly confidential.  

Excerpts from these notes may be made part of the final thesis. 

Copies of the final publications will be supplied whenever possible and as requested. 

I would be grateful if you would sign this form to show that you have read its contents. 

 

 

________________________________________ signed 

________________________________________ printed 

________________________________________ dated 
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Appendix C: Interview Protocol Form 
 

Interview Protocol Form  
Project: Case Study: Use of University Websites in the College Selection Process 

 

Time of Interview: 

Date: 

Place: 

Interviewer: 

Interviewee: 

Student Type: 

Age: 
 

As a part of this study, interviewees will be asked to answer questions and look at no 

more than two websites.  All of their responses should be based solely on personal 

experiences and opinions of the interviewee.  Interviewees can choose not to answer any 

of the questions presented and are free to withdraw from the study at any point in the 

process.  

 

Questions: 
 

1. How important are college websites to you in the college selection process?  Why? 

 

 

 

2. What links/features are you looking for when you visit a college website?  

 

 

 

3. What makes a college website useful?  Successful? 

 

 

 

4. What is your ideal college website? 

 

 

 

5. How do you communicate with colleges that you are interested in? 

 

 

 

6. Besides college websites, in what other ways do you learn about colleges?  How are 

you getting your information? 
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Have subjects look at 2 sets of index cards… 

 

Set 1:  Some different things you can do/access on a college website.   Rank them in order of importance 

and then comment. 

 

Set 2: Some different recruitment strategies.  Rank them in order of importance and then comment. 

 

Interviewees should now look at the SUNYIT website.  Allow them just a few minutes to explore the site. 

 

7. What do you like about the SUNYIT home page? 

 

 

8. What do you dislike about the SUNYIT home page? 

 

 

9. What do you think of the pictures that are currently used on the website? 

 

Ask them to try to find the virtual tour and then comment on it. 

Ask them to try to find information about a program that they are interested in and then 

comment. 

 
Interviewees should now look at the RIT website.  .  Allow them just a few minutes to explore the site. 

 

10. What do you like about the RIT home page? 

 

 

11. What do you dislike about the RIT home page? 

 

 

12. What do you think of the pictures that are currently used on the website? 

 

Ask them to try to find the virtual tour and then comment on it. 

Ask them to try to find information about a program that they are interested in and then 

comment. 

 

 

13. What final comments do you have? 

 

 

Thank the interviewee for their participation in the interview.  Assure them of the 

confidentiality of their responses.  
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