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Objective

This strategy document seeks to accomplish the following objectives: 

· Analyze the current state of all news content across the College Board Web site

· Identify gaps in the current process of planning, publishing, and presenting news

· Make short and long-term recommendations in the following areas related to news content: 

· Planning and publication processes

· Effective presentation 

· Appropriate placement and movement through the publication life cycle 

Current landscape

News content should play an important role in any organization’s communications strategy. Yet as a content type on many organization’s Web sites it often gets relegated to the “press release area” and is treated as little more than an afterthought in terms of the real estate it receives in its presentation. 

This situation is no different at the College Board. While our organization does not generate an inordinate volume of news content, we often want or need to communicate important events and happenings to our various audiences. Frequently, some of these events are very time sensitive and can potentially impact a broad range of people who use our services and programs. Because we do not have a clearly articulated strategy for planning, creating, publishing, and effectively presenting news content across the various sections of our site, we often find ourselves in “reaction mode,” scrambling to force-fit important news messages in various corners of the site. This results in an uncoordinated and scattershot presentation of news that is often not differentiated from other types of regular site content.  

The recent launch of IPE provides the dot.com group with an opportunity to re-assess and further refine the approaches, strategies, and processes we employ around news content. This strategy document will address a number of these issues: 

· Identifying the key challenges across all news types 

· Defining the major news types
· Analyzing the current and desired state for each type 

· Recommended solutions to close the gap between the current and desired state 

Key challenges: all news types 

Currently, the College Board Web site does not have enough flexibility across its various Web channels (IPE, Student, Parent site sections) to accommodate the effective publication and presentation of news content. Some of the key issues that we face across all news types include: 

Presentation-related challenges

· Limited space for presenting news content on key pages 

· New IPE architecture eliminated a single “home” for the professional experience

· Students and parents’ home pages lack sufficient space for news modules 

· Splash page often gets bypassed due to bookmarking

· Ineffective structure and clear design barriers inhibit our ability to respond quickly to critical events and other happenings that require fast turn-around and publication 

· Undifferentiated treatment 

· Current page designs (both information and visual) use a design system that does not provide enough stylistic variations to allow for appropriate differentiation among the types of news content that we publish  

· Especially on the Professional sections, a lack of 

· Page hierarchies do not provide enough levels of emphasis to appropriately highlight a piece of news content based on its importance or priority, resulting in news often appearing as evergreen content in static page modules.  
Process-related challenges 

· News priority and lifecycle 

· Currently, we do not have a clearly articulated process on how to determine the priority of a piece of news content: where it should be placed on the page, with what treatment, and the order in which it should be displayed in relationship to other news content. 

· Similarly, we do not have a standardized approach – or a shared understanding among stakeholders – for the length of time a particular piece of news content should receive a given treatment (lifecycle) 

· Response process 

· We do not have a strategy or process in place to respond when major sensitive or unwelcome events occur 
· Roles and editorial responsibility
· Currently, there is not a clear distinction around who “owns” the news content once it is published on the Web: it can range from MarComm, to program areas, to the Dot.Com/UX team, or a combination of these different stakeholders.  
· Similarly, there has been a gap in a single group owning/being accountable for the various audiences for news content. Who makes the decisions around what each customer segment should see? What is the information strategy for each audience and how should they access/see the news content? 
· Lack of clear editorial oversight of news content continues to challenge the organization. 

This strategy document will use these four criteria as the framework to analyze each news type and provide recommendations for improvement. 
News types 

We have identified five major types of news content categories for which the College Board should plan:

1. Major College Board announcements 

2. Program-specific announcements 

3. Major sensitive events 

4. College Board community/education community news

5. Good news 

6. Alerts 

Each one is described in detail below, with assessments of the current state and recommended solutions. 

1. Major College Board announcements

Definition: 
This type of news content generally concerns an important topic or event that concerns the College Board as a whole, or concerns a major topic or event for one of the program areas. These are known in advance and can be planned for, and generally have very wide audience appeal.  
Examples: 
· Major College Board Reports

· AP Report to the Nation 

· College-Bound Seniors

· College Costs 

· Mission/advocacy announcements 

· National Commission on Community Colleges/Skills Race 

· Bob Costas Grants for the Teachers of Writing  
[image: image1.png]Data, Reports & Research

4th Annual Advanced Placement
Report to the Nation

‘The 4th Annual AP® Report to the Nation provides data on the AP
‘Program, including participation and performance data for each state
‘within the context of its population and racial/ethnic demographics.

Read neore about AP progran data nationwide >




AP Report to the Nation, as featured on the “Data, Reports & Research” section home page
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Alternative (and inconsistent) treatment, found in the News column on the “Higher Ed Services” section home page. 

Current situation/state

Space 

· Generally receives prominent display on some pages (feature story on section pages, as above) but not as a feature on persona home pages

· Gets published sporadically/inconsistently across pages  

· Little to no presence on student or parent home pages 
· Little attention paid to the splash page 
Treatment
· Often receives a special design treatment when placed in the lead story space
· When item rotates out of lead spaces, it becomes “lost” and appears a piece of evergreen content  
Prioritization 
· Inconsistent policy applied to how long news content lives at a particular level. One week? Two weeks? Until then next major thing comes along?
Response
· The events that generate this type of news generally are known well in advance and can allow for sufficient planning

· Better coordination needed across all programs  
Recommend solution/desired state 
Space 

· Ability to take over all major feature spaces across all sections and personas in professional channels 

· New space/modules created on student and parents for publication when required 

· Create space on persona/section home pages to allow for continued presence of major stories when they move out of lead space but still require some level of prominence on the site (from a hierarchy standpoint, this level would be between the lead space and the news text treatment) 

Treatment

· Continue creating specially-designed modules for persona and section pages 
· Design modules for use on student and parent home pages that incorporates graphics  
· Modify design of persona/section home pages to accommodate a secondary level of news content with some graphic treatment
Prioritization
· Develop a written policy for when and how long a news item of this type can claim the lead story space, including rotation out of the space. 
Response

· Forthcoming master editorial calendar to map out/address timing and planning 
2. Program-specific announcements

Definition: 

This type of news content generally concerns a particular topic, event, or component of a specific program area, or address a calendar or regular business cycle event. These items also are most often known in advance and can be planned for; typically, they have a more targeted audience. 

Examples: 

· Test dates

· Test score availability 

· Training updates

· Conference registrations 
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The current student home page does not provide adequate space or presentation for news content 
             
[image: image4]
Program-specific announcements get lost in a “sea of text” on the persona home and section pages as they are relegated to the “News” or “Information Highlights” sections with no graphic presentation. 
Current situation/state

Space 

· Student and parent pages do not provide adequate space for these kinds of announcements. 

· Professional pages provide some space for these announcements in the “News” and “Information Highlights” section of the persona pages 

· Section home pages lack adequate space for presenting this type of news content 

Treatment
· Professional persona pages relegate this content to the “Information Highlights” section where it appears as a simple text link, or to the “News” section 
Prioritization 
· Inconsistent policy applied to how long news content lives at a particular level. One week? Two weeks? Until then next major thing comes along?
Response
· As with major College Board announcements, these activities generally are known and can be planned for in advance 

Recommend solution/desired state 

Space 

· New space/modules created on student and parents for publication when required 

Treatment
· Modify design of persona/section home pages to accommodate a secondary level of news content with some graphic treatment
Prioritization 
· Use forthcoming editorial calendar to develop a prioritization schedule to be shared across programs and functional areas 

Response
· Forthcoming master editorial calendar to map out/address timing and planning 
3. Major sensitive events 

Definition: 

This type of news content concerns major events or topics that impact a major audience segment, draw significant press/member attention, or impact the College Board brand, mission, program support, or advocacy. Much like any crisis, these events come as a surprise and are not known in advance. Responding quickly is imperative for the College Board to establish credibility, correct misleading information, or communicate corrective actions. This area poses the most risk and vulnerability for the College Board from a legal, ethical, and community relations standpoint. These items also require senior and executive-level involvement given the visibility and sensitivity.
Examples: 

· Major operational issues or errors (delays or revision errors) 

· Discontinuation of programs or changes in initiatives 

· Responses to external negative press 

Current situation/state

Space 

· Key pages across the site (student, parents, professional persona, and professional sections) don’t provide adequate space for publication of this type of news content.  
Treatment
· No design currently exists that would present this type of news content in an way to attract the appropriate level of attention for affected audiences 

Prioritization 
· No policy on how long these kinds of news items should remain in prominent locations on key pages in the site 
Response
· No coordinated plan in place to respond to major sensitive events 

Recommend solution/desired state 
Space 
· All key pages in the student, parent, and professional sections should have an area or section that could be launched/used to highlight these major news items 
Treatment
· Providing the appropriate design treatment for these kinds of news items is critical: they need to have a certain level of visibility to given them prominence, yet should be balanced and not draw undue attention to them. 
Prioritization 
· A written set of guidelines that allows the “crisis communications team” (see below) to determine how long to keep these news items in a prioritized space 
Response
· A written “crisis communications” plan with chain of actions to be taken, approvals to occur and by whom, and the team/roles who need to be involved in decision-making and publication 

4. College Board community/education community news 

Definition

This type of news content concerns events, activities, or other items that concern the educational community at large (of which College Board is a part), as well as other membership and trustee-oriented items. 

Examples: 

· National commemorative weeks or months (e.g. National School Counselors Week, American Education Week, Black History Month)   

· Condolence statements around tragedies or other natural disasters (Virginia Tech shootings; California Wildfires, Hurricane Katrina) 

· Passing of a prominent College Board friend or a trustee 
Current situation/state

Space 

· Again, key pages across all major site sections do not provide adequate space to accommodate this news type. 
· Condolences often find their way only on the splash page 
Treatment
· TBD

Prioritization 
· TBD 
Response
· While responses to events naturally occur after the fact, the commemorative weeks/months generally do not find their way onto our site at all 
Recommend solution/desired state 

Space 

· This strategy continues to call for additional or dedicated space on key pages across major site sections to allow for the ease of publishing this kind of news content. 

· Greater flexibility in using key lead story space should also be considered as an option if the story is large enough/warrants this kind of treatment. 
Treatment
· These news content types should have a treatment that is appropriate to the subject matter that they communicate. Often, a simple, straightforward text treatment is likely to be sufficient to express 

Prioritization 
· Depending on the type of event that triggered the announcement, these news content items generally should have a short life cycle on the site before the roll off. 
Response
· News items around events that are known in advance (national commemorative weeks/months) should be planned for in the master editorial calendar 

· News items around events that are unexpected should follow a similar process to the process for major sensitive events
5. Proud/positive news   

Definition

These news items are positive, press-worthy news items that the College Board often wants to highlight because they concern an action or event about which the organization can express genuine pride. 

Examples: 

· The success of a particular program or initiative that truly illustrates our mission in action/come to life. 

· A promotion, honor, recognition, or other professional distinction that someone from our staff has achieved or has been acknowledged. 
Current situation/state

Space 

· Again, key pages across all major site sections do not provide adequate space to accommodate this news type. 

· These news pieces often appear as a regular news item, and literally “blend into the background” of the page.

Treatment
· No specific graphic treatment exists for these types of “feature” news.  

Prioritization 
· As with most news content on our site, no common process or understanding exists to prioritize these pieces of news items appropriately in the page hierarchy. 

Response

· These items generally can be planned for in advance, or can be published “after the fact” (within a reasonable time frame) and still exhibit relevance. 

Recommend solution/desired state 

Space 

· This strategy continues to call for additional or dedicated space on key pages across major site sections to allow for the ease of publishing this kind of news content. 

· Greater flexibility in using key lead story space should also be considered as an option if the story is large enough/warrants this kind of treatment. 

Treatment
· These news content types should have a treatment that is appropriate to the subject matter that they communicate. 
Prioritization 
· Depending on the type of event that triggered the announcement, these news content items generally should have a short life cycle on the site before the roll off. 

Response

· These items should be planned for as soon as they are known/made aware to the site stakeholders. 

6. Alerts 

Definition: 

This type of news content concerns an update, cancellation, or other tactical action that was taken or needs to be taken around a specific topic or event. Typically these are program-specific. These are generally not known far in advance (or at all), and almost always require fast response/publication. 

Examples: 

· Test center closings

· Cancellation of an event/workshop 

· Registration deadline extension 

· Additions of information 

· Outages/down time on Web site 

· Corrections to errors 
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The student home page does allocate dedicated space for certain types of alters (SAT Test Center Closings), though it could have a better graphic treatment to highlight its importance on the page. 
Current situation/state

Space 

· Of all the news content types discussed in this document, this one likely receives adequate space across the various site sections today.   

· Some alerts have dedicated space in their respective site sections (SAT Test Center Closings)  

· Site outages or application maintenance often get communicated on persona pages as an item in the news column 

Treatment
· Limited design/graphic options for highlighting alert content 
Prioritization 
· Aside from dedicated program alert spaces (e.g. SAT Test Center closings), alerts generally have a short shelf life and do “roll off” the site once the event has passed or the situation has been resolved. 

· This tends to work well today. 
Response
· [more to come] 
Recommend solution/desired state 

Space 

· The proposed layout overhaul of key pages across all site sections should provide for adequate space to accommodate the universe of alerts
Treatment
· Graphical treatments within the space should draw an appropriate amount of attention to the alert while still maintaining page balance and focus. 
Prioritization 
· Continue to monitor placement and duration of alert content to ensure messages are published and roll off at appropriate times
Response

· [more to come] 

Initial strategic framework

Each of the following components contributes to the framework and approach that we should take around news. 

Proposed short-term presentation solutions 

To ensure we are prepared and equipped to respond situations requiring immediate publication of a news alert, we have identified a number of near-term solutions to accommodate urgent or sensitive news items. The chart below summarizes the current state, capabilities, and proposed short-term fix for the major areas across our site today. 

	
	Main splash
	Student home
	Parent home
	IPE Persona home pages 
	IPE Category home pages 

	Does an “alert” template/

module exist in some form?
	Yes *  (see example immediately following this chart) 
	Yes *  (see example immediately following this chart)
	Yes
	No
	No

	Is it implemented/

able to be used today?
	No


	Yes
	Yes
	No
	No

	If no template/

module exists, how would we respond today?
	Use the two slots on the page
	N/A
	N/A
	Create/publish a graphic in the lead space; manually need to publish to each page separately
	Create/publish a graphic in the lead space; manually need to publish to each page separately

	What is proposed short term solution to close the gap? 
	Implement the designed page that accommodates a bold item (time to realize: 1-2 weeks) 


	Ability exists today to publish an alert at the top of the center column
	Confirming ability to publish an alert at the top of the center column (similar to student home)
	Create template for the graphic that could be updated quickly and published
	Create template for the graphic that could be updated quickly and published

	What is proposed long-term/ideal solution?
	When short-term solution implemented, evaluate if additional template variation needed
	Evaluate if additional space/capability is needed
	Evaluate if additional space/capability is needed
	Revision to persona home page templates required for increased flexibility in posting news, announcements, and promotions
	Revision to category page templates required for increased flexibility in posting news, announcements, and promotions

	Time required to publish once text/news item is approved/finalized?
	15-30 minutes
	15-30 minutes
	15-30 minutes
	Can be accomplished in 30 minutes if pushed  
	Can be accomplished in 30 minutes if pushed  



Alert: Main splash page 
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Alert: Student home page 
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Alert: Parents home page 
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Short-term solution for both versions of the parents’ home page

Alert: Persona home pages 
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Proposed short-term solutions for alert style on persona pages
Alert: Section home pages 
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Proposed short-term solutions for alert style on section pages
Recommended long-term presentation solutions 
This strategy calls for improvements in the information design, information architecture, and visual design at the section and page-level to increase the prominence and overall effectiveness of the various types of news content.

Actions: 

· Develop wireframe mock-ups for each page identified above to accommodate the various proposed modifications to the page layout/information design

· See examples of initial, high-level wireframes, in the sections below. 

· Explore different graphical/visual design treatments that are possible within the site architecture and standards

· Build more nuance and flexibility into the palette and styles to accommodate a greater level of variety in presenting news content 
· Ensure that the proposed modifications allow for the organization respond to the natural “weight” of the different types of news items
· Determine the level of effort required for the various approaches (e.g. presentation layer change only versus a change to a template in Vignette) 

· Review and select the new approaches based on level of effort and time required to make the changes at the page level  

· Ensure ready-made “modules” are prepared that can be quickly/easily populated with the news content to aid in speedy publication when required 

Initial wireframe explorations 

This section presents initial wireframe concepts illustrating recommended modifications to accommodate the various types of news discussed in this strategy document. 
· Splash page

· Student home page

· Parent home page 

· Seven persona pages in IPE 

· Eight section home pages in IPE

· News & Information pages (especially Press Releases page) 

Splash page
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A new template under current development will be able to accommodate alert and other late-breaking news items. New/proposed elements are highlighted in red.  
Student home page
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Slight modifications to the student home page layout can easily accommodate the presentation requirements for most common types of news content New/proposed elements are highlighted in red.  
Parent home page 
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Slight modifications to the parent home page layout can easily accommodate the presentation requirements for most common types of news content New/proposed elements are highlighted in red.  
Seven persona pages in IPE 
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A redesigned/re-architected “news” column allows for greater flexibility to accommodate news and other featured stories and promotional items. Graphic elements and other type treatments enhance the presentation and communicate that these content items change/are updated on a regular basis. New/proposed elements are highlighted in red.  

Eight section home pages in IPE
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A redesigned/re-architected “news” column allows for greater flexibility to accommodate news and other featured stories and promotional items. Graphic elements and other type treatments enhance the presentation and communicate that these content items change/are updated on a regular basis. New/proposed elements are highlighted in red.  

Recommended process solutions (short- and long-term)
Editorial and audience ownership 

A key and critical recommendation from this strategy calls for formalizing the ownership of editorial controls and audience strategies for the range of news content that gets published on our sites. Drawing on the analysis of this news strategy and two related initiatives (the comprehensive IPE Content Strategy and Master Editorial Calendar), the Dot.Com/UX team proposes the following structure to address the current absence of a strategy and process: 
The Content Strategy team will assume ownership of the editorial content and audience strategies across the range of IPE site pages as well as the student, parents, and splash pages. This ownership/editorial management will include:
· Establishing information strategies and communications philosophy for each audience segment

· Making decisions based on those strategies around what each customer segment should see 

· Evaluating and determining the spread of the information across the various Web properties

· Driving the agenda around what each person/audience/reader should see 

· Working with key stakeholder groups (MarComm, programs) to incorporate their content and editorial needs into the content strategy and agenda for the Web 

· Using each Web channel to maximize the impact of the slate of items that are presented 

Determining news priority and lifecycle 

Actions: 

· Determine what news type(s) are appropriate to live on pages

· Develop matrix to establish priorities/strategies for what kinds of news content can go where 

· See initial matrix at the end of this section. 
· For known/anticipated news types, develop a work plan to accommodate this kind of news 
· Establish a life cycle approach, based on the recommended solutions, for each type of news content. 
· Use the forthcoming editorial calendar as a starting point for this exercise 
· Develop a plan/strategy/policy/decision path to assess unanticipated news and to assign it to the appropriate location on the site  (see next section) 
· The nature, of the content and intended audience should determine the length of time a piece of news content should remain
Matrix: News types and possible placements across key pages 

	
	Major site section

	
	Main splash
	Student home
	Parent home
	IPE Persona home pages 
	IPE Category home pages 

	News type 
	
	
	
	
	

	Major College Board Announcements
	X
	
	
	X
	X

	Program-specific announcements 
	
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Major sensitive events 
	X
	(X) as needed
	(X) as needed
	X
	X

	College Board Community/Education community news 
	X
	
	
	X
	X

	Proud/Positive News
	X
	
	
	X
	X

	Alerts 
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X


Responding to sensitive events: process, plan, and team  

This strategy calls for the creation of a written plan and task force that can be mobilized to respond quickly and decisively to major sensitive news events. Equivalent to a “crisis communications S.W.A.T. team,” this group would 

Actions: 

· Develop, document, and formalize a plan for responding to sensitive news items 

· Create a “crisis communications S.W.A.T. team” comprised of key stakeholders from various functional (dot.com, marketing communications, legal, IT) and program areas. These members are likely to be senior members of the organization, with key mid-level directors as “on the ground” first responders

· Crate a “crisis communications” plan document that defines key processes and procedures that should be enacted should a major sensitive news event occur. 

Next steps  

· Create mock-ups for recommended solutions and socialize/discuss 

· Determine lifecycle for different types of news (based on recommended solutions) 
· Draft “crisis communications S.W.A.T. team” plan
· After Dot.Com review, extend strategy and recommendations to MarComm. 
Outstanding questions 

· Vignette implications: how long would it take to make the required changes to the templates?
· What processes should be in place for archiving the various types of news content? 
· Can some news content be “retired” without an archive? If so, what types? 

Revision history 
	Date
	Version 
	Summary of revisions 

	25 February 2008
	0.0
	Initial rough draft published for internal review


	10 March 2008
	0.1
	Revised to incorporate comments on initial rough draft

Additional expansion and strategy for each news type identified



	24 March 2008
	0.2
	Added comments from previous round 

Built out sections with additional information: 

· Added matrices that analyze current situation and future recommended states

· Mock-ups of short-term solutions for alters on all main pages added 

· Added wireframes proposing solutions 

	11 April 2008
	1
	· Incorporated comments and feedback from review with senior team: H. Higginbotham and C. Betterton 
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