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Goals and Learning Objectives of the Project 
This project fulfils, in part, a requirement for a Syracuse University graduate course in Information Technology in Educational Settings.  The goal is for students in this course to use evaluative criteria to review websites for clients recruited by the instructors.  To that end, this paper will describe the evaluation process and provide analysis of the content and process, concluding with recommendations for improvement.
A General Description of the Website
The purpose of this website is to provide parents of students at The Cherokee School, a K-6 school for children with significant learning and emotional issues, with a virtual introduction to its purpose, programs, and personnel.  In addition, the site includes a link to the Cherokee School Media Center including the Destiny online catalog and current media center assignments and programs.
While the site can have meaning for a number of audiences, it appears to be primarily intended for current and prospective parents.  Additionally, the Media Center page has information regarding assignments and most likely is used by students during the school day.
The website contains the following content: a description of its program, curriculum, a message from the principal, a calendar for ‘happenings’, Media Center information including access to an online catalog, and parent information with relevant links.
In terms of special features, the opening page of the website includes an attractive picture of the mission style building with rotating stars on either side with the word “enter” inside.  While not unique to websites in general, as an educational site for K-6 parents, the opening page is elegant and playful – an attractive and successful combination, as the analysis will show.
A Brief Description of the Evaluation
Two instruments were used to analyze the Cherokee School website.  The first (Attachment A), the Arnone & Small’s Content Validity Scale (CVS), is a ten questioned survey using a Likert Scale of 1 (highly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  The CVS rates the credibility, accuracy, ease of accessing site content, and helps determine whether the information presented is biased in any way.  The second (Attachment B) instrument is the WebMAC Professional (v. 2.0) employs a Likert Scale of 0 (strongly disagree) to 3 (strongly agree) for reviewers to apply to thirty-two questions designed to solicit their opinion of how stimulating, meaningful, organized and easy-to-use the site is.
The Cherokee School website was evaluated by Julie Matz, teacher librarian at Public School 160 in Queens, New York currently a Syracuse University MLS student and parent of a child with special needs (Primary Reviewer); a New York State certified Music teacher currently working with students with special needs (Outside Reviewer A); and a chiropractor who is the parent of two students with special needs (Outside Reviewer B).
Each evaluator had access to the Cherokee School website and the instruments described above.  Completed evaluation forms were returned in person to the primary evaluator, Julie Matz, for synthesis and analysis. 
Synthesis of Overall Findings 
Overall, the Cherokee School website was seen to contain valid content, in a very organized presentation which is easy to use.  As the analysis will show, there were differing opinions, however, regarding how stimulating the site is, and also how meaningful its content is to the user.  As will be seen in the next section, all reviewers found it difficult to find the site’s author, no way to search the site or gain help if lost or confused.
Starting with the Content Validity Scale (CVS), the Primary Reviewer rated the site highest, with an average score of 4.7 out of 5.  Outside Reviewer B’s was next with an average score of 4.3, followed by Outside Reviewer A with, 3.7.   Looking at the actual scores, however, reveal that the reviewers are in closer agreement than the averages would indicate.   Appendix C shows each reviewer’s response, showing 4’s and 5’s from all three, except for question #2: There is a way to contact the author of this Web site, if necessary.  Both outside reviewers missed the hyperlinked initials of the site’s author next to the last date of revision on the Home page.   While the Primary Reviewer did see the link, they took points away given how difficult it was to find.  See the Recommendations section of this report for ideas to improve user contact with the site author in particular, and to increase comments from users in general.

Similarly, analysis of the WebMAC Professional responses indicates that the site has both an average to high value and expectation for success.   Each of the thirty-two questions in this instrument applied to one of the following criteria: Stimulation, Meaningfulness, Organization and Ease-in-Use.  Attachment D shows each reviewer’s responses within each of the four categories.  Again, the Primary Reviewer rated the site the highest across the board.  The closest consensus was for Organization, with only a two point spread (17, 19, 19), next is Ease-of-Use with a three point spread (13, 13, 16),  Stimulating scores spanned five points (12, 14, 17) and finally Meaningfulness scores spanned seven points (12, 12, 19).
A brief look at each criterion will highlight the similarities and differences among the reviewers and indicate areas of improvement.  Starting with Organization, the lowest score from the Primary Reviewer was for question 31 which asks whether or not the user can access the home page from anywhere in the site.  It is not possible to go from the Media Center page back to the home page, except by using the “back” button.  It appears that the Media Center pages may have predated the overall site and therefore are not fully integrated.  The outside reviewers either did not agree, or did not try to access the home page from the Media Center.  Question 15 was confusing to the outside reviewers (There is useful information on my topic on this web site) and consequently their scores were low.   Overall, the site scored high for Organization. 
Notable regarding Ease-of-Use, is that all reviewers agree that there was no help function (question #8) and no ability to search the site (question #12).   While the outside reviewers found the hyperlinks (question #20) to be inoperable, the primary reviewer did not.  Conversely, the outside reviewers were satisfied with the amount of time it takes to load pictures and games (question #32), the primary reviewer rated it low because there were so few pictures except on the Media Center pages and the home page.  The primary reviewer saw this as an area of improvement.  

In terms of Stimulation, all reviewers agreed that the site would benefit from varying the format (question # 17), providing interactivity (question #9) and including some novel features for students (question #21).   Consistent with the previous findings is the fact that the reviewing team agrees that the site does not encourage curiosity or exploration (question #25). 
Except for the hyperlink to the site’s author and e-mail hyperlinks for staff, the web pages do not encourage users to comment on the content or ask questions regarding the site’s use or purpose.   Therefore, under the category of Meaningfulness, all three reviewers rated the site “0” for its ability to provide users with the opportunity to share ideas or contribute to the site (questions #26 and #30).  On the other hand, the reviewing team unanimously agreed that the site’s opening menu is accessible (question #2) and the web site provides valuable links (question #6).  
Recommendations/Suggestions for Improvement 
As currently configures, the Cherokee School’s website, accurately and adequately provides information for prospective and current parents.  In addition, the Media Center pages have lesson information for students and access to the library’s online catalog.  The site is pleasing to look at, and except for going from the Media Center back to the rest of the site, it is easy to navigate.  Having said that, there are a number of improvements that, if implemented, will take this current site from adequate to impressive:
1. Make the site more meaningful by increasing user interactivity and with school staff.  Begin by letting the users know that their questions and comments are important to the school, and provide a link for them to communicate with you.  This virtual community bulletin board would be a place for parents to interact not just with staff but also with each other.
2. Improve the ease of use by integrating the Media Center pages fully into the site with links back to the home page.  The Media Center pages are the most expansive, including pictures and lesson instructions for students.  Unfortunately once you are on these pages, you cannot get back into the main site unless you use the “back” button.  This oversight can be corrected easily, thus allowing increased ease for users as they explore and use the site. 
3. Another way to make the site easier to use would be to include a help and search function.  For the same reasons as stated in the report, users of different abilities may need assistance with the site’s structure and content.  Help and search capabilities will address these concerns.

4. To make the site more stimulating for users, consider varying the format and including some novel features for students.  While the site is easy to read and pleasing to look at, it is static in its design.  Each page is primarily the same, except for the Media Center pages.  Varying the font, allowing for pop-ups, and including more pictures will all add to the site’s attractiveness while encouraging further exploration.  

5. Encourage user comment and provide the ability for users to interact.  Related to Recommendation #1, The Cherokee School may consider implementing a blog-type feature on their site where parents, students and staff can “meet” to discuss school issues, activities and related topics of mutual interest.  In addition, student work could be posted here, thus encouraging parents to “visit” the site to see their child’s published pieces.  
Reflection on the Experience
Mark Twain once said: “A powerful agent is the right word. Whenever we come upon one of those intensely right words in a book or newspaper the resulting effect is physical as well as spiritual, and electrically prompt.”   
Could Twain have anticipated the modern day digital universe with his choice of the words “electrically prompt”, to describe the “right word”?  Words are powerful, whether in black and white on paper or on a screen.   Just as important as reading the word is the critical thought that should accompany it.  We commonly use the phrase “consider the source” when determining the validity of a verbal or written comment; so, too with websites.   In Twain’s day, the published word went through many an editor and/or publisher’s watchful eye and critical mind.  With the onset of our digital reality and the interactive opportunities of Web 2.0, the barriers to publication are virtually nonexistent.  No longer are there publishing houses that put their good housekeeping seal of approval on a site’s content.  While there are reviewing boards for websites, and awards for sites of distinction, they are not universal and therefore critically reviewing each site creates intellectually healthy habits to share with our students.  
The instruments used for this website analysis were comprehensive and mutually reinforcing.   In the future, it may be useful for students to view examples of sites that offer examples of the best and worst practices in website design.  Lake Forest College’s library offers just such a service to its students.  To see their website evaluation page click here.
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Content Validity Scale© (Arnone & Small, 1999)

Instructions: Rate your agreement with the following statements.

1. The source of information for this Web site is credible.

Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree

2. There is a way to contact the author of this Web site, if necessary.

Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree
3. The factual information or content of the Web site seems accurate.

Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree
4. If the Web site presents concepts or principles in its domain (e.g. science, 

   art), they are appropriately presented without confusing or missing information.

Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree
5. There are no typographical or spelling errors that could potentially cause 

    the information at this Web site to be misunderstood.

Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree

6. The content is appropriate for the intended audience.

Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree

7. The links from this site appear to be credible.

Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree
8. This Web site appears to be free of bias.

Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree
9. The information at this Web site is current enough for the type of 

information it includes.

Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree
10. The links from this Web site appear current and unbiased.

Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree
WebMAC Professional (v. 2.0)

Your Name _______________________________________________________

Grade level/subject _________________________________________________________Web Site URL _________________________________________________________Directions: Place the appropriate number about this Web site on the line preceding each item.

3 = strongly agree

2 = somewhat agree

1 = somewhat disagree

0 = strongly disagree

NA = Not Applicable

___
1. The screen layout of this Web site is attractive.

___
2. There is a menu or site map at the beginning that describes what content is contained within the Web site.

___
3. Visual (e.g. videos, photographs) or audio information included in this Web site helps to clarify or describe the topic.

___
4. Navigating this Web site does not require any special skills or experience by me or my students.

___ 
5. There is an eye-catching title and/or visual on the home page of this Web site that will attract students' attention.

___
6. This Web site provides valuable links to other useful Web sites.

___
7. The purpose of this Web site is always clear to me.

___
8. The Web site has a help function that I or my students can use at any time.

___
9.  This Web site provides opportunities for interactivity.

___
10. The Web site's information is provided by credible sources.

___
11. The directions for using this Web site are simple and clear.

___
12. This Web site makes it easy to search or query for information.

___
13. The information on my topic included in this Web site is interesting.

___ 
14. The information contained in this Web site is current and up-to-date.

___
15. There is useful information on my topic at this Web site.

___
16. This Web site's graphics are crisp and clearly visible.

___ 
17. The variety of formats (e.g. text, images, sound) helps to maintain attention.

___
18. The information  at this Web site is accurate and unbiased.

___
19. All of the information at this Web site is presented using clear and consistent language and style.

___
20. All of this Web site's hyperlinks are active and fully functioning.

___
21. This Web site has novel or unique features that make it more interesting for students.

___
22. There is little or no unimportant or redundant information at this Web site.

___
23. The text at this Web site is well-written without grammatical, spelling, or other errors.

___
24. At all times, I can control what information at this Web site I wish to see or show my students.

___
25. This Web site stimulates curiosity and exploration.

___
26. This Web site provides opportunities for users to actively participate or contribute ideas.

___
27. This Web site provides the appropriate amount of information on the topic for a lesson or assignment.  

___
28. All buttons and other navigation mechanisms for moving around at this Web site work the way they should.

___
29. The colors and/or background patterns used in this Web site are pleasing.

___
30. This Web site provides opportunities to communicate with its authors.

___
31. No matter where I am in this Web site, I can return to the home page.

___
32. The amount of time it takes for pictures, games, videos, etc. to appear on the  screen at this Web site is reasonable for teaching/learning situations.  

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 
Content Validity Scale© (Arnone & Small, 1999)
Legend:  Circle color represents the following:

Primary Reviewer    Outside Reviewer A    Outside Reviewer B 
1. The source of information for this Web site is credible.

Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree

2. There is a way to contact the author of this Web site, if necessary.

Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree
3. The factual information or content of the Web site seems accurate.

Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree
4. If the Web site presents concepts or principles in its domain (e.g. science, 

   art), they are appropriately presented without confusing or missing information.


Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree
5. There are no typographical or spelling errors that could potentially cause 

    the information at this Web site to be misunderstood.


Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree

6. The content is appropriate for the intended audience.

Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree

7. The links from this site appear to be credible.


Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree
8. This Web site appears to be free of bias.

Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree
9. The information at this Web site is current enough for the type of 

information it includes.

Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree
10. The links from this Web site appear current and unbiased.

Strongly Disagree  1
 2
3
 4
  5 Strongly Agree
Scoring WebMAC Professional (v. 2.0)
Before transferring scores, go back to each item designated  as "NA" and choose a score for that item based on the following criteria: 

· 0 points if you feel that the site would have benefited if it had included the item (e.g. audio). 
· 1 point if you feel that the Web site didn't require that item. 
· 2 points if you believe the site was better off for not including that item.  
When all 32 items have a number score, transfer each score into the appropriately numbered space in one of the four columns below. Then add the scores for each column and write the total on the appropriate line.    

Legend :        Primary Reviewer     Outside Reviewer A    Outside Reviewer B
S


M


O


E

1. 3_2_2

2. 3  3 _3

3. 2_2_3_


4. 3_3_3
5. 3_2_2

6. 3_3_3

7. 3_3_2_


8. 0_0_0_

9. 1_1_ 2

10. 2_1_2

11. 3_2_2_


12. 0_1_1_

13. 3_1_2
14. 3_1_1

15. 3_1_2_


16. 3_2_2_

17. 1_1_1

18. 3 _2_2_

19. 3_2_2_


20. 3_1_1_

21. 1_2_1

22. 3_ 2_1

23. 3_2_2_


24. 3_0_0_

25. 2_1_2
26. 0_0_0

27. 2_2_3_


28. 3_3_3_

29. 3_2_2
30. 2_0_0_

31. 0_3_3_


32. 1_3_ 3_

TOTAL S 17 12 14   TOTAL M 19_12 12_  TOTAL O 19_17 19   TOTAL E 16_13_13_ 
The S column reflects how STIMULATING this Web site is for you.

The M column reflects how MEANINGFUL this Web site is to you.

The O column reflects how ORGANIZED you think this Web site is.

The E column reflects how EASY-TO-USE this Web site is for you.
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