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ABSTRACT 

This study explores the usefulness, or usability, of community college websites.  

Standards of usability will be applied by the researcher to all 25 community college websites in 

Alabama.  The value of a college’s website has been well established (Feeney, 2009; Goff, 

Patino, & Jackson, 2004; McAllister-Spooner & Kent, 2009; Noel-Levitz, 2009; Noel-Levitz, 

2012a; Zastrow & Stoner, 2007), as have accepted standards for basic website design.  These 

standards are now being followed by most institutions (Hite & Railsback, 2009); however, 

current usability standards are less clear and in various stages of acceptance.  Websites will be 

assessed for usability by use of a modified instrument that includes sample usability task 

scenarios provided by Cornell University’s Web Accessibility Toolkit (n.d.) and includes items 

from a similar exploration conducted on a national sample of colleges and universities (Meyer, 

2008a).  The existence of specific website content tailored to prospective part-time students and 

the use of social media by the Alabama community colleges will also be examined. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Credit for conceptualizing the Internet as we know it today generally is given to Leonard 

Kleinrock, an American engineer and computer scientist, who wrote a doctoral dissertation on 

queuing theory in communication networks in 1961 (Computer History Museum, 2004; 

Zimmerman, 2012).  The concept became a realization in 1969 with funding from the United 

States Department of Defense to develop the Advanced Research Projects Agency Network 

(ARPANET) with the goal of providing a communication outlet that could continue to function 

even in the event of a military attack (Technical Histories of Network Protocols, 2001).  

In 1969, the project achieved its goal when communication between two geographically 

separate computer systems was successful, although the first attempt resulted in one of the 

systems crashing (Computer History Museum, 2004; Zimmerman, 2012).  By the late 1970s, 

computers developed by Apple, Tandy, and Commodore gave rise to computer purchases for use 

by individuals and businesses (Computer History Museum, 2004).  And in 1983, there was 

enough Internet traffic to establish the domain name system for Internet registration that 

differentiated Web addresses according to the type of site, or domain—such as business, 

organization, or government (Computer History Museum, 2004; Zimmerman, 2012).    
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The “.edu” domain was created in 1985, and the first six domain names registered were 

those belonging to: Carnegie Mellon University; University of California, Berkeley; Columbia 

University; Purdue University; Rice University; and the University of California, Los Angeles 

(Postel & Reynolds, 1984).  The exact date of the first published Web page by a college or 

university is not known; however, it was probably in the early 1990s (Meyer, 2008a).  While the 

number of worldwide colleges and universities vary among sources, EDUCAUSE (n.d.), the sole 

registrar for websites in the “.edu” domain, reports approximately 7,300.   

As indicated by an increase in rankings by potential students, the effectiveness of college 

websites is becoming more crucial, and perhaps even more so for community colleges due to the 

students’ characteristics.  In 2004, college websites were ranked as the fourth most important 

source of information (out of nine sources) by high school students who were planning to attend 

a two-year institution (Goff, Patino, & Jackson).  Just five years later, high school students 

reported that a college’s website was the second most important source of information—

outranked only by a visit to a campus—when choosing a college (Noel-Levitz, 2012a).  

These are not surprising findings in a country such as the United States, where 78% of 

the population currently uses the Internet (Internet World Stats, 2012).  Most Internet users do 

not call or drive to a business when they need information, but search online.  The same applies 

to obtaining college information.  Even when such a monumental decision eventually warrants 

personal contact with an institution and its staff, chances are that the contact will be planned by 

information available on the institution’s website.   

Thus, the value of a college’s or university’s Web presence has been well established 

(Feeney, 2009; Goff, Patino, & Jackson, 2004; McAllister-Spooner & Kent, 2009; Noel-Levitz, 

2009; Noel-Levitz, 2012a; Zastrow & Stoner, 2007), along with the ubiquity of the Web and the 
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advancing technological skills of its users.  Accepted standards for basic website design (font 

and color choice, graphics, and page layout) also have been firmly established and followed by 

most higher education institutions (United States Department of Health and Human Services, 

2006).  However, beyond these standards for appearance, there remains a great deal of 

uncertainty as to how a college website should be designed to ensure ideal functionality or 

usability. 

There are varying methods of website evaluation, including usability testing (see 

Appendix A for a definition of terms).  Despite the myth that any sort of website evaluation is 

time-consuming, costly, and best performed by professionals; some evaluations require fairly 

low investments of time and money (Becker, 2011).  Furthermore, whatever investments are 

made, they are undeniably worthwhile (Keller, 2011a).   

Choosing which evaluation method to use can, in itself, be time-consuming and lead 

institutions to seek assistance from experts and/or guidelines.  This is most likely the case at 

community colleges, where website design and improvement usually is one of many 

responsibilities of an information technology staff member because of the small size of the 

department (Noel-Levitz, 2012b).   

Creating an optimally functioning college website is difficult primarily because of its 

audience, which includes varying types of users: prospective students, current students, faculty, 

alumni, and the community.  A prospective student initially may visit a college website to get an 

overall impression of the institution, and then visit the site again to evaluate the details—

academic programs offered, admissions criteria, tuition costs—until the student either decides to 

enroll or considers other schools (Bradley, 2007; Ford, 2011; Keller, 2011a; Poock & Bishop, 

2006; Poock & Lefond; 2001).  A current student, on the other hand, visits the website for 
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information pertaining to class schedules, library hours, and campus events (Poock & Bishop, 

2006).  Another group with a unique set of requirements is faculty, who use the site to view class 

rosters, student records, employment policies, and countless other pieces of information.  A 

university also considers site content, such as sports schedules, for its alumni (Keller, 2011a).  

For community colleges, alumni may not visit a website as frequently as the community; for 

these institutions, the content for community education offerings is an important consideration.  

Each of these audiences has their own set of wants and needs from the site, which expands when 

other factors such as multiple campuses are considered (Keller, 2011a).   

Still, the creation of a optimally functioning website should be a high priority if an 

institution is to reach prospective students and, therefore, remain competitive in the current 

market (Bradley, 2007; Ford, 2011; Hite & Railsback, 2009; Hornak et al., 2010; Keller, 2011a; 

Lindbeck & Fodrey, 2010; Meyer & Wilson, 2010; Noel-Levitz, 2012b; Noel-Levitz, 2012d; 

Poock & Bishop, 2006; Poock & Lefond, 2001; Stoner, 2004).  When it comes to student 

recruitment for community colleges, in particular, “Web appeal is as important as curb appeal” 

(Bradley, 2007, p. 7), and not having an effective college website is, “committing competitive 

suicide” (Bradley, 2007, p. 8).  If one-fourth of prospective college students decide not to enroll 

at a particular institution because of a poorly designed website (Keller, 2011a), the loss of those 

students equates to a significant financial loss (Poock & Bishop, 2006).   

The decrease in recruitment staffs and budgets at many community colleges may be the 

result of websites effectively replacing the efforts of recruiters (Noel-Levitz, 2011).  However, 

there were two-year institutions as recent as 2012 that did not even have vital admissions forms, 

such as college applications (20%) and financial aid applications (38%), available online (Noel-

Levitz, 2012b).  These institutions may be aware of the lack of accessibility to documents and 
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are possibly waiting to redesign their websites, as evidenced by the fact that 58% of two-year  

institutions report that their websites were launched three or more years ago (Noel-Levitz, 

2012b). 

Besides the institution’s website, which is of utmost importance, colleges also should 

assess how well they use social media, as improper use of social media can have a more 

detrimental effect than not using it at all (Fathom, n.d.).  Social media should be used by a 

college or university to share interesting news stories, or “micronews” (Fathom, n.d., p. 5), to 

help humanize the organization and, therefore, foster engagement and relationships.  An example 

of micronews by Fathom (n.d.) is sharing on social media that an institution was used in a 

television game show or YouTube video.  Differentiating the types of information disseminated 

via websites and social media is better than simply duplicating the information in multiple outlets 

(Mabry & Porter, 2010).   

Statement of the Problem 

Since the creation of the “.edu” website domain in 1985, more than 7,000 higher 

education websites have been registered (EDUCAUSE, n.d.).  During this time period, higher 

education has conformed to what are now universally accepted standards of website design for 

all types of sites.  As recent as 2009, 90% of analyzed college and university websites were 

found to be compliant with design principles resulting in an aesthetically pleasing site (Hite & 

Railsback, 2009). 

Accepted standards for Web design and applications provide guidance for: appropriate 

structure, style, and layout; functional audio, video, and other interactive tools; accessibility to 

those with disabilities; the ability to work across different languages; and an acceptable 

experience when viewed on a mobile device (World Wide Web Consortium, 2013).  Other 
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design standards include guidelines for details (scrolling, paging, headings, titles, labels, links, 

and lists) to display Web content in an attractive, organized, and readable format (International 

Organization for Standardization, 2006). 

As a result of the increase in design standards, today’s higher education website, or at 

least the home page of the site, often is designed with an attractive, uniform color scheme and 

easy-to-read font.  The content on the pages appears nicely arranged, with a table of information 

or pictures.  In fact, a quick glance at a current college website probably gives the site visitor the 

confidence to quickly and easily find needed or wanted information or complete a task on such a 

well-designed website; but that initial confidence often wanes as the visitor pursues informative 

quests and tasks.    

Thus, a website that is pleasant to view but unpleasant to use ultimately is just as useless 

an unattractive site.  Cornell University’s Web Accessibility Toolkit (n.d.) explains a usable 

website as, “one that users can easily navigate through and perform the tasks the site is designed 

for with minimal difficulties.”  It goes on to explain usability testing as an examination of a 

website to determine: if an average user can accomplish a certain task fairly and easily, what 

problems a user may encounter, and in what ways the site can be made improved for users.  

There are many definitions of usability, but this one from Cornell sums up the concept in simple 

terms that seem likely to assist a user in identifying a site that is or is not usable in terms of the 

concept of usability.   

Colleges and universities with websites that serve multiple user populations (all with 

multiple expectations of the site) need a comprehensive set of usability standards and guidelines 

to ensure that their websites are as functional as they are beautiful in order to increase, or even 

maintain, student enrollment and remain competitive (Bradley, 2007; Keller, 2008a).  
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Prospective students who visit a higher education website likely would feel satisfied with the site 

if they were able to find—in a fairly quick and effortless manner—information on admissions 

and financial aid (Ford, 2011; Noel-Levitz, 2012d).  Online forms related to those two 

departments also may contribute to student satisfaction with the website (Hornak, Akweks, & 

Jeffs, 2010).  Website satisfaction from a current student would be expected when—in a fairly 

quick and effortless manner—he or she is able to look at the class schedule to determine options 

for when English 101 is available and locate the instructor’s contact information for questions 

(Margolin, Miller, & Rosenbaum, 2013; Poock & Bishop, 2006).  A local business owner 

interested in hiring graduates may be more likely to form a positive opinion of a college website 

if he or she was able to easily learn what programs the institution offers (McAllister & Taylor, 

2007; McAllister-Spooner & Kent, 2009).  Likewise, faculty members who can visit their 

institution’s website and efficiently locate class schedules—to help advise students or locate 

contact information for staff, such as who to contact when the elevator is broken and countless 

other needs—also are likely to have positive attitudes toward the college website (Keller, 2008a).     

Therefore, a usable website provides satisfaction to the users of the site, and that 

satisfaction has many potential benefits, especially for higher education sites with so many 

different users (Keller, 2008a).  The potential student who finds all wanted and needed 

admissions information on the site may decide to apply to the college.  Being able to quickly and 

easily register for courses might add to a current student’s positive opinion of an institution.  

Local businesses that have a gratifying experience with a college website may become a 

committed source of employment for graduates.  The satisfaction of the faculty with a college 

website is just as important because they can project that satisfaction to students and the 
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community.  All of these positive scenarios can become a reality for institutions with usable 

websites. 

A website is considered to be usable if it allows the visitor to accomplish the desired 

tasks and goals that prompted the visit.  To date, there have been usability guidelines and 

standards developed by several sources (Bevan, 2005).  The United States Department of Health 

and Human Services (HHS) has published 187 guidelines for effective Web design (2006).  The 

United Kingdom’s Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) has produced 121 guidelines 

specifically for academic websites (2009).  Internationally, standards for 125 usability topics 

have been developed by the European Union (EU) (2006).  The EU standards are in a range of 

acceptance and publication stages by ISO and include guidelines for creating lists, search 

functions, content organization, and navigation, to name a few.  For example, navigation 

guidelines facilitate usability by recommending the use of a hyperlinked list of contents on long 

Web pages to minimize scrolling and to provide a consistent overview of the content while 

appropriately using navigation elements.  Many best practices used, however, actually are 

provided by individual experts (rather than organizations) and deemed as such because of their 

extensive research performed in the field of usability.   

Before beginning website redesign, an assessment of the existing site’s usability may 

prove insightful to the college.  This assessment will require some investigation as to what 

method of usability testing will work best within the constraints of the size of the institution’s 

information technology staff and budget.  There are numerous approaches to usability testing, 

and the cost can vary depending on who conducts the testing.  (A professional testing company 

represents the significant cost while testing by a user, such as a student who performs one of 

several types of testing methods, represents the minimal cost.)   
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Once a commitment is made by a college or university to improve the usability of its 

website, other sites linked to and participated in by the institute, such as social media sites, also 

might be measured for usefulness.  In fact, the effectiveness of all types of technology used to 

share information and communicate with students would be worthwhile to assess, and higher 

education may find this beneficial in recruiting prospective students.  However, the preferences 

of other users of an institution’s website cannot be ignored in the process of keeping abreast with 

technology. 

For universities and four-year colleges, usability testing of their websites followed by the 

improvements in design is a reality.  Proof of this can be found in, among other sources, higher 

education journals which commonly contain articles publicizing how a certain college 

redesigned an online process or instituted a new technology that resulted in a positive outcome, 

such as increased enrollment (Bradley, 2007; Keller, 2011a; Margolin et al., 2013; Poock & 

Bishop, 2006; Poock & Lefond, 2001; Stoner, 2004).  However, these types of articles usually 

focus on a four-year institution as opposed to a two-year institution.  Two-year institutions often 

have very limited information technology staffs and budgets (Dahlstrom, Arroway, Grajek, and 

Hatch, 2012).  While this may not be true for all two-year colleges, only the community college 

websites in the state of Alabama have been visited frequently by the researcher.  Problems 

encountered while researching these sites, such as lengthy or fruitless searches for information, 

led this researcher to ponder what effect poorly functioning websites have on student recruitment 

and whether or not usability testing has been performed. 

In short, website usability testing checks the effectiveness of a website.  There are many 

types of usability testing—ranging in cost and time involvement—that can be performed by 

volunteer users, site designers, an expert team, or even with a computer program.  The biggest 
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problem with usability testing is defining effectiveness.  For an informational website, 

effectiveness easily can be measured by checking to see if information is indeed displayed to a 

user when the site is visited.  Effectiveness is more complex for a commercial website, but 

essentially is measured by a user visiting a site and successfully making a purchase, or at least 

finding information about a product or service.  For higher education websites, effectiveness is 

perhaps most difficult to define and measure because of the multiple types of users with multiple 

needs and wants from the site.  Consider the contrasting needs of a prospective student who will 

seek financial aid in order to attend college as compared to those of a prospective student with a 

college fund, and again, as compared to the needs of a currently enrolled student.  The three 

described students will all have very different objectives when visiting a higher education 

website, as will the other site users, such as faculty, alumni, and the community.     

While there are several sources of guidelines and standards for Web usability available 

(Bevan, 2005), along with recommendations from experts in the field, there is still not a 

complete and comprehensive set of accepted standards for higher education website designers to 

follow to ensure a highly functioning website.  In fact, more than 70% of the HHS guidelines and 

almost 50% of the ISO guidelines are exclusive, meaning there is little agreement between the 

HHS and ISO guidelines (Bevan & Spinhof, 2007).  Analysis of the guidelines from HHS, JISC, 

and the EU reveals each to have strengths and weaknesses in addressing Web usability topics 

(Bevan, 2005). 

Even with guidelines, however, institutions must understand their own, perhaps unique, 

sets of users and determine what information and functions each set will be expecting from the 

website (Bradley, 2007; Ford, 2011).  Perhaps universities have the resources to research their 

users, but one would expect for that not to be true for community colleges, particularly with the 
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recent decreases in funding.  It is usually the community colleges that experience the biggest 

increases in enrollment when the economy takes a downturn (Chen, 2008).  The state of 

Alabama is no exception, but enrollment at these two-year institutions is still below the national 

average (National Center for Education Statistics, n.d.-a).  The large number of high school 

dropouts has been considered as the primary barrier to higher education in Alabama (Southern 

Education Foundation, 2008), but so has the higher tuition in Alabama as compared to other 

states (Katsinas, Bray, Koh, & Grant, 2012).  This makes Alabama an ideal place for a study of 

this nature.  Other contributing factors in providing a rationale for the context of this study are 

insufficient funding for primary education, poor accountability and sparse financial aid for low-

income high school graduates (SEF, 2008).  While the reasons for this lower-than-average 

enrollment are numerous and complex, the usability of this state’s community college websites is 

one possible reason that has never been researched.   

Moreover, the increasing affordability of cellphones with Internet capability has lessened 

the “digital divide” between students with adequate financial resources and those without 

(Grush, 2012).  Margolin (2013, p. 1) states that for community college students, “a major 

impediment to degree completion is the low levels of college and career knowledge among 

minority and a useful medium for answering common questions relevant to the selection and 

completion of occupational degree programs.”  Thus, an effective website may open the doors of 

higher education for first generation college students.  Once this door is opened, the website 

owes it to these prospective students to properly guide them and not leave them frustrated and 

disappointed because they were confused by what they were seeing as Margolin’s findings 

suggest (2013).  
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Purpose and Rationale 

  The main purpose of this study is to apply the standards of website usability to the 

community college websites in Alabama.  The findings may suggest whether this form of access 

is a possible contributing factor to enrollment at community colleges being lower than the 

national average (NCES, n.d.-a).  Compared to other states, both enrollment rates and rates of 

attainment of associate’s degrees in Alabama are less than average (Lumina Foundation, 2010).  

Additionally, there is a relatively small amount of literature regarding the inadequate usability of 

many higher education websites, and the community college websites of Alabama have never 

been researched for usability issues.  In fact, most research on the impact of websites on the 

college choice process has been specific to prospective students of four-year institutions (Poock 

& Bishop, 2006). 

For community college websites, in particular, usability is imperative because the 

majority of students at these institutions attend part-time.  Part-time attendance is often the only 

option for these students, as many of them must work or take care of their children.  Enrollment 

for these students, especially those who do not have time to visit prospective colleges in person, 

can be increased significantly with a highly functioning website that will provide all expected 

information and assist with enrollment and other processes necessary to attend college (Bradley, 

2007; Ford, 2011; Keller, 2011; Lindbeck & Fodrey, 2010; Noel-Levitz, 2012d).  This study may 

provide the community colleges in this state with an initial step in realizing areas of 

ineffectiveness on their websites.  Other usability evaluation studies have been performed on 

colleges and universities in other states, or performed on nationwide samples of specific types of 

institutions (Ballard, 2010; Bautista, 2010; Hite & Railsback, 2009; Meyer, 2008a; Poock & 

Bishop, 2006).   
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Only 32% of adults in Alabama between the ages of 25 and 64 have at least an 

associate’s degree, making the state 44th in the nation for college degree attainment (Lumina 

Foundation, 2010).  With the escalating costs of higher education and recent economic downturn 

resulting in increased enrollment at community colleges, the websites of these institutions will be 

used all the more to provide key information and vital functions to students.  Despite the 

established importance of college websites (Bradley, 2007; Ford, 2011; Keller, 2011; Lindbeck 

& Fodrey, 2010; Noel-Levitz, 2012d), such sites have been rated as less than average for design, 

content, technology, and ease of use, among other factors, when compared to other types of 

informational websites (Bradley, 2007).  The entire industry of education has been noted by the 

Web Marketing Association as significantly behind and lacking when it comes to website 

development (Bradley, 2007).   

Because the college website is no longer the only online offering by an institution, and 

these other offerings are hyperlinked from the home page of the website, their use should be 

examined, too.  An examination of the types of social media on the college’s site home page is a 

secondary purpose of this paper.  A visit to the website of any randomly chosen college or 

university is likely to reveal links to five main social media sites—Facebook, Google+, 

LinkedIn, Twitter, YouTube—along with links to other sites such as Flickr, Foursquare, iTunes, 

Pinterest, Tumblr, and others.  The University of Texas at Austin (2013) even has a link on its 

home page to a Social Media Directory that contains links to all blogs and social media in which 

the institution participates, as well as their Social Media Guidelines.  All of these links on college 

websites to other sites may lead one to wonder if institutions are truly connecting with students, 

or just quickly (but ineffectively) sending students to every new social media site to gain 

popularity and attention (Fathom, n.d.; Lindbeck & Fodrey, 2010; Nielsen, 2010).  Perhaps these 
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endeavors into social media are considered to be a risk-free financial investment.  However, 

because they are generally free to join but do require the time of a college employee, they are not 

without cost.  Comprehending the influence of prevalent media, including social media, is vital 

for effective marketing and recruiting (Bourke, Major, & Harris, 2009).   

The social media tools used by prospective students change often, but Facebook use is 

very high at 79%, followed by YouTube at 69%, and Twitter at 27% (Noel-Levitz, 2012b).  

Among teenagers, as the future group of prospective students, Twitter use has increased the 

most, up from 16% in 2011 to 24% in 2013 (Pew Research Center, 2013).  Other social media 

sites are used by less than 20% of prospective students (Noel-Levitz, 2012b).  The few studies 

conducted on the effectiveness of social media by higher education centered primarily on 

Facebook; and the findings are somewhat mixed, with some researchers concluding that higher 

education has no place in social media and others concluding that it can be an effective tool for 

colleges and universities if properly used (Fathom, n.d.; Lindbeck & Fodrey, 2010; Mabry & 

Porter, 2010; Nielsen, 2010).    

The use of social media by an institution of higher education is not without risks because 

the institution is not in complete control of the content as it is on its own website (Fathom, n.d.; 

Mabry & Porter, 2010).  There have been instances of inappropriate language and pictures posted 

on social media by students; and while colleges love to see positive comments about their school 

on social media, negative comments can be seen, too.  Also, social media use can lead to the 

blurring of a proper student-professor relationship because students may suddenly feel as though 

a professor is their peer due to their involvement in social media (Kolowich, 2010).  Besides new 

ethical considerations brought forth by social media, the legalities also are changing, as new laws 
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attempt to keep abreast with new technologies and the issues that can arise from their use 

(Kolowich, 2010; Rodriguez, 2011).   

Community colleges, with their recruiting budgets usually more limited than four-year 

colleges and universities (Noel-Levitz, 2011), should carefully consider the preferences of 

students before spending any time or money on social media, particularly because information 

from a school’s website, printed brochures, and campus visits are ranked as being more effective 

by prospective students than newer technology tools such as blogs or live chat (Noel-Levitz, 

2012b).  While a full evaluation of the effectiveness of social media certainly is beyond the 

scope of this paper, the types of both that are being used by Alabama’s community colleges will 

be a small contribution to the limited body of knowledge.  In fact, the rapid rise of social media 

has resulted in a distinct lack of research.   

Significance 

Of all students enrolled in postsecondary institutions, 40% are enrolled in community 

colleges (NCES, 2014b).  However, only 28% of the community college students enrolled full 

time likely will earn a degree, with an even lower percentage of part-time students attaining a 

degree or certificate (Chen, 2007; Snyder & Dillow, 2012).  With enrollment at community 

colleges surging, there is increasing attention being paid to the low attainment rates (Margolin, 

Miller, & Rosenbaum, 2013).  A possible contributing factor to low persistence and attainment at 

community colleges may be the lack of knowledge about the postsecondary processes including 

enrollment, placement examinations, course registration, degree selection, costs, and financial 

aid options (Margolin et al., 2013).  The solution to this lack of knowledge already is available—

the website—provided the site contains pertinent information that is effectively organized.  An 

ineffective and inefficient community college website not only adds to the lack of understanding 
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of those students with little or no background knowledge of college, but also possibly contributes 

to low attainment rates (Margolin et al., 2013). 

While a highly usable community college website is only a partial solution to increasing 

degree attainment for a large and growing percentage of students in higher education, improving 

site usability has a high return on investment (Feeney, 2009; Noel-Levitz, 2009; Noel-Levitz, 

2012a; Noel-Levitz, 2012d).  The next steps are to make community colleges aware of how 

usable their current websites are and assist them with understanding usability testing methods 

and how to use the results to provide students with the information necessary to complete their 

degrees.  While much of the literature on the usability of college websites focuses on prospective 

students, a usable website is just as necessary for current students to ensure that they are aware of 

deadlines,  processes, and course information needed for continued enrollment and that they are 

continuing to progress through degree requirements. Continuous enrollment, in fact, is one of 

three variables with the strongest relationships to degree completion (Adelman, 1999).  

Approximately half of encountered usability issues are problems with locating information, and 

the other half are problems with clarity of information found (Margolin et al., 2013).  Usability 

issues as the result of technical problems have become relatively uncommon, accounting for only 

11% of issues by some accounts (Margolin et al., 2013). 

Specific Outcomes 

The potential benefits of improved website usability are the previously mentioned 

benefits of increased student enrollment and degree attainment.  To be more specific, increased 

student enrollment can be aided by providing more information—in a clearer manner—on the 

specific time demands of a program of study, particularly for those students who must also work 

while attending college.  The job prospects and wages that a student can expect after completion 
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of a program also can motivate student enrollment (Margolin et al., 2013), as well as possibly 

help reduce student loan debt and unemployed graduates.  Enhanced usability also has the 

potential to decrease the likelihood of a student taking a course in error, which also possibly 

results in reduced student loan debt.  The far-reaching ramifications of a now $1 trillion student 

loan debt are becoming quite a concern (FinAid, 2013).  Almost half of high school seniors can 

neither venture a guess as to how much a college education costs nor understand the basic terms 

of a student loan (Credit Union National Association, 2013).  There are innumerable benefits to 

enhanced website usability, usually benefitting not only the student, but also the college, and 

sometimes the national economy. 

Need for Study 

  With rare exception, most published studies on the importance and usability of higher 

education websites include—as a closing recommendation—the need for more research to have a 

better understanding of what students want and need from a college site, along with the problems 

encountered on the site (Ford, 2011; Hite & Railsback, 2009; Lindbeck & Fodrey, 2010; Meyer, 

2008; Poock & Bishop, 2006; Poock & Lefond, 2001).  Once this is accomplished, colleges can 

begin testing on their websites and making improvements.  Because usability standards are just 

now being established and accepted, they likely have not been applied to a large number of 

college websites.  Thus, this research simply will attempt to draw attention to the importance of 

community college websites, offer basic understanding of the various types of usability testing, 

and discuss existing resources for help and guidelines in making a website more usable.  Social 

media will be perused as well, as it seems to be areas where higher education is spending 

significant resources with unproven returns on investment.    
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Organization of the Dissertation 

Chapter 1 has introduced the statement of the problem, the purpose and rationale for the 

study, the significance of the study, and the need for the study.  Specific outcomes were 

discussed as well.  Chapter 2 consists of literature and research that provide the theoretical 

foundation for this dissertation as current online offerings and students in higher education are 

discussed.  In Chapter 3, the methodology for this study will be presented, including research 

questions, the sample, data collection, and data analysis.  The results of the methodology will be 

available in Chapter 4, followed by Chapter 5, which contains a discussion of the study.    
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This chapter presents a review of the literature and research on website usability and 

important affiliated areas.  Challenges unique to the design of higher education websites are 

explored first in order to appreciate the complex issues of those sites, followed by the current 

effectiveness of community college websites.  The next section discusses available standards, 

guidelines, and tips for creating college websites, for community colleges sites in particular.  For 

basic understanding, different methods of usability testing are explained.  The usefulness of 

social media and other online sharing sites also is examined, as these sites are constantly touted 

on the home pages of college websites.  The attitude toward technology of today’s community 

college student is then considered, so as to identify with their expectations of a college website.  

Lastly, new trends in technology are discussed in this chapter.    

Challenges of Effective Design  

            Unlike commercial or informative websites, which accomplish a fairly narrow range of 

goals such as offering goods for purchase or providing knowledge, college websites are used to 

accomplish many different sets of goals, depending on the users.  College and university 

websites are used by five main groups or audiences: prospective students, current students, 

faculty, staff, and alumni (Hite & Railsback, 2010; Keller, 2011a).  With so many different 

audiences to engage, the home page becomes a busy place.  It tries to provide information to all 

of the groups to direct them to their particular pages of interest or need, which is a funnel-like 

approach.  Rather than use this approach, one major university is developing software to identify 

which group a visitor to the institution’s home page belongs, and then tailoring the site to that 
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person (Keller, 2011a).  The software is anticipated to be able to categorize Web visitors 

between 60% and 70% of the time based on deduction—faculty and staff are the majority of 

website visitors who log in from a campus computer and registrants for an open house most 

likely prospective are students.  Not only will the software identify the group to which a visitor 

belongs based on the situations mentioned, but it also will remember the distinction if the visitor 

uses the same computer to return to the website.  While programmed customization of a website 

is virtually unheard of in higher education, it is common practice for commerce websites (Keller, 

2011a). 

In addition to the five main audiences of a college website, other audiences include high 

schools, parents, donors, local businesses, and the community (Hite & Railsback, 2010; 

McAllister & Taylor, 2007).  High school guidance counselors, as well as parents of high school 

students, use a college website to assist them in advising students on college choices.  Local 

businesses and the community are of particular importance to community colleges, as they offer 

programs designed to teach students skills sought by these stakeholders.  Thus, community 

college websites have become the means for building and maintaining relationships between the 

institution and its stakeholders and should allow for interaction (McAllister & Taylor, 2007) in 

order to maintain the relationship and provide two-way communication.  If a website does not 

provide opportunities for interaction, the site is “not much different than a printed brochure” 

(McAllister & Taylor, 2007, p. 232).  Besides the challenges of designing a website that serves 

several types of users and fosters communication and vital relationships; the challenge of time 

and money necessary to design an effective website are present.  This is true particularly for 

community colleges with recently decreased funding to higher education (Mortenson, 2012).  

Challenges to maintaining effective college websites, once they are redesigned, also are related 
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to time and money.  Again, the constraints mentioned are more problematic for community 

colleges than for universities.   

Website Importance 

More than 25 years have passed since the creation of the “.edu” domain (Postel & 

Reynolds, 1984).  For potential students, research shows that while college websites that are less 

appealing and lacking in information may not necessarily result in the elimination of the college 

from that student’s search, the institution is more likely to be dropped from consideration 

(Feeney, 2009).  In fact, one study reported that 88% of prospective students surveyed would 

consider eliminating a college from their list of possible schools if that college’s website was not 

as expected (Noel-Levitz, 2009), and 53% of students who had “high interest” in an institution 

reported that their opinion of that school suffered “severe harm” when they encountered 

difficulty finding information on programs, admissions, and cost on the website (Noel-Levitz, 

2012d, p. 7).  While the Noel-Levitz study did not clarify these particular terms in more detail, 

they paint a telling picture for institutions that do not tend to website utility and effectiveness 

concerns.  To be sure, a college’s website was second only to a campus tour as the most 

influential factor when it came to choosing a college (Noel-Levitz, 2012a).   

Not only do potential students rely on college websites as their source of information, but 

they also expect the information to be well organized, readily accessible, and frequently updated.  

Indeed, Feeney (2009, p. 5) shares the comment of one student who remarked that if wanted 

information could not be found within five seconds, that college’s website would be abandoned 

along with the school itself.  Although that particular student might be an extreme example, the 

fact remains that an impression of an institution is formed within seconds of entering its website 

(Zastrow & Stoner, 2007), and some research contends that one-fourth of prospective students do 
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not, in fact, apply to a college after having a negative experience with the college’s website 

(Keller, 2011a).  After all, higher education institutions should be masters of website design by 

now (Lindbeck & Fodrey, 2010).  Once the design has been mastered, it should be updated often 

to keep the interest of today’s high school juniors and seniors, 40% and 51%, respectively, who 

report looking at college websites on a weekly basis (Noel-Levitz, 2012d). 

Current Perceptions of College Websites 

As indicated by both prospective and current college students, important website 

characteristics include: content, organization and structure, download speed, organization by 

functional topic, and organization by target audience (Poock & Lefond, 2001; Poock & Bishop, 

2006).  According to students, the website’s home page should not only be organized by target 

population (including prospective, new, and current students), but also by functions such as 

admissions and financial aid.  Students also prefer websites that do not require scrolling or 

searching for information or links to information (Poock & Lefond, 2001; Poock & Bishop, 

2006).    

Prospective community college students, specifically, have been surveyed for their 

assessment of community college websites only (Poock & Bishop, 2006).  For these students, 

content was unanimously ranked as important or very important.  Student respondents 

overwhelmingly indicated that the overall organization and structure of the website was 

important, and that anywhere from three to eight clicks was acceptable when locating 

information.  Not surprising to some, the prospective community college students revealed a 

greater need for scheduling information than information for admissions, tuition, and financial  

aid (Poock & Bishop, 2006).  After all, prospective students do not need to know how to apply or 

pay for courses that they know they cannot leave their jobs to attend. 
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The majority (83%) of current community college students surveyed as to their 

expectations and desires from a community college website stated that they needed to know 

course specifics such as day, time, location, and instructor (Poock & Bishop, 2006).  Conversely, 

only about one-third of respondents wanted information on campus events, help resources, and 

operating hours of various student services, such as the library (Poock & Bishop, 2006).  These 

findings contradict the reality of a college website, where class details often must be found by 

scrolling through a lengthy online catalog or searched for after logging in to a software portal, 

but campus events are always heavily promoted on the home page, as are library and help 

resource details.  Additionally, the goal of the majority of prospective college students when 

visiting a higher education website is to collect information about the college, the programs, and 

the culture (Noel-Levitz, 2012d).  However, colleges traditionally have put more effort into 

touting admissions-related information and processes on the Web (Stoner, 2004).  This, again, 

seems backwards if one considers that an online college admissions form is useless if the website 

does not provide enough information to make the prospective student want to apply.   

Of the important website characteristics that are documented, there is some disagreement 

as to how well higher education provides these features.  One study found that it is the 

organization of college websites by target audience that is most often missing (Ford, 2011).  

Specifically, many college websites are lacking the prospective student link.  Other research 

found that most sites were user-centered and included the audiences of future students, current 

students, faculty and staff, and alumni; but few included the audiences of community, business, 

or parents (Meyer, 2008a; Hite & Railsback, 2010).  Content areas that have been found to be 

lacking are contact and class information.  One study found that only 25% of colleges and 

universities had a class schedule on their website (Hite & Railsback, 2010), and another 
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remarked on the difficulty encountered when trying to find faculty contact information (Meyer, 

2008a). 

  A deficiency in organization or structure is evidenced on many sites by the academic 

majors being listed on departmental Web pages, rather than in an alphabetical list.  This is a 

deficiency because many prospective students are unfamiliar with the hierarchical structure of a 

college or university (Ford, 2011).  Not only are many prospective students unfamiliar with the 

structure of higher education, but they are also unfamiliar with the terms and department names 

used on the websites and in the online directories, such as registrar, which is not a title that is 

commonly used outside of academia (Meyer, 2008a).  Even terms such as curriculum and 

Associate’s of the Arts are unfamiliar to students entering community colleges (Margolin et al., 

2013).   

Slow download speeds are an issue on many sites.  This is particularly true for sites with 

elaborate graphics and pictures, which are probably of little importance as evidenced by “three 

out of four” college-bound juniors and seniors who “emphasized simplicity in navigation and 

written content over ‘cool’ navigation and visual design” (Noel-Levitz, 2012d, p. 1).  Browsing 

of college websites also is hampered by the inability to find desired information, fruitless search 

functions, and too many levels of content (Poock & Lefond, 2001).  To be precise, 55% of 

prospective students report that difficulties with navigation were probably the biggest obstacle 

encountered on college websites (Noel-Levitz, 2012d).   

Some features of college or university websites have been deemed as simply useless and 

ubiquitous (Kolowich, 2010).  The statement of philosophy, the letter from the president or 

provost, and the campus news feed are all said to be useless because they do not assist 

prospective students, who are the most crucial visitors to the site.  Another overused feature that 
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has become cliché is pictures of students, particularly attractive young women, studying under 

the canopy of beautiful old trees (Kolowich, 2010).  Instead of a false reality, today’s prospective 

students are looking for authenticity in information, and they want to find it no more than a 

couple of clicks away from the home page (Kolowich, 2010).   

In light of contrasting study conclusions and the absence of gold standards for the design 

of higher education websites, attempts to objectively evaluate college and university websites 

have been made.  One such attempt used Gurak’s 2001 guidelines, which consist of the most 

basic criteria that should be included on any credible website: authorship, “currentness,” 

purpose, Web address, links, accuracy, and design.  Some of these fundamental criteria—

including authorship—have been forgotten or neglected by higher education institutions.  Not 

only will an author identify themselves on a credible site, but they also will provide credentials 

and a means for contact (Gurak, 2001).  College websites, with so many pages from different 

departments, are difficult to monitor for currency and accuracy, but it is imperative that they 

contain correct, up-to-date information.  Hyperlinks should also be monitored frequently for 

functionality.  More than two broken hyperlinks on a website indicate poor maintenance of a site 

and, therefore, the reliability is questioned as well (Gurak, 2001).   

A suggested limitation of research into the effectiveness of community college websites 

is that the accessibility of information was only measured in terms of whether or not it could be 

located.  However, what should really be measured is whether a college student could actually 

use the information to answer a real question pertaining to completion of his or her degree 

(Margolin et al., 2013).  In an attempt to provide research without that limitation, community 

college students were enlisted to perform genuine tasks on “typical community college websites” 
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(Margolin et al., 2013, p. 47).  The actions and comments of the student participants were 

documented and analyzed to determine any common difficulties.   

Some of the tasks were basically the same as those used by other community college 

website researchers, such as Meyer (2008a, 2008b) and Poock (2006, 2011).  Some of the tasks 

were unique to Margolin et al. (2013), and thus, perhaps more indicative of usefulness of 

information rather than just availability.  For example, student participants were given the very 

authentic assignments of determining the length of a program, if required courses were available 

online, and whether or not they could work in the evening and still complete the program.  

(Being able to work part time is often critical for community college students, yet the majority of 

students participating in this study were either unable to locate information as to whether or not a 

program would allow them to work in the evenings and still complete the course requirements or 

the information provided was not clear.)  In fact, more than half of the usability problems noted 

by student participants were related to the lack of clarity in the information provided on the 

community college websites included in the study (Margolin et al., 2013).  Practical applications 

from the research of Margolin et al. (2013) are to provide the following for all programs: total 

cost, length in both semester and calendar units, a list of which required courses are available 

online versus courses which require on-campus attendance, and course days and times (at least a 

general time, such as morning or afternoon).     

Website Usability Standards and Guidelines 

By now, many guidelines for Web design have become established to the point of being 

considered fundamental, such as using a uniform font and color scheme, underlining only for 

indicating a hyperlink, and limiting the amount of information on a Web page (HHS, 2006).  

Other design guidelines offer standards for page layout, scrolling, headings, lists, graphics, and 
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more to ensure that website content is organized, readable, and displayed in a manner pleasing to 

the eye (HHS, 2006; ISO, 2006; World Wide Web Consortium, 2013).  Many of the accepted 

guidelines address what not to do, more than what to do (HHS, 2006; ISO, 2006; World Wide 

Web Consortium, 2013).  For example, do not use unnecessary graphics or animations, as they 

can cause slow page loading (HHS, 2006; ISO, 2006; World Wide Web Consortium [W3C], 

2013).  Applications on a Web page should be used only as necessary for the same reason (HHS, 

2006; ISO, 2006; W3C, 2013).  While, perhaps, the majority of people never actually considered 

what specifically constituted good website design, a well-designed site was easily recognizable 

to most users, especially in contrast to one that was badly designed.  Plus, design guidelines are 

not a fixed set of rigid rules, but constantly evolving with each technological advance.   

Guidelines for Web usability are in earlier stages than those for Web design because of 

the difficulty in defining the exact technical standards that result in a functional website.  This is 

particularly true for higher education websites, which have been found to be less functional than 

websites for other industries (Bradley, 2007).  Usability standards for commercial sites are more 

easily defined, as there is a direct link between usability and a resulting purchase, and standards 

for informative sites are defined by the particular body of knowledge being shared on a site.  In 

the case of colleges and universities, however, the benefits of a high-performing website are not 

as apparent.  In addition, multiple types of users with various needs or wants from the site 

complicate the formation of a comprehensive set of standards and guidelines specific to higher 

education (Hite & Railsback, 2009; Keller, 2007). 

 Currently, there are usability guidelines (or standards) developed from three main 

organizations: HHS, JISC, and EU (Bevan, 2005; EU, 2006).  Guidelines published by HHS 

(2006) include chapters on design, optimization of user experience, the home page, navigation, 
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and the use of headings and titles.  Each chapter contains between five and 16 guidelines, with 

each rated for relative importance and strength of evidence by 13 usability professionals (p. xxi).  

ISO standards proposed by EU (2006) are composed of principles and recommendations in four 

categories: use of the product, user interface and interaction, development process, and 

application of the user-centered design.  A comparison study between HHS and ISO standards 

concluded that while “the HHS guidelines have been widely welcomed as an authoritative source 

of guidance,” they are most useful for informative websites and not comprehensive (Bevan, 

2005, p. 7).  The study also concluded that the ISO standards are narrower in scope, and the rules 

for producing international standards impose some constraints on content accessibility. 

 In addition to these sets of guidelines, a lot of best practices for website usability come 

from pioneers and researchers in the field.  One such researcher was Jakob Nielsen, who became 

interested in usability when he was hired by Sun Microsystems (now Oracle) to make software 

more user friendly (Nielsen, n.d.).  Besides Nielsen, there are many others with such vast 

knowledge and interest in usability that they are considered unofficial experts.  Several of these 

experts are referenced in the guidelines produced by the U.S. government’s usability.gov 

initiative—including Molich (2004, 2008), who conducted multiple studies comparing the results 

of usability evaluation tests.   

Despite the absence of core standards for developing a usable website, most experts do 

agree that the content of a college’s website, versus simply having an attractive site, is crucial.  

Deciding what content to include and where to include it is determined by defining and 

understanding the site’s users (Bradley, 2007; Watts, 2004; Zastrow & Stoner, 2007).  Defining 

and understanding the users will determine and prioritize the goals and purposes of the website, 

which, in turn, will guide designers in choosing the best navigational format and layout (Watts, 
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2004).  The type of technology used to deliver the content is also crucial (Bradley, 2007; Watts, 

2004; Zastrow & Stoner, 2007).  Sometimes simpler is better, most Web experts agree, when it 

comes to technology.  This is because potential students are using college websites to find 

information and accomplish specific tasks, not to be impressed by a particular technological tool, 

especially if the tool results in a Web page downloading too slowly (Bradley, 2007; Watts, 2004; 

Zastrow & Stoner, 2007).   

Additional content tips from professionals suggest to designers of higher education 

websites to use titles and labels that users will recognize, such as using Director of Admissions 

instead of Registrar, because many prospective students do not know what a registrar is or does 

(Stoner, 2004; Watts, 2004).  Web content also should be written in the language of the user.  For 

college websites this means not using abbreviations or jargon that are only used in academia and 

have no meaning for those outside of that realm (Watts, 2004).  Costs should be easy to read and 

understand (Zastrow & Stoner, 2007).  Other crucial information must be no more than three 

clicks from the home page; and the list of degrees and certificates should be no more than one 

click, as this list is one of the most important variables when it comes to choosing an institution 

(Zastrow & Stoner, 2007).   

Furthermore, college websites should include a separate list of degrees and certificates 

that can be obtained by attending night and/or weekend classes only because almost half of 

today’s students attend college part time (NCES, 2008) and must also work part time or full time.  

Not only are these part-time college students working, but many also have families, which puts 

more constraints on their time.  With all of these demands, many students must choose a degree 

or certificate based not on educational aspirations, but solely on the days and times that the 

courses necessary to complete that degree are scheduled.  Because this is the case, dividing the 
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lists of degrees and certificates available during the day, at night, or on the weekend would save 

these potential students hours of research. 

Indeed, when choosing a community college, adult students rank the days and times that 

needed classes are available as their top criteria (Broekemier, 2002), and the primary factor for 

students who were not attending their first-choice college was the availability of night and 

weekend programs (Noel-Levitz, 2012c).  Thus, the days and times of class offerings is crucial 

information and as wanted and expected on the website as information related to admissions, 

tuition, and financial aid (Broekemier, 2002; Poock & Bishop, 2006).  Not only is valuable 

information often inaccessible, but broken hyperlinks and outdated information also are 

encountered all too frequently on higher education websites, as anyone who has visited five or 

more of these sites can attest (Bradley, 2007; Zastrow & Stoner, 2007).  Too much information 

on institutional Web pages—particularly the home page—is also a problem, as every department 

believes that they are deserving of space on that page (Zastrow & Stoner, 2007).  A lot of these 

problems can be remedied fairly easily, however, once they are identified by some type of 

website evaluation or testing.   

Usability Testing  

The ISO defines usability as, “the extent to which the product can be used by specified 

users to achieve specified goals with effectiveness, efficiency, and satisfaction in a specified 

context of use” (Alshamari & Mayhew, 2009).  Foley (2011, p. 363) defines usability as, “the 

functionality of a website for a broad group of people.”  Usability testing provides for the 

perspective of the users to be incorporated into the design process.  The majority of research on 

website usability is performed in the areas of design and computer science, not education (Foley, 

2011).  While usability testing can include many measures, such as number of clicks and 
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conversion rates in areas such as enrollment, the most basic tasks measured include the success 

rate of users performing a certain task, time required to complete the task, number of errors 

encountered, and subjective user satisfaction (Nielsen, 2001). 

Becker (2011) likens launching a website without testing it to buying a car without test-

driving it.  Usability testing is a tool which enables a designer to observe users interacting with a 

website and determines if the users navigate the site as expected.  This tool works best when 

used repeatedly and when results are actually used to improve site functionality.  Performing 

usability testing before a site launches is optimal.  Usability testing is neither a tool to validate 

design nor the same as acquiring information from a focus group.   

The first step in initiating usability testing is to decide whether to hire professional or 

nonprofessional testers.  Hiring professionals to test a website is not necessary.  Hours of 

research, a usability lab, and large monetary incentives are also unnecessary (Becker, 2011).  In 

fact, researchers have found participants willing to be paid a mere $5 per task in testing (Becker, 

2011; Foley, 2011).  Additionally, payment for participants sometimes can be obtained from 

local businesses for donations of money or merchandise in exchange for free advertisement on 

recruiting posters or other materials (Becker, 2011).  Giving users a small prize along with a 

chance to win large prizes—as done when recruiting survey participants—is another suggestion 

(Becker, 2011).   

Usability testing by nonprofessionals versus professionals is an accepted practice 

(Nielsen, 2000), and usability testing by student participants has been performed by many 

researchers (Ford, 2011; Margolin, 2013; Poock & Lefond, 2001).  For many reasons, 

professional testers easily can miss usability problems that real students will encounter.  These 

problems include, but are not limited to, the misunderstanding of higher education terminology 
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(Margolin et al., 2013).  Moreover, some believe that a major flaw in the design process of 

community college websites is not involving students in the preplanning phase of new 

information technology, as well as in the post-implementation phase of a new technology where 

the students could offer feedback as to how well the tool is performing (Hornak, Akweks, & 

Jeffs, 2010).   

If the use of nonprofessionals for usability testing is decided, the number of users needed 

must be determined.  Krug (2009) contends that three evaluators are sufficient to evaluate 

usability.  Nielsen (2000), who is described by Watts (2004, p. 37) as a “renowned Web usability 

guru” recommends a minimum of three and maximum of five evaluators.  Becker (2011) also 

states that five users are sufficient for usability testing, as do Molich, Ede, Kaasgard, and 

Karyukin (2004), whose research found no relation between the number of testers and the 

number of usability problems reported.  In fact, in their study which employed nine teams, the 

team with the most members found the fewest problems.  In contrast, five users are, but not 

always, sufficient, according to Caulton (2001) and Faulkner (2003).  They found that while the 

number of users needed depended on numerous factors, 20 users increased the confidence that a 

high percentage of usability problems would be found.  Alshamari and Mayhew (2009) state that 

a review of the literature yields sufficient support for both arguments—five users versus more 

than five users. 

Once the number of users is decided, the tasks to be performed by the users must then be 

selected.  Tasks should be clearly written and represent the goals of actual users of a website 

(Alshamari & Mayhew, 2009).  The testing environment in which the users will perform the 

tasks can have an effect on the results; more recent studies have recommended that usability 

testing take place in a more natural environment rather than a testing lab (Wichansky, 2000).  
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After all users complete their tasks, differences in the interpretation of testing results by the 

evaluators can be avoided by differentiating between the categories of usability problems, such 

as key and critical.  There is considerable variation among evaluators as to the definitions of the 

categories of problems found from usability testing (Alshamari & Mayhew, 2009).   

An alternative to traditional usability testing is online usability testing that allows 

hundreds to thousands of users to test a website.  Online usability testing is available from 

Loop11, Usabilla, Userfly, UserTesting, and UserZoom.  Some online testing sites even make 

videos of users testing a website (Belicove, 2010). 

Value of Usability Testing 

The value of usability testing to evaluate the functionality of a website is not 

unequivocal.  Molich and various other researchers performed a series of comparative usability 

evaluation (CUE) studies beginning in 1998.  The stimulus for the CUE studies is the assertion 

by Molich et al. (2004, p. 65) that “if a usability test is to be a tool that produces reliable results 

suitable for making informed design decisions, it is required that two usability tests of the same 

piece of software, for instance a website, produce reasonable similar results.”  Furthermore, 

fairly uniform consensus is necessary on the ranking of usability problems classified as critical 

and overall analysis of the website or software being tested.   

The first CUE study reported 91% of issues by single teams only (Molich et al., 2004).  

The second study (Molich et al., 2004), involving nine teams testing a Windows application, 

yielded evidence that the usefulness of a usability test is reliant on, at minimum, selected tasks, 

methodology, and test administrators.  All teams used usability testing, and all but one included 

the think-aloud protocol.  Results of the study included 75% of usability issues being uniquely 

reported, and not one of the total 310 issues were reported by all nine teams.  Interestingly, two 



34 
 

of the teams were comprised of students, and when usability tests reports were anonymously 

compared, the student report was found by several who tried to be indistinguishable from the 

professional reports.    

In the fourth such study conducted by Molich and Dumas (2008), the researchers enlisted 

17 experienced professional teams to independently evaluate the usability of a hotel’s website.  

Of the 17 teams, nine used usability testing while the remaining eight used expert reviews.  

Together, the teams identified 340 different usability issues; 60% of the issues were reported by 

only one team.  A mere nine usability issues were reported by more than half of the teams.  The 

research also revealed essentially no differences in the identification of usability issues between 

those teams that used usability testing and those that used expert reviews.  The overarching 

conclusion from this study is that even with experienced professional teams, there was little 

consensus in identifying usability problems, which contrasts the expectation that there would be 

a core set of problems identified by the majority of teams.  Moreover, Boren and Ramsey (2000) 

reported finding a great deal of variability in testing results between professionals of the same 

organization.     

 McGovern (2005) identifies two limitations of usability testing: narrow focus and the 

inability to consider the context of a website.  McGovern asserts that the focus of usability 

testing is narrowed by the use of too few tasks that are too specific, and usability testing cannot 

factor in all communicative efforts by an organization.  Because of the limitations, she 

recommends that usability testing be expanded or improved, or that other methods are used to 

test the functionality of a website.  This recommendation was underlined by her research which  

found that the additional use of rhetoric, content, and audience analysis to test a website yielded 

more information than usability testing alone.   
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Alternatives to Usability Testing 

Hom (n.d.) divides usability assessment methods into four categories: inquiry, inspection, 

testing, and related techniques.  The category of inquiry includes methods such as interviews, 

field observations, focus groups, surveys, and questionnaires.  Formal usability inspection is, of 

course, an inspection method, as is heuristic evaluation, walkthroughs, and checklists.  The 

testing category contains the thinking-aloud protocol, performance measurement, and eye 

tracking.  The category of related techniques includes prototyping, affinity diagramming (users 

sort concepts into categories), and education evaluation (various methodologies used to evaluate 

education/training programs and curricula or pursue action and research outcomes at the same 

time).    

Many institutions (Keller, 2011a) have begun to use Web analytics to identify website 

users, the information they are seeking, and the reasons why information is not found, along with 

the value of a positive site experience.  Search data, rather than Web analytics, is used by some 

colleges to ensure that the prospective students find wanted information.  Some institutions have 

begun using A/B testing for website effectiveness, which involves testing multiple versions of a 

Web page with real users to determine the version with the best outcome, such as increased 

visitors to a page or increased engagement.  The outcomes can be measured by changes in 

conversion rate that is calculated by dividing the number of visitors who actually perform the 

desired action (fill out an online application to a college, for example) by the total number of 

visitors (Farmer, 2008).   

Including a feedback section on a college’s website will provide information for what is 

deemed by some as one of the most valuable metric (Keller, 2011a) —the task completion rate— 

which includes the number of visitors to a site that were able to accomplish the mission that 
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brought them to the site.  An easy way to get this information is to give visitors a place to 

communicate to the institution that they were unable to do something that they specifically went 

to the website to do.  If they were frustrated enough by the problem to provide feedback, then the 

problem is probably worth fixing (Keller, 2011a). 

Effectiveness of Current Higher Education Websites 

Recent evaluations of higher education websites reveal some common deficiencies in 

usability.  Problems identified with site content often pertain to areas such as academics or 

admissions, where information often is difficult to find or even missing (Ford, 2011; Keller, 

2011a; Noel-Levitz, 2012d; Poock & Lefond, 2001).  There are also issues with inconsistencies 

in the content, resulting in conflicting information (Ford, 2011).  From a navigational 

perspective, prospective students will view the content on a website as being poorly organized if 

more than three clicks are necessary to find information (Ford, 2011; Poock & Lefond, 2001).  

Sometimes content areas simply are labeled with names or titles that prospective students are not 

familiar with, such as registrar, which is a term used mainly in academia (Ford, 2011; Hite & 

Railsback, 2009).   

Another example of problematic organization is the listing of academic majors on 

individual departmental Web pages, which forces students to know what department a major 

falls under to locate information, as opposed to the ease of an alphabetical list of all majors 

(Ford, 2011).  Indeed, difficulties in navigating college websites are the most commonly reported 

challenges by students (Noel-Levitz, 2012d).  Unclear instructions regarding completion of 

online forms, and even nonfunctional online forms, also have been noted by students (Keller, 

2011a).  Lastly, slow download speeds and ineffective search tools frequently are noted by 

prospective students as being problematic (Ford, 2011; Poock & Lefond, 2001). 
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Effectiveness of Websites Versus Social Media and Other Online Sharing 
 

Despite the studies documenting less than optimal usability of higher education websites 

(Meyer, 2008a; Noel-Levitz, 2012d; Zastrow & Stoner, 2007), heightened competition among 

institutions has led to colleges having additional online presence on social media sites such as 

Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and others.  Are these outlets truly effective marketing tools? 

Although colleges and universities (particularly the marketing departments) may find it hard to 

accept, social media may not be the preferred source of higher education information by 

students.  In fact, it may be the least preferred (Goff et al., 2004; Noel-Levitz, 2012a).   

However, from 2011 to 2012, the percentage of college-bound high school juniors and 

seniors who had visited a college’s Facebook page increased from 27% to 46% (Noel-Levitz, 

2012d), and some advocate the use of social media for marketing an institution of higher 

education if it is used correctly (Fathom, n.d.).  Facebook should be used to share small bits of 

information and news that would otherwise get lost on a college or university website and share 

the “unfiltered voice of real people at your school,” which will personify the institution (Fathom, 

n.d., p. 6).  Facebook also can be helpful in promoting engagement, building personal 

relationships, and fostering community involvement because of the social connections made on 

the site.  To those who refute the usefulness of social media by colleges and universities because 

of immeasurable return on investment, social media advocates point out that although 

relationships are difficult to quantify and the return on investment of a handshake cannot be 

exactly measured either, both very often have real value (Fathom, n.d.). 

Little research into the effectiveness of a website versus social media is available, and the 

research that has been conducted is related to consumers of products and not higher education.  

However, findings can be applied to education, particularly as the field moves more and more 
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toward a business model.  Studies based on consumer purchase decisions have found that 

because a company’s official website is usually more organized and interactive than its social 

media page; the website has a greater effect on actual purchasing (Mabry & Porter, 2010).  

Social media does, in turn, have sharing capabilities that should be used; while websites can, and 

should, be used for providing information and interactive elements (Fathom, n.d.).   

Not only might social media be ineffective in encouraging enrollment, but some younger 

prospective college students may also react to a college’s use of social media as an “invasion” of 

their social outlet (Lindbeck & Fodrey, 2009, p. 12) or “crashing the online party” (Farrell, 2007, 

p. A37) to which they were uninvited.  This phenomenon is evidenced by lower than expected 

returns on investment for certain types of technology, despite the technology having a high 

degree of activity.   

Using social media for marketing higher education also has other drawbacks, such as 

inappropriate posts or pictures to the institution’s page and the blurring of relationships.  For 

instance, a dean who accepts a “friend request” on social media from a prospective student may 

mislead that potential student to believe that they will be accepted to the college (regardless of 

admissions criteria); and an instructor who is a “friend” of a current student on social media 

could be expected to give that student special considerations, such as extra points (Farrell, 2007).  

Innumerable and often unpleasant scenarios can be imagined if students, both potential and 

current, begin to view deans, faculty, and staff of colleges and universities as their peers. 

Colleges are now even trying to create a presence on the website Pinterest (Kolowich, 

2012), which is a virtual bulletin board of user profiles created by selecting “pins” that symbolize 

their interests and connections.  Pinterest is still quite small as compared to other social sites 

such as Facebook, but it is one of the fastest growing websites ever, and college marketing 
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departments are using the site because it not as “cluttered with brands who are just selling at 

you” (Kolowich, 2012, para. 8).  Doubters of the effectiveness of higher education on Pinterest 

have that opinion because of the time required to keep a profile active and current (Kolowich, 

2012).    

Just as an institution’s website can be tested for usability, some schools have begun to 

evaluate their use of social media sites through a company that will rate the level of influence on 

those sites (Keller, 2011a).  The rating is based on the number of people who follow and share 

posts and messages from the college.  Software is also available that will give each news release 

from the institution a shareability index based on the number of people who read the release, the 

length of time on the Web page, and the amount of sharing on social media sites (Keller, 2011a). 

Today’s Community College Students and Their Attitudes Toward Technology 

Higher education students under the age of 30, also known as the Millennial Generation 

(Millennials), are choosing community colleges more and more over four-year institutions.  Born 

between 1982 and 2000, the Millennials have not just grown up with technology; it’s their way 

of life, and they demand it.  Millennials are intelligent, practical, and technologically advanced.  

They are constantly connected to social media and the digital world.  Their early prosperous life 

has led them to value choice and free will, but they appear to have little or no interest in 

knowledge of matters not directly connected to their lives.  This generation’s parents are heavily 

involved in their lives and education and, therefore, expect to be just as informed and courted by 

colleges (Coburn, 2006).   

The characteristics of this generation, coupled with the level of involvedness by their 

parents, elicit deep discussions regarding the type, amount, and delivery method of college 

information that is disseminated.  The mere use of technology or inclusion of a few 
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downloadable forms by admissions is no longer enough for a college to be considered as a choice 

by this generation of prospective students.  The characteristics and preferences of the Millennials 

are more than worthy of lengthy dialogue, as they are the largest generation in the history of the 

nation and have countless implications on higher education (Bajt, 2011). 

Evidence of parental involvement in Millennial children’s education includes a survey 

reporting that 61% of college-bound juniors and seniors are conducting their research on 

prospective colleges with their parents.  The survey also found that of those juniors and seniors, 

48% will make their college choice with their parents involved in the decision (Noel-Levitz, 

2012d).  Because the parents of Millennials are so involved in their children’s lives, their 

preferred source of college information is now being researched as well.  After all, the parents 

often are the ones who actually pay for tuition in a lot of cases.  A fair amount of literature is 

available on the role of parents in choosing a four-year institution; however, little is available on 

their influence on the choice of a two-year college (Bers & Galowich, 2002).   

One of the few studies available (Bers & Galowich, 2002) found that the top two 

preferred sources of information for parents were print publications and personal contacts from 

the institution.  Other information sources given consideration by parents were high school 

counselors, faculty, and their children (the prospective students).  Sources ignored by parents 

were those delivered by mass media; such as radio, newspapers, and television.  Only about 25% 

of parents indicated that they had visited the college’s website (Bers & Galowich, 2002).  The 

value of emails sent to parents by a community college has not been specifically researched, 

however, only 13.8% of admissions offices at two-year public colleges collect email addresses 

from parents of prospective students (Noel-Levitz, 2012b). 

Of interest here is the sometimes noted discrepancy between the reported preferences of 
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newer Web technologies by the Millennial generation versus actual technologies used.  For 

example, a recent report revealed that prospective students’ level of comfort with email was 

considerably higher than with other technologies, and email was the preferred method of 

communication with a college (Noel-Levitz, 2012a).  Another example is the report that 71% of 

prospective students say a college’s printed brochure was the most effective source of 

information regarding that school’s academic programs (Noel-Levitz, 2012b).  A possible 

explanation for this is offered by Bajt (2011), who remarks that this generation’s level of comfort 

with certain technologies—for social purposes—may not match their comfort with the same 

technologies when used for educational purposes.  The reason for the different levels of comfort, 

according to Bajt, is that only a surface understanding of the technology is present for social 

purposes, and the thought of having to understand technology well enough to use it with 

something as important as higher education reveals their deficiencies in knowledge of the 

technology.  Therefore, the realization is that colleges should carefully consider the amount and 

type of technology used in enrollment and coursework, never operating under the assumption 

that more is better in regards to technology. 

Millennials account for approximately 65% of community college students (Community 

College Survey on Student Engagement, 2011), the majority of which are enrolled part time 

(58%) as opposed to full time (42%).  In 2008, 62% of community college students reported 

working 40 or more hours per week while attending college (NCES, 2012).  In addition, 63% of 

the same students indicated that they were independent single parents.  Statistics specific for 

Alabama’s community college students show that more are enrolled full time than part time, at 

54% and 46%, respectively (American Association of Community Colleges, 2012).   
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New Technology Trends in Higher Education 

The Millennials are, by most accounts, in the driver’s seat for technological advancement 

(Lindbeck & Fodrey, 2010).  One technology that this generation is driving forward is mobile 

computing.  Smartphones, tablets, and other hand-held devices increasingly are becoming the 

main, and sometimes only, portals used by college students to access the Internet (Keller, 

2011b).  From 2009 to 2010, the percentage of students using mobile devices to access the 

Internet on a daily basis increased from 45% to 54% (EDUCAUSE, 2010), and 52% of 

prospective students have looked at college websites on a mobile phone or tablet (Noel-Levitz, 

2012b).  Despite this trend in mobile computing, most colleges are investing little (if any) time 

and money in their mobile websites.  In fact, only about seven percent of two-year public 

colleges have a website that is optimized for mobile Web browsers (Noel-Levitz, 2012b). 

Those institutions that have developed technology for hand-held devices have 

implemented one of three options (Keller, 2011b).  The course management system Blackboard 

has mobile applications that can be purchased for use by a college.  The Massachusetts Institute 

of Technology (MIT) developed a free application that colleges can use to offer mobile 

applications to their students.  Finally, various applications also can be bought and offered to 

students using mobile devices to access online college websites.  Because community colleges 

are less likely than universities to have the resources to build their own mobile applications, they 

will either be forced to use MIT’s free application or purchase system technologies, with both 

options having negative aspects.  The free application requires dedicated college technology 

support staff, and the commercial products are, of course, expensive (Keller, 2011b).    

Despite the costs, many warn that colleges need to invest in mobile applications and other 

technological advances.  Keller shares a quote from Kayvon Beykpour, vice president of 
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Blackboard, which puts the need for institutions to remain current with technology in 

perspective:   

Students are using Facebook, Gmail, Twitter, all these Web 2.0 systems every day.  It’s 

like their top five Websites they use.  And the sixth Website is the school website, 

because you have to use it.  And that’s where the biggest disconnect is. (Keller, 2011b) 

Indeed, in a survey by EDUCAUSE in 2011, almost 40% of institutions responded that 

they had not enabled any mobile services during the year before the survey.  Yet, one-third of 

student respondents in the same survey indicated that they viewed mobile devices as an integral 

part of their success in higher education.  Two years later in 2013, 43% of prospective students 

reported that they exclusively use their mobile devices for Internet access (Noel-Levitz, 2013).    

Another recent technological trend driven by preferences of the Millennials is the practice 

of having current students communicate to prospective students via emails, blogs, journals, or 

even a section of the institution’s website (Stoner, 2004; Lindbeck & Fodrey, 2010).  Despite the 

obvious risk to a college or university by putting students in control of information shared on the 

Internet, many institutions are taking that chance because they believe that the benefits outweigh 

the risks.  Benefits reported of the student-centered communications strategy are “return visits to 

the site, increased engagement with prospective students,” and “increased yield” (Stoner, 2004, 

p. B10).  

Lastly, the Millennial generation is responsible for the new fondness of live chat or 

instant messaging (Noel-Levitz, 2012a), which is contradictory to the trend since 2010 by 

colleges and universities to decrease the use of live chat in their communication strategies.  

Interestingly, live chat was given a higher comfort level than social media.  Yet, the same survey 

revealed that in terms of the preferred method of invitation to communicate with the college, 
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more than 90% of prospective students still indicated email as the preferred method, with less 

than 30% preferring text messages, phone calls, Facebook, and Facebook advertisements.   

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework proposed for this research is used as an orienting lens and is 

based on Nielsen’s usability metrics.  According to Nielsen (2001), usability typically is 

measured as related to users’ performance on a specified set of tasks.  Usability metrics are 

comprised of satisfaction and performance metrics (Nielsen, 2012).  Nielsen (2001, para. 4) 

states that, “the most basic measures are based on the definition of usability as a quality metric: 

success rate, the time a task requires, the error rate, and the users’ subjective satisfaction.”  

Success rate, task time, and error rate are performance metrics than can be measured objectively 

by recording the following: whether or not users can complete the task, the time it took to 

complete the task and the number of errors encountered (Nielsen, 2001).  More precise 

performance metrics also can be collected, such as number of clicks and navigational paths used, 

which will be done in this research as indicated in the research questions (Nielsen, 2001).   

By its very nature, usability testing is meant to be specific to the type of website being 

assessed (Nielsen, 2012).  Other flexible aspects include weighing performance and satisfaction 

metrics differently, depending on the type of site (Nielsen, 2012).  This flexibility provides the 

opportunity to research questions provoked by the literature review.    

Conclusion 

This chapter began with a discussion of the challenges of effective design regarding 

higher education websites, followed by current perceptions of these sites as documented by other 

researchers.  A few of the current best practices, guidelines, and standards for website usability 

were examined as a representative sample, along with an examination of website usability 
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testing.  The usefulness of an institution’s website was compared and contrasted to the usefulness 

of social media, which naturally lead to the discussion of today’s community college students 

and their attitudes toward technology.  Finally, new technology trends were discussed.   

As noted, guidelines and standards for website usability are still in the early stages of 

development and acceptance.  The best method for assessing usability is debatable.  Preferences 

of prospective students for sources of information and modes of communication with higher 

education are constantly changing.  Still, attempts should be made by colleges and universities 

to: comply with usability guidelines as they become accepted standards; evaluate their websites; 

and deliver content to communicate with prospective students by using favored technology tools 

in order to at least maintain, if not increase, enrollment.  Chapter 3 will discuss the methodology 

used in this paper for performing website usability assessments and researching the use of social 

media by Alabama’s community colleges.       
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

 

This chapter describes the research methodology and procedures used in this study.  The 

methods used to answer the research question are detailed, and the population sample is defined.  

Finally, data collection and analysis is explained.    

Usability Testing 

The multifaceted importance of websites for all organizations, including higher 

education, is quite obvious because of society’s reliance on technology and its advances.  

However, a website must do more than simply exist: It must meet the needs of the users and 

meet them well, or it may as well cease to exist.  How does an organization know how well its 

website performs?  To answer this question, the site’s usability should be assessed.  The ISO 

defines usability as, “the extent to which the product can be used by specified users to achieve 

specified goals with effectiveness, efficiency, and satisfaction in a specified context of use” 

(Alshamari & Mayhew, 2009, p. 402).   

As highlighted in Chapter 2, there are many factors to consider in the design of a website 

for higher education (Bradley, 2007; Ford, 2011; Hite & Railsback, 2009; Keller, 2011a).  

Additionally, a college’s website is no longer the only online offering, as use of social media by 

colleges and universities has increased and is somewhat interrelated (Lindbeck & Fodrey, 2010; 

Noel-Levitz, 2012a; Noel-Levitz, 2012b; Noel-Levitz, 2012d).  Moreover, these other offerings 

are often hyperlinked from the college’s home page and, thus, become included in the 

assessment and exploration.   
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No one testing method developed to evaluate website usability is all-inclusive or 

foolproof, and testing methods (as discussed in Chapter 2) include both qualitative and 

quantitative approaches.  The strategy of this inquiry chosen by the researcher is quantitative.  

Creswell (2008) describes quantitative methods as including performance and observational data 

that are statistically analyzed and interpreted.  The practices of quantitative research are designed 

to guide the researcher in numerically observing and measuring information (Creswell, 2008). 

The quantitative methods described by Creswell will be followed by the researcher as an 

instrument which includes 12 data points. The data points were used to gather data and answer 

the overarching research question, “How usable are the websites of the community colleges in 

Alabama?” Related research questions were: “Do the websites of colleges in areas with ample 

Internet access have higher usability?” and “Are there any differences in background 

demographic profiles, of institutions with highly usable websites?”  Data collected from two 

other data points, points 13 and 14, were used to answer two other research questions: “Is there 

content on the websites of the community colleges in Alabama that is specific to prospective 

part-time students?” and “To what extent are the Alabama community colleges participating in 

social media?” 

Identifying data points for usability testing. The first step in basic usability testing is to 

“determine the most important tasks to be performed and develop some simple scenarios for the 

usability testers to follow,” according to Cornell University’s Web Accessibility Toolkit (n.d.).  

The toolkit includes instructions for basic usability testing, and four sample usability scenarios 

(Appendix E) that will be used in this research: 

1. Find the phone number and email address for the Office of Students with Disabilities. 

2. Find the class listing and department contact information for the Math program. 
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3. Find the phone number and email address for the Office of Financial Aid. 

4. Find the application form for admissions. 

Each scenario includes task completion time, Likert rating scales for success in task 

completion and level of ease in task completion, a space for comments, and the click stream used 

to find information.  The ratings of success and level of ease from each of the four scenarios, for 

a total of eight ratings, were used as part of the rating the overall usability.  The task of finding 

the contact information for the Office of Students with Disabilities was likely included in 

Cornell’s toolkit (n.d.) because the kit actually includes tools for accessibility and usability of 

college websites.  However, to be clear, it was not the focus of this study to consider disability 

access provided through those offices. Cornell’s toolkit (n.d.) does not explain the importance of 

including email addresses in two of the sample usability scenarios, but email use is prevalent in 

today’s times of digital communications and is possibly the preferred mode of communication by 

prospective college students (Noel-Levitz, 2012a). 

The next step in Cornell’s basic usability testing is to enlist the help of three to five users 

with traits comparable to users likely performing the same scenarios selected for testing.  For this 

study, however, only one user (the researcher) will be used for a couple of reasons. First, as 

stated by Nielsen (2000, para. 4), “the difference between zero and even a little bit of data is 

astounding.”  Second, Meyer (2008a, 2008b, 2010) was the sole researcher in several studies of 

college websites.  Those studies, like this one, are designed to be exploratory and bring attention 

to the importance and current state of website usability.  If this study was to be used for 

redesigning the websites evaluated, more users certainly would be advantageous.   

Identical to Meyer’s (2008a) study and in addition to the four scenarios, data were 

collected to answer the following questions: 
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• Is the website content divided into segmented links for the audiences of future students, 

current students, faculty and staff, alumni, donors, community, business, and parents? 

• How many clicks are necessary to view a list of degree programs? 

• How many clicks are necessary to view the class schedule? 

Results from these data points also were applied to the overall usability rating.  Because 

this data were collected exactly as Meyer (2008a) collected data, a comparison can be made to 

the representative sample of community colleges used in Meyer’s study.  Counting the number 

of clicks is an accepted usability test metric (HHS, 2006), and there is actually a fairly strong 

correlation between counting clicks and measuring time. However, counting clicks is less 

complicated than measuring time, and there is no need to observe users (Sauro, 2011).  

Moreover, time is measured in the four scenarios so that multiple usability metrics are employed. 

Other data, as driven by the literature, were collected from the following questions: 

• How many broken hyperlinks were encountered during the process? 

• Is there a separate list of degree programs that can be obtained by night and/or weekend 

enrollment only? 

• How many social media sites are hyperlinked on the home page, and what are these sites? 

Broken hyperlinks are recorded in this research (Appendix F), as they relate to ease of 

navigation, and will be included in the overall usability rating.  Not included in the overall rating 

are the second and third data points listed above.   

Measuring results of usability testing.  Thus, the overall usability ratings for Alabama’s 

community college websites consists of 12 scores in a rubric (Appendix F).  Each of the four 

scenarios includes two Likert rating scales for a total of eight scores (based on success in task 

completion and level of ease in task completion).  The final four scores are based on the numbers 
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of intended audiences, clicks to degree programs, clicks to class schedule, and broken 

hyperlinks. 

The Likert rating scales in Cornell University’s Web Accessibility Toolkit (n.d.) were 

designed on a scale from one to five—one being the highest score and five being the lowest 

score.  This design was modified to make 5 the highest score and one the lowest (Appendix F). 

Because customized website content contributes positively to usability (Poock & Lefond, 2001; 

Poock & Bishop, 2006), websites with more than five audience segments—as measured in data 

point 9—were awarded a score of five, four to five audience segments a score of four, and so on, 

with no audience segments resulting in a score of one (Appendix F).  Data points 10 and 11, the 

number of clicks to a comprehensive list of degree programs and the number of clicks to a class 

schedule, were both scored as: five for one click, four for two, and continuing with a score of one 

being recorded for five or more clicks.  For data point 10, a score of one was also awarded when 

the degree list was not found or there was not an actual comprehensive list and programs require 

visiting additional Web pages of academic divisions or programs.  For data point 11, a score of 

one was also awarded when a class schedule was not found or a log-in was required to see a 

schedule.  The number of broken hyperlinks, data point 12, was scored with a five for zero 

broken hyperlinks, a four for one, and continuing with a score of one for greater than three 

broken hyperlinks. 

The overall usability rating generated by the rubric was interpreted as follows: 52-60 

equals significantly higher than minimum standards, 42-51 equals slightly higher than minimum 

standards, 32-41 equals meets minimum standards, 22-31 equals slightly lower than minimum 

standards, and 12-21 equals significantly lower than minimum standards (Appendix F).  The 

overall usability ratings of the websites of urban, suburban, and rural community colleges were 
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compared in the analysis.  Rural community colleges were then be further evaluated as small, 

medium, or large.   

Not included in the overall usability rating were the last two data points related to a 

separate list of degree programs and social media.  The separate list of degree programs is solely 

exploratory and based on previous research indicating that enrollment of part-time community 

college students can be greatly increased with a highly usable website (Bradley, 2007; Ford, 

2011; Keller, 2011; Lindbeck & Fodrey, 2010; Noel-Levitz, 2012d).  If one makes the 

assumption that many, and perhaps most, of these part-time students must work during 

weekdays, then college attendance will be in the evenings and/or weekends; and the ability to 

quickly view (with just a few clicks) a list of programs based on these parameters is immensely 

time-saving.  Additionally, the creation of this separate list on a website would likely take a 

webmaster minutes to accomplish.   

Including the examination of social media in usability testing.  The research of social 

media sites, as it pertains to usability testing, is simply for discovery.  However, hyperlinks to 

these sites are almost always found on college website home pages and, thus, deserve attention.  

The number of social media references on urban, suburban, and rural community colleges 

websites were compared in the analysis.  Rural community colleges were then further evaluated 

as small, medium, or large.   

Meyer (2008a, p. 145) states that because her research is “exploratory,” the “the analysis 

is largely descriptive and relied upon use of frequency and percentages,” as is the case with this 

research.  The exclusion of users (besides the researcher performing the usability scenarios) may 

introduce researcher bias, but the research design offers little opportunity for subjective data to 

be collected. 
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Population 

The population for this research was the public community colleges in Alabama, as 

community college enrollment and degree attainment rates in the state are below the national 

average (Lumina Foundation, 2010; NCES, n.d.-a), and this could be a reflection of poor website 

usability.  Thus, this research may prompt similar assessments of website usability in other 

states. 

Additionally, the population of Alabama community colleges was chosen because no 

such research particular to this state or type of higher education has been performed.  Similar 

research has been performed on colleges and/or universities in other states, or performed on 

nationwide samples of specific types of institutions.  The Alabama community college system is 

comprised of 25 colleges (21 comprehensive community and four technical) as listed on the 

Alabama Community College System’s (ACCS) website and includes approximately 100,000 

students enrolled in credit courses (ACCS, 2009).  The names and Carnegie Classification of 

Institutions of Higher Education (Carnegie Classifications) of these institutions are listed in 

Appendix B.   

Delimitations and Limitations 

The delimitations of this research were the inclusion of only community colleges, located 

only in Alabama.  There are 25 institutions in the ACCS, and only the 21 community colleges 

were included in this study.  Neither the four technical institutions nor Marion Military Institute 

were included in this study.  (Marion Military Institute is listed under a separate heading on the 

ACCS website.)  Because of the differences in missions between a comprehensive community 

college and a technical or military institute, the data gathered from these schools may be 

significantly different than that of comprehensive community colleges. 
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The major limitation to this study was the use of a single researcher, rather than a group 

of participants, to attempt completion of set tasks.  Furthermore, a full usability evaluation is not 

accomplished by the performance of the few tasks included in the research questions.  Lastly, the 

researcher’s employment at Jefferson State Community College may have presented a bias 

because there is pre-existing familiarity with this institution’s website. 

Data Collection 

Data collection was accomplished by using a combination of four sample task scenarios 

from Cornell University’s Web Accessibility Toolkit (n.d.), three identical items from a research 

instrument designed by Meyer (2008a) for her research on higher education websites, and the 

researcher’s own data items generated from a review of the literature.  Cornell’s toolkit (n.d.)—

the result of a grant from the U.S. Department of Education’s National Institute on Disability and 

Rehabilitation Research—was developed primarily to assist colleges with ensuring that all 

aspects of their websites were accessible to all persons (even those with disabilities), rather than 

developed foremost to assist with usability issues.  However, usability problems affect all users 

and should be addressed along with accessibility, as explained in the toolkit.  Meyer’s (2008a) 

instrument is actually based on Gurak’s (2001) criteria for determining the credibility of a 

website, and St. Sauver’s (2007) findings related to audience segmentation on university home 

pages.     

 Data were collected during a three month timeframe by visiting the home pages of each 

Alabama community college.  As all online browsers present strengths and weaknesses, a single 

browser—Internet Explorer 11—was chosen and was used for consistency in testing.  Internet 

Explorer, Google Chrome, and Firefox all rank equally high on the three main points to consider 

when choosing an Internet browser, which are simplicity, speed and security (Chadwick, 2014).  
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The data from the testing scenarios were collected on the usability forms provided by Cornell 

University (n.d.).  Data, in the form of research questions identical to Meyer’s (2008a), were 

answered by yes or no, or a number, as appropriate.  Data from the researcher’s unique questions 

were answered by yes or no, a number, or a list.  All data were recorded in Microsoft Word 

documents and then transferred to Microsoft Excel for analysis.  The home pages were saved as 

electronic files so that they can be captured and referred to as necessary.  The home pages were 

examined for the answers to the research questions.   

Each institution’s home page was the starting point for collecting all data, including the 

testing of the usability scenarios and when counting the number of clicks to a specified 

destination.  All clicks necessary to get to an item, including those used to select from a list of 

options in a drop-down menu, were included in the count.  Items were marked as not found if 

unable to locate within five clicks.  Any other scenario resulting in the inability to find the exact 

item searched for also resulted in that item being marked as not found.   

Data Analysis 

 The data analysis for this research was not inundated with higher level statistics.  There 

are neither numerical ideals nor a standard rating system to which the metrics obtained can be 

compared to determine the degree of website usability.  Instead, the goal of usability metrics is to 

establish a baseline, and then strive for improvement in those metrics with the redesign of each 

site (Nielsen, 2012).  However, a usability rubric was used in this study to provide an overall 

usability rating (to provide insight as to the level of website usability in the population 

researched) and so that comparisons can be made.  The rubric included the Likert rating scales 

for Cornell University’s (n.d.) usability scenarios plus the following data points: number of 

audience segments, number of clicks to a comprehensive list of available programs, and number 
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of clicks to class schedule, and number of broken hyperlinks encountered.  The overall usability 

ratings of websites for urban, suburban, and rural community colleges were compared in the 

analysis.  Rural community colleges were then further evaluated as small, medium, or large.   

Usability scenarios and other data points. The scores from the Likert rating scales 

following the four usability scenarios (Appendix F) were analyzed for averages and compared to 

each other.  The number and types of intended audiences were tallied and converted into 

percentages, such as the percentage of Alabama community college websites that include 

business as an audience.  The home pages of the websites simply were examined for segmented 

content and audiences documented.  This allowed for comparison to similar research by Meyer 

(2008a), in which a nationwide representative sample of public higher education institutions of 

various Carnegie Classifications was used to document intended audiences of their websites.  

The number of broken hyperlinks encountered during the investigation were counted and 

measured for frequency.   

The number of websites with a separate list of night and/or weekend degree programs 

were searched—the search revealed other titles or terms such as majors or programs—and then 

tallied and converted into percentages.  The number of clicks was analyzed for minimum, 

average, and maximum.   

The number of social media sites that are linked to from each home page were counted 

and analyzed for minimum, average, and maximum.  The number of social media links on the 

sites of urban, suburban, and rural community colleges was compared in the analysis.  Rural 

community colleges were then further evaluated as small, medium, or large. 

Analyzed data were summarized into tables for easy reference.  This research was 

conducted in hopes that a community college might use the data gathered as a measurement of its 
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website to make some immensely valuable improvements.  As found by an analysis of 

community college websites in nine mega-states (California, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Ohio, 

Pennsylvania, New York, North Carolina, and Texas): “Unfortunately, community colleges do 

not appear to make efficacious use of their websites to encourage return visits or provide more, 

timely, and current information” (Shadinger, 2010, p. 186). 

Conclusion 

This chapter described the methodology used in this study.  Research data points were 

stated followed by an explanation how the data would be collected and analyzed.  Chapter 4 will 

discuss the findings, and Chapter 5 ultimately will present conclusions and implications from the 

data collected. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

 

Chapter 4 reviews the methodology, data collection, and data analysis from Chapter 3, 

and then presents the results from this study in two sections.  The first section contains the 

website usability results; the second section contains the results from the exploration of (a) 

whether or not community college websites are offering information to specifically assist part-

time students and (b) social media use by these institutions.  The research findings then will be 

presented, analyzed, and discussed.  

Methods Summary 

The purpose of this research is to examine the websites of community colleges to answer 

the following research questions:  

• How usable are the websites of the community colleges of Alabama?  

• Do the websites of colleges in areas with ample Internet access have higher usability? 

• Are there any differences in background demographic profiles, of institutions with highly 

usable websites?   

• Is there content on the above mentioned websites that is specific to prospective part-time 

students?  

• To what extent are community colleges in Alabama participating in social media?  
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To answer the research questions, various data were gathered by visiting the websites of the 21 

community colleges in Alabama.  The data were used to determine an overall usability score for 

each college website and explore two other avenues of interest garnered from the literature 

review—the existence of separate listings for night and/or weekend programs and social media 

use by these institutions. 

The first eight of 12 data points of the usability score were collected by performing four 

sample usability task scenarios from Cornell University’s Web Accessibility Toolkit (n.d.) on 

each community college website.  The four scenarios (Appendix E) are focused on finding: the 

phone number and email address for the Office of Students with Disabilities; the class listing and 

department contact information for the Math program; the phone number and email address for 

the Office of Financial Aid; and the online application form for admissions.  When the 

community college did not offer a Math program, reference to the Nursing program was 

substituted, as this was the only degree that the four colleges not offering a Math degree had in 

common.  

Each of the four scenarios included two Likert rating scales for task success and ease of 

completion.  Cornell’s (n.d.) Likert scales are designed with 1 as the best rating and 5 as the 

worst.  However, for this research, the scales were modified to 5 being the best rating and 1 

being the worst so that all data collection points used to determine the usability score denoted a 

higher number as a better score.   

Each Cornell (n.d.) usability task scenario included the recording of the time taken, the 

website click stream used to complete the task, and comments.  Also, after completing all four 

scenarios, Cornell (n.d.) included post-task Likert scores and questions regarding the overall 

opinion of the college website undergoing testing. All of this additional data were collected 
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(time, click stream, and comments) but none was included as part of the overall usability score.  

The recorded times for scenario completion were not used in any way, however, click streams 

and comments recorded while completing the scenarios were examined for commonalities, and a 

few are presented in the discussion.  To minimize researcher bias, answers to the post-scenario 

open-ended questions are not presented or discussed.  

The next three of 12 data points of the usability score were collected, again by visiting 

the community college websites and recording data.  These data points are identical to Meyer’s 

(2008a) study and, therefore, were not only used in the overall usability score, but also compared 

to the previous study. The final data point was a record of the number of broken hyperlinks 

encountered during the process of collecting the previous 11 data points.  

Not used in the overall usability scores for the community college websites were answers to the 

questions of a separate list of degree programs that can be obtained by night and/or weekend 

enrollment only and the number of social media sites hyperlinked on the home pages of the 

websites.  

As previously stated, the literature review prompted the inclusion of these two questions in this 

research, and the data are simply intended to contribute to the available literature. 

To get an idea of website staffing and usability testing at the community colleges in 

Alabama, other data for this research was collected via email.  An email address for an 

information technology staff member was located for 16 of the 21 community colleges studied.  

The email sent to these persons asked the following questions:  

• How many staff members at your institution are dedicated to website maintenance and 

redesign? 
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• Does your institution perform usability testing before a redesign?  If so, does the staff or 

recruited users perform the testing?  

• Does your institution use professional services for website usability testing, redesign, or 

maintenance?  

Population 

The population for this research is the public community colleges in Alabama.  The 

Alabama community college system is comprised of 25 colleges (21 community comprehensive 

and four technical) as listed on the ACCS website.  (The four technical institutions were not 

included in this research.)  The names and Carnegie classifications of the institutions in the 

AACC are listed in Appendix B.  Facts about the counties where the 21 Alabama community 

colleges are located are presented in Table 1, and individual characteristics of each college are 

listed in Tables 2 and 3.  

Carnegie classifications were based on data from 2008-2010 (Carnegie Foundation,  

n.d.).  In the Carnegie system (n.d.), institutions are classified as Associate’s if “their highest 

degree conferred was the associate’s degree or if bachelor’s degrees accounted for less than 10% 

of all undergraduate degrees (according to 2008-09 degree conferrals as reported in the 

Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System [IPEDS]) (NCES, n.d.-b).” Following 

classification as an Associate’s institution, the following criteria were used to assign institutions 

to more specific categories:  

Rural-, suburban-, or urban-serving: Urban-serving and suburban-serving 

institutions are physically located within Primary Metropolitan Statistical Areas 

(PMSAs) or Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs), respectively, with 

populations exceeding 500,000 people according to the 2000 Census.  Institutions 
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in PMSAs or MSAs with a lower total population, or not in a PMSA or MSA, 

were classified as rural-serving. 

Size (public rural-serving categories): Institutional size is based on full-

year unduplicated credit headcount, where small is defined as less than 2,500; 

medium as 2,500 through 7,500; and large as greater than 7,500.  Size is based on 

IPEDS data for 2008-09 (NCES, n.d.-b). 

Single-campus: Suburban- and urban-serving colleges were identified as 

single-campus if they have one primary physical campus under the institution’s 

exclusive control and governance, at which the institution provides all courses 

required to complete an associate’s degree.  A single-campus college may offer 

educational services at more than one site if the other sites are not under the 

institution’s exclusive control and governance, or if all courses required for the 

associate’s degree cannot be completed at the other sites (examples include leased 

spaces, shared sites or regional education centers that provide offerings of 

multiple institutions, or satellite locations that do not have the full range of an 

institution’s programs and services). 

Multicampus: Suburban- and urban-serving colleges were identified as 

multicampus if (a) they have more than one primary physical campus under the 

institution’s exclusive control and governance, each of which provides all courses 

required to complete an associate’s degree, or (b) they are part of a district or 

system comprising multiple institutions, at any of which students can complete all 

requirements for an associate’s degree, and that are organized under one 

governance structure or body.  Institutions were not classified as multicampus 
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simply due to control by a single statewide governing board.  Multicampus 

institutions may report their data as separate entities in the IPEDS system, or they 

may participate as a single reporting entity.  (Carnegie Foundation, n.d.) 
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Table 1 

Demographics of Alabama Counties with Community Colleges 
College County* Population     

(2012 
estimate) 

White 
(2012) 

Black 
(2012) 

High 
school 
graduate 
or 
higher 
(2008-
2012) 

Median 
household 
income 
(2008-
2012) 

Persons 
below 
poverty 
(2008-
2012) 

Alabama 
Southern 

Monroe  22,629 55% 41% 76% $30,996 26% 

Bevill State Walker  66,169 92% 6% 76% $37,408 20% 
Bishop State Mobile 413,590 61% 35% 84% $42,973 20% 
Calhoun Limestone  87,384 83% 13% 81% $48,197 13% 
Central 
Alabama 

Tallapoosa  41,157 71% 27% 78% $38,611 20% 

Chattahoochee 
Valley 

Russell  57,721 54% 42% 78% $33,591 22% 

Enterprise State Coffee  51,276 77% 18% 82% $44,626 17% 
Faulkner State Baldwin 190,675 87% 10% 88% $50,706 13% 
Gadsden State Etowah 104,311 81% 16% 82% $37,660 19% 
Jefferson Davis Escambia  38,070 63% 32% 75% $31,075 25% 
Jefferson State Jefferson 658,327 54% 43% 87% $45,415 17% 
Lawson State Jefferson 658,327 54% 43% 87% $45,415 17% 
Lurleen B. 
Wallace 

Covington  37,856 85% 13% 77% $35,321 21% 

Northeast 
Alabama 

Dekalb  70,977 92% 2% 71% $36,853 20% 

Northwest 
Shoals 

Colbert  54,424 81% 16% 83% $40,158 16% 

Shelton State Tuscaloosa 198,694 70% 30% 86% $43,996 19% 
Snead State Marshall  94,413 94% 2% 75% $38,649 20% 
Southern Union Randolph  22,720 78% 20% 72% $35,074 23% 
Wallace Dothan Dale  50,348 75% 20% 84% $45,247 16% 
Wallace 
Hanceville 

Cullman  80,409 96% 1% 79% $39,244 19% 

Wallace Selma Dallas  42,692 29% 70% 75% $26,178 37% 
Note. Source: United States Census Bureau (2012). 
*According to the ACCS, some Alabama institutions have satellite campuses in other counties.  
Some Alabama institutions are now multicampus, according to their websites, but their Carnegie 
classification has not been updated on the Carnegie Foundation website.  
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 Jefferson County, home to both Jefferson State and Lawson State community college, has 

the largest population and is 94% larger than Monroe County, which has the smallest population 

and is home to Alabama Southern.  Compared to the average population of these counties, 

Jefferson County is approximately five times larger than average, and Monroe County is 

approximately one-fourth the size of an average county.  The largest percentage of white persons 

is in Cullman County, where Wallace Hanceville is located and 96% of the population is white.  

The largest percentage of black persons is in Dallas County, where Wallace Selma is located 

with 70% of the population being black.  Of the 21 counties containing community colleges, the 

white persons outnumber black persons by an average of 56% in all but one county (Dallas 

County).  

Baldwin County, where Faulkner State lies, has the highest median household income 

and, thus, a small percentage of persons below poverty.  The county with the lowest median 

household income and the highest percentage of persons below poverty is Dallas County, where 

Wallace Selma lies.  The median household income for Baldwin County is close to $25,000 

higher than that for Dallas County, which has 24% more persons below poverty. 

There are six community colleges in counties with more than 20% of persons below 

poverty and seven community colleges with graduation rates (Table 3) of more than 20%. 

Interestingly, three of the six colleges in the poorer counties also have some of the highest 

graduation rates.  Alabama Southern, Jefferson Davis, and Wallace Selma all are located in 

counties with higher poverty, yet there graduation rates are 27%, 27%, and 24%, respectively. 
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Table 2 

Alabama Community College Student Characteristics and Enrollment (2011-2012) 
College % Age 

18-24 
% Age 
25-64 

Total 
enrollment 

No. part 
time 

No. full 
time 

% Receiving 
financial aid 

Alabama Southern 69 24 1,312 814 498 88 
Bevill State 60 35 3,734 1,954 1,780 92 
Bishop State 52 40 3,791 1,969 1,822 95 
Calhoun 57 37 11,177 4,424 6,753 85 
Central Alabama 61 36 2,021 1,036 985 95 
Chattahoochee 
Valley 59 38 1,730 982 748 92 
Enterprise State 53 38 2,484 1,453 1,031 90 
Faulkner State 66 29 4,400 2,514 1,886 89 
Gadsden State 60 37 5,882 3,158 2,724 88 
Jefferson Davis 53 44 1,094 615 479 97 
Jefferson State 55 39 8,878 3,062 5,816 82 
Lawson State 56 40 3,419 1,957 1,462 95 
Lurleen B. 
Wallace 64 28 1,646 1,000 646 90 
Northeast Alabama 58 34 3,140 1,666 1,474 91 
Northwest Shoals 64 27 3,717 1,915 1,802 91 
Shelton State 75 24 5,104 2,699 2,405 79 
Snead State 66 29 2,436 1,559 877 92 
Southern Union 74 24 4,978 2,974 2,004 82 
Wallace Dothan 75 24 5,104 2,699 2,405 79 
Wallace 
Hanceville 60 34 5,391 3,022 2,369 84 
Wallace Selma 59 35 1,790 1,205 585 96 
Note. Source: IPEDS Data Center (NCES, n.d.-b).  
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Shelton State and Wallace Dothan had the highest percentage of students ages18-24, and 

Bishop State had the lowest percentage of those students in Fall 2012.  For students ages 25-64, 

Jefferson Davis had the highest percentage, and Alabama State, Shelton State, Southern Union, 

and Wallace Dothan all had the least in Fall 2012.  Calhoun had the highest total enrollment in 

Fall 2012, with Jefferson Davis having the lowest.  Jefferson Davis also had the highest 

percentage of students receiving financial aid in 2011-2012.  Shelton State and Wallace Dothan 

both had the lowest percentage of students receiving any type of financial aid for that academic 

year.  

 

Table 3 

Alabama Community College Student Completions (2011-2012) 
College No. associate’s 

degree awarded No. certificates awarded 
Graduation rate 

Alabama Southern 169 125 27% 
Bevill State 414 342 17% 
Bishop State 307 191 14% 
Calhoun 1,027 378 12% 
Central Alabama 250 85 15% 
Chattahoochee Valley 181 58 15% 
Enterprise State 282 268 22% 
Faulkner State 399 76 14% 
Gadsden State 632 338 16% 
Jefferson Davis 162 85 27% 
Jefferson State 874 411 12% 
Lawson State 280 372 17% 
Lurleen B. Wallace 237 165 21% 
Northeast Alabama 510 370 27% 
Northwest Shoals 421 335 11% 
Shelton State 349 203 10% 
Snead State 430 89 29% 
Southern Union 569 148 14% 
Wallace Dothan 349 203 10% 
Wallace Hanceville 819 214 23% 
Wallace Selma 243 243 24% 
Note. Source: IPEDS Data Center (NCES, n.d.-b). 
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The community college that awarded the most associate’s degrees is Calhoun, and 

Jefferson Davis awarded the least.  Jefferson State awarded the most certificates, and 

Chattahoochee Valley awarded the least in the 2011-2012 academic year.  The highest 

graduation rate for 2012 belonged to Snead State, and the lowest rate belonged to both Shelton 

State and Wallace Dothan. 

The two maps on the following pages (Figures 1 and 2) show the locations of Alabama’s 

higher education institutions and provide different viewpoints of the geographical spread.  The 

third map (Figure 3) shows access to broadband Internet connections in the areas surrounding the 

community colleges, and the fourth map (Figure 4) shows areas without Internet access.  

Because 17 of the 21 community colleges are classified as rural, the availability of 

Internet access merited examination.  The Internet access map (Figure 3) is interactive when 

viewed online, meaning that an address can be input on the website and will prompt the map to 

zoom in on that address and offer a list of the Internet providers for that specific address.  (The 

addresses of the 17 rural community colleges in Alabama were entered into the website.)  

Thirteen colleges were found to be located in areas with five or more providers, and four 

colleges in areas with four providers.  There were no colleges noted as being located in an area 

without Internet access.  However, one of the largest areas in the state with no access at all is 

located east of Bishop State, and the service areas of Alabama Southern, Central Alabama, 

Chattahoochee Valley, Jefferson Davis, Lurleen B. Wallace, Northwest Shoals, and Southern 

Union include areas with no Internet access.  
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Figure 1 

Institutions of Higher Education in the State of Alabama 

 

Note. Source: Alabama Commission on Higher Education. 
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Figure 2 

Two-Year Colleges in the State of Alabama 

 
Note. Source: Engineering Technology Computing, College of Engineering, The University of 
Toledo.  
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Figure 3  

Number of Broadband Providers Across the State of Alabama 

 

 
Note. Source: The ConnectingALABAMA Initiative.  The numbers for the colleges were 
inserted by the researcher on the maps (Figures 3 and 4) provided by the source.  Painstaking 
efforts were made to ensure correct placement, however, the maps were downsized by the 
computer program used to create the labels and then expanded again in this document, which 
could have resulted in less-than-perfect accuracy. 

Map Legend 
1. Alabama Southern 
2. Bevill State 
3. Bishop State 
4. Calhoun 
5. Central Alabama 
6. Chattahoochee Valley 
7. Enterprise State 
8. Faulkner State 
9. Gadsden State 
10. Jefferson Davis 
11. Jefferson State 
12. Lawson State 
13. Lurleen B. Wallace 
14. Northeast Alabama 
15. Northwest Shoals 
16. Shelton State 
17. Snead State 
18. Southern Union 
19. Wallace Dothan 
20. Wallace Hanceville 
21. Wallace Selma 



71 
 

Figure 4 

Areas Across the State of Alabama With No Broadband Coverage Reported 

 
Note. Source: The ConnectingALABAMA Initiative.  
 
 

Map Legend 
1. Alabama Southern 
2. Bevill State 
3. Bishop State 
4. Calhoun 
5. Central Alabama 
6. Chattahoochee Valley 
7. Enterprise State 
8. Faulkner State 
9. Gadsden State 
10. Jefferson Davis 
11. Jefferson State 
12. Lawson State 
13. Lurleen B. Wallace 
14. Northeast Alabama 
15. Northwest Shoals 
16. Shelton State 
17. Snead State 
18. Southern Union 
19. Wallace Dothan 
20. Wallace Hanceville 
21. Wallace Selma 
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Data Collection 

Data were collected January through March of 2014 by visiting the home pages of the 21 

public Alabama community college websites using Internet Explorer 11.  This browser (along 

with Google Chrome and Firefox) currently is considered among the best Internet browsers for 

speed, simplicity, and security—three crucial characteristics of a browser (Tech Media Network, 

n.d.).  Data from the usability scenarios was collected on the usability task scenario forms 

provided by Cornell University (n.d.), which were modified for this research as stated in the 

Methods Summary in this chapter.  The task scenario forms included post-task Likert ratings, 

which were used in this research as noted.  The forms also included documentation of the time 

taken to complete the tasks, the click streams used, additional comments, Likert ratings, and 

open-ended questions related to the overall impression of the website.  Only the two post-task 

scenario Likert ratings were used in this research to minimize researcher bias, along with 

recurring themes from click streams and comments.  

Data identical to Meyer (2008a) was collected in a Microsoft Word table, and each data 

collection point was answered with a number or a yes or no answer, as appropriate.  Data from 

the researcher’s unique questions also were answered by a number, a yes or no answer, or a list, 

also as appropriate.  All data were recorded in Microsoft Word documents and then transferred to 

Microsoft Excel for analysis.  The home pages were saved to electronics file so that they could 

be captured and referred back to as necessary.  

The institution’s home page was the starting point for collecting all data, including 

performance of the usability scenarios and counting the number of clicks to an item.  All clicks 

necessary to get to the item, including those used to select from a list of options from a drop-

down menu, were included in the count.   



73 
 

For the research on website staffing and usability testing at the Alabama community 

colleges, an email address for an information technology staff member was located for 16 of the 

21 community colleges studied.  (No email address could be located for five of the 21 colleges.)  

The email addresses that were located were not necessarily those of the college webmasters, but 

were for staff members with titles such as network administrator, director of technology, or a 

similar title.  Responses were received from four of the 16 emails sent, for a response rate of 

25%. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

Twelve data points were collected, resulting in 12 scores, to determine one overall 

usability rating for each Alabama community college website.  The data points were the eight 

Likert ratings of the task scenarios (each of the four scenarios included two Likert scales for a 

total of eight), the number of audience segments on the website, the number of clicks to a list of 

degree programs, the number of clicks to the class schedule, and the number of broken 

hyperlinks encountered.  The Likert rating scales in Cornell University’s Web Accessibility 

Toolkit (n.d.) were edited to utilize 1 as the worst score and 5 as the best, as seen below.  Thus, a 

total of 1-5 points across 12 different scales allowed for final usability scores to range from 12 to 

60.  If usability testing of a website resulted in the lowest scores for all 12 scales, the usability 

score would be 12. A score of 60 would result from a website that scored the highest scores for 

all 12 scales (Table 4).  

For the first post-task question about the successful completion of the task, a Likert rating 

of very confident was given when the exact information requested by the scenario was found.  

For example, when the phone numbers and email addresses for all Math faculty members were 

found but not the Math program as requested, a rating of fairly confident was given.  A rating of 
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not confident was given in circumstances where only an extension number for a department was 

provided rather than the entire phone number.  When either a phone number or an email address 

was found, but not both, not at all confident was the ratings choice.  Didn’t complete task was 

chosen when no part of the information requested by the task could be located with any certainty.  

For the second post-task question regarding the level of ease or difficulty of task 

completion, a Likert rating of very easy was given when two clicks from the home page were 

necessary to find the requested information.  An easy rating was given when three clicks were 

necessary, and a difficult rating when four or more were needed.  When finding the requested 

information required opening a large file, such as the college handbook in pdf format, the level 

or ease or difficulty was scored as very difficult.  Opening a pdf is usually slower than clicking 

on a web page and generally very large files are converted to pdf format, which means that there 

is likely to be a great deal of scrolling required to find exact desired information.  An impossible 

rating was given when the task could not be completed because the requested information could 

not be found. 

For analysis, scores were grouped into five levels of usability: 52-60, significantly higher 

than minimum standards; 42-51, slightly higher than minimum standards; 32-41, meets 

minimum standards; 22-31, slightly lower than minimum standards; and 12-21, significantly 

lower than minimum standards (Appendix F).  These five levels were determined by dividing 48 

(the range of 12-60) by five, which is 9.6.  The interpretation of the overall usability scores was 

based on the Likert ratings, where a middle score of 3 reflects at least some success with task 

completion, although without much confidence or ease (Appendix F).  A middle score of 3 for 

the other data collection points (number of audience segments, number of clicks to degree 

programs and schedule, and number of broken hyperlinks) also reflects mediocre ratings. 



75 
 

Additional support for the interpretation of usability scores in this research is provided by 

the system usability scale from HHS (2014), which includes completely different Likert ratings 

than this research.  However, the scale is based on Likert ratings of five scales for a maximum 

score of 100.  The interpretation of the combined scores is that a usability score of 68 is 

considered to be average and anything less than 68 is below average.  Converting this 

interpretation to the 60-point scale in this research would mean that a score of 41 (68% of 60) 

would be considered average, and anything below 41 is below average, which fits with the five 

levels of usability.  

The median scores were calculated from data collection points 1-12 and compared.  The 

overall usability scores were analyzed for: minimum, maximum, average; correlation to 

institutional characteristics of location (rural, suburban, or urban) and size (small, medium, large, 

or multicampus); percentage of students age 18-24; percentage of students 25-64; total number 

of enrollees; percent of students receiving financial aid; number of associate’s degrees and 

certificates awarded; and graduation rate.  

Not included in the 60-point usability score are two additional data collection points—the 

separate list of degree programs for night and/or weekend programs and the number of social 

media sites hyperlinked on the homepage of the websites—as these two items were simply 

exploratory in nature.  The number of community colleges with night and weekend program 

listings was analyzed for frequency only.  The number of social media sites was analyzed for 

minimum, maximum, average, and correlation to institutional characteristics of location and size.  

Findings 

 Likert scores from post-task questions for each of the 21 community colleges and the 

median scores for each scenario are presented in Table 4.  The four tasks all had equally high 
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median scores for successful completion.  The tasks with the highest median scores for level of 

ease of difficulty were finding the number and email address for the Office of Financial Aid 

phone (task 3) and finding the online application form for admission (task 4).  The tasks with the 

lowest median scores for level of ease of difficulty were finding the number and email address 

for the Office of Students with Disabilities and for the Math program (scenarios one and two).   

 The scores for level of ease or difficulty in finding the number and email address for the 

Office of Students with Disabilities and finding the online admission application form (scenarios 

three and four) were the highest because the both forms were usually under a prominent 

navigational tab on the website.  (The tab typically was labeled Admissions and just two clicks 

away from the home page.)  A common click stream recorded for the forms was clicking on 

Future Students and then Financial Aid to find contact information for the financial aid office 

and a click stream of Admissions and then Apply Now for the online application for admission.  

 The main reason for difficulty in finding the phone number and email address for both 

the Office of Students with Disabilities and the Math program (scenarios one and two) were that 

once the content pages were located on the websites, all of the contact information included in 

the scenarios (phone number and email) was rarely available.  Oftentimes, the pages listed the 

staff members in the office and either an email address or a phone number, but not both.  In 

many cases, once a staff member’s name was found, that name could be searched on the website 

and produce either an email address and a phone number, and sometimes both.  A few of the 

community college websites only listed extension numbers for departments, offices, faculty, and 

staff, yet the first three digits of the phone numbers were not prominently displayed.  Another 

difficulty in finding contact information for the disability office was the lack of a common 

navigational tab among the websites that linked to office.  Web pages or links for the disability 
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office were found usually under either a tab labeled Future Students or a tab labeled Student 

Services, but not always.  Other less common tabs under which these offices were found include 

Admissions, Disability Services, Services, and Current Students.  

Individual and median scores for the number of audiences on the community college 

websites, clicks to a list of degree programs, clicks to the class schedule, and broken hyperlinks 

are presented in Table 5.  The median score for the number of audiences on the community 

college websites was 2 (5 = >5 audiences, 4 = 4-5, 3 = 3-4, 2 = 1-2, and 1 = 0).  The median 

score for the number of clicks to a list of degree programs was 3, and the median score for the 

number of clicks to the class schedule was 4 (5 = 1 click, 4 = 2, 3 = 3, 2 = 4, 1 = 5).  The median 

score for the number of broken hyperlinks encountered was 5 (5 = 0 broken hyperlinks, 4 = 1, 3 

= 2, 2 = 3, 1 = >3). 

The overall usability score for each community college website is presented in Table 5. 

The lowest overall usability score for the community college websites was 29, which falls in the 

range of slightly lower than minimum standards.  There were two colleges that scored a 29—

both rural, medium institutions.  The highest overall usability score was 52, which equates to 

significantly higher than minimum standards.  The college with this score is a rural, large 

institution, which also has the highest enrollment and number of degrees and certificates 

awarded.  The median overall usability score of the 21 websites was 43, or slightly higher than 

minimum standards.  
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Table 4 

 Scores for Data Points Used in Usability Score and Overall Usability Scores  
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Alabama 
Southern 

1 1 1* 1* 5 5 5 4 3 5 5 5 41 

Bevill State 5 3 2 3 1 1 5 5 2 5 4 5 41 
Bishop State 5 3 5 2 5 4 5 5 2 1 4 5 46 
Calhoun 5 5 5 5 5 4 5 4 1 4 4 5 52 
Central Alabama 5 5 1 1 5 4 4 2 1 1 4 5 38 
Chattahoochee 
Valley 

5 3 5 4 5 4 5 5 3 3 4 5 51 

Enterprise State 3 2 1 1 1 1 5 4 2 1 4 4 29 
Faulkner State 1 1 5 3 5 4 5 5 1 4 4 5 43 
Gadsden State 5 3 5 4 1 1 5 4 3 4 1 5 41 
Jefferson Davis 1 1 4 2 5 3 5 4 3 2 4 5 39 
Jefferson State 1 1 5 3 5 5 5 4 1 5 5 5 45 
Lawson State 5 5 1 1 4 2 5 3 2 4 4 4 40 
Lurleen B. 
Wallace 

5 4 5 4 3 3 5 4 3 3 1 5 45 

Northeast 
Alabama 

5 5 5 2 3 3 5 4 5 1 1 4 43 

Northwest 
Shoals 

1 1 5* 3* 1 1 5 3 1 1 3 4 29 

Shelton State 1 1 5 3 5 4 5 4 4 5 2 5 44 
Snead State 5 5 5 3 5 4 5 5 3 1 3 5 49 
Southern Union 1 1 5 4 1 1 5 5 2 1 4 5 35 
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Wallace Dothan 5 4 1 3 5 5 5 5 3 1 4 5 46 
Wallace 
Hanceville 

5 4 4* 3* 5 3 5 5 5 4 4 4 51 

Wallace Selma 1 1 5* 4* 5 4 5 4 2 4 5 5 45 
Medians 5 3 5 3 5 4 5 4 2 3 4 5 43 
*Substituted Nursing program for Math program due to absence of a Math program. 
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 When sorted and compared by location (Table 5), the websites of the urban community 

colleges (n=3) had the highest median usability score of 45, followed closely by the rural 

colleges (n=17) with a median score of 43.5 and then by the only suburban college (n=1) scoring 

43.  When sorted and compared by campus size (Table 6), the websites of the medium colleges 

(n=10) had the highest median usability score of 44.5, followed by the multicampus institutions 

(n=4) with a score of 44, then large institutions (n=4) at 42.5, and finally the small institutions 

(n=3) at 41. Correlation analyses performed between overall usability scores and the college 

location and size produced (Tables 5 and 6), indicating that there was no association between 

size or location and website usability. For the correlation between usability score and location, 

only the rural and urban institutions were used. There was only one suburban institution and the 

inclusion of that institution would have meant a third level of a nominal variable, and thus, 

impossible to calculate correlation.   
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Table 5 

Rural, Suburban, and Urban Community Colleges  
College Location Usability score 
Calhoun Rural 52 
Chattahoochee Valley Rural 51 
Snead State Rural 49 
Lurleen B. Wallace Rural 45 
Bevill State Rural 44 
Wallace Dothan Rural 46 
Shelton State Rural 44 
Alabama Southern Rural 41 
Gadsden State Rural 41 
Wallace Hanceville Rural 51 
Wallace Selma Rural 45 
Central Alabama Rural 38 
Jefferson Davis Rural 39 
Northeast Alabama Rural 43 
Southern Union Rural 35 
Enterprise State Rural 29 
Northwest Shoals Rural 29 

Median Rural 43.5 
Faulkner State Suburban 43 
Bishop State Urban 46 
Jefferson State Urban 45 
Lawson State Urban 40 

Median Urban 45 
Correlation (Rural ,Urban) 0.07 
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Table 6 

Small, Medium, Large, and Multicampus Community Colleges  
College Size Usability score 
Lurleen B. Wallace Small 45 
Alabama Southern Small 41 
Jefferson Davis Small 39 

   Median Small 41 
Chattahoochee Valley Medium 51 
Snead State Medium 49 
Bevill State Medium 44 
Wallace Dothan Medium 46 
Wallace Hanceville Medium 51 
Wallace Selma Medium 45 
Northeast Alabama Medium 43 
Southern Union Medium 35 
Enterprise State Medium 29 
Northwest Shoals Medium 29 

Median Medium 44.5 
Calhoun Large 52 
Shelton State Large 44 
Gadsden State Large 41 
Central Alabama Large 38 

Median Large 42.5 
Bishop State Multicampus 46 
Jefferson State Multicampus 45 
Faulkner State Multicampus 43 
Lawson State Multicampus 40 

Mean Multicampus 44 
 Correlation 0.11 

 

Correlation analyses were also performed between overall usability scores of the 

community colleges and the percentage of students ages 18-24, percentage of students 25-64, 

total number of enrollees, percent of students receiving financial aid, number of associate’s 

degrees and certificates awarded, and graduation rate.  These analyses also produced no 

correlations (Table 7).  
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Table 7 

Usability Scores and Community College Characteristics 
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Alabama 
Southern 

41 69 24 1,312 814 498 88 169 125 27 

Bevill State 44 60 35 3,734 1,954 1,780 92 414 342 17 
Bishop State 46 52 40 3,791 1,969 1,822 95 307 191 14 

Calhoun 52 57 37 11,17
7 

4,424 6,753 85 1,027 378 12 

Central 
Alabama 

38 61 36 2,021 1,036 985 95 250 85 15 

Chattahoochee  
Valley 

51 59 38 1,730 982 748 92 181 58 15 

Enterprise 
State 

29 53 38 2,484 1,453 1,031 90 282 268 22 

Faulkner State 43 66 29 4,400 2,514 1,886 89 399 76 14 
Gadsden State 41 60 37 5,882 3,158 2,724 88 632 338 16 
Jefferson Davis 39 53 44 1,094 615 479 97 162 85 27 
Jefferson State 45 55 39 8,878 3062 5,816 82 874 411 12 
Lawson State 40 56 40 3,419 1,957 1,462 95 280 372 17 
Lurleen B. 
Wallace 

45 64 28 1,646 1,000 646 90 237 165 21 

Northeast 
Alabama 

43 58 34 3,140 1,666 1,474 91 510 370 27 

Northwest 
Shoals 

29 64 27 3,717 1,915 1,802 91 421 335 11 

Shelton State 44 75 24 5,104 2,699 2,405 79 349 203 10 
Snead State 49 66 29 2,436 1,559 877 92 430 89 29 
Southern 
Union 

35 74 24 4,978 2,974 2,004 82 569 148 14 

Wallace 
Dothan 

46 75 24 5,104 2,699 2,405 79 349 203 10 

Wallace 
Hanceville 

51 60 34 5,391 3,022 2369 84 819 214 23 

Wallace Selma 45 59 35 1,790 1,205 585 96 243 243 24 
Correlations  -0.01 0.09 0.30 0.26 0.31 -0.16 0.32 -0.10 0.04 
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The researcher used three data points that were identical to Meyer’s (2008a) research 

instrument: the number of audience segments on the websites, clicks to a list of degree programs, 

and clicks to the class schedule.  After the data in this research was collected, it was given scores 

from 1-5 in order to be used in the overall usability score.  However, the raw data can still be 

used in comparison to Meyer’s (2008a) research, which included a sample of 40 public colleges 

and universities.   

A comparison between the two studies (Table 8) shows much higher percentages  of the  

future students and current students audience segments for Alabama’s community colleges than 

Meyer’s (2008a) nationwide  sample.   The inclusion of specialized content tabs for faculty and 

staff, donors, and community was moderately higher on the websites of Alabama’s community 

colleges, and only slightly higher in Alabama was the inclusion of the alumni audience segment.  

In addition, the presence of links to specialized content for business and parents was lower in 

Alabama. 

 

Table 8 

Comparison of Audience Segments on Websites 
Audience segments Percent of total (Meyer, 2008a) Percent of total (Alabama) 
Future students 15.2 76.2 
Current students 21.2 61.9 
Faculty and staff 18.2 33.0 
Alumni 18.2 19.0 
Donors 6.1 14.3 
Community 3.0 14.3 
Business 12.1 9.5 
Parents 6.1 4.8 
 

Only one of Alabama’s 21 community college websites contained a list of programs 

available to students who could only attend weekend classes.  Interestingly, this is the same 
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institution with the highest overall usability score, highest enrollment, and most degrees 

awarded.  The weekend degree program for Calhoun is prominently listed under the Programs of 

Study tab on the college’s website home page; the on-campus class times and days, along with 

the off-campus activities, also are detailed.  None of the community colleges provided a list of 

programs attainable by night attendance alone. 

Four community college home pages (one rural, large; one urban, multicampus; and two 

rural, medium) contained no hyperlinks to social media websites (Table 9). The maximum 

number of hyperlinks to social media sites on a college home page is six, which was the case 

with only one community college (rural, medium).  Three (2.9) is the average number of 

hyperlinks to social media sites for the 21 community colleges.  There was no statistically 

significant correlation between the number of hyperlinks to social media sites and the usability 

score (Table 9).  The most common social media site linked to is Facebook (81%), followed by 

Twitter (71%) and YouTube (52%).  Flickr, Google+, and LinkedIn are hyperlinked on 

approximately 14% of the websites; at 10% are Instagram, MySpace, and RSS feeds.  The two 

least hyperlinked social media sites are Blogspot and Vine, both present on 5% of the home 

pages. 
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Table 9 

Social Media Sites Linked to from Community College Website Home Pages 
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Alabama 
Southern 

3 1 1 1 
        

41 

Bevill State 3 1 1 1         41 
Bishop State 4 1 1 1  1       46 
Calhoun 4 1 1 1   1      52 
Central 
Alabama 0      

      38 

Chattahoochee 
Valley 2 1  1   

      51 

Enterprise 
State 

5 1 1 1 1   1     29 

Faulkner State 4 1 1 1     1    43 
Gadsden State 3 1 1       1   41 
Jefferson Davis 3 1 1        1  39 
Jefferson State 5 1 1 1       1 1 45 
Lawson State 0            40 
Lurleen B. 
Wallace 

3 1 1  1   
     

45 

Northeast 
Alabama 

0            43 

Northwest 
Shoals 

3 1 1 1         29 

Shelton State 5 1 1 1     1   1 44 
Snead State 3 1 1       1   49 
Southern 
Union 

0            35 

Wallace 
Dothan 

2 1     1      46 

Wallace 
Hanceville 

6 1 1 1     1  1 1 51 

Wallace Selma 2 1 1          45 
Mean 2.86             
Correlation 0.22             
Frequency %  71 52 10 5 10 5 14 10 14 14   
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Based on the four email responses sent to the researcher from the community colleges, 

the reported number of staff dedicated to website maintenance and redesign is between zero and 

two.  Two institutions reported that they did not have a staff member solely dedicated to these 

tasks.  One of the four community colleges reported that website usability testing was indeed 

performed by users.  Three of the four respondents indicated that their institutions did use 

professional services for website usability testing, redesign, or maintenance.  Despite the small 

number of responses, these findings are fairly similar to those of recent research which found 

that community colleges—when compared to other institutions— serve more students with less 

information technology staff, and community colleges are less likely to include faculty and 

students in the information technology advisory process (Dahlstrom et al., 2012).  

Discussion 

There were other findings gathered from the data. On many websites, the college’s logo was 

hyperlinked and used to navigate back to the home page.  This design may or may not be 

intuitive to users.  Most of the contact information (phone numbers and email addresses) on the 

websites was not for offices (as specified in the usability scenarios), but for staff in the offices.  

Not all colleges had complete listings of degree programs offered.  Instead, programs were listed 

under divisions, which required more knowledge about the divisions to locate specific programs.  

Several websites even had programs listed on different Web pages sorted by certificates, degrees 

in applied sciences, degrees in the arts, and transfer programs. 

A surprising finding was the requirement of the user’s social security number to complete 

an online application form on at least one website.  More findings from the research include the 

pervasive use of boxes of hyperlinked text that automatically appear when the cursor hovers over 

a title.  These boxes could not be described as “drop-down” boxes because they do not require an 
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extra click for the boxes to appear.  However, a click was counted even if a box automatically 

appeared for the following reason.  When a tab, “Academics” for example, was found on a 

website, this researcher clicked on that tab without pausing to read the items in the text box that 

appeared.  An assumption was made that many users would do likewise.  

Chapter 5 will provide interpretation of the data and summary conclusions.  Findings will 

be presented in a manner that expands the current knowledge base contained within the literature 

review.  In addition, suggestions for practice and future research will be discussed.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

Chapter 5 presents conclusions, limitations, and implications for future research, and then 

presents the results from this study in two sections.  The first section contains the usability 

results, and the second section contains the results from the exploration of (a) whether or not 

community college websites in Alabama are offering information to specifically assist part-time 

students and (b) social media use by these institutions.  The research findings will be presented, 

analyzed, and discussed.  

Summary of Results 

Before results were analyzed in Chapter 4 (and in order to get a better understanding of 

Alabama’s community colleges), the characteristics of the counties where the community 

colleges reside were reviewed.  The county characteristics included total population, percentage 

of white and black persons in the population, percentage of high school graduates, median 

household income, and percentage of persons below poverty.  This analysis provided an 

overview of the service area for these community colleges and resulted in one surprising find: 

Three of the six colleges in the poorer counties also have some of the highest graduation rates. 

Alabama Southern, Jefferson Davis, and Wallace Selma all are located in counties with higher 

poverty, yet their graduation rates are 27%, 27%, and 24%, respectively. 
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 Maps showing the locations of Alabama’s higher education institutions provided a visual 

representation of the colleges studied (Figures 1 and 2).  Maps depicting areas of the state with 

and without broadband availability provided a view of current Internet access (Figures 3 and 4), 

which was an issue provoked by the rurality of some of Alabama’s community colleges.  When 

the addresses of the community colleges were entered into the interactive map, it revealed that of 

the 17 rural colleges, all were in areas with at least four Internet providers.  However, there are 

areas in Alabama without Internet access, and some of these lie well within the service area of 

several rural community colleges.  

The analysis of the overall usability scores for the 21 community college websites 

revealed a median score of 43, or slightly higher than minimum standards.  The lowest overall 

usability score was 29, or slightly lower than minimum standards, which was the score for two 

websites (both rural, medium institutions).  The highest overall usability score was 52, or 

significantly higher than minimum standards, which belonged to a rural, large institution.  This is 

the same institution that also had the highest enrollment and most number of degrees and 

certificates awarded of Alabama’s community colleges.  When compared by location and size, 

the urban (n=3) and medium (n=10) community colleges had the highest median usability scores 

of 45 and 44.5, respectively.  

Applying a system usability scale used by HHS (2014) provides an interpretation of the 

overall usability scores generated from the data collected in this research.  For this study, a 

usability score of 41 or greater is considered average; any score below 41 as below average. Use 

of this interpretation means that 16 of the 21 community college websites, or 76%, are 

characterized as having usability that at least meets minimum standards.  Only five of the 21 

websites, or 24%, have usability that does not meet minimum standards.  No strong correlations 
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were found between overall usability scores and any single variable tested, including size, 

location, age of students, enrollment, financial aid, degrees awarded, or graduation rate.  

Finding the online application form for admissions and contact information for the 

financial aid offices on the websites of Alabama’s community colleges were the easiest tasks to 

complete, as evidenced by the highest median scores for level of ease or difficulty in the scenario 

task.  Finding the phone number and email address for the Office of Students with Disabilities 

and the Math program proved the most difficult tasks, as those had the lowest median scores for  

level of ease or difficulty.  Contributing to the low scores for these two tasks was the lack of (a) 

both a phone number and an email address for these areas and (b) a common navigational tab for 

the Office of Students with Disabilities.  Additionally, several Web pages listed the names of the 

staff in the Office of Students with Disabilities or the Math faculty, but those names had to be 

searched within the websites to obtain contact information, which even then did not always 

produce a phone number and an email address.  

The average number of clicks from the home pages of the community college websites to 

a list of degree programs and a class schedule both were three or less. This follows the experts’ 

rule that crucial content be no more than three clicks from the home page (Broekemier, 2002; 

Margolin et al., 2013).  There were only five broken hyperlinks encountered on the 21 websites 

during the course of collecting the other data points.  Broken hyperlinks are a violation of a 

guideline commonly touted by experts and contribute to difficult site navigation (Bradley 2007; 

Gurak, 2001).  

Meyer (2008a) found that programs of study were an average of 1.6 clicks from the home 

pages of the websites in her sample of colleges and universities.  This study found that a list of 

degrees was an average of 3.3 clicks from the home pages of Alabama’s community college 
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websites. The average number of clicks to a course schedule in Meyer’s (2008a) research was 

1.9 and 2.5 in this research. The increased number of clicks in this study to these two important 

items could be due to a true difference in the samples (statewide versus national) or 

methodology.  In this research, if the list of degree programs was not comprehensive, such as 

when degrees were listed on different Web pages by departments or type of degree, the number 

of clicks recorded was five.  For class schedules, five clicks were recorded when a log in was 

required to view the schedule. 

A comparison of the data from Meyer’s (2008a) research with a sample of 40 public 

colleges and universities and this research on audience segments of community college websites 

reveals much higher rates for the audience segments of future students and current students for 

Alabama’s community colleges.  The availability of specialized content for faculty and staff, 

donors, and community was moderately higher in Alabama, and the specialized content for 

business and parents was lower in Alabama than what was reported nationally by Meyer (2008a).  

One community college website in Alabama has a separate list of programs that are 

attainable by night or weekend attendance only.  These programs include a list of degrees or 

certificates available to those who are unable to attend college during the day.  Hyperlinks to 

social media sites, the average being three, take up precious real estate on the home pages of 

community college websites.  Facebook, followed fairly close by Twitter, are the most common 

sites linked to from the home pages.  

How usable are the websites of Alabama’s community colleges?  According to this 

research, as a group, their usability is slightly higher than minimum standards.  No one certain 

type of institution had significantly higher overall usability scores, and no strong correlations 
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were found between overall usability scores and any variable tested, including size, location, age 

of students, enrollment, financial aid, degrees awarded, or graduation rate.  

The scores from the task scenarios show that the community colleges are doing a good 

job of making their online application forms for admissions easy to find and providing financial 

aid information, but not doing such a good job of providing contact information.  The websites 

are providing specialized content for future students, current students, faculty and staff, donors, 

and community.  The websites are neither providing specialized content for the audiences of 

business and parents, nor offering a list of degrees or programs that can be completed by 

attending only night and weekend classes.  The colleges are using social media; however, the 

effectiveness of this practice is beyond the scope of this research. 

The usability of these websites could be dramatically improved if there were (a) more 

staff members dedicated to website maintenance and (b) real users, such as high school students 

and/or other prospective college students, were recruited to perform usability testing.  Compared 

to other institutions, community colleges serve more students with less information technology 

staff and are less likely to include faculty and students in the information technology advisory 

process (Dahlstrom, et al., 2012).  Only 20% of two-year public institutions have a full-time staff 

member dedicated to the website, 36% of such institutions spread website responsibilities 

between two or more people, and 39% of two-year public institutions report that website 

maintenance constitutes only part of responsibilities of one full-time position (Noel-Levitz, 

2014).  Without the viewpoint of students, prospective and current, college website designers are 

relying on assumptions and findings from other studies to tell them what information to include 

and where users are expecting to find it.  
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Do the websites of colleges in areas with ample Internet access have higher usability?  

This research found that the median usability scores for the eight community colleges noted as 

having areas with no access to the Internet in their service regions (Bishop State, Alabama 

Southern, Central Alabama, Chattahoochee Valley, Jefferson Davis, Lurleen B. Wallace, 

Northwest Shoals, and Southern Union) was 40.  The median usability score for the thirteen 

community colleges located in areas with four or more Internet service providers was 44.  

Statistical analysis between the two medians was not performed, because the medians were 

derived from grouping the community colleges into those with some areas of no Internet access 

and those without any of those areas, which were loosely defined groups.  The broadband maps 

could not be manipulated in such a way as to determine some sort of ranking system of Internet 

access for the service areas of the community colleges.  

  Are there any differences in background demographic profiles of institutions with highly 

usable websites?  Correlations were not performed between overall usability scores and county 

characteristics, since the colleges do not all lie in the middle of their county and serve only 

students of that county.  However, the data seemed to merit at least a brief examination.  

Jefferson County has the largest area and population and Monroe has the smallest of both.  The 

usability scores of Jefferson State and Lawson State in Jefferson County were 45 and 40, 

respectively, and the usability score of Alabama Southern in Monroe County was 41.  The 

county with the largest percentage of white persons is Cullman County, where Wallace 

Hanceville is located and which had a usability score of 51.  The largest percentage of black 

persons is in Dallas County, where Wallace Selma is located and which had a usability score also 

of 51.  Baldwin County has the highest median household income and where Faulkner State, 

with a usability score of 43, lies.  Wallace Selma, with a usability score of 45, lies in Dallas 
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County with the lowest median household income below poverty.  The usability scores for 

Alabama Southern, Jefferson Davis, and Wallace Selma, the three community colleges in the 

poorer counties but with some of the highest graduation rates were 41, 39, and 45, respectively. 

Is there content on the websites of the community colleges in Alabama that is specific to 

part-time prospective students?  The answer is no, because only one of the 21 websites had a 

separate list of programs that are only attainable by night or weekend attendance.   

To what extent are Alabama’s community colleges participating in social media?  They 

are using social media as extensively as the average person.  The number of social networking 

accounts per user is three (Radicati & Levenstein, 2013); the same as the average number of 

hyperlinks to social media sites on the community college website home pages.  The community 

colleges are most frequently using the most popular social media site, Facebook (Noel-Levitz, 

2012d). 

In summary, there were three major findings from this research.  First, overall, the 

Alabama community college websites are doing slightly better than meeting minimum standards 

of usability.  Second, the online application and financial aid information are available and easy 

to find on the websites.  Third, information that is not necessarily available or easy to find on the 

websites is complete contact information and a comprehensive list of available programs.   

Discussion of Results 

Designing effective and highly usable college websites is very challenging because the 

sites are used by several types of users to accomplish many different goals.  Five main types of 

users visit college websites: prospective students, current students, faculty, staff, and alumni 

(Hite & Railsback, 2010; Keller, 2011a). Other audiences include parents, businesses, and 

community (Hite & Railsback, 2010; McAllister & Taylor, 2007).  
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While a college website that lacks information may not eliminate that college as a 

possible choice by a potential student, as many as one-fourth of prospective students do not 

apply to a college after having a negative experience on its college’s website (Keller, 2011a).  

Indeed, a college’s website is second only to a campus tour as the most influential factor when it 

comes to choosing a college (Noel-Levitz, 2012a).  Not only do potential students expect to find 

all needed information on a college website, but they also expect the information to be well 

organized and readily accessible.  Some students will dismiss the quest for information if not 

found within five seconds, and sometimes dismiss the college altogether (Feeney, 2009). 

Prospective college students want information about the college, the programs, and the 

culture (Noel-Levitz, 2012d); however, colleges traditionally have put more effort into 

admissions-related information and processes on the Web (Stoner, 2004).  Prospective students 

also want more information on course specifics such as day, time, location, and instructor (Poock 

& Bishop, 2006).  These findings contradict the actual design and navigation of many websites, 

where course specifics require scrolling through a lengthy online catalog.  All college students, 

both prospective and current, cite content, organization and structure, download speed, 

organization by functional topic, and organization by target audience as important website 

characteristics (Poock & Lefond, 2001; Poock & Bishop, 2006).   

On many college websites, the content is often missing, incomplete, or poorly organized 

and too many clicks away from the home page (Kolowich, 2010).  Specifically, contact and class 

information is lacking (Hite & Railsback, 2010; Meyer, 2008a) and the listing of academic 

programs on departmental web pages, rather than in an alphabetical list, is also seen as poorly 

organized by prospective students because they are unfamiliar with the hierarchical structure of a 

college or university (Ford, 2011).  Not only are prospective students unfamiliar with the 
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structure of higher education, but they are also unfamiliar with the terms and department names 

used only in academia, such as registrar, curriculum, and Associate’s of the Arts (Meyer, 2008a; 

Margolin et al., 2013).   

Slow download speeds are an issue for websites with elaborate graphics and pictures, 

which students do not even put as much value in as content and ease of navigation (Noel-Levitz, 

2012d).  Other reported problems with college websites included fruitless search function, and 

too many levels of content (Poock & Lefond, 2001).  Difficulties with navigation are probably 

the biggest obstacle encountered by students on college websites (Noel-Levitz, 2012d).  

Organization by target audience also is often incomplete with links for prospective students or 

other audiences not found (Ford, 2011; Meyer, 2008a; Hite & Railsback, 2010).   

Guidelines and standards for Web usability are not as well established as those for Web 

design because of the difficulty in defining the exact technical standards that result in a 

functional website.  This is particularly true for higher education websites, which have been 

found to be less functional than websites for other industries (Bradley, 2007) because the 

benefits of a high-performing website are not as apparent and multiple types of users visit the 

sites (Hite & Railsback, 2009; Keller, 2007).  However, there are currently usability guidelines 

or standards in various stages of acceptance from HHS, JISC, and EU (Bevan, 2005).  In addition 

to these sets of guidelines, best practices for website usability have been developed by pioneers 

and researchers in the field.   

From these guidelines, standards, and best practices come fundamentals in usability for 

higher education websites.  What content to include and where it will be included should be 

determined by defining and understanding the site’s users (Bradley, 2007; Watts, 2004; Zastrow 

& Stoner, 2007).  Defining and understanding the users determines and prioritizes the goals and 
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purpose of the website, which guides designers in choosing the best navigational format and 

layout (Watts, 2004).  Web content also should be written in the language of the user; college 

websites should avoid using abbreviations or jargon that has no meaning to those outside of 

academia (Stoner, 2004; Watts, 2004).  Costs should be easy to read and understand (Zastrow & 

Stoner, 2007).  Other crucial information must be no more than three clicks from the home page; 

and the list of degrees and certificates should be no more than one click, as this list is one of the 

most important variables when it comes to choosing an institution (Zastrow & Stoner, 2007).  

Lastly, community college websites should include a separate list of degrees and certificates that 

can only be obtained by attending night and weekend classes.  This is because almost half of 

students attend college part time (NCES, 2008) and must also work part or full time and adult 

students rank the days and times that needed classes are available as their top criteria when 

choosing a community college (Broekemier, 2002).  

Usability is “the functionality of a website for a broad group of people” (Foley, 2011, p. 

363).  Usability testing assesses that functionality by various measures including: number of 

clicks, conversion rates in areas such as enrollment, success rate of users performing a certain 

task, time required to complete the task, number of errors encountered, and subjective user 

satisfaction (Nielsen, 2001).  Testing can be performed by professional or nonprofessional testers 

(Nielsen, 2000), but professional testers easily can miss usability problems that real students will 

encounter, such as misunderstanding higher education terminology (Margolin et al., 2013).  

Between three and five users is sufficient for usability testing (Krug; 2009; Nielsen; 2000; 

Becker, 2011; Molich et al., 2004).  

The theoretical framework was used simply as an orienting lens and is based on Nielsen’s 

usability metrics (2001), which state that usability typically is measured as related to users’ 
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performance on a specified set of tasks.  Usability metrics are comprised of satisfaction and 

performance metrics (Nielsen, 2012).  Nielsen (2001, para. 4) further states that, “the most basic 

measures are based on the definition of usability as a quality metric: success rate, the time a task 

requires, the error rate, and the users’ subjective satisfaction.”  Success rate, task time, and error 

rate are performance metrics than can be measured objectively by recording the following: 

whether or not users can complete the task, the time it took to complete the task, and the number 

of errors encountered (Nielsen, 2001).  More precise performance metrics also can be collected 

(Nielsen, 2001), such as number of clicks and navigational paths used, which were collected in 

this research as indicated in the research methodology.   

Satisfaction metrics are difficult to define and specific to the type of website.  Usability 

testing usually involves asking users to rate, on a scale of 1 to 7, a simple question (Nielsen, 

2012) such as, “How satisfied were you with using this website?”  Nielsen (2012) recommends 

the participation of 20 users for testing, and the average rating for the satisfaction question would 

provide the metric.  Because this research was conducted by only one user, a single rating from a 

satisfaction question would not be a useful or valid measure.  Therefore, the satisfaction metric 

included the division of content into target audiences.  Separation of website content by target 

audience is preferred by prospective college students and, thus, contributes to satisfaction (Poock 

& Lefond, 2001; Poock & Bishop, 2006). 

The combination of performance and satisfaction metrics provided the usability score for 

each website.  Documenting the number and types of social media sites hyperlinked on the 

sample websites provided neither a performance metric nor a satisfaction metric, but were 

included as contributing research on the use of social media by higher education.  Studies on the 

subject offer conflicting findings as to the benefits of social media use by colleges and 
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universities (Farrell, 2007; Fathom, n.d.; Goff et al., 2004; Lindbeck & Fodrey, 2009; Mabry & 

Porter, 2010; Noel-Levitz, 2012a; Noel-Levitz, 2012d).  By its very nature, usability testing is 

meant to be specific to the type of website being assessed (Nielsen, 2012).  Other flexible aspects 

include weighing performance and satisfaction metrics differently, depending on the type of site 

(Nielsen, 2012), which provide the opportunity to research questions provoked by the literature 

review.    

In addition to the website, heightened competition among higher education institutions 

has led to colleges having additional online presence on social media sites such as Facebook, 

Twitter, YouTube, and others.  Because hyperlinks to these sites are present on the college 

website home page, they were worthy of examination.  Some studies indicate that social media 

may be the least preferred source of information for students (Farrell, 2007; Goff et al., 2004; 

Lindbeck & Fodrey, 2009; Noel-Levitz, 2012a), yet prospective students’ visits to college 

Facebook pages are increasing (Noel-Levitz, 2012d).  Other viewpoints advocate social media, if 

used correctly, to market an institution of higher education (Fathom, n.d.).  Using social media 

correctly means personifying an institution, promoting engagement, building personal 

relationships, and fostering community involvement (Fathom, n.d.).    

Besides social media use, other characteristics of today’s college students are new to 

higher education.  Students under the age of 30 are of the Millennial Generation (Millennials), 

and they have not just grown up with technology; it’s their way of life, and they demand it.  

Millennials are intelligent, practical, and technologically advanced.  They are constantly 

connected to social media and the digital world.  The Millennial generation is the largest in the 

history of the nation and has countless implications on higher education (Bajt, 2011).  

Additionally, this generation’s parents are heavily involved in their lives and education and, 
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therefore, expect to be just as informed and courted by colleges (Coburn, 2006), thus the 

importance of website content tailored to parents.  

Millennials account for approximately 65% of community college students (Community 

College Survey on Student Engagement, 2011), the majority of which are enrolled part time 

(58%) as opposed to full time (42%).  In 2008, 62% of community college students reported 

working 40 or more hours per week while attending college (NCES, 2012).  In addition, 63% of 

the same students indicated that they were independent single parents.  Statistics specific for 

Alabama’s community college students show that more are enrolled full time than part time, at 

54% and 46%, respectively (American Association of Community Colleges [AACC], 2012).   

The Millennials are driving technological advancement (Lindbeck & Fodrey, 2010) in 

higher education such as mobile computing.  Smartphones, tablets, and other hand-held devices 

increasingly are becoming the main, and sometimes only, portals used by college students to 

access the Internet (Keller, 2011b).  From 2009 to 2010, the percentage of students using mobile 

devices to access the Internet on a daily basis increased from 45% to 54% (EDUCAUSE, 2010), 

and 52% of prospective students have looked at college websites on a mobile phone or tablet 

(Noel-Levitz, 2012b).  Despite this trend in mobile computing, most colleges are investing little 

(if any) time and money in their mobile websites.   

In addition to being a contribution to the relatively small amount of literature on the 

usability of higher education websites, the implications of this study’s findings are important for 

Alabama’s community colleges.  The usability scores and other insights provided by this 

research can be used by these institutions to improve their websites for their own prosperity and 

that of their students.  
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The two main content issues identified by this research are incomplete or absent contact 

information and the lack of a comprehensive listing of available academic programs.  Complete 

contact information on the website for all offices, departments, staff, and faculty is imperative 

with the ever-increasing importance of the college website (Noel-Levitz, 2012a).  The academic 

programs offered by an institution should all be listed on a Web page (no more than three clicks 

from the home page) and not listed on separate departmental Web pages, as prospective students 

may not know which departments offer which programs.   

With part-time enrollment at community colleges eclipsing full-time enrollment—at 59% 

and 41% (AACC, 2014)—respectively, the need for a separate list of programs that are attainable 

by night or weekend attendance only seems clear.  Factors such as time constraints, dwindling 

budgets, and unlikely increases in the number of recruitment staff at community colleges 

combined with expected enrollment increases of 14% in public, 2-year colleges (NCES, 2014a) 

means that the website will be used all the more to communicate with students and guide them 

through admission and enrollment process.  Cohen and Brawer (2008) credit community colleges 

with the “demystification of higher education” (p. 31), but today’s front door, the website, to 

these institutions needs to be demystified so that students can use it as their starting point to 

higher education.  

 Social media use by higher education was inevitable.  This study was not intended to 

provide evidence as to the benefit, but simply a glimpse as to the extent of its use.  As discussed 

in Chapter 2, social media should be used appropriately, not just as a repeat of items on the 

website.  More importantly, if a community college has a website with poor usability yet is 

participating in multiple social media sites, it is sending the negative message that the institution 

is not worried about a prospective student finding information, they just want to be “liked” on 
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Facebook.  

Implications for Further Research 

 Cornell’s Web Accessibility Toolkit (n.d), referred to often in this research in the 

discussion of website usability as “Cornell’s toolkit”, is termed an accessibility toolkit.  The kit 

includes tools “to achieve accessibility and to enhance usability” (Cornell University, n.d., para. 

1). In the toolkit’s Steps to Accessibility, testing accessibility is the first step, and testing 

usability is the second (n.d.).  Website accessibility means designing websites in such a way that 

people with disabilities are able to use the web just as well and to the extent that people without 

disabilities can (Cornell University, n.d.).  Higher education websites are bound by federal laws, 

including Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and Title II of the ADA, to ensure that 

their sites do not discriminate against persons with disabilities (Cornell University, n.d.).  Some 

states have legislation in addition to federal legislation that covers state-supported colleges and 

universities (Cornell University, n.d.).   Because website accessibility is tested by different 

methods than website usability, and because of the federal and state legislation, the accessibility 

of the websites of the Alabama community colleges was not researched in this study. However, 

because of the relationship of website accessibility and usability, the accessibility of Alabama’s 

community college websites is recommended future research. 

Using Cornell University’s task scenarios (n.d.), or modifications of these scenarios, 

usability testing easily can be performed on the websites of individual colleges, a system of 

colleges, or statewide.  If every state performed such a study, attention would be brought to the 

value of usability testing, and usability standards could be implemented statewide.  

 Even usability testing with one user, as in this research, is worthwhile because minimal 

testing is better than none (Nielsen, 2000).  Knowing how successfully and easily a user can find 
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a few crucial pieces of information, such as academic programs offered, is invaluable to an 

institution.  Regardless of the scope of usability testing—so long as the  tasks performed are 

accurately representative of information that an actual user would seek—the results from even 

one user will show usability issues that need to be corrected.  

 In this research, only one user performed the task scenarios and collected the data, with 

no noticeable bias.  However, what was noticed by the researcher after performing the tasks on 

several websites is that knowing where to click to complete the tasks may have become a more 

obvious.  For instance, the researcher had no prior knowledge at the start of the data collection as 

to where to look for the phone number and email address for the Office for Students with 

Disabilities on a college website.  However, after visiting several websites, the researcher 

discovered that the links to the web pages for this office were most commonly found under the 

Future Students or Student Services navigational tab.  Because of this, multiple users may be 

best when multiple websites are being evaluated. 

 If another similar study were to be performed by the researcher, five or more high school 

students and five or more college students would be recruited to perform task scenarios.  The 

findings from high school students would be an excellent representation of the prospective 

college student’s viewpoint, and college students could provide insights as to how and where a 

current college student looks for information.  These students could be offered a chance to win a 

big prize, free gifts or services donated by local businesses, or perhaps free parking at a college 

that would benefit from the results of the usability testing (Becker, 2011).  Student computer labs 

on a college campus could be used for the testing, and information technology staff members 

could also participate in the research (Becker, 2011).  The analysis of results could be used to 

make improvements to the website, if not immediately, then in a future redesign (Hornak et al., 
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2010).  This would follow the steps to improving usability as suggested by Cornell (n.d.): Test 

usability, recruit allies, establish goals, develop a work plan, and evaluate progress.  

In addition to performing usability testing on laptop or desktop computers, the same 

testing performed on mobile devices would provide useful information for these different 

devices.  Recruited students also may be surveyed for their perceptions of a college’s use of 

social media.  The survey could include questions regarding preferred social media websites; the 

frequency of visits to college social media; usefulness of college information, pictures, and 

videos found on social media sites; faculty use of social media; and amount of interaction with 

college on social media.  Examples of questions that might be included in such a survey are: 

• Which types of social media do you participate in most often? 

• If you post a question or comment to a college on social media, do you get an answer to 

your question or an acknowledgment of your comment? 

• Have you ever discovered anything new or interesting about a college on social media 

that was not on the college’s website? 

Interestingly, 57% of a nationwide sample of two-year public institutions report using YouTube 

for recruitment purposes; however, 40% of the same institutions surveyed report that they never 

post videos on social media platforms (Noel-Levitz, 2014).  These findings are certainly in 

alignment with another study where 34% of two-year public institutions indicated that they did 

not have a strategic plan for website development (or redevelopment) and/or their efforts on 

social media (Noel-Levitz, 2014). 

Any future website usability studies using Alabama’s community colleges as the 

population studied should use different task scenarios, and the tasks should be made more 

relevant to part-time community college students in particular.  More community college 
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students in Alabama are enrolled full time than part time (AACC, 2012), and the majority work 

40 or more hours per week, are single parents, or both (NCES, 2012).  With this in mind, some 

possible task scenarios are: 

• Find the Nursing program. Does the program offer part-time attendance? 

• Find the email address and phone number for a nursing advisor. 

• Find the hours of operation for the department from which parking decals are 

obtained. 

• Use the search function to determine if the college has a cafeteria or restaurant on 

campus. If so, find the hours of operation. 

The websites of community colleges in Alabama also should be examined to determine if 

they have been optimized for viewing on mobile devices such as cell phones and tablets.  A 

recently released report (Noel-Levitz, 2014) found that only 23% of the nation’s two-year public 

institutions report mobile-optimized websites, yet 71% of college-bound high school seniors 

reported visiting college websites on their cell phone or tablet.  Moreover, the same report found 

that 27% of two-year public institutions have no current plans to optimize their website for 

mobile use.  

Finally, future research should include a study similar to this one on a nationwide sample 

of community colleges.  Such a study with a higher n-value would perhaps provide some 

correlations between better usability and college characteristics.  The small number in the 

population of this study may have contributed to weak correlations. 

A last thought on future research must be included. This research may have been 

unconsciously approached with the belief that community colleges were unaware of usability 

problems on their websites, not because of apathy, but because of the many and varied demands 
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on the information technology staff at these institutions.  However, 39% of two-year public 

institutions nationwide report that if they were to be given additional funds, their first priority 

would be improving their online recruitment practices (Noel-Levitz, 2014). Perhaps the same is 

true for Alabama’s community colleges.  

The three main areas of future research then, are further usability testing with more users, 

high school student users, and with part-time prospective students in mind; perceptions of social 

media use by the community colleges; and mobile optimization of the college websites.   

Implications for Practice 

 Again, Cornell’s usability task scenarios (n.d.)—as they are or modified—provide a 

simple, yet extremely useful, website usability test.  Moreover, there is no cost involved, only 

time and effort.  Cornell recommends the following steps to improve website usability: recruit 

allies (identify stakeholders and get them involved), establish goals, develop a work plan, and 

evaluate progress.  Cornell provides a quality indicators checklist to help establish goals, plus 

templates for a work plan and progress report.  

Usability testing with more than one user is recommended and community colleges could 

use their computer labs to perform testing.  High school students (as prospective college 

students) could be recruited and offered food, prizes, a gift certificate to the college bookstore, or 

some other college-specific gift or discount such as free parking for participation.  The results 

from the individual user testing would be combined to give a broader picture of the degree of 

usability of that website. 

The benefits of usability testing are invaluable.  The testing performed in this research—

four tasks, counting clicks to three crucial items, and documenting broken hyperlinks 

encountered—took approximately 15-20 minutes for each website tested, yet uncovered 
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important findings.  Even if only one user can perform usability testing, it should be done 

because “as soon as you collect data from a single test user, your insights shoot up and you have 

already learned almost a third of all there is to know about the usability of the design” (Nielsen, 

2000, para. 4) and “the difference between zero and even a little bit of data is astounding” 

(Nielsen, 2000, para. 4).  The fact that a college’s website is the second most influential factor in 

college choice (Noel-Levitz, 2012a) should be enough for colleges to begin usability testing on 

their websites.  Prospective college students want information about the college, the programs, 

and the culture (Noel-Levitz, 2012d), and they want more information on course specifics such 

as day, time, location, and instructor (Poock & Bishop, 2006).  All college students, both 

prospective and current, want organized and complete information, fast download speed, and 

organization of the website by both functional topic and target audience (Poock & Lefond, 2001; 

Poock & Bishop, 2006).  Also, crucial information should be able to be found within five 

seconds (Feeney, 2009). 

This research found that the online application form for admission and financial aid 

information on Alabama’s community college websites was easy to find, with rare exception, 

and not too many clicks away from the home page.  Contact information, however, was often 

missing or incomplete as has been noted on many college websites (Kolowich, 2010; Hite & 

Railsback, 2010; Meyer, 2008a).  The other content area found in need of addressing is the 

absence of a comprehensive listing of academic programs.  Separating academic programs on 

departmental Web pages, rather than in a comprehensive list, is seen as poor organization by 

prospective students because they are unfamiliar with the hierarchical structure of a college or 

university (Ford, 2011).  Terminology used on the community college websites in Alabama was 

not specifically researched in this study, but it was noted that some of the websites that separated 
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the list of academic programs did separate the programs by type of degree, such as Associate’s of 

the Arts, which is an unfamiliar term to prospective students.  Other terms often used on college 

websites that prospective students are unfamiliar with are registrar and curriculum (Meyer, 

2008a; Margolin et al., 2013).   

Slow download speeds were not specifically researched in this study, but none were 

noted.  Organization of Alabama’s community college websites was researched; however, five of 

the 21 websites would be considered unorganized because they only contained one target 

audience link.  The average number of target audiences on the websites was 2.5.  Organization 

by target audience has been noted as incomplete by other researchers using nationwide samples 

of colleges and universities (Ford, 2011; Meyer, 2008a; Hite & Railsback, 2010).   

Immediate implications from this study for Alabama’s community college websites are 

the need for updating, correcting, and completing the contact information for all offices, 

departments, staff, and faculty.  Departments and offices should be required to check the 

accuracy and completeness of all contact information on their web pages midway through every 

semester so that the correct information is ready when students are registering for the next term 

and might have a need to contact faculty or office staff.  Also, the researcher recommends 

removing academic programs from departmental Web pages and adding a Web page, if 

necessary, that contains a complete list of all academic programs offered. Some experts 

recommend that the list be alphabetical (Ford, 2011).  Academic departments should check this 

list yearly to be sure program offerings and titles of the programs are current.  

Other possible implications include consideration of adding a Web page that contains a 

list of degrees attainable by varying times and days of attendance.  The list could be divided into 

programs available by nighttime class attendance only, weekend attendance only, and a 
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combination of night and weekend classes.  Again, academic departments should verify this list 

for accuracy, at least yearly, and update the list if more programs become available for 

completion by nighttime and/or weekend class attendance.   

The addition on the home page of the website of a feedback mechanism (i.e. email 

address) could alert a college to usability issues that need addressing, if not immediately then in 

the next redesign.  The feedback mechanism could be as simply as a statement such as “Having 

trouble finding something on our website?” and then instructions to “Click here”.  An IT staff 

member could be assigned to answer these emails and to record usability issues- not record 

instances of overlooking desired information- but true issues.   

Community colleges should consider an evaluation of their college’s social media use.  

Simply having a presence on multiple social media sites is not effective.  The effectiveness of 

social media, in addition to the website, should be managed and evaluated in accordance with a 

strategic plan, and not just haphazardly.  All of these recommendations require a common need 

to put them into action, more IT staff and a bigger budget.  As previously discussed, IT staff at 

community colleges serves more students with fewer resources (Dahlstrom et al., 2012) and the 

majority of community colleges do not even have an IT staff member dedicated to the website- 

the website, which is the second most influential factor when it comes to choosing a college 

choice (Noel-Levitz, 2012a).  

At a higher level, state community college organizations and associations can recommend 

some initial usability standards such as the use of the most important audience segments of 

future and current students.  A list of required information or links to information for each tab 

can also be recommended so that, for example, a student attending any community college in 

that state knows exactly where a link to the web page for the Disability Office.  Minimum 
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requirements for each department and office web page would ensure that contact information 

was present, among other vital information.  A standard providing guidelines for listing available 

programs offered by the college should be included, if state standards were implemented.   

Limitations 

Several limitations to this study restrict the generalizability of its results.  As previously 

stated, the major limitation to this study was the use of a single researcher, rather than a group of 

participants, to perform usability testing.  Another limitation in this study was the restriction to 

only community colleges in Alabama.  Lastly, the researcher’s employment at Jefferson State 

Community College may present a bias because there is pre-existing familiarity with the 

institution’s website.   

Summary and Conclusion 

 In conclusion, this study was an attempt to investigate how usable the websites of 

Alabama’s community colleges are and explore other avenues of interest on those sites.  This 

study has shown that the majority of the college websites meets or slightly exceeds minimum 

standards of usability.  This study also has shown that all of the websites easily could provide 

content tailored to part-time students.  Finally, this study confirmed the use of social media 

(particularly Facebook and Twitter) by community colleges in Alabama. 

 From just four usability task scenarios performed on each of the community college 

websites, this study found that the online application for admission form is very easy to locate on 

the websites and financial aid information is fairly easily located.  Harder to locate is the contact 

information for offices and departments.  Simple, quick, and no-cost usability tests found these 

missing items and other issues from the websites.  The inclusion of usability testing, preferably 

by real users, in a website’s redesign is imperative.   
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 The most important conclusions from this study is that one, the majority of the Alabama 

community college websites only meets or slightly exceeds minimum standards of usability.  

Increased usability of these websites could perhaps increase enrollment and degree attainment.  

The second major conclusion is the need for providing content tailored to part-time students, 

specifically, the list of programs available by night and/or weekend attendance.  The one 

community college in Alabama with such a list, Calhoun, had not only the highest overall 

usability score in this research, but also had the highest enrollment and the most degrees awarded 

in Fall 2012 (NCES, n.d.-b).  And again, the creation of such a list would likely less than an hour 

and cost nothing.  Thirdly, while this study found that the online application for admission form 

is very easy to locate on the community college websites and financial aid information is fairly 

easily located, contact information for offices and departments is not always, nor is list of 

available programs.  Colleges have to ensure students that they have the program the student 

wants, and faculty and staff to call with a question, before the student is motivated to apply or 

needs financial aid information. 

In today’s world, “web appeal is as important as curb appeal” (Bradley, 2007, p. 7), and 

not having an effective college website is “committing competitive suicide” (Bradley, 2007, p. 

8).  Even more than that, community colleges, in particular, owe students a usable website.  The 

process of finding a college that offers a certain degree, when the classes for that degree will be 

held, and how to enroll to begin that degree should be as easy as a click of a mouse. 
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APPENDIX A 

 
Definition of Terms 

 
Click: The action of pressing a mouse button 

Hyperlink: A highlighted word that, when clicked, takes the user to another document, location, 

or program 

Social media: An online website for sharing words, pictures, videos, and more 

Website design: The overall appearance of a site 

Website effectiveness: The measure of how easily a site can be used to accomplish a task or find 

information 

Website usability: The functionality of a site  

Usability testing: Various methods that assess website functionality 



123 
 

APPENDIX B 

Community Colleges in the State of Alabama and Their Carnegie Classifications 

Name of college Carnegie Classification 

Alabama Southern Assoc/Pub-R-S: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Small 
Bevill State Assoc/Pub-R-M: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Medium 

Bishop State Assoc/Pub-U-MC: Associate’s--Public Urban-serving 
Multicampus 

Calhoun Assoc/Pub-R-L: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Large 

Central Alabama Assoc/Pub-R-M: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Medium 

Chattahoochee Valley Assoc/Pub-R-M: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Medium 

Drake State Assoc/Pub-R-S: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Small 
Enterprise State Assoc/Pub-R-M: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Medium 

Faulkner State Assoc/Pub-S-MC: Associate’s--Public Suburban-serving 
Multicampus 

Gadsden State Assoc/Pub-R-L: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Large 

Ingram Assoc/Pub-R-S: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Small 
Jeff Davis Assoc/Pub-R-S: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Small 
Jefferson State Assoc/Pub-U-MC: Associate’s--Public Urban-serving 

Multicampus 
Lawson State Assoc/Pub-U-MC: Associate’s--Public Urban-serving 

Multicampus 
Lurleen B. Wallace Assoc/Pub-R-S: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Small 
Northeast Alabama Assoc/Pub-R-M: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Medium 

Northwest Shoals Assoc/Pub-R-M: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Medium 

Reid State Assoc/Pub-R-S: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Small 
Shelton State Assoc/Pub-R-L: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Large 

Snead State Assoc/Pub-R-M: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Medium 

Southern Union Assoc/Pub-R-M: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Medium 

Trenholm State Assoc/Pub-R-S: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Small 
Wallace Dothan Assoc/Pub-R-M: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Medium 

Wallace Hanceville Assoc/Pub-R-M: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Medium 

Wallace Selma Assoc/Pub-R-M: Associate’s--Public Rural-serving Medium 
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APPENDIX C 

Fundamental Elements of Higher Education Websites 

Fundamental element Author(s) 
Crucial information (degree programs, class 
schedule) less than three clicks from home page 

Broekemier (2002)  
Margolin (2013) 

Course schedule (days and times) Meyer (2008a) 
Poock & Bishop (2006)  
Zastrow & Stoner (2007)  

Ease of navigation   Noel-Levitz (2012d) 
Watts (2004) 

Functional hyperlinks Bradley (2007) 
Gurak (2001) 

Organization by target audience Meyer (2008a)  
Poock & Bishop (2006)  
Poock & Lefond (2001) 
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APPENDIX D 

Data Collection for Website Usability Testing 

Data point Evaluation  

Usability scenarios Successful completion (Likert rating scale) 
 
Ease of completion (Likert rating scale) 
 

Broken hyperlinks encountered  
 

Number 

Clicks to list of degree programs Number 
 

Clicks to class schedule Number  
 

Intended audiences  Future students 
 

Yes/No 

Current students 
 

Yes/No 

Faculty and staff 
 

Yes/No 

Alumni 
 

Yes/No 

Donors 
 

Yes/No 

Community 
 

Yes/No 

Business 
 

Yes/No 

Parents 
 

Yes/No 

Total 
  

Number 

Separate list of night and/or weekend degree 
programs 
 

Yes/No 

Social media sites hyperlinked on the home 
page 
 

Number  Type 
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APPENDIX E 

Usability Testing: Scenarios 

Scenario 1: You need to contact the Office of Students with Disabilities.   
Starting from the college’s website home page, find the phone number and email address. 

 
Time started scenario: 
 
Time ended scenario: 
 
Observer notes 

1. Completed task easily 
2. Completed task with some effort/confusion 
3. Completed task with assistance 
4. Could not complete task 
 
Post-task questions 
 

How confident are you that you successfully completed the task? 

Very  
confident 

5 

Fairly  
confident 

4 

Not  
confident 

3 

Not at all 
confident 

2 

Didn’t complete  
task 

1 
 
Please rate your impression of the level of ease or difficulty in completing this task on this 
college website. 
 

Very easy 
5 

Easy 
4 

Difficult 
3 

Very difficult 
2 

Impossible 
1 

 
Comments 
 
 
 
 
Click stream 
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Scenario 2: You are interested in the Math program.  Starting from the college’s website home 

page, find the class listing and department contact information. 
 

Time started scenario: 
 
Time ended scenario: 
 
Observer notes 

1. Completed task easily 
2. Completed task with some effort/confusion 
3. Completed task with assistance 
4. Could not complete task 
 
Post-task questions 
 

How confident are you that you successfully completed the task? 

Very  
confident 

5 

Fairly  
confident 

4 

Not  
confident 

3 

Not at all 
confident 

2 

Didn’t complete  
task 

1 
 
Please rate your impression of the level of ease or difficulty in completing this task on this 
college website. 
 

Very easy 
5 

Easy 
4 

Difficult 
3 

Very difficult 
2 

Impossible 
1 

 
Comments 
 
 
 
 
Click stream 
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Scenario 3: You are looking for financial aid information. Starting from the college’s website 

home page, find the Office of Financial Aid phone number and email address.   
 

Time started scenario: 
 
Time ended scenario: 
 
Observer notes 

1. Completed task easily 
2. Completed task with some effort/confusion 
3. Completed task with assistance 
4. Could not complete task 
 
Post-task questions 
 

How confident are you that you successfully completed the task? 

Very  
confident 

5 

Fairly  
confident 

4 

Not  
confident 

3 

Not at all 
confident 

2 

Didn’t complete  
task 

1 
 
Please rate your impression of the level of ease or difficulty in completing this task on this 
college website. 
 

Very easy 
5 

Easy 
4 

Difficult 
3 

Very difficult 
2 

Impossible 
1 

 
Comments 
 
 
 
 
Click stream 
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Scenario 4: You have decided to apply online to a college.  Starting from the college’s website 

homepage, find the online application form for admissions.   
(This scenario includes logging out and back into the application system.)  

 
Time started scenario: 
 
Time ended scenario: 
 
Observer notes 

1. Completed task easily 
2. Completed task with some effort/confusion 
3. Completed task with assistance 
4. Could not complete task 
 
Post-task questions 
 

How confident are you that you successfully completed the task? 

Very  
confident 

5 

Fairly  
confident 

4 

Not  
confident 

3 

Not at all 
confident 

2 

Didn’t complete  
task 

1 
 
Please rate your impression of the level of ease or difficulty in completing this task on this 
college website. 
 

Very easy 
5 

Easy 
4 

Difficult 
3 

Very difficult 
2 

Impossible 
1 

 
Comments 
 
 
 
Click stream 
 
 
 

Note. Adapted from Cornell University (n.d.). Web accessibility toolkit. Retrieved from 
http://www.ilr.cornell.edu/edi/webaccesstoolkit/gettingstarted1.cfm 



130 
 

APPENDIX F 
 

Usability Testing: Data Points and Scoring 
 
Data point Score  Explanation of scores 
1. Scenario 1 success  Likert rating in post-task questions 
2. Scenario 1 ease  Likert rating in post-task questions 
3. Scenario 2 success  Likert rating in post-task questions 
4. Scenario 2 ease  Likert rating in post-task questions 
5. Scenario 3 success  Likert rating in post-task questions 
6. Scenario 3 ease  Likert rating in post-task questions 
7. Scenario 4 success  Likert rating in post-task questions 
8. Scenario 4 ease  Likert rating in post-task questions 
9. No. of intended audience segments  5 = >5 audience segments 

4 = 4-5 audience segments 
3 = 3-4 audience segments 
2 = 1-2 audience segments 
1 = 0 audience segments 

10. No. of clicks to comprehensive list 
of degree programs 

 5 = 1 click 
4 = 2 clicks 
3 = 3 clicks 
2 = 4 clicks 
5 = 5 or more clicks or not found 

11. No. of clicks to class schedule  5 = 1 click 
4 = 2 clicks 
3 = 3 clicks 
2 = 4 clicks 
5 = 5 or more clicks or when log in 
required to view schedule 

12. No. of broken hyperlinks 
 

 5 = 0 broken hyperlinks 
4 = 1 broken hyperlinks 
3 = 2 broken hyperlinks 
2 = 3 broken hyperlinks 
2 = >3 broken hyperlinks 

Total   52-60: Significantly higher than 
minimum standards  
42-51: Slightly higher than minimum 
standards  
32-41: Meets minimum standards  
22-31: Slightly lower than minimum 
standards  
12-21: Significantly lower than 
minimum standards 

 
 


