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Introduction
We’ve boiled it down to these prescribed steps to follow so you can build a web-
site that will help your school or district achieve its communications goals. Us-
ing this guide, which centers largely on thorough planning, analy-
sis and effective design, will assure you’ve covered all the bases for creat-
ing a strong web communications foundation

The School Website Planning Guide stresses the importance of goal-set-
ting and a full understanding of what constitutes great design. And while some o-
f the recommendations are based on the author’s personal experience with de-
veloping and implementing proprietary content management system (CMS) softw-
are, regardless of who your website provider is, the information con-
tained in this guide can and should be universally applied for any school planning-
 a website. 

We recommending using this guide in conjunction with the School Website Buy-
er’s Guide, which outlines specific steps to take and tools to use when evaluating po-
tential website vendors, the School Website Planning Guide outlines much of the in-
sight and best practices gathered from more than 15 years of planning and build-
ing websites for school districts and schools, large and small, private and public.   

This guide is published by SchoolNow and is part of School-
Now Academy’s commitment to ongoing professional develop-
ment for educators in the realm of web communications.  

https://296999.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/296999/SchoolNow-CMS-Buyers-Guide-2023.pdf
https://296999.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/296999/SchoolNow-CMS-Buyers-Guide-2023.pdf
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Step 1: Form your team

Yourfirstorderofbusinessin
planningforagreatwebsiteisto
assemble a great team or com-
mitteeofschoolpersonnelwho
can help shape precisely what 
your school’s website needs to 
be. Even though you may be the 
defactochampionorleadonthe
websiteproject,youshouldnot
proceed independently or in a 
vacuum. Everyone on the plan-
ning team should have clearly 
defined roles,witheachbringing
valuable perspective.

Chancesarethewebmaster,schoolcommunica-
tionsorITdirectorwillbeatthepointonthisproj-
ect.It’sagoodidea,especiallywiththeimportrole
ofthewebsiteinthecommunicationsmixthese
days,tohaveahigh-ranking administrator or two 
on the team. So try to get a principal or even your 
superintendentinvolvedalongwithkeycommu-
nications,technology,admissionsorenrollment(if
applicable),academicandevenparents.

Arank-and-fileteacher–onewho’sachampionof
technology and maybe has a great teacher website 
–isalsogoodtoincludeonyourteam.Heorshe
canspeakformanyoftheclassroom-drivencon-
cernsofbuildingyournewwebsite.Someschools
may even opt to have a student or parent repre-
sentativeonyourplanningteamaswell,forbetter
communication between these two groups is a cata-
lystforimprovedacademicachievement–theend
gameofallschoolcommunications.

Onceyou’resatisfiedyouhavegood representation 
from key departments on your website planning 
teamandrolesareclearlydefined,besuretode-
velop your plan consistent with your school’s overall 
communications mission and goals. The website 
hasquicklybecomethecommunicationshubfor

Step-by-step guide
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manyschools,soit’scriticalthatyourplanningisin
concert with the bigger picture.

 
Step 2: Survey all your 
user groups

Yourcommittee’sfirstorderof
business in planning your school 
website is to gain a better under-
standingoftheneedsofallyour
users.Notjustparentsandstu-
dents,ofcourse,butyourentire
school community. For the con-
tentmanagers,creatorsandyour
websitevisitors,youwantthe
website experience to be delight-
fulandkeepthemcomingback.

Understand your stakeholders
Throughathoroughunderstandingofyourstake-
holders–yourtargetaudiencesandtheusers
themselves who will be managing the content 
–youmaydiscoversomeconstraintsandpossibil-
itiesinmakingthemostofyourwebsitetoreach
yourcommunicationsobjectives.

Usingbothsurveysandotherforums,suchas
focusgroupsofstaff,parents,andfaculty,youcan
gaininsightandconfirmsomeassumptionsyour
selectionteamhasmadeaboutthedirectionof
yournewwebsite.Informalmeetingsandfocus
groups are good opportunities to gain buy-in and 
discover champions in your website initiatives. 

Consider the following user groups 
when surveying what’s required for 
your website:

Foryourvisitors,askquestionsconcerningwhat
kindsofcontenttheywanttoaccess,whenand
wheretheyvisittheweb(timeofdaycandeter-
mine,forexample,howandwhenyourstageyour
content),whatdevicesaretheyusingtoviewthe
website,whatsocialmediaaccountstheyuse.

Foryourcontentmanagers,askthem“whatif”
kindsofquestionstostretchhowtheymightbet-
ter utilize the school website to improve how they 
dotheirjobs.Itmightbefindingawaytomore
readilysharecontentlikeadedicateddepartment
webpage,theabilitytocreateonlineformsand
surveys,creatingtheirownblog,orestablishinga
school-based Twitter account.
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1. Build a comprehensive list of internal users.
2. Build a list of all potential ‘visitor’ groups – including 

those with disabilities.
3. Survey your groups.
4. Conduct informal focus group meetings.

Full Web Accessibility
One important user group not to overlook are 
individuals with disabilities in and around your 
school community. Close to 60 million people in 
the United States have a disability, and schools – 
like every public institution or organization – are 
required by law to make their websites fully acces-
sible. Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 
and the American Disabilities Act (ADA) require 
that schools have ADA-compliant, fully accessible 
websites, and there is a lot of pressure on schools 
from many sectors to comply with new accessibility 
standards.

Unfortunately,manyschoolscurrentlydon’thave
websitesthataccommodatethestudents,staff,
parents and other school community members 
whohavevisionorhearingimpairments,are
physicallydisabled,orsufferfromoneofmany
cognitive or learning disabilities. It’s important 
fromalegalandethicalstandpointthatyoufactor
ADA compliance and web accessibility into your 
websiteplanning.Youneedtofirstunderstand
thescopeandrequirementsofwebaccessibility,
performanADAaudit,appointawebaccessibility
coordinatorifonedoesn’talreadyexist,andmake
accessibilitypartofyourschool’swebsiteDNA.

Step 3: Access your exist-
ing website

Beforeyouforgeaheadand
beginlookingfornewfeatures
andcapabilitiesforyourweb-
site,firstthoroughlyreviewyour
own website to determine what 
it’s doing well and where there’s 
roomforimprovement.Andby
thoroughly,wemeanusingob-
jectiveanalysiscombinedwith
subjectiveexaminationofyour
site.Partofyourassessment
should include an ADA-compli-
ance audit.
Analyzing how people use your current website 
willnotonlyflagsomeoftheweaknessesofyour
site–perhapsconfirmingsomeassumptions–but

Read a related article: 

HowtoConductaSchoolWebsiteAccessibilityAudit

https://www.schoolnow.com/blog/how-to-conduct-a-school-website-accessibility-audit
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cantellyouwhat’ssuccessfulwiththecurrentweb-
site. You may be doing some things very well. You 
alsoneedtogainanunderstandingofthecontent
and what is to be migrated into the new website. In 
additiontosomecriticalanalytics,here’swherethe
insightfromyourwebmaster,internalITsupport
team and your heavy users can be very valuable. 
What’sworkingandnotworkingwillemergein
yourdata,butthere’salsogreatintuitiveinputto
be gained.

How people use your website
Whilethereareanumberofwebanalyticstools
availabletocollect,measureandprovidereports
onyourschoolwebsite,oneofthebestwaysto
get good data on how people use your website is 
to use Google Analytics.It’sfreetoschoolsandis
relatively easy to set up on your website.

Google Analytics enables you to collect some very 
valuable data. You can drill down as deep as you’d 
everimagineexaminingyourwebsite,howeverthe
keyareaswhereitcanhelpisindetermining:

• Wherevisitorsarecomingfrom

• Which pages are most popular

• What contentthey’researchingfor

• How they’re accessing your site and viewing 
your pages 

Track where visitors come from

Knowingtheroutevisitorstaketogettoyourweb-
sitecanunearthcommunicationsopportunitiesfor
yourschool.Youmaysee,forexample,alotofvis-
itorscomefromFacebookorTwitter,soyouwould

want to start sharing more content in those chan-
nelsandencouragesharingonpageslikeblogsor
news announcements.

Determine what’s popular

Sitecontentanalyticshelpyouidentifythemost
popularpages,andhelpsyoumakethatcontent
easilyaccessiblefromthemainpagesoftheweb-
siteandwithinthenavigation.Thismakesyour
schoolwebsitesomuchmoreuser-friendly.

Get help with page design

In-page analytics provide a visual overlay on your 
websiteandshowswhatpeopleareclicking.This
helpsyoupositionthepopularlinksinprominent
areassovisitorsdonothaveworkhardtofinda
linksthattheyareclickingregularly,makingyour
school’sinformationeasytofind.

Know what they’re looking for

Any searches within your site can be analyzed as 
well. Data on searches can help you promote this 
regularlysearchedcontentonlinksonthehome-
pageandnavigation.Also,considerwhensome-
oneisusingthesearch,youmightnothavemade
iteasyforthemtofindtheinformationintuitively.

Learn what visitors use to access your 
site

Determining what devices your school website 
visitorsareusingisanimportantmetric.Desktop,
tablet,smartphone–eachworkswithyourweb-
siteindistinctways.Theincreasingnumberof
mobileusers,forexample,indicatesyourschool
should be using responsive design or a mobile 
app. Know how your visitors view your site.

Read a related article: 
HowSchoolsCanuseGoogleAnalytics

http://www.campussuite.com/how-schools-can-use-google-analytics
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Google Analytics not only will help your team 
gainadeeperunderstandingofyourwebsiteasit
existsnow,butprovideabenchmarkforimprove-
ment,andserveasanongoingwebsiteperfor-
mance measurement tool.

Step 4: Research other 
school websites

From the no-need-to-reinvent-
the-wheeldepartment,your
selection committee’s due dil-
igence should include seeing 
what’s working well for other 
schools.Inaddition,alittleintro-
spectivelookatyourownsite
should be included in your web-
site reviews.
Startclose.Maybeyourschoolispartofalarg-
er group determined by geography or athletic 
conference,forexample.Ifyou’reaprivate
school,youknowwhoyourcompetitionisand
caneasilydeterminewhatyoulikeanddon’tlike
about their web communications. 

Publicschoolstooarefacedwithcompetition.
Openenrollment,magnetschools,charter
schools,onlineandhomeschoolingareputting
morepressureondistrictstocheckwhattheir
‘competitors’websitesaredoingbeforepro-
ceeding with building their own.

Beyondtheschoolsinyourownbackyard,check
outwhatthestandardisforgreatwebsitesfrom
schools across the country. There are award-win-
ningschoolwebsitesthatyoucanlearnfrom.
Edustyle,WebbyAwards,andtheNational
School Public Relations Association have annual 
award programs that recognize the leaders in 
school website design and web communications.

1. Appoint a lead to assess your current site.
2. Examine it objectively using Google Analytics.
3. Gather informal input from content managers
4. Complete your website “audit” with a report.
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Step 5: Design your web-
site

Withafullunderstandingofyour
userneedsandaclearideaof
what you want or don’t want in 
yourwebsite,nowit’stimetoput
all your research and preliminary 
planningtowork.Remember,as
youworkthroughthefollowing
designsteps,end-usersatisfac-
tion–happy,fulfilledwebsite
visitorswhokeepcomingback
toyourwebsite–isreallytheulti-
mategoalofgooddesign.

Your specific requirements

Your next step in planning your website is estab-
lishing the requirements that will dictate a large 
partofyourultimatedesign.Itcanbedauntingto
sortthroughthemanyfeaturesandoptionsyour
potentialwebsitevendorhastooffer,sobecareful
nottotakeonmorethanyou’rewillingorcapable
ofhandling.

• Moreisnotalwaysbetter.Thatis,your   
school may not need all the features available. 
Ifyoudon’tneedallthebellsandwhistles,
certainlydon’task(anddon’tpay)forthem.

• Makecertainyourschoolisequippedtoman-
agefeaturessuchasdiscussionboards,parent
portals,forexample,ifthey’repartofyour
websitedesign.Ifthirdpartyapplicationin-
tegration,forinstance,ispartofyourrequire-

ments,becertainyourITdepartmentislead-
ing that aspect.

Custom design vs. themed tem-
plates

Youmaybeacandidateforacustomwebsite,
butcostandtimemayprecludethat.Factis,most
CMSprovidershave ready-made templates that 
are ‘road-tested’ for effective, usable design.

• Byusingtemplates,you’llhaveabuilt-in
safeguardagainstover-designingandtrying
to cram too much content onto each page. 
Websitebudgetaside,inmostcases,you’re
betteroffgoingwithadesigntemplatethat’s
proven and ready to go. It will also save time 
in the design and implementation phase. 

• In multi-school districts or large schools with 
multipledepartments,usethemedtemplates
toreinforcebrandingstandards.Ifyourre-
spectiveschoolordepartmentsitesare“all
overthemap”fromadesignstandpoint,take
this opportunity to establish some standards.

Read a related article: 

5TipsforGreatSchoolWebsiteDesign

https://www.schoolnow.com/blog/5-tips-for-a-great-school-website-design
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Step 6: Select a website-
provider

Equippedwithafullerunder-
standingofyourcurrentwebsite,
yourspecificrequirementsgoing
forward,andastructuretotrans-
formyourfuturewebsiteintoa
moreeffectivecommunications
engine,yourteamisnowreadyto
chooseaCMSprovider.
Siftingthroughthemanyvendorscanbeadaunt-
ingtask.Determiningcapabilitiesanddifferences
ismuchlikepurchasinganautomobile:thespec-
trumiswidewhenitcomestoperformanceand
evenprice,butallofthemwillprettymuchget
youfrompointAtopointB.Howsmooththeride
is,service,howlongitwilllast,–determiningtrue
value–requiresadisciplinedapproach.

That’s why it’s important your team use a resource 
liketheSchoolWebsiteBuyer’sGuidetosteer
your selection. Vendor capability criteria such 
asusability,design,accessibility,andsupport
canandshouldbeevaluatedasobjectivelyas
possible.Addtothese,vendor commitment to 
technology and a strategic approach that demon-
strates the ability to integrate your website into 

yourschool’stotalcommunications,andyou’llbe
equippedtomakeaninformeddecision.

Conclusion
School websites are more important than ever 
to helping schools and districts achieve not only 
theircommunicationsobjectives,buteduca-
tionalgoals.That’swhyit’simperativethat,now
morethanever,youapproachyournewwebsite
with a planning discipline and a strategic meth-
od.

Byfollowingthestepsoutlinedinthisguide,
your school will be prepared to put in place the 
kindofwebsitethatallyourusersandvisitors
willcometorelyon,keepcomingbackto,and
becomeanintegralpartofyourschool’scom-
munications. 

Getastrongteamtogether,onecomprisedof
decisionmakers;surveyyourallyourkeyuser
groups;gainathoroughunderstandingofyour
siteusinganalytics;makenoteofwhatother
schoolsaredoingwell;establishyourunique
requirements;thenselectthewebsitevendor
thatbestfits.

Usethisplanningguideinconjunctionwiththe
School Website Buyer’s Guide,andyoumight
findit’seasierthanyouoriginallythoughttoget
theschoolwebsiteyoudeserve,andcreatea
powerfullyvitalcommunicationshubforyour
entire school community.

1. Establish requirements using School Website Buyer’s Guide. 

2. Review custom design or template options.

3. Commence site architecture mapping.

4. Establish file-naming convention.

5. Assign content supervisors.

https://296999.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/296999/SchoolNow-CMS-Buyers-Guide-2023.pdf
https://296999.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/296999/SchoolNow-CMS-Buyers-Guide-2023.pdf
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Well-organized navigation

Intuitive,organizednavigationiswell-designed
navigation.It’skeytoaschoolwebsite’susability.
Mostwebsiteproviderswillstartyouoffwitha
common school or district architecture and show 
you how to editittoyourspecificneeds.

• Organize navigation and sub-navigation with 
nomorethansevenlinks.Studiesshowpeo-
plearemostlikelytomakeadecisionwhen
theyhavesevenlinksorfewertochoosefrom.
Anythingmorecanbeoverwhelming.Quick
linkshelpleaduserstothemostfrequently
requestedfeaturesorinformationonyoursite.
Quicklinkscancutthroughtheclutter,saving
readers’ time by getting them where they want 
togo,fast.Keepinmindschoolpagesand
teacher pages should be readily accessible on 
the navigation and home page.

• Donotuse‘clickhere’wordingonyourlinks.
Instead,usedescriptionsthatareincontext
withthecontent.Don’tthinkofthelinkasa
verb;ratherthesubjectmattertowhichyou
wantthereadertohavetheoptionofreading.

Beautiful, strategic images

You’ll want to upload your best quality images to 
yourassetlibraryforcentralorganizationandto
easethepage-buildingprocess.Takethisoppor-
tunity to establish an intuitive file-naming con-
ventionforallyourdigitalassetsifonedoesn’t
already exist. 

• Fromthe‘apicture’swortha1,000wordsde-
partment,’agreatimageorawell-positioned
videoclipcanspeakvolumesonawebpage.
Therecertainlyshouldbeaplaceforthose
onyourschool’swebsite,andinfact,those

elements can be ‘designed’ into the site. 
It’sstrikingthatdelicatebalance,however,
between beauty and utility that improves 
usability. 

• Rotatingbanners(alsocalledsliders)area
nicevisualwaytokeepvisitorsupdatedon
new,importantschoolevents.Thesecan
combine images with short text highlights. 
Images should be easy to change out using 
afriendlyCMS.

• Do not allow the slider to dominate your 
homepage. The homepage is valuable real 
estate,andvisitorsshouldbeeasydirected
tothatnextstep:whatthey’relikelylooking
for,orwhereyouwanttosteerthemwitha
clear call-to-action.

Current, fresh content

Frequentlyupdatedcontent–directories,news,
calendarofevents,athleticsscheduleandscores,
lunchmenus,etc.–istheblockingandtacklingof
aschoolwebsites,socommit key school person-
nel to be responsibleforkeepingthisinformation
fresh.

• Thisfundamentalcorecontentiswhatmost
visitorsarelookingfor,andtheywanttofindit
fast.It’scontentthatistypicallycreated,edited
orotherwisemanagedbynon-technicalusers,
somakesurethetoolsyourCMSproviderhas
toofferareeasytouse.Schoolanddistrict
newsshouldbefresh.Ifvisitorsseestalenews,
theywon’tcomeback.

• Theschooleventscalendar,theworkhorse
ofschoolcommunications,somakesureit’s
prominent,alwayscurrent,andlinkseach
eventlistedtomoreinformation.


