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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

School Web sites within the Educational Marketplace: A Case 
Study Investigating Parents as Engaged Consumer-Users 

by 
Claudia Jane Beeman 
Doctor of Education 

San Diego State University-University of San Diego, 2008 

Schools — like their corporate counterparts — recognize the many advantages that the 
Internet affords. Today's schools vie for students, and thus use the web to market their 
services and showcase their management team (administrators, teachers, staff) and academic 
accomplishments. In a sense, then, web sites are the public face of education; those that are 
well-designed and multi-featured can enhance a district's public image and create the 
perception of excellence and competence. This case study explores how one suburban, K-8 
school district approaches web site development, specifically, the process by which decisions 
about design, development, and maintenance are made (and by whom); the ways in which 
they engage those who explore them—with a particular focus on parents; and, how well the 
sites adhere to generally recognized design attributes. Data were gathered through interviews 
with school administrators, document review, web site analysis, parent surveys, and parent 
focus groups. Results offer information to policymakers, administrators, and site designers 
regarding principles of web design unique to parents as educational consumers. Principles 
emerging from the case study can lead to additional research not only in the field of 
education, but, also, in the fields of web design and marketing. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

BACKGROUND 

The Internet is a part of everyday life in the United States and across the globe. It is 

as common as watching television, talking on the phone, or listening to the radio. Internet 

World Stats (2006), a market research web site maintained by Minniwatts Marketing Group, 

estimates the number of Internet users worldwide to be over one billion. The same marketing 

site lists a 182% growth in global Internet usage between 2000 and 2005. Authors of the Pew 

Internet and American Life Project (2005) confirmed the same widespread usage across the 

U.S., suggesting that 84% of American adults 18 years and older regularly access the 

Internet. The use of Internet has become so widespread it is now a public expectation for all 

organizations to maintain a web presence. 

Churches, government agencies, and private organizations have joined commercial 

enterprises in recognizing the advantages afforded by Internet technologies—including 

access to public services (Hinnant and O'Looney, 2003). They have recognized the Internet 

as a technological innovation that streamlines the delivery of information and facilitates the 

public's ability to participate. According to the Department of Commerce (2004), high speed 

connectivity promises to enhance our nation's productivity and economic competitiveness, 

improve education, and expand health care for all Americans. Abuhamdieh, Kendall, and 

Kendall (2002) argue that the web is a channel through which an organization can directly 

connect to the public it "serves" and to disseminate information economically and efficiently; 

it is also a powerful two-way communication tool that allows for feedback from the users. 

The web can help an organization achieve its mission, either to increase revenues, raise 

public support, or inform an outside audience. 

School administrators and policymakers have recognized the many advantages 

afforded by a web presence and, as a result, have posted both district and school sites on the 

web. Schneider and Buckley (2000) maintain that schools are increasingly using the Internet 
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to help run their organizations and deliver educational services. Many schools have 

established web sites as a convenient and efficient way to publicly display and update 

accountability data—better known as the School Accountability Report Card, or SARC 

(California Department of Education, 2006). Mandated by State Proposition 98 (California 

Department of Education, 1988), California schools must annually inform the public about 

school demographics, testing outcomes, and qualifications of the teaching staff. Motivated 

by this legislation, administrators and teachers have designed web sites that include SARC 

data and much more—including student work, curriculum, homework, home-school contacts, 

events calendar, lunch menus, and health alerts. 

SCHOOL WEB SITES AND THE PUBLIC IMAGE 

School web sites are on display in an anywhere/anytime format and have become a 

part of the public face of education. Painter (2001) feels that marketing has become a 

function of today's educational climate. He maintains that curb appeal, an idea once reserved 

for the housing market, is now a concern to school administrators. Parents are no longer 

required to place their children in the neighborhood school just down the street; they now 

have options such as charter schools, home schooling, private schools, and both intra- and 

inter-district transfers (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). Parents considering the various 

school choices often turn to the web to help them decide. Many schools are using attractive 

and efficient web sites to showcase educational assets to parents. 

The marketing of a school, through a web site, goes beyond parents and students; it 

extends out into the community, as well. Cifuente, Green, and McNamara (2004) view 

schools not only as educational institutions, but also as cultural, political, and economic 

organizations. The web can be a school's front door to the community and also to the world 

(Carr, 2001). A quality web site can convey the image of a technology-minded organization, 

can be used to showcase innovative programs, or can be used as a gateway for community 

interaction (Geest, 2001). A high quality web site can become a powerful marketing tool 

reflecting a positive public image for education. 

In viewing schools within the context of the educational marketplace, one can borrow 

from the research done in the business field where customer satisfaction in the design of web 
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sites is an important factor. Marketing studies have focused on satisfying the needs of the 

consumer for decades and more recently have expanded the research to include a satisfied 

customer within an electronic environment. Wang, Tang, and Tang (2001) define customer 

satisfaction as "an affective response of varying intensity that follows consumption, and is 

stimulated by focal aspects of sales activities, information systems (web sites), digital 

products/services, customer support, after-sales service, and company culture" (p.91). 

According to Benun (2003) a user dissatisfied with a site (whether the issues are technical or 

conceptual) will avoid it and go elsewhere. In addition, Dalgleish (2000) finds that 

consumers want web sites driven by their needs and desired outcomes. Spool, Scanlon, 

Schroeder, Snyder, and DeAngelo (1999) say that web site usability is directly linked to the 

user's ability to accomplish a goal. All in all, these studies affirm an important ingredient of 

evaluating quality web design includes knowing how well the design meets the needs of the 

targeted audience. 

AUDIENCE-CENTERED EVALUATION 

Web sites designed to meet the needs of a target audience call for feedback from the 

end-users in the evaluation process. Bunz (2002) suggests that web site evaluation should be 

audience-centered. Her approach asserts that in order to assess the usability of a web site one 

must consider the end-user's technical fluency, individual needs, perception, and 

construction of meaning. Small and Arnone (2000), on the other hand, take a more "design-

fit" approach, viewing usability as how well the site accomplishes its purpose, meets the 

needs of the audience, offers quality content, etc. In other words, an effective tool for 

measuring the quality of a web site explores the design's ability to engage the target 

audience. 

The identification of school web site attributes that engage the parent audience is a 

key element of this study. Parents have a vested interest in the schools their children attend 

and can profit from the information offered through school web sites. For example, outside 

educational resources accessed through embedded hyperlinks can assist parents with their 

child's education. Information on school web sites can help parents monitor their child's 

progress, describe grade level curriculum, and provide a calendar of events. School web sites 



that engage parents can be used to promote the assets of a school. Researchers have long 

established that greater parent involvement is closely linked to better student performance 

(Jeynes, 2007; Lee & Bowen, 2006). They have also documented that children who do well 

in the early years will continue to do well throughout their academic careers (Jimerson, 

Egeland, & Teo, 1999). A school web site designed to engage parents at the elementary level 

helps to set the tone for future parent involvement, which in turn benefits a child's education 

for years to come. 

A WEB SITE'S SOCIAL CONNECTION 

Several studies have shown evidence regarding the ongoing social interaction 

between the web site and the end-user. Crowston and Williams (1996) see the web as a social 

phenomenon and focused their studies on a variety of communicative practices, e.g., hotlists, 

homepages, and indexes. DePaula (2003) speaks more specifically of the human interactions 

that technology affords. Benun (2003) holds that good usability design promotes multiple 

open channels of communication between the organization and the consumer leading to an 

establishment of trust and credibility. This interaction between the organization and the 

end-user is mediated through the quality attributes of the site. 

The social interaction between an end-user and a web site's design attributes points to 

research grounded in a social constructivist theoretical framework, namely, that the 

acquisition of knowledge does not exist in its own right, but is the construction of knowledge 

by human beings as they interact and engage in the interpretation of their environment 

(O'Leary, 2004). The user's interpretation of web site quality is dependent on the contextual 

environment: the time, the surroundings, the individual's past experiences, and the site's 

attributes. One can argue that web sites rated highly by design experts may not be engaging 

to an end-user. It can be said, school sites, designed with attributes found to be engaging for a 

specific target audience, will, in turn, reflect a positive image in today's educational 

marketplace. 
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THE PROBLEM STATEMENT AND 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

Schools have established web sites as an efficient way to openly communicate with 

the public in an anywhere/anytime format. Since schools are within the educational 

marketplace, then school web sites are part of the public face of education. Dull or dreary 

sites may communicate a public message that does more harm than good; it may mislead, 

misrepresent, or reflect a lax program. On the other hand, a school site, found to be engaging, 

sends out a positive message about the school. Parents are end-users with a vested interest in 

the schools their children attend; they have specific interests and expectations when visiting 

their child's school site. Sites designed to be engaging to parents are viewed as an asset for a 

school. Schools lack research-based evidence to guide the development of engaging web 

sites for the parent audience. More research is needed involving the development of school 

web sites and the design attributes that engage a parent audience. 

Ultimately, then, this study had a three-fold purpose: to document the development of 

school sites; identify the engaging design attributes of school web sites; and investigate how 

or in what ways different attributes engage parents as end-users. A case study was deemed 

the most appropriate methodology for this research as it limited the scope to a specific 

phenomenon and placed the investigation into a real-life context (Yin, 1994). First, the 

researcher explored the purposes underlying development of school web sites within a 

K-8 suburban district; in doing so, she uncovered an array of constraints and enablers that the 

district faces. Next, she interviewed parents to explore their needs as a targeted audience and 

to determine their perceptions of engaging school web site design. Finally, she used a tested 

tool to personally assess the sites, exploring in a structured way how different attributes 

contribute to parent engagement. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The study was driven by three key questions—grounded in a theoretical framework in 

which engagement is defined as a sensation experienced when the end-user positively 

interacts with the web site. Five key concepts undergird that sensation: enjoyment, intrinsic 

motivation, perceived sense of control, goal-directed activity, sand focused attention (O'Brien 

and Toms, 2005). 
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Research Question One 

What are the purposes, as well as, the constraints and enablers that underlie the 
building and maintenance of a district school web site? 

It is important to first identify the influential factors that surround the development of 

a web site before investigating parent engagement. According to Fulk, Schmitz, and 

Steinfield (1990), media use occurs within a network of social relationships. They assert that 

an end-user's perceptions and attitudes towards media can be influenced by social norms 

established by the group or by cultural definitions of accepted rational behavior. The actions 

of school and district administration and state policymakers impact the design process of 

school sites. The researcher interviewed district administrators, support personnel, and 

teachers to investigate the issues that factor into or influence site design, development, and 

maintenance, e.g., policies, budget allocations, technical equipment, staff development, 

advertising, support staff, security measures, and more. She supplemented those interviews 

by closely reviewing two key documents that reveal the district's tactical and strategic plans. 

Research Question Two 

In what ways and how well do the district's school web sites engage the parents as a 
specific target audience? 

As earlier noted, testing and evaluation are key to assuring that a site does indeed 

target audience(s). In order to better understand their varied interests, the researcher surveyed 

parents from four of the nine schools in the district—with the schools themselves selected 

through stratified random sampling. The participants responded to questions regarding their 

Internet usage, type of Internet access, and their information interests in 12 distinct areas. 

Following an initial analysis of the data, she conducted three small groups of interested 

parents who elaborated on their responses. A semi-structured interview protocol allowed her 

to focus on features and attributes that may be organized around the concepts earlier 

described: sense of control over the site (index, search engine, links); intrinsically motivating 

(student work, student data, calendars, email contacts); enjoyable (images, currency, 

relevancy); features that focused attention (homepage, video clips, educational resources); 

and accomplishing goals (FAQs, help, technical support). 
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Research Question Three 

To what extent does the design of the district's school web sites contain attributes that 
attend to the engagement of the end-user? 

An individual's engagement in a web site is influenced by its "quality" attributes. 

O'Brien and Toms (2005), posit that one element of engagement is in the system's ability to 

garner the users' attention, either by the user's first impression or the site's aesthetic appeal. 

Quality design attributes encourage an end-user to explore a site. Jacques, Pierce, and Carey 

(1995) warn designers that if users are uncomfortable with a system they will not be 

sufficiently engaged to continue using it. The researcher used engagement theory to construct 

a rubric that measured engaging web design attributes. The rubric is organized around 20 

attributes (for example: scope, depth, currency, contact information, and accuracy) that fall 

into five distinct categories; for each, the evaluator must provide a rating (along a five-point 

ordinal scale) and comments to support it. The rubric guided her examination of each of the 

district's nine school web sites. 

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

This case study contributes to the body of research in a variety of ways. First of all, it 

is one of the few that combines education with the consumer marketplace in the investigation 

of web design. The methodology borrows from the interests and strengths of one field and 

applies it to the other. In addition, the study provides insights into the development of school 

sites and the types of constraints and enablers that are associated with or factor into web site 

design within the school setting. Results reveal principles that can then be tested through 

additional research. Finally, the study adds a not-for-profit dimension to audience-centered 

web site evaluation found more commonly in the business arenas of marketing and web 

design. 

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

Artifact: any object made by human beings, especially, with a view to subsequent use 
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Consumer satisfaction: affective response of varying intensity that follows consumption, and 
is stimulated by focal aspects of sales activities, information systems (web sites), digital 
products/services, customer support, after-sales service, and company culture 

Distributed cognition: proposes that human knowledge and cognition are not confined to the 
individual; instead, it is distributed by placing memories, facts or knowledge on the objects, 
individuals, and tools in our environment 

End-user: a person who uses a product 

Engagement: a sensation that is experienced when the end-user interacts with the web site 
and can be described as enjoyment, intrinsic motivation, a perceived sense of control, a goal-
directed activity, or focused attention 

Flow: the holistic sensation that people feel when they act in total involvement with a goal-
directed activity 

Navigability: the extent to which a site is perceived to have unrestrained connectedness, by 
including links to other parts of the site and to other sites for the purpose of ease in 
information retrieval. 



9 

CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter is a review of the literature informed by several disciplines including 

social psychology, web design, audience-centered evaluation, and marketing. Topically, the 

chapter unfolds as follows: 

• A synthesis of the literature related to the genre of web sites and a description of 
their unique characteristics. 

• An outline of the theoretical framework for the study grounded in social 
constructivism, extending into the theory of distributed cognition, tied to the 
theory of flow, and associated with the theory of engagement. 

• A description of research which points to considering the audience in the 
evaluation of web site design. 

• The highlights of studies associated with web sites as useful marketing tools for 
schools. 

• An exploration of the research regarding the types of design attributes found in 
quality web sites from an expert's point of view. 

Ultimately, this chapter provides the background information supporting an investigation of 

school web sites from a consumer/user perspective within the educational marketplace. 

W E B SITES: A GENRE WITH UNIQUE CHARACTERISTICS 

In the modern era of technology, a web site is becoming as common a marketing tool 

as the organizational letterhead, memo, fax, or business brochure. But clearly web sites aren't 

all the same; they are differentiated by audience and intent. In many ways, then, a web site is 

a type of literary form, or a genre. Yates and Orlikowski (1992) refer to genres as typical 

communicative actions, characterized by similar content, aligned in a familiar format, and 

accessed in response to recurrent situations. In other words, a genre is a category that can be 

associated to a particular style, form, or technique of expression. A newspaper is a well-

known genre recognized by physical features such as newsprint, printing ink, and 

supplements as well as linguistic features such as the editorial, headlines, and journalistic 
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writing style (Ihlstrom, 2004). A web site is a genre with its own unique features including a 

homepage, interactive hyperlinks, digital images, a search index, helps, email contacts, and 

more. From Amsterdam, van der Geest (2001) establishes that a web site is a central point 

from which large amounts of information can be distributed and accessed. The information 

on the site is fluid and can be updated repeatedly and instantly with little effort and at low 

costs. A web site is interactive and has the ability to provide one-way, as well as, two-way 

communication. 

The medium for an Internet user is not in the form of a book, ad, brochure or flier, but 

a web site. Allen, Otto, and Hoffman (2004) see a medium as more than a substance through 

which something is carried or transmitted; they expand the meaning of a web site as an 

environment that supports both the perception of opportunities for acting and some means for 

action. Specifically, a web site is a type of media that gives the user the opportunity, as well 

as, the means to perform a task. To Norman (1993), a web site would be considered a 

cognitive artifact, purposefully used to compensate for an individual's limited memory. 

Different from the pages contained within the cover of a book, a web site is a medium that 

extends beyond itself creating an environment that is interactive, fluid, and highly social. 

Another characteristic of web sites is that they can be easily adapted to meet the needs of 

specialized populations. Carr (2001) makes the point that a web site can be personalized or 

tailor-made for specific audiences. For example, designers incorporate password protection 

into sites where cyber theft of personal information is a possibility. Cifuentes, Green, and 

McNamara (2004) suggest that language options give multi-lingual choices to a broader user 

audience. Neilsen (2000) refers to site adaptations which support accessibility to people with 

disabilities through assistive technologies, i.e., web readers for the blind or pointing sticks for 

the physically handicapped. The adjustments can be made to fit most any targeted audience 

with relative ease. 

Also web sites can be viewed as an open window to the community. The open 

window can offer several advantages to an organization. According to Abuhamdieh, Kendall, 

and Kendall, (2002) web sites improve strategic positioning and help the public image. They 

create a virtual community bringing the organization closer to the public allowing more 

direct contact than would be possible otherwise. Palmer and Griffith (1998) see the 
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opportunity for a competitive advantage with a quality web presence. Zhang and von Dram 

(2002) maintain it can often play a central role in giving a good first impression when users 

have a positive virtual experience. The quality of the design has a crucial affect on an 

individual's perception and attitude towards the organization. 

Web sites are perceived by individuals from within a social context. DePaula (2003) 

recognizes the socialization of computer networks. She points out that a person's interactions 

with network technologies are complemented by his/her interactions with others and then 

mediated via the Internet. In addition, Fulk, Schmitz, and Steinfield (1990) note that media 

use occurs within a network of social relationships. They assert that an end-user's 

perceptions and attitudes towards media can be influenced socially in a variety of ways. The 

influence can be experienced in the form of a direct statement from others; through vicarious 

learning in being with others; by social norms established by the group; or by cultural 

definitions of accepted rational behavior. Hinnant and O'Looney (2003) make clear that 

online technologies are not likely to be adopted if there is not sufficient demand from the 

end-users themselves. 

A WEB SITE STUDY GROUNDED IN A MULTI-LAYERED 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Understandably a study of web sites involves a complex interaction between the 

network technologies, the computer, the web site, and the individual. In order to encompass 

all these various aspects, the theoretical framework for this study builds on four closely 

related theories. One can visualize the study's framework as a giant oak: rooted in the theory 

of social constructivism; extending into the theory of distributed cognition; branching off into 

the theory offlow; and ending with a fork in the branch to represent the theory of 

engagement. 

The complex social influence involved with a study of web sites calls for a theoretical 

framework grounded in social constructivism. The theory contends that knowledge and 

reality are actively created by social relationships and interactions. Learning is not the 

transmission of knowledge; it is an internal process of interpretation. Learners do not transfer 

knowledge from the external world into their memories; rather, they create interpretations of 

their past experiences and the interactions in the world ("Social constructivism", 2006). 
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Developmental psychologist, Lev Vygotsky (1978), determined that people must create their 

own version of reality and then discuss this version with others. Once the reality has been 

socially tested and proven to be acceptable, the individual can move on to a higher order of 

learning. 

In order to understand human behavior within a computer-mediated environment the 

theoretical framework must include the individual's interaction with objects, as well as, with 

others. Distributed cognition is the branch of cognitive science that views human knowledge 

and thinking beyond the mind of the individual. The cognitive process is seen as reaching out 

into the environment where the individual places memories, facts, and knowledge on objects, 

tools, or even other individuals in the environment. The representations can be available 

either in the mental space of the participant (memories, perceptions, opinions, experiences) 

or within the environment (symbols, artifacts, cultural input, social feedback). The 

individual's cognitive process involves the systematic interchange of information from 

pre-existing representations resulting in new mental models ("Distributed cognition," 2006). 

Norman (1993) refers to cognitive artifacts as objects within the environment used to expand 

a human's abilities beyond his biological heritage. A web site is considered a cognitive 

artifact in that a user manipulates the site to obtain information, to communicate with others, 

to be entertained, or to explore. 

An individual's experience in a computer-mediated environment can often result in a 

state of'flow. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) describes y7ow as the holistic sensation that people feel 

when they act in total involvement. Individuals experience flow in doing a goal-oriented 

activity: playing music, climbing a cliff, playing chess, reading a book, or using a computer. 

A person becomes so involved in the experience that nothing else seems to matter. It is often 

referred to as being in the zone. Several elements of flow theory include: enjoyment, intrinsic 

motivation, focused attention, and goal-directed activities that provide feedback and 

perceived control (O'Brien and Toms, 2005). Another important element of flow theory is 

the appropriate balance between skills and challenges (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). It is 

understandable that in order to have a sustained, optimal experience an individual would 

need to have adequate skills; an individual who is unable to run a mile would not experience 

the sensation of flow by attempting to run a marathon. 
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One concern in using the flow theory in the investigation of an Internet experience is 

that goal-directed activities become more nebulous. Several uses of technology (computer 

games, word processing, online chats) can have a specific goal, yet when it comes to 

browsing a web site the goal can be more elusive. Finneran and Zhang (2005) caution that 

goal directed behavior on the Internet can be more difficult to determine as users are able to 

move freely and can easily wander away from a specific purpose. They maintain that the web 

functions as more of an artifact than an activity. They suggest that studies investigating flow 

in regards to the use of the Internet should be divided into three main components: (1) the 

user, (2) the task or main goal of the activity, and, (3) the artifact that assists the user in 

accomplishing the task. 

Researchers often use the concept of flow to study other related constructs such as 

engagement. The construct of engagement can sometimes be viewed as playfulness, 

enjoyment, fun, and cognitive absorption. The idea of an engaged audience has emerged as 

an important goal of interface design. Chen and Wells (1999) report a good web site is one 

that delivers relevant and well-organized information in an engaging manner. Laurel (1991) 

defines engagement as the state of mind that we must attain in order to enjoy a representation 

or action. Engagement entails a type of playfulness, the ability to dabble, or spin hypothetical 

scenarios. O'Brien and Toms (2005) give another definition of engagement that is even 

more specific to computer use. They define engagement as the holistic interaction of the user, 

system, and task that combine to create an emotional, cognitive, and behavioral experience 

for the user. 

Several studies have explored engagement in multimedia presentations. Jacques, 

Preece, and Carey (1995) feel learners are engaged in multimedia when it holds their 

attention and they are attracted to it for intrinsic rewards. Webster and Ho (1997) 

hypothesized that learners will experience higher engagement during multimedia 

presentations that are: (1) more challenging, (2) higher in feedback, and (3) managed by a 

facilitator. Said (2004) found, in her pilot study, that children are engaged in multimedia that 

let them: be in control and manipulate the system, work at their own pace, create and 

role-play, receive continual feedback, and set goals. In summary, these studies reveal that 
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engaged users sense a control over the system, receive feedback, are intrinsically motivated, 

and appropriately challenged. 

Engagement has been operationalized within computer-mediated environments 

(CME) in multiple investigations. Trevino and Webster (1992) and Huang (2003) used 

aspects of the flow experience as a multi-dimensional construct incorporating the extent to 

which a user perceives: (a) a sense of control, (b) a focused-attention, (c) an aroused 

curiosity, and (d) an interaction that is intrinsically interesting. O'Brien and Toms (2005) 

conceptualize engagement as a process involving three phases: motivation, the engagement, 

and disengagement. They contend that disengagement can happen because a user has 

completed a task or because the site failed to sustain his attention. The three phases can be 

categorized into: (1) the psychological attributes, such as, motivation, perceived control, 

choice, and challenge; (2) the system's ability to garner the users' attention, either, by the 

user's first impression or the site's aesthetic appeal, and, (3) sustained focus provided by 

feedback. 

SCHOOL WEB SITES AND USER-CENTERED DESIGN 

Designing sites that are found to be engaging to the parent audience can benefit a 

school in today's educational marketplace. Schneider and Buckley (2000) looked at 

DCSchoolSearch.com, an educational web site providing information to the parents in the 

District of Columbia. According to the mission statement, the purpose of the site is to 

provide parents, grandparents, guardians, and students with important information when 

choosing a school. Johnson (2000), a parent, as well as, an educator, believes that school sites 

can provide parents with general information regarding individual classrooms and courses. 

More importantly, Johnson sees the sites as empowering parents with informed choices for 

their children's education. He states: 

I can as readily choose the kind of school I want for Brady as I can now choose 
his dental clinic or clothing store. As a savvy consumer, on what will I base my 
choice of school? Convenience, of course, but I will also want to be sure the 
teachers in my son's school communicate well, are organized, and see me as a 
valuable partner in his education. As important as good education is to his future, 
I can do nothing less. Schools can take an active role in making parent-consumers 
aware of the quality of their teachers and programs by having, useful, informative, 
professional class web pages. (Johnson, 2000, Paragraph 23) 

http://DCSchoolSearch.com
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One aspect schools and districts need to consider in quality web design is to the needs 

of the targeted audience. Research in web design has seen a shift from solely usability issues 

towards a look at the impact of the design on social practices. DePaula (2003) deems that a 

web site is a collaborative and evolving system which has no value without the active and 

informed participation of the end-user. She sees the need for research to bring together users 

and designers of interactive technologies in order to determine what activities engage the 

user and how a design's features might support those activities. Benun (2003) challenges 

designers to create sites that balance attractive design with appropriate usability for the 

intended audience. He encourages them to talk to end-users and find out which features work 

or do not work. 

Many of the studies involving user-centered design have been accomplished in the 

field of consumer marketing. Chandler and Hyatt (2003) see customer-centered design as 

starting with a user-centered design approach which then carefully balances and blends 

relevant customer behavior data from shopping research and behavioral studies. Dalgleish 

(2000) writes that ideas are tested with customers in an attempt to offer the best e-services 

possible. The testing process is a constant cycle where sites are developed, tested, and 

redesigned to meet the customers' needs. Benun (2003) describes usability as contextual and 

in the eye of the beholder, not in the eye of the designer. It depends on the users' needs, 

goals, technical limitations, web browsing abilities, online habits, and mood. Successful 

user-centered design requires an understanding of the audience achieved through 

observations, interviews, surveys, and market research. 

Design experts realize that a user will avoid sites that lack features of interest. They 

have investigated aspects an audience looks for in quality web site design. Krug (2000) 

establishes audiences want a web page that is self-evident, obvious, and self-explanatory. 

Childs (2004) indicates individuals are looking for content that suits them and their family 

circumstances. Zhang and von Dran (2002) investigated user expectations and rankings of 

quality factors in different web site domains. They found users were looking for sites that: 

were easy to navigate; contained information that was complete and comprehensive; had site 

technical features, such as search tools; were current, timeless, and up-to-date; displayed 

content that was accurate, readable, understandable, and clear. In addition, Spool, Scanlon, 
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Schroeder, Snyder, and DeAngelo (1999) found that users selected a favorite site because it 

had information that was relevant and interesting to them. 

Quality user-centered designers define and weigh the target audience in the early 

stages of development. Bowman and Willis (2002) feel that determining the target audience 

is the first step in the design process; a web site's design should then be developed based on 

the market research regarding the site's target audience. Wodarz (2001) suggests that the 

research team know the audience: their demographics, their level of technical fluency, their 

type of technical equipment, their access to the Internet, as well as, their goals and 

expectations for the site. Dalgleish (2000) recognizes that there may be a wide range of 

audiences that may visit a web site. She points out that it is not possible to design a 

rewarding experience for every one who visits a web site, but that designers need to be aware 

that a site cannot solely be designed with one audience in mind. 

SCHOOL WEB SITES: A USEFUL MARKETING TOOL 

In designing a school web site to meet the needs of targeted audience, it is helpful to 

understand its impact as a marketing tool. The educational marketplace includes charter 

schools, magnet schools, home schooling, private schools, not to mention, schools available 

through intra- and inner-district transfers. Painter (2001) affirms that marketing has become 

part of today's educational climate. Lohse and Spiller (1998) have noticed a shift to a more 

dynamic, robust, and competitive educational environment. The free-market system among 

schools is seen as a way to introduce competition, foster innovation, and promote equity by 

giving families more options. Schools within the free-market system have become more 

accountable to parents, students, and the public. According to Cifuentes, Green, and 

McNamara (2004) schools are not only educational institutions, but they are cultural, 

political, and economic institutions, as well. 

Schools are facing the challenge of staying competitive within the educational arena. 

Say, Collier, and Hoya (2001) think it is time for schools to take action within the 

marketplace. They recommend a strategically planned web site as a powerful tool for 

informing the patrons of schools. Schneider and Buckley (2000) maintain that modern 

Internet Technologies (IT) can increase the involvement of parents and create more vibrant 
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communities which will in turn lead to better schools. Carr (2001) claims a quality web site 

is an efficient and economical way to market a school. Hinnant and O'Looney (2003) warn 

that the scrutiny of technological innovations is compounded by the public nature of most 

governmental processes. The users of school web sites are not only clients but citizens who 

expect some level of political transparency and accountability in regards to their taxpayer 

dollars. 

A school web site, containing quality design attributes, can be used to effectively 

market a school on the Internet. McKenzie (1997) stresses two overarching goals of a school 

web site. First, it acts as information system for site visitors, and, second, it serves as an 

interface between parents and the school community. He lists four goals of a good school site 

design include: (1) an introduction to the school and its mission; (2) the identification of 

educational resources that support the curriculum; (3) the publication of student work; and, 

(4) a rich database locally collected on curriculum related topics. Carr (2001) determines that 

the content on the site should be a hallmark of currency, simplicity, readability, and 

consistency. In addition to the previously mentioned recommendations, Wodarz (2001) adds 

that it is important to test whether the site is meeting the planned objectives or not. 

School administrators can learn from marketing research when it comes to knowing 

customer expectations in the online marketplace. Bowman and Willis (2002) perceive that 

the Internet allows more exposure to more companies, and, as a result, the customer is 

empowered to raise expectations for how the company should deliver the goods or services. 

Dalgleish (2004) notes that as customers get closer to a business on the web their experience 

of what they have access to increases. In other words, an organization may start with offering 

solely information, then the customer's expectation increases to include access to problem 

resolution, and eventually, an expectation to gain access to people. The goal of marketing is 

to create and keep customers. In order to accomplish this goal, Say, Collier, and Hoya (2001) 

feel that a successful plan requires a conceptual framework for marketing, the ability to target 

the audience successfully, and the strategy to position your organization appropriately. Lohse 

and Spiller (1998) found that designs created with effective customer interfaces have a 

critical influence on the amount of traffic and sales. 
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The high visibility of a web presence impacts the public image of an organization. 

Marketing studies have found a strong correlation between web site image and consumer 

purchasing behavior. Peterson and Kerin (1983) found that there was a direct correlation 

between web site image, selection standards, and consumer's purchasing behavior. They 

define store image as a subjective phenomenon that results from the acquisition of 

knowledge about the store as it is perceived relative to other stores and in accordance with 

the consumer's unique cognitive framework. The researchers admit that the image-patronage 

relationship is a very complex one accounting for only 15-20% of the variance in patronage 

decisions; store location, pricing, merchandise availability, and several other factors also 

contribute to a consumer's choice. Chen and Lee (2005) found that web site image had a 

significant effect on purchasing behavior and purchasing intention of customers. One can 

posit that a user's purchasing decisions can be influenced by his experience with an 

organization's web site. 

A school's web site becomes part of its public face and contributes to its overall 

image. For example, van der Geest (2005) makes clear that a web site conveys the image of a 

technology-minded organization that is on the forefront of new and innovative developments. 

She also points out, that a web site can improve customer relations by providing convenient, 

easy-to-access information. A site that displays pages that are attractive, logically consistent, 

and easy to use, will bring positive experiences to the user and will reflect well on the owner 

of the site. On the contrary, Grenier (1998) writes, "But a stale web page is as bad as an out-

of-date brochure, and projects the same unfavorable image; it has to be treated like the other 

corporate image materials or "cool" will quickly become ice-cold" (p. 18). Additionally, a 

web site that provides effective two-way communication can positively influence the 

organization's public image in providing timely feedback (Abuhamdieh, Kendall, & Kendall, 

2002). 

An enthusiastic parent, administrator, or board member can positively influence a 

broad audience via the Internet. Marketing research has demonstrated that interpersonal 

information exchange affects preferences and choices (Arndt, 1967). A powerful individual 

can influence an organization either positively or negatively. Feick and Price (1987) call 

these influential customers market mavens. They define them as "individuals who have 
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features all contributed in some fashion to creating a gap between the district's intentions and 

its implementation to provide an improved web presence. 

For example, the district was found to be well intended in its endeavors to improve its 

web presence. The key personnel revealed that a program was in place to deliver web designs 

that consistently represented the district in a positive light. Measures were put into place to 

provide web designs that not only portrayed the academic progress of their schools but also 

projected an image of a technology minded and a marketable district. Yet an element was 

found to be missing; the data revealed minimal evidence that the district had an expectation 

for parents to use the sites. As indicated in the parent interviews, promotion of the sites was 

in newsletters, student handbooks, and through teacher recommendations. Parent education 

classes focused on the safety of Internet usage, but not on information available on the 

schools' web sites. Parents stated they were often given information through more traditional 

venues such as phone calls, notes from teachers, and flyers sent home with students. It is 

important to understand that media use occurs within a network of social relationships. 

Researchers have stated that an end-user's perceptions and attitudes towards media can be 

influenced by social norms established by the group or by cultural definitions of accepted 

rational behavior (Fulk, Schmitz, & Steinfield, 1990). The district values the Web as a tool of 

communication, but only minimally promotes and encourages its use. One support staff 

member articulates this point by commenting, 

I'm posting information on the school website about upcoming events and parents 
are calling the secretary and so what's happening is the secretary tells them the 
information, but the secretary should be saying, "Did you know all of this is on 
our web site now? " 

A second area not evidenced in the data was the mention of parents who had 

expressed their interests or concerns to district policymakers. The data revealed that parent 

survey respondents showed an interest in all of the 12 school web site content areas. It 

indicated that 97% of the respondents' homes had Internet access and the parents were 

mostly extensive or routine users of the Web. The parents were not only connected, but were 

tech-sawy and enthusiastic about the potential advantages that the school web sites offered. 

Several parents voiced the benefits of using the schools' sites to disseminate information, yet 

there was no data to support that any request had been made to the district's key personnel 

for an improved Web presence. According to marketing research, even a small group of 
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individuals can influence an organization either positively or negatively. These influential 

customers are often referred to as market mavens (Feick & Price, 1987). Within the context 

of media, a small powerful group can also influence others and their perceptions of media use 

(Fulk, Schmitz, & Steinfield, 1990). Parents with attitudes, statements, and behaviors that 

encourage a more efficient use of the schools' web sites can impact not only the district's 

policies but also other parents' opinions towards school web site usage (Schneider & 

Buckley, 2000). Other researchers have said that online technologies are not likely to be 

adopted if there is not sufficient demand from the end-users themselves (Hinnant & 

O'Looney, 2003). One teacher explains her lack of motivation from maintaining a site that 

she feels no one visits. She said, 

You know I just want parents to be able to go to it and use it and get the 
information that they need. Unfortunately, there's no feedback from whether or 
not parents go on there. There's no feedback and that's kind of frustrating to me 
from the standpoint I do this blind. 

An influential group of parents wanting more from their children's school web sites can 

motivate teachers and district personnel by voicing their concerns or showing their 

enthusiasm for the sites. 

Again the district proved to be well intended in their efforts to establish a positive 

public image by providing school web sites as an open window to the community. However, 

the results of the evaluation of the district's school web sites revealed that the sites were 

inadequate in their use of engaging web design. One can argue that although the district had 

a tacit knowledge of quality design elements this knowledge was not made explicit in the 

district's plan to improve its web presence. One policymaker explained the district's desire, 

The superintendent has been instrumental in the necessity of a new website design 
that is more community friendly, teacher friendly, and student friendly, and 
presents a more professional appearance. We are in the business of education but 
we're also in a very competitive business that we need to look like professionals 
in what we do. And the days of- I'll call it "cutesy-pie" web sites is fading into 
the background. We want to present a very professional business like appearance 
on our web site that's very easy to navigate, that has very current and update 
information that's accurate and presented in attractive and easy to access as well 
as easy to read format. 

Key personnel often talked about design features that were important to quality web 

design; however missing from the data were any comments on how the district planned to 

build its sites with quality design attributes. Staff development focused on the use of the 
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CMS and not on features of quality web design. Teacher training for classroom web pages 

relied mostly on trial and error with little instruction on aspects of good web design. The 

webmasters level of expertise varied from school to school. Only one member had formal 

web design training; all other staff members were self taught. The district's implementation 

of an improved web presence could profit by making this tacit knowledge of quality web 

design more explicit. Staff trainers, district policy makers, and webmasters given more 

explicit knowledge of quality design attributes would result in school sites that more closely 

approach the district's intention of a more professional and businesslike appearance. 
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District Administrators 
Interview Protocol 

1. Introduction of study and explanation of informed consent document including 
permission to audiotape and take notes during the thirty minute interview 

2. Questions regarding the purpose of the study and clarification of any areas that may be 
confusing to participant 

3. Get signature on consent form and give a copy to the participant 

4. Questions will emerge from the discussion and will cover the following topics to address 
the study's purpose regarding the constraints and the enablers involved with developing 
school web sites within the district. 

• What are the purposes or intentions of the schools' web sites? 

Who are the intended target audiences? 

What are some of the enablers you and others face in designing, developing, and 
maintaining school/district web sites? 

What are some of the constraints you and others face in designing, developing, and 
maintaining school/district web sites? 

How are the responsibilities for web design, development, and maintenance 
distributed within the district? 
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Phone Contact Script for Participation in Parent Focus Groups 

Hi, my name is Jane Beeman. I am a doctoral student in the joint program between San Diego 

State University and the University of San Diego. You filled out a parent survey regarding school 

web sites and indicated your interest in participating in a parent focus group. The dissertation study 

I'm conducting explores the process by which school (and district) web sites are developed and how 

well they engage parents as a target audience. Your participation, which is voluntary, will help me 

better understand quality web design from a parent's perspective. The discussion will take place at 

<name of restaurant or school site> and will last no more than forty-five minutes. The interview will 

be audiotaped and a scribe will be there to take notes as well. All topics covered will be related to the 

kinds of tasks/activities that interest you when you visit a school or district web site. You will be 

encouraged to offer your insights, but you will not be obligated to answer any of the questions. If you 

begin to feel uncomfortable at any time you may choose to end your participation. You may also 

make a choice not to be involved after the interview is over. If this is the case, I will not use your 

data. Your choice whether or not to participate will not affect your relations with the District or your 

child's school site. You will receive a summary of the final observations of the interview by 

electronic mail to the email address on file for you. With the exception of my faculty supervisor, no 

one will have access to my interview notes or the audiotape; both will be destroyed when the study 

concludes in Fall 2007.1 will be glad to answer any questions you might have about the study at this 

time. Should you have any further questions for my supervisor or the Institutional Review Boards of 

San Diego State University or the University of San Diego I will be glad to share the contact 

information with you. 

Contact information (if needed) 

Investigator: 
Jane Beeman, SDSU/USD JDP Doctoral 
Candidate 
Email: janebeeman@sbcglobal.net 
Phone: 619.316.6258 

Faculty supervisor: 
Dr. Marcie Bober, Department of Educational 
Technology 
San Diego State University 
Email: bober@mail.sdsu.edu 
Phone: 619.594.0587 

Institutional Review Board: 
Division of Research Administration 
San Diego State University 
Email: irb@mail.sdsu.edu 
Phone: 619-594-6622 

Office of the Vice President and Provost 
University of San Diego 
5998 Alcala Park 
San Diego, CA 92110 
Phone: 619-260-4553 

mailto:janebeeman@sbcglobal.net
mailto:bober@mail.sdsu.edu
mailto:irb@mail.sdsu.edu
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Parent Focus Group 
Interview Protocol 

1. Introduction of study and its overarching purpose highlighted by the following: 
a. School web sites are seen as part of the public face of education. This case study explores 

the notion that well-designed and multi-featured school web sites can enhance a district's 
public image and create the perception of excellence and competence. 

b. I have been exploring the district's approach to web site development, maintenance, 
purpose, and intended user audience. 

c. I am also looking at the nine school sites to determine how well they adhere to generally 
recognized design attributes. 

d. Finally, I am looking into the ways that the sites engage the parents as a targeted 
audience. 

2. Explanation of informed consent document including permission to audiotape and take notes 
during the forty-five minute discussion. 

3. Participants will refer to their copy and follow along. Participants will be encouraged to ask 
questions to seek clarification. 

4. Discussion questions 

o About how often do you visit our child's school web site - multiple times per week, 
about once a week, a few times a month, about once a month, or even less often? 

o For what reasons do you typically access your child's school web site? 
o What elements in your child's school web site assist you in finding information? 
o What information on the site do you think is unnecessary to include? Why? 
o How current is the information on the site? 
o How accurate is the information on the site? 
o How would you rate the overall appearance of the site? Why? 
o While displaying one of the school's sites ask: 

• What appeals to you about this site? 
• What elements are not helpful to you as a user? 

o How is the web site promoted by the teacher, the principal, or other parents? 
o What opportunities are offered on the sites for you to express your thoughts and 

opinions? 
• How much would you be interested in using features such as blogs, 

discussion boards, or email with school staff? 
• What types of problems may arise from the presence of these types of 

electronic features? 
o Are there "payment" options in which you would be interested? 

• What school items would you want to pay for online? 
• What might be some of the advantages of paying online? 
• What might be some of the disadvantages of paying online? 

o How valuable is your child's school web site as a source of information during a 
school lockdown or school closure? 

• How well are the web sites used for disaster preparedness? 
• What types of items might be listed to inform parents during these types of 

school or community emergencies? 
• During the last five minutes I will allow comments regarding anything about school web sites 

that wasn't covered in the first 40 minutes of the discussion. 
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APPENDIX B 

PARENT SURVEY 



School Web site Parent Survey 
Return survey in the stamped envelope attached 

99 

Your Age Under 25 26-30 31-35 36-40 41-45 Over 45 

Indicate number of school aged children in each grade level range 
Example: K-2 K-2 3-5 6-8 9-12 

I have Internet access in my home Yes No 

My home Phone/Dial-up DSL/AT&T 
Internet 
connection is 

Cable/Cox 

Describe your 
Internet usage 

Extensive 
The Internet is 

part of my 
everyday life 

Routine 
I access the Internet 

often to accomplish a 
variety of tasks 

Occasional 
I access the 

Internet once in 
awhile for a 
specific task 

Limited 
I rarely(if ever) 

access the 
Internet 

Reason(s) I access the Internet (Number the top three reasons you access the 
Internet with #1 being the highest.) 

Job related Entertainment Browse the news Sports Chats/blogs 

Education Health Email Weather Purchasing 

Please rate your level of interest for finding these areas on a school web site: 
* „ . , , , . x , , High interest Some interest Little interest 

1. Grade level academic standards 

2. Student homework assignments 

3. Principal's newsletter 

4. Display of students' work 

High interest Some interest Little interest 

High interest Some interest Little interest 

High interest Some interest Little interest 



School Web site Parent Survey 
Please rate your level of interest for finding these areas on a school web site: 
_ _ . . , . . . . i# High interest Some interest Little interest 
5. Teacher background information ° 

6. School report cards 

7. School/ staff contact information 

8. Calendar of events 

9. Parent involvement opportunities 

10. Lunch menu 

11. Links to educational resources 

12. Classroom rules 

Any other areas of interest not listed: (Use back if needed) 

High interest Some interest Little interest 

High interest Some interest Little interest 

High interest Some interest Little interest 

High interest Some interest Little interest 

High interest Some interest Little interest 

High interest Some interest Little interest 

High interest Some interest Little interest 

Have you ever accessed your child's school web site? Yes No 

Discussion Group Invitation 
Interested parents are invited to provide more feedback on school web site features by 
participating in a discussion group held at your child's school. The time and location will be 
announced at a later date. If you are willing to add to this study further please provide the 
following contact information. I assure you that this information will remain confidential and 
will not be used for any other purpose. 

Name 

Phone 

Email address: 

Best time to meet: (Circle one) 
10-11 AM 12-1 PM 2-3 PM 5-6 PM 7-8 PM 

Best day to meet: (Circle one) 
Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday 
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APPENDIX C 

WEB SITE RUBRIC 



Like literature, web sites can be organized into genre and sub-genre. However, a common design element on which all web designers 
focus is engagement—specifically, engaging the end-user. The following rubric lists 20 attributes associated with quality web site design—and, 
more particularly, end-user engagement; they're organized into five categories: sense of control, intrinsic motivation, enjoyment, helps to reach 
goal, and focused-attention. 

The rubric is designed to measure the extent to which a web site's design engages a targeted audience. The rubric was created to address web 
sites generically and can be adapted to evaluate any specific genre. The descriptors for Intrinsically Motivating and Focused Attention can to be 
modified to target genres such as: sports, education, entertainment, government, and more. The descriptors can be further refined to address 
specific settings/audiences such as college, adult, K-12, or primary education. Furthermore, the two categories have been assigned a total of 45 
points allowing greater weight for scoring their key components. The other three categories (Sense of Control, Enjoyable, and Helps to Reach 
Goal) are consistent across the genres and will need little if any modification. The highest points possible for each of the engaging web site 
categories are: 

Sense of control (Navigability) = 20 points 
Intrinsically motivating (Content) =30 points 
Enjoyable (Appearance) = 20 points 
Helps to reach goal (Helps) =15 points 
Focused attention (Content) = 15 points 

Possible overall score =100 points 

Note: A score of zero is possible if no evidence of the attribute exists on the site; for example, a site without a search function on any page would 
receive a zero for Search/unction. 

The rubric's attributes were informed by experts in the field of web site design (Benun, 2003; Bowman & Willis, 2002; Carr, 2006; Chandler & 
Hyatt, 2003; Dalgleish, 2000; Flanders & Willis, 1998; Granath, 2005; Grenier, 1998; Krug, 2000; Levine & Carr, 2006; Neilsen, 2005; Schrock, 
2006; Small & Arnone, 2001; Spool, Scanlon, Schroeder, Synder & D'Angelo, 1999; Waller, 2006). 
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Attribute 

Download time 

Index/Site map 

Search function 

Active links 

Scope 

Depth 

Currency 

Authority 

Accuracy 

Customization 

Description 

Web pages appear within short time span creating a smooth 
transition from page to page. 

Index/ Site map is organized and easy —to- use, all links are 
active and clearly labeled with consistent layout from page 
to page. 
Internal search function provided on the all pages within 
web site having capabilities for advanced searches with 
multiple variables. 
All image and text links are marked and active; link names 
are in harmony with targets; cues for clickable content are 
coherent; visited links are highlighted 
The scope of the content is broad and comprehensive. The 
content addresses a wide range of topics relevant to the 
organization's mission and purpose. 
Individual topics, relevant to the organization's mission and 
purpose are addressed in detail providing multiple facets 
and examples for each specific area. 
Frequency of updates is easy to find with date posted of 
latest revision. Content reflects the most current 
information of the organization. 
Authorship is credible and/or source of information is 
clearly acknowledged. 

The information is consistent with other known sources. 

Site design provides one or more opportunities for user 
personalization, e.g.: email options, password protection, 
encryption protection for online purchases, adaptations for 
those with disabilities, choice of language. 

Scale 

Good Inadequate 
5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 

Exemplary Adequate Lacking 
Good Inadequate 

5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 
Exemplary Adequate Lacking 

Good Inadequate 
5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 

Exemplary Adequate Lacking 
Good Inadequate 

5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 
Exemplary Adequate Lacking 

Good Inadequate 
5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 

Exemplary Adequate Lacking 
Good Inadequate 

5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 
Exemplary Adequate Lacking 

Good Inadequate 
5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 

Exemplary Adequate Lacking 
Good Inadequate 

5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 
Exemplary Adequate Lacking 

Good Inadequate 
5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 

Exemplary Adequate Lacking 

Good Inadequate 
5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 

Exemplary Adequate Lacking 

Score ('ommcnis ' 
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Attribute 

Appealing images 

Font size and 
background color 

Layout 

Homepage 

FAQ's/Helps 

Contact 
information 

Purpose 

Description 

Images support a theme consistent with the organization's 
setting, adding to both the site's function and appearance. 
They are used to create a balance with the text and 
compliment the overall site design. 

The design uses the following: 1) familiar fonts that are at 
least 12-points (Times New Roman, Georgia, Arial, 
Helvetica, or Verdana; 2) content is black text on plain, 
high-contrast backgrounds; 3) colors are used to group 
related information; 4) and common headings are uniform. 
Layout contains the following: 1) items on the page are 
placed in an order that is uniform and reflect a degree of 
importance; 2) white space is well- balanced with text; 3) 
length of lines is appropriate to facilitate ease of scanning; 
4) length of page covers the necessary content but does not 
require excessive scrolling. 
The homepage contains the following features: 1) 
communicates the site's purpose; 2) shows major options 
available; 3) the majority of the page appears on the 
monitor with of a limited amount of text; 4) and users have 
easy access to the homepage from every other page in the 
site. 
Commonly asked questions are clearly marked and well 
organized. Questions are comprehensive and relevant to the 
target audience. Questions can be searched and sorted. 
Comprehensive contact information is available, e.g., 
mailing address, phone number with area code, FAX 
number, directions, email addresses of organization's 
officials, and/or webmaster information. 
The purpose of the site is clearly evident and identified by 
mission, purpose statement, content, use of images, and 
URL (.gov, .net, .com, .edu, .mil, .org) 

Scale 

Good Inadequate 
5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 

Exemplary Adequate Lacking 

Good Inadequate 
5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 

Exemplary Adequate Lacking 

Good Inadequate 
5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 

Exemplary Adequate Lacking 

Good Inadequate 
5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 

Exemplary Adequate Lacking 

Good Inadequate 
5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 

Exemplary Adequate Lacking 

Good Inadequate 
5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 

Exemplary Adequate Lacking 

Good Inadequate 
5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 

Exemplary Adequate Lacking 

Score Comments 
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Attribute 

Links to outside 
resources 

Data available 

Background 
information 

Description 

Links to external resources are provided. The external links 
are relevant, current, active, and easy to access. 

Current data relevant to organization (e.g. profits, sport 
statistics, sales, costs, grades, calendar of events) are 
available and updated at timely intervals throughout the 
year. 
Information regarding key personnel, archived background 
information, or detailed product descriptions affords a 
comprehensive source of information for interested users. 

Scale 

Good Inadequate 
5 — 4 — 3 .... 2 — 1 

Exemplary Adequate Lacking 

Good Inadequate 
5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 

Exemplary Adequate Lacking 

Good Inadequate 
5 — 4 — 3 — 2 — 1 

Exemplary Adequate Lacking 

Score ("omments 
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APPENDIX D 

LETTERS OF INFORMED CONSENT 



Consent to Act as a Research Subject 

School Web sites within the Educational Marketplace 

I'm Jane Beeman, a student in the San Diego State University/University of San Diego Joint 

Doctoral Program in Education. The dissertation study I'm conducting explores the process by which 

school (and district) web sites are developed and how well they engage parents as a target audience. 

Your participation, which is voluntary, will help me better understand quality web design from a 

district administrator's perspective. The discussion will be audiotaped with your permission, and I 

will be taking notes as well. Among the topics we'll cover are: 

• Web site purposes or intentions 

Target audiences 

• Enablers and constraints you and others face in designing, developing, and maintaining 

school/district web sites 

• How Web work is distributed (shared responsibilities) 

You can change your mind about participating at any time—and I will not use your data if you 

choose not be involved in the study after our interview is over. 

Given your position, I cannot fully assure your anonymity; therefore, I will share my analysis of 

this interview (and confirm my interpretation with you) prior to integrating it into my dissertation. 

With the exception of my faculty supervisor, no one will have access to my interview notes or the 

audiotape; both will be destroyed when the study concludes in Fall 2007. 

You can contact me or my faculty supervisor with any questions you might have about the study. 

Investigator: 
Jane Beeman, SDSU/USD JDP Doctoral Candidate 
Email: janebeeman@sbcglobal.net 
Phone: 619.316.6258 

Faculty supervisor: 
Dr. Marcie Bober, Department of Educational Technology 
San Diego State University 
Email: bober@mail.sdsu.edu 
Phone: 619.594.0587 

If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study, you may contact the 
Division of Research Administration San Diego State University (telephone: 619-594-6622; 
email: irb@mail.sdsu.edu) or Office of the Vice President and Provost, University of San 
Diego (telephone: 619-260-4553). 

mailto:janebeeman@sbcglobal.net
mailto:bober@mail.sdsu.edu
mailto:irb@mail.sdsu.edu
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June 2007 

Dear <Teacher's name>, 

I'm Jane Beeman, a student in the San Diego State University /University of San Diego Joint 

Doctoral Program in Education. As a practicing classroom teacher, I have grown increasingly 

interested in school web sites—specifically, the process by which they are designed and maintained 

and their impact on parents as end-users. This dual focus is at the heart of the dissertation study I'm 

currently conducting. 

As a part of this research, I'll be working directly with the 2nd and 5th grade teachers at your 

school. I've selected your school because it broadly represents a cluster of district demographics in 

which I am interested. <Principal's name> has given me permission to send home a parent survey 

with your second or fifth grade students. 

Parents' responses will help me better understand how their perspectives and vantage point 

shape web site design and organization/structure. The survey itself (attached to this form) is organized 

into four areas: a) the comfort level of parents with Internet use; b) home Internet availability; c) the 

kinds of tasks/activities that parents tend to generally perform online; and d) the kinds of 

tasks/activities that interest them when they visit school or district web sites. It closes with an 

invitation to parents to participate in a semi-structured focus group to be scheduled at a time and place 

convenient for them. You'll notice that parent participation is completely voluntary—and in choosing 

to participate their responses will remain confidential (accessible only to me and my faculty 

supervisor). 

You will pass out the surveys with the attached return envelope to your students. Each 

student should also be given a pencil as an incentive to take the survey home to his/her parents. You 

will not have to collect anything, since the surveys will be mailed back to me in pre-addressed 

stamped envelope. Parents who indicate they are willing to participate in a focus group will be 

contacted to meet with me in an informal discussion group regarding their experiences and interests in 

school web sites. For further information regarding this study or your rights you may contact: 

Jane Beeman Dr. Marcie Bober, Ph.D. SDSU USD 

(619)316-6258 (619)594-0587 (619)594-6622 619-260-4553 

janebeeman@sbcglobal.net bober@mail.sdsu.edu irb@mail.sdsu.edu 

Thank you, 

Jane Beeman 

Doctoral Candidate, 

SDSU/USD Joint Doctoral Program 

mailto:janebeeman@sbcglobal.net
mailto:bober@mail.sdsu.edu
mailto:irb@mail.sdsu.edu
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September 2007 

Dear Parents, 

I'm Jane Beeman, a student in the San Diego State University/University of San Diego Joint 

Doctoral Program in Education. As a practicing classroom teacher, I have grown increasingly 

interested in school web sites—specifically, the process by which they are designed and maintained 

and their impact on parents as end-users. This dual focus is at the heart of the dissertation study I'm 

currently conducting. 

As a part of this research, I'll be working directly with 2nd and 5th grade parents at your 

child's school. I've selected this school, along with three others, because they target a sample of 

parents representing not only the interests of the study but also the district as a whole. 

Attached is a survey that I asked your child's teacher to send home with him/her. As a token 

of my appreciation, s/he received a pencil. The responses will help me better understand how parent 

perspectives and the parent vantage point shape web site design and organization/structure. 

As you'll see, the survey itself is organized into four areas: a) the comfort level of parents 

with Internet use; b) home Internet availability; c) the kinds of tasks/activities that parents tend to 

generally perform online; and d) the kinds of tasks/activities that interest them when they visit school 

or district web sites. It closes with an invitation to you to participate in a semi-structured focus group 

that will be scheduled at a mutually convenient time and place. 

Your participation is completely voluntary—and your confidentiality is assured. Only my 

supervising faculty and I will have access to the responses you provide, with results reported only in 

the aggregate (group)—not by individual. 

Please return the survey in the enclosed stamped envelope. I'll contact you within two to 

three weeks' time to schedule the focus group session—should you choose to participate by filling out 

the information in the second page of the survey. 

I appreciate your time and welcome your feedback. For further information about this study 

or your rights as a participant you may contact: 

Jane Beeman Dr. Marcie Bober, Ph.D. SDSU USD 

(619)316-6258 (619)594-0587 (619)594-6622 (619)260-4553 

janebeeman@sbcglobal.net bober@mail.sdsu.edu irb@mail.sdsu.edu 

Thank you, 

Jane Beeman 

Doctoral Candidate, 

SDSU/USD Joint Doctoral Program 

mailto:janebeeman@sbcglobal.net
mailto:bober@mail.sdsu.edu
mailto:irb@mail.sdsu.edu
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Consent to Act as a Research Subject 

School Web sites within the Educational Marketplace 

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to 

volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many questions as 
necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do. 

As indicated on the parent survey sent home with your second or fifth grade student you expressed an 
interest in participating in this focus group interview. The group interview will last about 45 minutes, 
and is meant to help me learn more about your views on school web sites and how they engage 
parents as a target audience. 

I want to emphasize the following points. Please read each one carefully and ask any questions you 
might have. Once all your questions have been fully answered, please sign and date the form. 

• Your part in the interview will help me to better understand how parent perspectives shape school 
web site design and its organization. Your name will not be attached to any of the data and your 
input will remain strictly confidential. 

• Because a focus group is like a conversation, it is difficult to accurately capture what everyone is 
saying through "regular" note-taking. I plan to audiotape the session and then transcribe the tapes. 
A scribe will also be present to take notes in order to better document the discussion. The 
audiotape will be destroyed once it is transcribed and proofread for errors. 

• I encourage and value your opinion. However, some may feel uncomfortable speaking in a group 
format. If you begin to feel uncomfortable at any time you may end your participation. 

• You may choose not to be involved after the interview is over. If this is the case, I will not use 
your data. Your choice whether or not to participate will not affect your relations with the District 
or your child's school site. 

• You will receive a summary of the final observations of the interview by electronic mail to the 
email address on file for you. If you prefer the summary be sent to your home address you may 
leave that with me after the interview. 

• You can contact my faculty supervisor or me with any questions you might have about the study. 

Investigator: 
Jane Beeman, SDSU/USD JDP Doctoral Candidate 
Email: janebeeman@sbcglobal.net 
Phone: 619.316.6258 

Faculty supervisor: 
Dr. Marcie Bober, Department of Educational Technology 
San Diego State University 
Email: bober@mail.sdsu.edu 
Phone: 619.594.0587 

mailto:janebeeman@sbcglobal.net
mailto:bober@mail.sdsu.edu
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If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study, you may contact the 
Division of Research Administration San Diego State University (telephone: 619-594-6622; email: 
irb@mail.sdsu.edu) or Office of Vice President and Provost, University of San Diego (telephone: 
619-260-4553) 

mailto:irb@mail.sdsu.edu
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Purposes 
Ql.p Intended target audience 
The target audience is the group of people for whom the web design is purposed to engage. 

Ql.p Purpose as a communication tool 
Web sites designed for the purpose of communication with parents, students, teachers, and 
the general public. 

Ql.p Purpose as a marketing tool 
Web site attributes designed for the purpose of displaying the accomplishments of district, 
school, or students in order to sell the district to prospective parents or the general public. 

Ql.p purpose as an instructional tool 
Web site attributes designed for the purpose of an instruction within the school site or at 
home. 

Ql.p Purpose to facilitate district business 
Web site attributes designed for the purpose of doing business within the district, i.e., FAQ's, 
forms, substitute access, and various management aspects of the district. 

Ql.p Purpose to showcase accomplishment 
Web site attributes designed for the purpose of displaying the accomplishments of district, 
school, or students out of a sense of pride and achievement. 

Enablers 

Ql.e Current web presence enabled by Schoolwires CMS 
Schoolwires is Web design content management system (CMS) currently being transitioned 
into the district web site design and development, It is seen as a more user friendly and 
economically efficient system. 

Ql.e Design motivated by positive feedback 
Design that is motivated by written or verbal feedback from teachers, parents, students, 
and/or administrators, encouraging designers to post and/or update a classroom or school 
web pages. 

Ql.e Equipment which facilitates school and district web presence 
Hardware and software purchased and made available to facilitate district, school, and 
classroom web sites. 

Ql.e Motivated by budgetary allotments 
Budgetary allotments set aside or disbursed to facilitate web site design, development, and 
maintenance. 
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Ql.e Parent education promoting web site usage 
Factors related to the District's intentions to promote Internet usage at home through parent 
education. 

Ql.e Staff development enabling web design and usage 
Responses related to staff development facilitating classroom web design or the use of web 
sites in instruction. 

Ql.e Support staff enabling district and school web presence 
District and school administrators with responsibilities to facilitate the development, design 
and maintenance of district, school, and/or classroom web sites. 

Ql.e Teacher incentives 
Stipends, release days, or recognition of teacher's efforts in establishing and maintaining a 
web presence. 

Ql.e Simple Web authoring tool 
Web Blender is used at two schools under the QZAB loan program enabling teachers with 
little or no web design experience to maintain a web presence. 

Ql.e Web presence motivated by administrative expectation 
Web design, development, and maintenance of school and/or classroom web presence 
motivated or driven by district or site administrator's expectation. 

Constraints 

Ql.e Budgetary limitations 
Budgetary parameters which limit or constrain the acquisition, development, and 
maintenance of school or district web sites. 

Ql.e Design concerns for parents as target audience 
Administrative perception of parent characteristics in regards to constraints related to lack of 
Internet access, diverse languages, and inexperience with the Internet. 

Ql.e Lack of experience in web design 
Administrative perception minimal levels of expertise for teachers, administrators, and 
support staff in web design and the constraints involved with low levels of design expertise. 

Ql.e Technical constraints 
District administrators' perceptions on design limitations imposed by IT decision makers, 
system interruptions, or equipment capacity causing difficulties with the district's web 
presence. 

Ql.e Time constraints impeding school or district web presence 
Factors related to time which impede the design or continued maintenance of classroom web 
sites. 



115 

Ql.c Web authoring tools constraining widespread web design 
Web authoring software, such as Front Page and Dreamweaver, used in the past and currently 
being replaced. These authoring tools are still being used by more advanced users but the 
level of expertise required to use the tools excluded most of the teachers with limited design 
experience. 

Knowledge of Design Attributes 

Ql.a knowledge of design attributes that are intrinsically motivating 
Administrative comments pointing their knowledge that web sites contain attributes 
classified as intrinsically motivating. 

Ql.a knowledge of design attributes that facilitate a sense of control 
Administrative comments pointing their knowledge that web sites contain attributes 
classified as facilitating a sense of control. 

Ql.a knowledge of design attributes that facilitate enjoyment 
Administrative comments pointing their knowledge web sites contain attributes classified as 
facilitating enjoyment. 

Ql.a knowledge of design attributes that facilitate focused attention 
Administrative comments pointing their knowledge that web sites contain attributes 
classified as facilitating focused attention. 

Ql.a knowledge of design attributes that help user to reach goal 
Administrative comments pointing their knowledge that web sites contain attributes 
classified as helps the user reach goal. 

Parents' Interests Related to a Sense of 
Control Attributes 

Q2 s_o_c parents' ease of navigation 
Comments related to sense of control, such as, the parents' views regarding the ease of 
navigation within their child's school web site. 

Parents' Interests Related to Intrinsically 
Motivating Attributes 

Q2 i_m Parents' interests in calendar 
Comments associated with the type of content providing a range of topics intrinsically 
motivating for the site's targeted audience such as a school calendar. 

Q2 i_m parents interests in child's work 
Comments associated with the type of content providing a range of topics intrinsically 
motivating for the site's targeted audience such as examples of their child's work. 
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Q2 i_m parents' interests in customization 
Comments associated with the type of content allowing for customization which would be 
intrinsically motivating for the site's targeted audience. 

Q2 i_m parents' interests in lunch menu 
Comments associated with the type of content providing a range of topics intrinsically 
motivating for the site's targeted audience such as a school lunch menu. 

Q2 i_m parents' interests in schools' or classroom activities 
Comments associated with the type of content providing a range of topics intrinsically 
motivating for the site's targeted audience such as a school or classroom activities. 

Q2 i_m parents' interests in schools' report card 
Comments associated with the type of content providing a range of topics intrinsically 
motivating for the site's targeted audience such as statistical data regarding the standardized 
testing results, demographics, and teacher qualifications on their child's school web site. 

Q2 ijm parents' views of accuracy 
Comments related to an intrinsically motivating attribute such as the parents' views regarding 
the accuracy of the information posted on their child's school web site. 

Q2 i_m parents' views of currency 
Comments related to an intrinsically motivating attribute such as the parents' views regarding 
the currency of the information posted on their child's school web site. 

Parents' Interests Related to Enjoyable 
Attributes 

Q2 e Parents' views on site's images 
Comments associated with the site's ability to provide an enjoyable experience, such as, 
parent feedback regarding the quality of images on their child's school web site. 

Q2 e Parents' views on site's appearance 
Comments associated with the site's ability to provide the user with an enjoyable experience, 
such as, the parents' views on the quality of the appearance of their children's school web 
site. 

Parents' Interests Related to Attributes 
Which Help to Reach Goal 

Q2 h_r_g Parents' goals achieved 
Comments associated with the site's ability to help the user reach his/her intended goal, such 
as, the parents' views on the ability to accomplish their intended goals when accessing their 
children's school web site. 
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Q2 h_r_g Parents' interests in contact information Comments associated with the 
site's ability to help the user reach his/her intended goal such as the parents' interests in 
contacting school officials facilitated by information provided on the school or district web 
site. 

Q2 h_r_g Parents' interests in interactive options 
Comments associated with the site's ability to help the user reach his/her intended goal such 
as the parents' interests in finding interactive options offered on the site i.e. blogs, bulletin 
boards, and email. 

Q2 h_r_g Parents' views on school web site promotion 
Comments related to the site's ability to help the user accomplish his/her goal such as the 
parents' views on the promotion of school web site's content and/or usefulness from teachers, 
principals, and/or district administrators. 

Parent Interests Related to Attributes 
Which Focus Attention 

Q2 f_a Parents' interests in educational resources 
Comments associated with the site's ability to provide opportunities for focused attention 
with links to outside resources. 

Q2 Frequency of parent use 
This code identifies the rate of recurrence for which parents access their child's school web 
site. 

Web Site Attributes Related to Sense of 
Control 

Q3.s_c attributes facilitating a sense of control 
Web site attributes which assist the user's navigation of the site i.e. active links, internal 
search function, useful index/site map, and smooth download of images and pages. 

Q3.s_c attributes limiting a sense of control 
Web site attributes which limit the user's navigation of the site i.e. inactive links or broken 
links, lack of an internal search function, confusing index/site map, and/or interrupted or 
slow download of images and page. 

Web Site Attributes Related to Intrinsic 
Motivation 

Q3.i_m attributes limiting intrinsic motivation 
Web site attributes which inhibit intrinsic motivation i.e. lack of scope, lack of depth, out 
dated content, lack of credible content, lack of accurate content, little or no opportunity for 
customization. 

Q3.i_m attributes promoting intrinsic motivation 
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Web site attributes which promote intrinsic motivation, i.e., content characterized by scope, 
depth, currency, credibility, accuracy, and opportunities for user customization. 

Web Site Attributes Related to Enjoyment 

Q3.e attributes facilitating an enjoyable experience 
Web site attributes which facilitate the user's enjoyment of a web site i.e. appealing images, 
consistent and familiar font and background colors, well organized layout, and /or a well 
defined homepage. 

Q3.e attributes interfering with an enjoyable experience 
Web site attributes which limits the user's enjoyment of a web site i.e. appealing images, 
consistent and familiar font and background colors, well organized layout, and /or a well 
defined homepage. 

Web Site Attributes Related to Helps To 
Reach Goal 

Q3.g attributes facilitating accomplishment of goal 
Web site attributes which assist the user in accomplishing his/her goal i.e. presence of 
FAQ's/Helps, comprehensive contact information, clearly stated purpose. 

Q3.h_r_g attributes limiting accomplishment of goal 
Web site attributes which inhibit the user in accomplishing his/her goal i.e. lack of 
FAQ's/Helps, limited contact information, unclear or unstated purpose. 

Web Site Attributes Related to Focused 
Attention 

Q3.f_a attributes facilitating focused attention 
Web site attributes which help to focus the user's attention on the web site i.e. links to outside 
resources, data relevant to site's purpose, and/or additional background information. 

Q3.f_a attributes limiting focused attention 
The lack of web site attributes which help to focus the user's attention on the web site i.e. 
links to outside resources, data relevant to site's purpose, and/or additional background 
information. 


