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Like most of us, I spend a great deal of time on the internet.  As a college faculty member, I use 
the internet for instruction and research.  As a consumer, I use it for shopping and price compari-
sons.   As a puzzle lover, I use it to solve crossword and sudoku puzzles and play word games.  
Part of my duties as an Assistant Professor at Columbus State Community College is to coordi-
nate the Web Developer plan of study in the CIT department.  So in addition to using the internet 
for my own devices, I  am in charge of classes such as html, javaScript and Java.  This paper will 
attempt to shed some light on the myriad of software available to assist in web develop for on-
line courses, as well as what makes a good website. 

 
EDUCATION SITES 
 
On-line course delivery is a fait accompli.  I don’t know of any major two or four college who 
does not offer some distance based coursework.  Whether or not you agree with the merits of on-
line coursework, it is here and the competition for student dollars is a driving force.  Blackboard 
seems to be the dominate software for on-line delivery.  A quick google for other on-line soft-
ware shows WebCT, Digital Think, AuthorWare and GeoLearning.  Another quick browse 
through college sites shows an overwhelming use of Blackboard.  We use Blackboard at my col-
lege, so I am most familiar with its tools.  Below is an example of an html distance class site. 
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Blackboard includes common links such as syllabus, assignments, etc.  It also allows you to cre-
ate your own links.  Students log into Blackboard and can view course material, post to discus-
sion boards or participate in on-line chats. 
 
Test generators 
 
Creating quizzes and exams to be taken on-line can be done through Blackboard’s tools or 
through third party software tools.  Such tools include Respondus, Articulate, PrimeExam and 
QuizMaker to name a few.  These tools allow you to take tests created in a word processor and 
upload into a web delivery format. 
 
Screen capturers 
 
Many on-line course sites offer video and/or audio instruction modules to enhance the web ex-
perience.  Some capturing tools include Camtasia, Illuminate, Captivate and Screencast.  These 
video presentations may record a lecture or demonstrate using a computer or calculator.  While 
this kind of enhancement works well for users with digital connections, dial-up users find it takes 
quite a while to download the files.   
 
Accessibility 
 
Accessibility issues are another issue that must be addressed when creating education web sites.  
Federal guidelines such as Section 508 Standards are mandatory for federal and state websites.  
Voluntary standards such as Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 
(www.w3c.org/WAI/Resources) encourage the following actions: 

�  “Check the HTML1 of all new web pages. Make sure that accessible elements are used, 
including alt tags, long descriptions, and captions, as needed. 

�  If images are used, including photos, graphics, scanned images, or image maps, make sure 
to include alt tags and/or long descriptions for each. 

�  If you use online forms and tables, make those elements accessible. 
�  When posting documents on the website, always provide them in HTML or a text-based 

format (even if you are also providing them in another format, such as Portable Document 
Format (PDF)). “ 

 
COMMERCIAL SITES 
 
Most of websites we visit would be considered commercial in nature.  Like education sites, there 
is a need for clarity and usability in these sites.   Web site conversion refers to the likelihood that 
someone coming to a commercial site will actually purchase something.  According to w-edge 
Design (http://www.w-edge.com) 98% of site visitors do not buy anything.  Even people who 
come to a site ready to buy, only complete the transaction 30% of the time.  “Most failures in 
getting a customer to convert (to a sale, lead, subscription, registration, etc.) stem from a percep-
tion of a lack of value, trust, confidence, security, or relevance,” writes Eisenberg Bryan in Per-
suasive Online Copywriting.   
 
When creating commercial websites, it is important to understand how people scan the site.  The 
Stanford-Poynter Project discovered that when people view websites, their eyes to the text first, 
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particularly to captions and summaries.  They scan graphics afterward, so copy is deemed more 
important than graphics.  They also discovered that the center of the screen is the prime area to 
sell a product.  The left side of the page functions well for navigation and the right side for ac-
tion.  Users generally ignore the bottom of the screen. 
 
Good Site Design Practices (http://goodpractices.com) recommends simple pages that are plat-
form-independent.  These pages download faster.  Customers who have to wait for a site to 
download will go on to another.  The site also recommends using a validator to test your site’s 
compliance with common HTML specification (w3c.com has a validation service). 
 
Using color wisely can make the difference between someone staying with your site or leaving it 
abruptly.  Dark backgrounds are hard on the eyes and are harder to print.  Below is a screen shot 
of a site which allows you to experiment with color combinations, as well as giving the correct 
html color code. 
 

 
 
Searching 
 
Since many people find websites through the use of a search engine, it’s important to know how 
they work and how to get your site to the top of the list.  Search engines vary in the way their 
spider works, how their database is designed and the algorithms used to give relevant and timely 
responses to user’s queries. 
 



Proceedings of the 2006 ASCUE Conference, www.ascue.org 
June 11-15, 2006, Myrtle Beach, South Carolina 
 

 
93 

A search engine works by sending an automated “crawling” process, called a spider.  The spider 
searches through internet sites and “ranks” sites based on the following content 
(www.searchengines.com) : 
“Word frequency 

·  Location of search terms in the document 
·  Relational clustering 
·  The site’s design 
·  Link popularity 
·  Click popularity 
·  “Sector” popularity 
·  Pay-for-placement rankings” 

 
Metadata 
 
The use of metadata in searching is becoming standardized in the development of Resource De-
scription Framework (RDF), which is a declarative language which uses XML to represent 
metadata.   According to the w3.org site: 
 
RDF provides a framework in which independent communities can develop vo-
cabularies that suit their specific needs and share vocabularies with other com-
munities.” 

 
Standardizing vocabularies makes searching a database a much more precise endeavor.  People 
using the internet for research will find their responses to be more directly on-point.  The aim is 
to reduce the “hits” and have the hits be more on-target to the searcher’s needs. 
 
Error Messages 
 
One of the most frustrating things about working with computers, in general, is dealing with er-
ror messages.  Whether they are generated by your computer, network, system or website, they 
can be irritating up to infuriating.  On the web, error messages can be hidden on an already 
overwhelming page.  Jakob Nielsen’s Alertbox (www.useit.com) recommends the following 
guidelines for effective error messages: 

�  Explicit indication that something has gone wrong. 
�  Human-readable language 
�  Polite 
�  Precise 
�  Constructive 

 
Below is a site that shows typical error messages and how to decipher them: 
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Another website offers to find every error message known to man (woman): 
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I found a list of very humorous error message haikus at 
http://strangeplaces.net/weirdthings/haiku.html. I’ll leave you with one that all can identify with: 
       Windows NT crashed. 

I am the Blue Screen of Death. 
No one hears your screams. 
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