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ABSTRACT 

 

This qualitative research study analyzes the outcomes of a centralized information site 

created for prospective and current international students for Information Design and Technology 

department.  Information specific to International students’ needs were gathered and categorized 

into major groups. A Flash site was constructed based upon those needs by applying ease of use, 

maintainability, search-ability and Human Centered Design (HCD) principles. Qualitative 

researches, namely, Participatory Action Research and Qualitative interviewing were applied for 

data collection and data analysis to yield the results. 
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SECTION 1: ENTRY VIGNETTE 

 

Liz Samuel, who was a graduate in Electrical and Electronics Engineering, came to the 

United States to do her Masters' degree in Computer Science on 2004. Though she did not posses 

any programming knowledge before, she excelled in theoretical and in-class projects. She 

thought, 

"What use would be my skills if I don't have any real-time experience? It would be a huge 

asset for my career if I could get programming work experience in the United States." 

Her older sister, who did her Masters' in Australia, guided her in telling that, 

"You know what, you could do some internship. Usually, internships last about 3 to 6 

months. Best if it is a summer internship, so you could pay attention to your studies during 

semesters. Why don't you speak to your advisor or contact your placement office in school?" 

Liz considered that idea and she went to the placement office to get information. 

Unfortunately, she was too late to apply for internship position. Most of them require students to 

post application at least a month before the start date. The placement officer requested her to keep 

an eye on the university's website frequently for openings. Summer just flew by with no luck. The 

semester came into session and she worked hard, wrote her comprehensive exam and graduated 

with distinction. She was a little disappointed that she couldn’t get any experience; nevertheless, 

she felt that she gained immense knowledge in Computer Science. She was going to leave the 

country to her home land in about 3 week’s time. That is when one of her cousins from another 

university asked her, 

“You are leaving the country now? Didn’t you apply for OPT? At the least, did you do 

your CPT?” 

She said, “What’s do mean by CPT and OPT? I don’t get you.” 
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Her cousin elaborated about Curricular Practical Training (CPT) and Optional Practical 

Training (OPT) and explained how critical they are for international students. Though Liz 

possessed academic knowledge, she felt bad that she wasn’t aware about information pertaining 

to international students in the US. Given that this is a career related information, she went to the 

placement office to enquire about OPT since she already missed her CPT because of the fact that 

CPT is ought to be done before graduation. The placement officer said that that information 

would be present under International services and not in the placement website. She felt, 

“But why is it there? CPT, OPT are career related and the placement office deals with 

careers. Why isn’t there, at the least, a link in the site to point international students in the right 

direction?” 

But what’s done is done. She then, without much delay, applied for her OPT and started 

her training after 3 months. All she wished was that others’ shouldn’t be suffering the same thing 

she endured.  

This is a scenario that an international student faced here in the United States. Similar 

things occur throughout the country due the way information is designed for international 

students in the university’s website. They either lack information or have hard-to-find 

information in the site.  
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SECTION 2: PROBLEM QUESTIONS 

 

The main research question for this project is “How can international students get international 

specific information from their universities more effectively?” The objective of this project is to 

evaluate a new information system for international students and see if there are going to be any 

benefits in the process. There are a lot of data available specific to international students, right 

from application process, visas, on-campus jobs, CPT, OPT etc in school’s website. But all those 

things are scattered and not in one location. So, it might be hard for a student to track down all the 

information from a different country who is not following the American system of education. 

This way much critical information may be missed. In order to sort things out a new system is 

proposed where all information pertaining to international students could be present in one place 

as a website or a knowledge base so that international students will know where to go and find 

this information themselves or someone could point them in the right direction to that location. 

My sub-questions for this research are: 

• What information does the current system have? 

• What are the categories that the students think they need more information about? 

• How can information be provided for students from various countries? 

• What are the students needs? 

• Why the content assets are maintained independent of the Flash site? 

• What tools can be used to create the website? 
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SECTION 3: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Several books, websites, and scholarly journals were reviewed for this literature review 

and the following components were studied in the process. 

Participatory Action Research (PAR) 

 

The authors, Norman K. Denzin, and Yvonna Lincoln (2005, p. 560), of “The SAGE 

Handbook of Qualitative Research” say that Participatory Research is an alternative philosophy 

of social research often associated with social transformation in the third world. According to 

them, there are three particular attributes that are often used to distinguish participatory research 

from conventional research: 

• Shared ownership of research projects 

• Community based analysis of social problems, and an 

• Orientation toward community action. 

The authors also mention that critical action research expresses a commitment to bring together 

the social analysis—the self reflective collective self-study of practice, the way in which language 

is used, organization and power in a local situation, and action to improve things. They also 

provided a set of key features which demonstrates as an iterative process and included a spiral 

process figure to accompany depict the process. The Key features are as follows: 

• Planning a change 

• Acting and observing the process and the consequences of the change 

• Reflecting on these processes and consequences 

• Re-planning 

• Acting and observing again 

• Reflecting again, and so on…. (p. 563) 
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The process diagram, which was mentioned in the book, is shown in Figure 1.  

Figure 1: Spiral Diagram of PAR process 

 

The action research spiral diagram 

 

Other than the spiral point of view, the authors also summarize participatory action research in 7 

ways. They are as follows: 

• Participatory action research is a social process 

• Participatory action research is participatory 

• Participatory action research is practical and collaborative 

• Participatory action research is emancipatory. 

• Participatory action research is critical 

• Participatory action research is reflexive 

• Participatory action research aims to transform both theory and practice. 
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PAR plays a vital role in this research project. While constructing the centralized website, 

building the prototype took around 7 or 8 iterations of constructing and reconstructing the site. 

This project is all about making things better for the international students and so the current 

constraints that are faced by the international students were analyzed while building the new 

website. If successful, this project might help in transforming the current practice followed in the 

American educational system for the betterment of current and prospective international students. 

The spiral process will also apply for the final version of the website where suggestions of 

international student interviewees would be taken into account and the site would be modified to 

reflect the change. 

Qualitative interviews 

 

According to Herbert J. Rubin, Irene Rubin (2004, p. 2), the authors of “Qualitative 

Interviewing: The Art of Hearing Data”, qualitative interviews are to be conducted if what we 

need to find out cannot be answered simply or briefly, if we anticipate that we may need to ask 

people to explain their answers or give examples or describe their experiences. They also mention 

that qualitative interviewing projects are especially good at describing social and political 

processes, that is, how and why things change. 

The authors, J. Rubin, Irene Rubin (2004, p. 5), classify qualitative interviews based upon 

breadth of focus (narrow or broad) and subject of focus (meaning or description) and types are 

entered into Table 1. 
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arrowly Focused 

Scope 
In-Between 

Broadly Focused 

Scope 

Focused mainly on 

Meanings and 

Framework 

Concept Clarification Theory Elaboration 
Ethnographic 

interpretation 

In-Between Exit Interview 
Oral histories 

Organizational culture 
Life history 

Focused mainly on 

Events and Processes 

Investigative 

interviewing 

Action research 

Evaluation research 

Elaborated case 

studies 

 

Table 1: Qualitative interviewing 

The type of qualitative interviews for this project falls in the in-between and it focuses mainly on 

events and process because it involves action research. As per Rubin and Rubin (2004, p. 9), 

action research aims to change the status quo by documenting the extent of some problem, or by 

examining proposed solutions to see which might work best. An action researcher would examine 

problems faced by those in the neighborhood to figure out what can be done to solve them. 

Also they have loosely grouped interviews into two broad categories. They are: 

• Topical interviewers 

• Cultural interviewers 

It is also mentioned how cultural interviews are different from topical interviews. In the former, 

the interviewer has no preset agenda of issues to cover, allowing flexibility in what is discussed in 

any conversation and also cultural interviewing involves more active listening than aggressive 

questioning. Topical studies explore what, when, how, why, or with what consequence something 

happened. Topical studies seek explanations for puzzling situations in a specific time and place. 

Also, according to them, the goal of the topical interviews is to work out a coherent explanation 

by piecing together what different people have said, while recognizing that each person might 

have his or her own construction of events. Also, topical interviews spend time and effort finding 
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interviewees most likely to know the answers, and through the questioning they make sure that 

the conversation stays on target.   

Centralized and scattered information 

 

Now it is important to understand the concepts of centralized information and distributed 

information. To understand the concept of centralized information, it is important first to 

understand the concept of Information Retrieval also known as IR. Grossman and Frieder, authors 

of “Information Retrieval” state that IR is devoted to finding relevant documents, not finding 

simple matches to patterns. Yet, often when information retrieval systems are evaluated, they are 

found to miss numerous relevant documents (Blair and Maron, 1985, p. 1). According to the 

authors, document retrieval is accomplished through the flow depicted in Figure 2. 

Figure 2: Information Retrieved 

 

This flow holds true how a user searches information from SUNYIT site or through any other 

search engine.  

Scattered information 

 

Based upon the concept of Blair and Maron (1985, p. 4), a web search maybe made at the 

SUNYIT site or some other search engine to get the anticipated results. In a scattered information 
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setup, the user may or may not get all the required results as per the “relevant retrieved” from the 

above figure. Based upon this concept, my visualization of scattered information retrieval is 

represented in Figure 3. 

Figure 3: Scattered Information 

 

In the figure above, the user may or may not hit all the relevant results. Without regards to the 

importance of information, any information that are missed from the end-user's perspective is a 

‘miss’. 

Centralized information/Information Hub 

 

A centralized information system could be a proper solution for an issue like this if all the 

relevant information is accessible from one place provided that the information that are to be 

linked are not gigantic. As per Noble (1978, p. 4), the author of “A Participatory Approach to the 

Development of Centralized Information Systems” states that centralized information is widely 

used in places like hospitals, colleges etc. In fact, SUNYIT has a centralized information system 

active as of today which is the “Student Announcements” blog. In student announcements blog, 

all official information, which are meant for students, are published there. So, if a student who 

returns after his/her summer vacation could just go to the blog and read the happenings when 
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he/she wasn’t in school. If the same mechanism is used for the international audiences, the results 

would be truly fruitful. My visualization for centralized information system is depicted in Figure 

4.  

Figure 4: Centralized information system or Information Hub 

 

In the above example, no matter where the actual information is located or stored, when all are 

linked together in one place, the user will get the opportunity to read all the relevant information. 

Of course, the choice of whether to read or not is up to the user but the chances are high that the 

user might find it interesting to read if the site is appealing. 

Web Design: 

 

Importance for customer needs 

 

As per Douglas K. Van Duyne, James A. Landay, Jason I. Hong (2006, p. 6-7), the authors of 

“The Design of Sites” state that the criteria for building customer centered web sites are based on 

providing a positive experience for all customers, whether the customers are there to find 

information, to be part of a community, to purchase items or to be entertained. They also said that 

following this approach increases the value of the site by understanding the needs, tools and the 
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technologies they use, and their social and organizational context. In this project, the flash site has 

been created for the benefit of the international audiences—current and prospective students from 

around the world. One good example that is given in the book “The Design of Sites” about 

customer centered design is about IBM. According to the book, several years ago, IBM found that 

its website was not working well and also the search box was the most used tool and help page 

was the second most used tool. It appears that the users were not able to find the information/ 

products/ services they came to the site for. IBM, then, redesigned the site from ground up to be 

more consistent in its navigation. And the end result was that the customers’ reliance on the 

search and help option dropped dramatically and online sales rose up by 400 percent. 

Maintainability 

 

Like any other website, maintainability is an important component while designing a Flash site as 

well. Jennifer Kyrnin (2007, p. 21), the author of “About.com Guide to Web Design”, says that 

content pages are intended to provide information to your customers. She also adds that content 

pages are most common on content focused websites because they provide the information that 

these sites deliver. The site developed for this project is all about providing information to the 

international audiences. Naturally, it is heavier on the content site. But at the same time all the 

contents that is present in the current will change one day or the other for sure and so, measures 

have to be taken to make the updating process easy so that the cost of maintenance would be low. 

One of the easiest solutions available is to load the content dynamically on runtime. This not only 

helps in content management but also helps reduce the size of the Flash movie. This holds true for 

whatever the content maybe—that is it could be an image, text, .swf file etc. Robert Hoekman 

(2004, p. 154), the author of “Flash Out of the Box”, took bitmaps for example. He said, “You 

can’t import a bitmap image weighing 100 KB into a Flash document and expect to produce a 

.swf file that is small enough to load quickly over a dial-up connection.” He also added that one 

way to modularize a Flash project is to create separate movies for each part, or module, of the 
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project and load each one as it’s needed. Another way is to keep bitmaps external to the Flash 

document, loading them dynamically while the published movie is running. With regards to 

Hoekman’s suggestion, if content is kept external to the Flash site, then the same can be changed 

independent of the Flash movie. The site which has been created for this project has all of its 

major contents externally. This distinctive method helps in content management, files 

compression and also helps in search engine optimization for Flash site. 

Search Engine Optimization 

 

Andrew King (2008, p. 8-16), the author of “Website Optimization: Speed, Search Engine & 

Conversion Rate Secrets”, says that Flash is installed on nearly every computer (98%) that 

accesses the internet. This popularity has caused a conflagration of Flash gizmos on the Web. The 

problem with Flash is that search engines do not index it properly. He also mentioned that a few 

years ago, optimizing a site to rank high on search engines typically took four to six months for 

reasonably specific keywords. Now it can take about 6 to 12 months for many keyphrases to rank 

well because the Web has become more competitive. Though this project does not focus on page 

ranking, nevertheless, it is essential to provide the basic searchability function to the site. 

Otherwise, no matter how well a site is developed, if the user cannot find it, then it’s of no use.  

Like King mentioned, keywords play a very important role. In his book, he mentioned a tool 

called Wordtracker. This tool will provide the user with words people use when they search and 

also the popularity of each of the words. For constructing the site, the 7 day free trial version of 

this tool was used to get an idea about the keywords. Also, in his book, he stated that using 

keywords in Title tag, Meta tag and also in the body part makes a positive difference in search 

engine optimization. Considering his point, this has been implemented in the the site based upon 

the popularity of the keywords searched using Wordtracker. Another useful technique suggested 

was having external links to link to the site.  For example, if flash site is hosted as a component in 

the current IDT site, then the link to this site and come from the introduction site of Information 
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Design and Technology. This increases the search-ability and page rank as well. In his book he 

says, “You can think of your own page rank as a steeping pot of tea. The more links you get 

pointing to your site, the stronger the tea. The more links you place on your page, the weaker the 

tea that will flow from each link. Placing lots of links in your pages actually dilutes the PageRank 

that is transferred to target pages. By being selective about whom you link to, you can transfer 

more “Google juice” to others and preserve your own supply. 

Ease of Use 

 

Ease of use is one of the criteria I kept in my mind while developing the prototype. The book 

“Effective use of transit websites: A synthesis of transit practice” by Bruce Schaller (2002, p. 21-

22) has some valuable points to be followed when constructing a user friendly site. He says that 

usability experts suggest a number of steps to maximize ease of navigation and he composed a list 

based on Nielsen (2000), Nielsen and Tahir (2002) and “Research based Web Design and 

Usability Guidelines” (2001, p. 20). 

• Keys to site navigability are: 

• Put important information at the top of the page 

• Group related information while giving greatest visibility to the information used most 

frequently. 

• Within the structure of the site, raise information to the highest level; do not make 

visitors dig deep into the site. 

• Use terminology that users readily relate to their needs. 

• Place navigation elements on the right or left sides or across the top. 

• Format information for scan ability; “79% of  our test users always scanned any new 

page that they came across; only very few users would read word-by-word” Align page 

elements vertically for ease of scanning 
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• Use consistent logos so users know what site they are on. 

• Place logos, recurring texts, buttons, and graphics at the same place on each page. 

• Minimize scrolling and place key content “above the fold” so that it appears on the screen 

when the page is first viewed. 

For this international student Flash site, it is very critical for the users to find the information 

within the site with ease in navigation. Taking these suggestions into account; the current site 

follows almost all of the points listed above. 
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SECTION 4: METHODOLOGY TO ADDRESS THE PROBLEM  

 

• PAR for the initial research—used to identify the problems faced by international and to 

use the spiral process for prototype development. 

• Before starting the interviews, the interviewees where asked to review the ethics protocol 

form and sign it if they were interested to participate in the interviews. The form is 

provided in Appendix B.  

• Initial qualitative interviews—here the problems faced by the international students are 

gathered.  

• Propose new website—towards the end of the interview, the proposal for the new site is 

given and if the interviewees are interested, they are requested to evaluate the website in 

terms of design and content. 

• Post evaluation qualitative interview—here, after the users evaluated the new system, a 

qualitative interview is conducted again to note down their experiences with the new 

website. Suggestions will also be inquired as a part of this interview. 

• Using feasible suggestions, the final version of the website will be designed accordingly. 

These processes are followed for data collection. Analysis would be made on the collected data 

and the assertions would be made based upon the results. 

 

  

 

 



 - 23 -  

SECTION 5: DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PROJECT 

 

The main research question for this project is “How can international students get international 

specific information from their universities more effectively?” Currently, in SUNYIT site as a 

whole, we do not have dedicated information for international students to provide them with, say, 

the exact application details, visa information, funding, and other resources. Of course, around 

50% of the information is available in our site but everything is organized in a way that it would 

take a bit of an effort for a user to find what he/she wants. Take application for international 

students in IDT as example, currently, the general requirements are present in one page, 

international specific component is present in another page, and the IDT specific information is 

present in some other page. So, it is up to a user to track down all the places and make a list of 

what needs to be done in order to apply for IDT as an international graduate student. This is 

definitely a bad user experience. The diagram, Figure 5, shows how it is organized currently. 

Figure 5: Current System 

 

A good method would be to provide the same information as a list ourselves so that the user just 

has to note down the information. So the essence of this project is to give better user experience 

for international students. Keeping all these relevant information as a centralized information 

system would make lives a lot easier for the users.  
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Building the Prototype: 

 

Visual Layout: 

 

The first decision which has to be made was on what platform the site should be made. The 

current trends for designing websites have a wide variety to choose from and the languages that 

are used popularly are jsp, php, flash, dhtml, html etc. This new system is a Flash site. The reason 

for choosing a flash site is because most of the IDT courses when developing a project, as of now, 

deals with creating a Flash project. For example, project like creating a kinetic textbook in Flash. 

So, creating a Flash site would relate to Information Design and Technology students 

immediately. In fact, not all students who join IDT have prior Flash experience but still they learn 

and do amazing projects with Flash. Since the international student IDT site is made is Flash, it 

would prove to be a good example of how Flash can be used in creating Information conveying 

sites and not just cartoons, animations, and special effects because Flash is a very efficient 

presentation tool.  

The layout follows a blue, white, ash color scheme with gradients and shadows to create depth for 

the 2 and a half D look and feel. The color scheme, though it is lighter than the existing SUNYIT 

site, the colors still blend in with the rest of the site. Following the points of ease of use by Bruce 

Schaller (2002, p. 21), the main navigation is situated at the top of the page. The color scheme 

followed for those tabs highlights which tab a user is presently viewing. For example, if the user 

is view the “Visas” tab, then the color tab color changes to blue while the other tabs retain the ash 

color. Figure 6 shows an example of a highlighted tab.  

Figure 6: Snapshot of Highlighted tab 

Snapshot of a highlighted tab 
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The tab “Blog” has just one color, the color of SUNYIT logo, because it does not have a page or 

scene change like the other tabs. When a user clicks on this tab, a new browser window or new 

tab in a browser opens up to show the testimonial blog.  

 The layout also features a header portion which has consistent graphics throughout the 

site. This is in accordance to the rules, “Use consistent logos so users know what site they are on” 

and “Place logos, recurring texts, buttons, and graphics at the same place on each page” (Schaller, 

2002, p. 21). Figure 7 shows the consistent header. 

Figure 7: Snapshot of header 

 

Snapshot of the header portion 

  

 The layout is split in two main navigational panes—left and right panes which is situated 

below the header. The left navigation pane features an ash colored box with drop shadow effect 

on the page. The area is either used for displaying “Fast Facts” or left navigational links in the 

case of resources area. The right area is reserved for contents which is basically dynamic text 

fields with vertical scrollbars. Unlike static text fields, dynamic text fields allow users to copy the 

information present in the site so that it can be saved for future reference. The figure 8 depicts 

the left and right panes of the website. 
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Figure 8: Snapshot of left and right panes 

 

Snapshot of left and right panes 

Also the navigation links present in the left pane under the resources tab are listed vertically in 

accordance to the rule, “Align page elements vertically for ease of scanning” (Schaller, 2002, p. 

22). Figure 9 represents the vertical rule. 

Figure 9: Example for navigation links in resources tab 

 

Left pane showing Resources tabs left navigation link with Housing selected and On-Campus jobs in mouse-over state 

  

Below the working area is the area allocated for copy right notice. Figure 10 shows the same. 
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Figure 10: Copyright notice area 

 

Copyright notice area 

Building base: 

 

Keeping information centralized is not a new method for SUNYIT. The prototype for this project 

is based on this well-established student announcements blog. The official “Student 

Announcements” blog in SUNYIT maintains all official announcements to SUNYIT students. 

The address of the blog site is https://ssl.sunyit.edu/apps/weblog/?blog=student&mode=viewposts 

(as of Nov 2008). The blog is organized in a chronological order and it serves as an imperative 

source of data for all students alike.  Even though persons having SUNYIT logins can comment 

and have interactions, the main purpose of this blog is to announce things to the campus. It also 

allows students and teachers alike to post announcements. 

For a couple of months, time was spent in gathering data for the flash site. The main sources 

governing SUNYIT were International student services, Career services, and Information Design 

and Technology department homepage. It took a number of iterations while creating the site to 

achieve what data is needed and what is not. The following comparative study will compare and 

contrast the information present in both current and new site so that the prototype could be 

understood better. The key areas that are going to be compared now are: 

• Application requirements 

• Visas 

• Student Activities 

• Resources 

• Blog 
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Comparative study of current system and new system: 

 

Application Requirements 

 

 The application requirements for the current system are organized in the SUNYIT site as 

in Figure 11. 

Figure 11: Graduate Application & Catalog 

 

Snapshot from http://www.sunyit.edu/catalogs/graduate.inc (Nov 2008) 

 

This location has the Application for all graduate students. But it does not say about the 

supporting documents that are to be submitted along with the application here but it is available in 

another location shown below. This is very critical for international students because the official 

scores TOEFL, transcripts equivalent to US undergraduate education, reference letters, statement 

of purpose, Bank statements pertaining to financial status etc are mandatory.  Even if one 

document is missing, it would jeopardize the application of the international student. The above 

listed information are located in Figure 12. 
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Figure 12: Application Deadline 

 

Snapshot from http://www.sunyit.edu/international/application.swn (as of Nov 2008) 

 

Having the above completed would make a generic international student application complete. 

But, the question is, would it satisfy the requirement for IDT? Unfortunately it will not satisfy 

because a portfolio is required for an international student to join the IDT program. To pursue 

education in SUNYIT, an international student must be a matriculated student. So, a portfolio is a 

must for admission. Figure13 shows the portfolio requirements. 

Figure 13: Application’s Criteria 
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Snapshot from http://www.sunyit.edu/programs/graduate/idt/admissions_criteria.inc (as of Nov 2008) 

The new system, however, helps in overcoming this trouble for International Students 

and thereby gives a chance for recruiting more international students to IDT program. This is 

because, relating to the IBM example (Van Duyne, Landay, & Hong, 2006, p. 6-7), when a 

customer, in this case a student, finds what he/she wants, they might get attracted and send an 

application to the IDT program which would result in promoting IDT program to international 

audiences. 

The snapshot of the new site for application requirements is given provided in Figure 14.  

Figure 14:  New site - Application Requirements 
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The content present in all the three places of the current system has been organized in one place 

in the new system. The above picture shows the organization. 

Visas 

 

An International student would require a student visa to pursue education. To pursue an IDT 

program in SUNYIT, a student should possess an F-1 visa. The current system has the 

information present in Figure 15. 

Figure 15: Old site visa information 

 

Snapshot from http://www.sunyit.edu/international/application.swn (as of Nov 2008) 
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But this information does not elaborate about the other visas. Even though IDT degree requires F-

1 visa, information on why F-1 is needed and brief information about other student visas could 

have been provided. The new system, however, provides brief information on other student visas 

and explains the need for F-1 visa. The official information was taken from USCIS site at 

http://www.uscis.gov/portal/site/uscis/menuitem.5af9bb95919f35e66f614176543f6d1a/?vgnextoi

d=27bc6138f898d010VgnVCM10000048f3d6a1RCRD&vgnextchannel=48819c7755cb9010Vgn

VCM10000045f3d6a1RCRD (as of Nov 2008). 

Figure 16: New site visa information 

 

Student Activities 

 

Student activities are something that interests prospective students and current students alike. In 

SUNYIT, activities are abundant all around the year designed especially for international 

students.  This would give the international students an opportunity to mingle and grow with the 

community. Taking this into account, activities which are available for international students are 

listed in the new system along with other resources. Figure 17 is a screenshot of the activities 

section. 

Figure 17: New site student activities 
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Resources 

 

This area contains a lot of useful and official information for the international students. All 

information provided here are either from the official SUNYIT site or USCIS site. The areas that 

are covered in this category are as follows: 

• Housing 

• Financial Aid 

• Graduate Assistantship 

• On-Campus jobs 

• Curricular practical Training (CPT) 

• Optional Practical Training (OPT) 

• Health and Wellness 

• Severe Economic Hardship jobs 

Detailed facts of the above list are present under this category making it an information bank. The 

screenshot for resources tab is given in Figure 18. 

Figure 18: New site Resources 
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Blog 

 

The blog is primarily a place for international students to discuss about their experiences before 

and after coming to SUNY Institute of Technology. Sharing the experiences would allow 

interactions among students to exchange ideas and share knowledge. Suggestions to improve the 

international information site could also be provided in this blog. The blog which has been 

created for this project is located in this site http://idt-blog.blogspot.com/.  
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SECTION 6: DATA COLLECTION 

 

The data for the site are primarily from SUNY Institute of Technology and the USCIS website.  

The categories included are application requirements, visas, activities, resources and blog. 

Although this site has information specific to Information Design and Technology international 

students at SUNYIT, it is essential to understand how things are set up for international students 

in other universities as well. This would provide a concrete understanding of the international 

student views. So, for the above categories, information was collected for a set of universities 

using the Mozilla Firefox’s scrapbook extension. Using the data collected, Table 2 has been 

drawn. 

Table 2: Data Collection of universities 

 Application 

Requirements 

Visas Activities Resources Overall 

University of 

Wisconsin, 

Madison 

http://www.wis

c.edu/ 

 

Very Clear. 

Country specific 

help. They also 

mention that 

department 

requirements 

vary and urge the 

students to check 

there too. 

Yes and 

clear 

Yes and 

clear. 

Highly 

resourceful. 

Has thorough 

information. 

Well organized. 

Easy to navigate. 

International 

Student Services 

site is well 

developed. 

Contains very 

valuable 

information.  

SUNY at New 

Paltz 

http://www.ne

wpaltz.edu/ 

 

Clear. But does 

not cover 

information for 

different 

countries. 

Yes but 

hard to 

find 

Brief 

information. 

Partly 

covered. 

Lacks in 

some 

essential 

areras. 

All in different 

location. Not all 

essential 

information was 

covered. Mostly, 

the search option 

in the site was to 
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track down 

information. 

University of 

Texas, Dallas 

http://www.utd

allas.edu/ 

 

Clear. Step by 

step process but it 

is not country 

specific. 

Clear Brief 

information 

Most of the 

information 

is present. 

Although most of 

the information is 

present in this site, 

each is located in 

different location. 

A user who is not 

familiar with 

American standard 

of organization 

would find it hard 

to find 

information. 

Louisiana State 

university 

http://www.lsu.

edu/ 

 

Hard to find. 

Used the search 

engine tool to 

track the 

information. No 

country specific 

help. 

Hard to 

find. 

Very brief Less 

resourceful. 

Hard to find. 

Search tool for 

used 95% of the 

times to trace 

information. Bad 

user experience. 

Hard to find 

information. 

University of 

Missouri, Rolla 

http://www.mst

.edu/ 

 

Thorough 

information. 

Good navigation 

but no countries 

specific help. 

Yes and 

clear. 

Information 

about 

activities 

linked to 

external site, 

visitrolla.co

m. 

Not all 

important 

components 

are covered. 

Has some 

thorough 

information. A 

user who is not 

familiar with 

American standard 

of organization 

would find it hard 

to find 

information. 
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SUNY at 

Buffalo 

http://www.buf

falo.edu/ 

 

The international students have a separate site. Provides comprehensive information 

on all areas for international students. The site covers information for prospective 

and current international undergraduate, transfer, and graduate students. 

http://wings.buffalo.edu/intled/admissions/.  No country specific help available. 

University of 

Utah, Salt Lake 

City 

http://www.uta

h.edu/ 

 

Clear 

information. No 

country specific 

help is available. 

Basic F-1 

visa 

informatio

n 

available. 

Emphasized 

only on 

skiing and 

boarding 

since Utah 

is famous 

for that. 

Not many 

resources 

available for 

international 

students. At 

least some 

external sites 

could have 

been linked. 

Moderately good. 

Need more 

information. 

Navigation is not 

very good. People 

who are not 

internet savvy 

might find it hard. 

Auburn 

university 

http://www.aub

urn.edu/ 

 

Basic 

information. No 

country specific 

information. 

Not much 

informatio

n found 

about 

visas. 

Very brief 

information. 

Mainly 

emphasizes 

that it is 100 

miles from 

Atlanta, 

Georgia. 

Some 

important 

resources are 

present. Hard 

to find. 

The university did 

not have much 

information for 

international 

students. 

Syracuse 

University 

http://www.syr.

edu/ 

 

Clear information 

but no country 

specific 

requirements are 

available. 

Clear 

informatio

n was 

provided. 

Not many 

activities 

oriented 

information 

was present 

to assist 

students. 

The center of 

international 

services at 

this 

university 

has some 

good 

resources for 

international 

Although this 

university has 

good information, 

to find the 

required 

information easily 

the search tool 

was used. Without 

that it was hard to 
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students. navigate. 

SUNY at 

Albany 

http://www.alb

any.edu/ 

 

Clear steps for 

admission. But 

does not have 

country specific 

information. 

Clear 

informatio

n is 

available 

but hard to 

find. 

Not much 

activities 

information 

is available. 

Main focus 

is on sports. 

Some good 

resources are 

available in 

the office of 

international 

education. 

Information 

such as CPT, 

OPT were 

hard to find. 

Site had valuable 

resources but did 

not have good 

organization to 

find all the 

information. High 

chance of missing 

all the important 

information. 

 

Although the above table reflects what is present in the current university websites, it is essential 

to understand the problems the international students face from the students’ perspective. In order 

to understand the problems and needs, qualitative interview method was used. Each of the 

interviewees was interviewed at least twice. During the first time, their problems with the current 

system were collected. After the interview, they evaluated the prototype system. And finally, a 

post evaluation interview was conducted to get their views regarding the new system in terms of 

design and content. Suggestions to make the new website better were also requested from the 

interviewees.  
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SECTION 7: DATA ANALYSIS: 

 

Problems and content issues were analyzed based on key themes that surfaced during the 

interview process. The design of the new website was analyzed using Human Centered Design 

Theory. The following are the key responses that were obtained from the interviews. 

Key Themes: 

 

Most websites assume familiarity with the American educational system 

 

This issue was something that was not expected before the interview process. One of the 

interviewee said, “The internet is not considered in my country as the main venue for offering 

information so most schools have limited published information, if at all. Main way to find 

information is from school location.” This statement is definitely true because not all nations in 

this world are developed countries for internet to play a major role. An institution offering 

education for international students should be able to guide them irrespective of what countries 

they are from. Another interviewee had problem in terms of credit based courses. The person 

said, “Credits associated with the classes in my country can vary from 2 to 8 credits based on 

how hard the class is and have no correlation to the price of the course as they're free. I had 

trouble relating my undergraduate credits to American standard for admission requirements”. 

This was a surprise but it explains clearly that some country specific information should be 

present to tackle such situations. Another interviewee mentioned a similar problem as, “Grade 

system is completely different (from 1 to 10) and I had to figure out how to evaluate to the 4.0 

American system and could not find right away from the website in which conditions they accept 

evaluated transcripts based on the legal system present in my country.” Of all the sites that were 

reviewed for this project, University of Wisconsin (http://www.wisc.edu/), Madison had adequate 

country specific information. The new website does not have this country specific feature because 
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this was an unexpected result and it would require considerable effort from the International 

Student Admissions to provide the SUNYIT specific requirements for different countries for the 

website. 

Information is different for different countries 

 

This issue is interconnected with the above issue as well. Interviewees said that only generic 

information for international students is available. For example, one student said, “the documents 

they (admissions) require most times have no correspondence in my country for instance sealed 

copy of my diploma…..  my country issues only one…. but the admissions office required two”. 

Also the same student had to contact the university many number of times to fulfill all the 

application requirements because of the variations in documents. A couple of students also stated 

that they did not receive any help in conversion of their undergraduate results to American 

standard 4.0 GPA scale. On the other hand, one student got the conversion help directly from the 

university but the student had to say it explicitly to convert it to the American educational system 

in a phone call.  University of Wisconsin, Madison 

(http://info.gradsch.wisc.edu/education/admissions/requirements.html) has provided good 

information for international graduate students for transcripts requirements. Consider Figure 19. 

Figure 19: Screenshots illustrating country specific information 
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In Figure 19, country specific requirements for international students are provided. The above 

screenshots show the requirements for Australia. Interviewees were asked to go over this tool and 

they said that they are highly beneficial and accurate. SUNYIT does not have any official data as 

of now to include this component in the new website. 
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o in-depth information 

 

This is something that all interviewees felt. According to them, their countries do not have things 

like Curricular Practical Training, Optional Practical Training etc. So they wanted to know in-

depth background information as much as possible to understand what is in stake for them. One 

person said, “I was asked to apply for F-1 visa. But why F-1? I heard that there are other student 

visas too from friends. I wanted to find more information about this from my university site. But I 

couldn’t find it.” While interviewing, it was found that detailed information about F-1 visa was 

indeed available but no information about other visas was available. When the interviewee was 

provided with the detailed F-1 visa information, the student stated that, “I didn’t know that it was 

there. How did you find it?” Though the information was available, one big thing was that it was 

lying under a lot of other pages, and the other thing, only F-1 visa information was offered.  

After showing the new site, the students liked the fact that the components covered have 

in-depth information. A couple of students also showed interest in having “English Tutoring” 

resources to be present in the new website. Taking their suggestions in to account, the final 

website has this component in the resources category. Except one of the interviewees, students 

were not aware about Severe Economic Hardship assistance and they were glad to find that 

information. Overall, the students felt that the new website covers as much in-depth information 

as possible for the components included. 

eed aggregated information from the international student perspective  

 

This is something that almost all of the interviewees were looking for. One student said, “It would 

be easy to navigate an international student site than a huge university website that offers tons of 

services.” This is a fact that cannot be disagreed because searching for a paragraph from a small 

journal is much easier than searching for a paragraph from a huge book. Another interviewee 

mentioned that if aggregated information is available in a particular location, then the probability 
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of missing some information would be less. One surprising example given was that when the 

interviewee was employed in an on-campus job, the person wasn’t aware about tax forms for 

international students. So, instead of getting tax returns, the student ended up paying taxes 

instead. When asked about tax information on the site, the student said, “I came to know that this 

information is available later. I probably might have noticed if it wasn’t hidden with numerous 

other things.” This is a valid point because information for international students are scattered in 

different locations and students have to browse in depth to find some information. Also, from the 

universities data collection table, the universities University of Wisconsin, Madison and SUNY at 

Buffalo did exceptionally well in terms of providing information to international students. Is this 

because they tend to have more international student population? Why do some universities do 

not give much attention for international students? Does number of international students joining 

per year affects this process? All these questions arise. At the same time, it can be argued that as 

long as international students are allowed to enter a university for education, it is the universities’ 

responsibility to provide as much information as possible to a wide variety of students. In any 

case, a university by itself is a hub of information.  

Human-Centered Design Theory: 

 

In the book “Information Design” by Robert Jacobson, Mike Cooley (p. 66) says that one 

of the main processes of current technological development is to render systems active and 

human beings passive. He also mentioned that it is possible to reverse this process, this enhancing 

the activity and dominance of the user. He proposed nine characteristics that revolve around 

human centered design. They are coherence, inclusiveness, malleability, engagement, ownership, 

responsiveness, purpose, panoramic, and transcendence.  

Direct and indirect questions in terms of human centered design were asked to the 

interviewees after the evaluation of the new website. They are as follows: 
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Coherence 

 

Coherence deals with not obscuring information from the user and keeping the 

information as immediately evident as possible. Users must know what is going on and what is 

possible. (Cooley, p. 68) During evaluation all the users said that what is going on in the site is 

immediately evident mainly because of the tabs present in the top navigation. The tabs change 

color depending upon the selected tab. Active tab is blue in color and the others are dark brown in 

color. Also, the buttons in the left navigation under resources tab has rollover effects and also 

once clicked the graphic checkmark will indicate where the user is currently at. So, there is no 

obscured information present in the new site. Every component provided is very straightforward.  

Inclusiveness and Engagement 

 

According to Mike Cooley (p. 68), the system should be inviting and tend to invite you in and 

make you feel part of a community of activities with which you are familiar and on friendly 

terms. The students who were interviewed said that they liked how the layout is set up. One 

student said, “It looks interesting to me because the site has good layout and content that relates 

to me”. Also, a few mentioned that the terms used for the buttons and tabs were directly related to 

them and so, they felt that they were a part of it. The concept followed while designing the site 

helped in accomplishing this factor which is “Use terminology that users readily relate to their 

needs” by Bruce Schaller (2002, p. 22). 

As per Cooley (p. 68), engagement is a sense that one is being invited to participate in the process 

and which creates a feeling of empathy. This is related to inclusiveness too because finding things 

that are relevant and interesting are some of the characteristics of engagement. Furthermore, only 

if a site is engaging, the users would have the urge to read more.  
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Malleability and Ownership 

 

According to Mike Cooley (p. 68), the system should provide the possibility to mold the situation 

to suit, to pick-and-mix and sculpt the environment to suit one’s own instrumental needs, 

aesthetic tastes and craft traditions. The blog designed to share students’ experiences and 

suggestions is malleable enough to suffice the basic needs of user’s interactivity. But the flash 

website just by itself without blog is not malleable because the site is primarily an information 

site in which the contents are editable only by the persons who have the authority to provide new 

and update the existing official information.  

As per Cooley (p. 68), ownership is feeling that a user feels that he/she created parts of the system 

and therefore, they have a sense of belonging and companionship. The blog creates a sense of 

belonging and companionship to the users because they can share their experiences and give 

suggestions to make the site better. On the other hand, the flash site cannot be modified based 

upon users needs. So, like malleability, ownership is partly achieved with the help of blog. 

Later on, if the content of the site grows bigger, the site could be made in some other language, 

say JSP, to allow users to create individual accounts. Using their accounts, the users maybe 

allowed entering official data if they find any and having their name and time stamp to be entered 

into an external database automatically to keep track of the updates. This would make the 

centralized international student site highly malleable and increase the sense of ownership. 

Responsiveness and Purpose 

 

According to Cooley (p. 68), responsiveness is about getting the system respond to users’ 

requirements and needs and way of doing things. Here, for instance, if a user wants to know about 

visas and clicks on the visas tab, it reacts to the users’ needs and displays the available 

information about visas to the user. For the purpose characteristic, Cooley (p. 69) says that the 
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system should be capable of responding to the purpose the user has in mind and then encouraging 

him or her to go beyond it. Like the visas example, the user might has come to read information 

about visas but the system also provides the possibility that he or she can read other topics as well 

if needed. The website does not satisfy the initial purpose alone. Instead, it encourages users to 

read more by giving them information on various areas.  

Panoramic and Transcendence 

 

According to Cooley (p. 70), panoramic characteristic deals with the acquisition of boundary 

knowledge and allows the users to act more effectively and competently by locating what he or 

she is doing in the understanding of a wider context. Transcendence deals with going beyond the 

immediate task requirements. Both these characteristics are achieved by including the public blog 

in the site. To get more boundary knowledge, the users have the option of going to the blog and 

ask questions, start a discussion etc. In terms of transcendence, users are not limited to view only 

the information present there. Instead, after fulfilling their immediate requirements, the users 

have the option of reading some other information or go to the blog to post comments, 

suggestions, experiences etc. With these possibilities, the new website satisfies both panoramic 

and transcendence characteristics. 
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SECTION 8: FINAL WEBSITE SCREENSHOT 

 

This section contains the final website’s screenshot. The feasible suggestions such as accessibility 

text for Flash site, location of shopping malls, movies, grocery stores for activities, English 

Tutoring requirements have been incorporated in the new website. Country specific information 

and tax returns calculation are not integrated because to fulfill these requests, it would require 

substantial effort from International Student Services and Business office. Hopefully, in the next 

version, these can be incorporated with the new website. Figure 20 is the screenshot. 

Figure 20: Snapshot of Final Flash site 
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SECTION 9: ASSERTIONS 

Design 

 

The following generalization came be made about design of the new website based upon 

the principles followed while constructing the site and also the users’ discernment about the site.  

In terms of design, the Flash site satisfies the ease of navigation principles by Bruce 

Schaller (2002, p. 21) and most of the Human-Centered Design principles by Mike Cooley (p. 68-

70). The site has important terms at the top of the page allowing users to understand immediately 

about what is going on in the site. Given that the terms relate to international students directly, it 

not only allows ease of use but also adds coherence to the site. Important information such as 

Graduate Assistantship, CPT, OPT etc have been grouped under Resources tab which provides 

greatest visibility to information and provides user-friendliness for the users. The site also has 

navigation elements across the top as tabs and on the left as clickable buttons which provides ease 

or navigation and user-friendliness. This Flash site also addresses accessibility issues by 

providing description about the project in the as a description in the accessibility tool. Graphics 

are placed consistently throughout the site which would prevent confusion for the users. Also the 

site has a pleasing color scheme which does not distract the users. The layout has been set up in a 

way that the entire site would show when the page load initially which saves the users from using 

the scrollbars of the browser. In addition to that the entire site has been built under the assumption 

that not all audiences have high resolution monitors. So, users with low resolution monitors such 

as 800 x 600 pixels would be able to see the site without any problems. The Flash site also 

satisfies Mike Cooley’s (p. 68-70) Human-Centered Design principles—coherence, inclusiveness, 

engagement, responsiveness, purpose, panoramic, transcendence is satisfied fully and also 

satisfies malleability and ownership partly with the help of the blog. 
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Content: 

 

It was found that content of the site satisfied most of the users’ needs. The categories that are 

covered in this project are international application requirements—including IDT specific 

requirements, visas—which has overview about F-1 visa, M visa and gives explanation why F-1 

is required for SUNYIT, activities—that provides information on activities that are specific to 

international students and also this has shopping, movies, and travel information, resources—has 

a variety of resources included in them namely, Housing, Financial Aid, Graduate Assistantship, 

On-campus jobs, CPT, OPT, Health and Wellness, Severe Economic Hardship jobs, and spoken 

English help. Information for spoken English help was added based upon the suggestion given by 

the interviewee after the post evaluation interview. Likewise, additional information on activities 

was also included by another interviewee’s proposition. During the interviews, interviewees also 

liked to see two other components which are country specific application requirements and tax 

calculation information for international students. Since, it would take extensive effort from 

International Student Services and Business Office to gather and provide the information, the two 

components is not included in the site. Once the data, say for country specific information 

regarding transcripts etc, is got, a user-interface similar to University of Wisconsin, Madison can 

be implemented to help a wide range of international audiences. 

 Maintainability and search-ability were also accomplished for content of this website. 

The content of this flash site is manages by text files that helps in easy updating process because 

any user with basic word processing knowledge would be able to update the content. Users with 

basic knowledge of html would be able to update the content with format such as bold, italics, 

underline, insert pictures, links etc to enhance the scan ability and visual appeal of the content for 

the audiences. Keywords in title tags are used in those content text documents which, in turn, 

enhances search ability. 
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Conclusions 

 

This project helped in concluding some of the effects users face having a centralized website for 

international students. After looking at the new site, the first thing that all interviewees said was, 

“Awesome!”, “Looks great!”, “Nice”, “Good work”, or “Neat”. It was very clear that they liked 

the layout and also they showed excitement and enthusiasm to keep reading the contents which is 

very important because the main goal here is to present as much important information as 

possible to the audiences in a clean, easy to understand, visually pleasing layout. During the 

initial interviews, most of the interviewees said that they got/get frustrated or sad when they 

tried/try to find some information from their universities’ websites. On seeing the new site, the 

frustration due to lack of information or hard to find information was not seen. One interviewee 

even said, “I wish we had something like this. It would do us good” and this was achieved by 

designing the website in a centralized manner and providing international students’ specific 

information on international students’ point of view. The answers to the thesis sub-questions were 

revealed too. 

1. What information does the current system have? 

The current system has brief information for students irrespective of the type of student 

(undergraduate, graduate, or international) and it does not provide aggregated information 

just for international students in an easy to access fashion. The current system is a 

scattered information system where all information is provided in different places. 

2. How can information be provided for students from various countries? 

While there can be a variety of solutions to provide information, the system that is 

currently working for the University of Wisconsin, Madison seem to be a easy and a 

practicable solution. Information can be provided for students from various countries as 

in Figure 19, which illustrated the screenshots for country specific information. 
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3. What are the students needs? 

Based on the interviews, interviewees identified that they faced problem mainly 

pertaining to applications, visas, on-campus job and post graduate training. As per the 

data collected, in most of the universities, data was available but it was not exposed to the 

international students. The interviewees noted that it was hard for them to dig deep into 

the site to find information and it resulted in frustration and loss of critical information. 

This frustration can be solved by gathering the students’ needs and designing the site in a 

way that all these critical information pertaining to international students are present in 

one place—in other words, centralizing the information. 

4. Why the content assets are maintained independent of the Flash site? 

Having content assets solved two potential one.  

a. Maintenance 

b. Search Engine Optimization 

When the content assets are managed outside, any non-Flash user with basic word 

processing knowledge would be able to change or update or remove the content easily 

without affecting the layout of the system. With basic HTML knowledge, content with 

excellent formatting can be uploaded. This gives considerable flexibility in maintenance. 

Flash is not an efficient tool to design website when it comes to search engine 

optimization part. But, since the content is managed outside, content with key phrases 

inserted in <title> tags and/or <meta> tags provide a way for the spiders to crawl into the 

content. This enhances the search engine functionality. 
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5. What tools can be used to create the website? 

Choosing the tools depends upon a variety of components.  This tool was designed in 

Flash because Flash is a tool which is widely used by the Information Design and 

Technology students for information design projects. Tiddlywiki, blogs, JSP, ASP etc can 

also be used to construct the website. 

In general, a centralized information site can be created, it there occurs a situation where 

audiences face trouble in tracking down information. Naturally, the amount of data that are put 

into the system should not be gigantic because this would again worsen the trouble for the 

audiences to find information. Some of the scenarios where centralized information site can be 

used are semester courses, final projects’ site, help center, hosting tutorials, designing text book 

etc. One efficient example for the scenarios listed is http://nextclass.wetpaint.com (as of Dec 

2008). This is a wiki that was designed specifically for the Animation class for undergraduate 

students at SUNYIT. All the resources, projects, mid-term, class tests etc are present in this site. 

Therefore, it acts as a great reference tool for the Animation class students. Similarly, a 

centralized information site can be used in so many other ways—ways depending upon the 

purpose and its designer. 

Limitations 

 

 While this website would help solve a number of problems faced by prospective or 

current international students, certain limitations must be taken into account. A flash site is 

advisable only if the content of the site is not gigantic. If it turns huge, the basic search engine 

optimization and accessibility would not work properly. In such cases, technologies such as JSP, 

DHTML, ASP etc are to be used to construct a dynamic user-friendly site with the content again 

maintained separately from the code base. Maintenance of Flash site is a little more tedious than 

other technologies. It is not like Flash should be completely ignored in the site; instead, Flash 
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could be incorporated into the dynamic website. Also the content, instead of text files, XML files 

can be used to store data. Or an external database such as Oracle can also be used to store data. 

These methods would provide a more comprehensive way of controlling data. Even a dynamic 

website would have its own drawbacks such as cost to manage the website etc. Nevertheless, the 

webmaster could choose any platform to implement this centralized site based upon the 

university’s preference and technical feasibility. 

Further Research 

 

This research mainly focused on students’ thoughts, problems, perceptions, expectations 

etc while designing the site due to the limited time frame and availability of resources. But the 

study can be taken to a whole new level if a similar study is done which will focus on 

universities’ thoughts, their limitations, perceptions, goals etc. This way the university’s point of 

view could be understood as well. Nevertheless, we can speculate that a comprehensive solution 

can be accomplished if both parties take part in a research to make the educational system better 

for regular students and international students alike.  

Also this research helped unleash how different technologies react while developing a 

website. It would be remarkable to use and experiment the website using technologies such as 

Adobe Flex, and perceive how Information Design can improve and excel with it since Adobe 

Flex has integrated Flash with server side programming and that combination would be 

productive in both visual and performance areas. 
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SECTION 10: CLOSING VIGNETTE 

 

Liz Samuel is now a software engineer and an active member in an international student 

association where she helps students providing advice right from applying to universities to their 

start of career. She was all smiles when she saw the new website. She used the website for quite 

some time and remarked,  

 “Oh, this is good! I wish we had something like this when I was a student. Life would 

have been so much easier. You know what; I’m going to do something like this for our 

association. I can send the students the site’s link for detailed information in emails. I’m sure that 

would make a lot of difference because they can have this site as a reference.”   



 - 55 -  

APPENDIX A: GLOSSARY 

 

ASP – ASP.NET is a free technology that allows anyone to create a modern web site. 

Assertions – The last step in the analysis where the researcher makes sense of the data (Creswell, 

1998). In this project, the analysis was done on the data collection from other universities’ 

websites and through qualitative interviews. 

Centralized information –This is a central system for managing information from a diverse 

range of sources. 

Coherence – Coherence deals with not obscuring information from the user and keeping the 

information as immediately evident as possible. Users must know what is going on and what is 

possible. (Cooley, p. 68) 

CPT – An F-1 student may be authorized by the DSO to participate in a curricular practical 

training (CPT) program that is an integral part of an established curriculum. Curricular practical 

training is defined to be alternative work/study, internship, cooperative education, or any other 

type of required internship or practicum that is offered by sponsoring employers through 

cooperative agreements with the school. (CODE OF FEDERAL REGULATIONS, Non-

Immigrant class, Sec. 214.2(f)(10)) 

Cultural interview – Involves more active listening than aggressive questioning. (Rubin & 

Rubin, 2004, p. 9) 

Database – A database may be defined as a collection of persistent data. (Roman, 2002, p. 11) 

DHTML – DHTML is the abbreviation for Dynamic Hyper Text Markup Language. DHTML is 

a term describing the art of making dynamic and interactive web pages. DHTML combines 

HTML, JavaScript, DOM, and CSS. (W3Schools, Nov 2008) 

Engagement – Engagement is a sense that one is being invited to participate in the process and 

which creates a feeling of empathy. (Cooley, 68) 

Flash site – A website build using the software Adobe Flash. This project was build using Adobe 

Flash CS3 with compatibility set to Adobe Flash 8. 
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GPA – In the American educational system, Grade Point Average (GPA) is a system in which the 

total amount of grade points received by the total amount of credit hours attempted is calculated 

to rank students. The point ranges from 0.0 to a 4.0.  

HTML – This is the abbreviation for Hyper Text Markup Language. This language is decoded by 

the web browsers to display the web pages. 

Inclusiveness – The system should be inviting and tend to invite you in and make you feel part of 

a community of activities with which you are familiar and on friendly terms. (Cooley, 68) 

Information Hub – This is a central system for managing information from a diverse range of 

sources. 

Malleability – The system should provide the possibility to mold the situation to suit, to pick-

and-mix and sculpt the environment to suit one’s own instrumental needs, aesthetic tastes and 

craft traditions. (Cooley, 68) 

OPT – Optional Practical Training (OPT) is temporary employment that is directly related to an 

F-1 student’s major area of study. Under the prior rules, an F-1 student could be authorized to 

receive up to a total of 12 months of practical training either before (pre-) and/or after (post-) 

completion of studies. (USCIS, Nov 2008) 

Ownership – Ownership is feeling that a user feels that he/she created parts of the system and 

therefore, they have a sense of belonging and companionship. (Cooley, 68) 

Panoramic – Deals with the acquisition of boundary knowledge and allows the users to act more 

effectively and competently by locating what he or she is doing in the understanding of a wider 

context. (Cooley, 68) 

PAR – This is the abbreviation for Participatory Action Research. Participatory Research is an 

alternative philosophy of social research often associated with social transformation in the third 

world.  (Lincoln & Denzin, 2005, p. 560) 

PHP – It is a server side scripting language which is open source and it is used to create dynamic 

web pages. 

Purpose – The system should be capable of responding to the purpose the user has in mind and 

then encouraging him or her to go beyond it. (Cooley, 68) 
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Qualitative interviews – Qualitative interviews are to be conducted if what we need to find out 

cannot be answered simply or briefly, if we anticipate that we may need to ask people to explain 

their answers or give examples or describe their experiences. (Rubin & Rubin, 2004) 

Responsiveness – It is about getting the system respond to users’ requirements and needs and 

way of doing things. (Cooley, 68) 

Transcendence – Transcendence deals with going beyond the immediate task requirements. 

(Cooley, 68) 

Topical Interview – Topical studies explore what, when, how, why, or with what consequence 

something happened. Topical studies seek explanations for puzzling situations in a specific time 

and place. (Rubin & Rubin, 2004, p. 9)   

Webmaster – Webmaster is a person who is hired by an institution or an organization to maintain 

a website. There could be several webmasters maintaining a site at a time. 
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APPENDIX B: ETHICS PERMISSION FORM 

 

Ethics Protocol for Qualitative Research 

CE�TRALIZED I�FORMATIO� SITE FOR IDT I�TER�ATIO�AL STUDE�TS 

[Akila Sathiaseelan] 

 

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 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.   

 

My aim for the project is to evaluate a new information system for international students and see 

if there are going to be any benefits in the process. There are a lot of data out there specific to 

international students, right from application process, visas, on-campus jobs, CPT, OPT etc in 

school’s website. But all those things are scattered here and there. So, I believe that it might be 

hard for a student to find all the information from a different country who is not following the 

American system of education. This way much critical information may be missed. So, to sort 

things out I am proposing a new system where all information pertaining to international students 

could be present in one place as a site or a knowledge base so that international students will 

know where to go and find these information themselves or someone could point them to the right 

direction by telling about that such a system exist and you can find these information there.  

 

The work involves one-on-one interviews.   

I can be reached at [315.601.3085, which is at the 20225, Bothell Everett Highway, Apt 0727, 

Bothell - WA 98012, where I'm currently residing].  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 these studies 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 interviews 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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