


Genuinely
HELPFUL
A practical guide to effective  

university websites



Genuinely Helpful: A Practical Guide to Effective University Websites
By Guus Goorts, Montserrat Cano, Abby Guthrie, Kyle Campbell, Karine Abbou, 
Lisa Zoet, Kavi Kardos, Margit Kastner, Brian Piper and Lesley Ngai

Paperback ISBN: 9789083450803
Hardcover ISBN: 9789083450810
E-book ISBN: 9789083450827

Copyright © 2024 Guus Goorts, Alphen NB, the Netherlands

This book is meant to be shared. You may copy and distribute the work 
as long as you give appropriate credit, provide a link to the book page at 
www.guusgoorts.com/book/genuinely-helpful and indicate if changes were 
made. You cannot use the book for any commercial purpose without prior 
permission from the copyright holder. If you remix, transform or build upon 
the material in this book, you cannot distribute the modified material.

Find updates and additional resources related to the content of this book 
at www.guusgoorts.com/book/genuinely-helpful.



Genuinely
HELPFUL
A practical guide to effective  

university websites

Guus Goorts & Others



CONTENTS

Introduction	 vii

S EC T I O N 1  —  THE BIG PICTURE� 1

1 :   A good website makes everything easier�������������������������������������������������������������������3

2 :   Approaches for improving websites������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 11

3 :   What’s involved in SEO?������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 21

S EC T I O N 2  —  STRATEGIES AND TACTICS� 25

4 :   Relevance����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 27

5 :   Technical SEO���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 53

6 :   Accessibility��������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 63

7 :   Authority and links���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 71

S EC T I O N 3  —  WHAT’S NEXT?� 79

8:   Social search������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 83

9 :   Generative AI������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ 89

S EC T I O N 4  —  MAKING A BETTER WEBSITE 
HAPPEN IN YOUR ORGANISATION� 97

10 :   Making the business case for SEO�������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 99

1 1 :   Communicating results���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������113



S EC T I O N 5  —  CASE STUDIES� 123

1 2 :   NHL Stenden:  
Making your website student-centred����������������������������������������������������������������125

13 :   Corporate Finance Institute:  
Website architecture overhaul������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������133

1 4 :   University of Vienna:  
Planning for a university-wide website upgrade��������������������������������141

15 :   University of Rochester:  
SEO in a decentralised university��������������������������������������������������������������������������������147

16 :   NUS School of Nursing:  
Revising the content structure����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������153

Conclusion	 159

About the author	 161

Contributors	 163

Acknowledgements	 167

Thank you!	 169





Introduction |  vii

INTRODUCTION

What does a typical day in the life of an education marketer 
look like? Being pulled in 12 different directions at the 

same time. Sound familiar?
Your team is understaffed, and while you have some budget 

available it’s never quite enough to go around. Between TikTok, 
Instagram, Google, Facebook and study choice platforms, budget 
and attention are spread thin. You wish you had the time to do at 
least one thing exceptionally well.

You have a nagging feeling you’re being extorted by Google. The 
money you spend on Google Ads may get you over the finish line 
this year, but wow, if only you could use that budget elsewhere …

Just when you think you’ve figured out the online recruiting 
game, a new platform emerges. Users start behaving differently, 
everyone’s using a new tool and you’re back to square one.

Senior leadership has a strategy that includes ten marketing-
related priorities. But what they actually pay attention to is 
as changeable as the weather. After one meeting, it’s specific 
countries of origin; next time, it’s ‘fit’ or purely making the numbers. 
Sometimes, the real priority isn’t even in the official strategy.

You know that if you could only zoom out, look at the big picture 
and make some solid strategic choices, you could improve things 
fundamentally for next year and beyond. But you have urgent 
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goals to meet today, which tend to take precedence. And when 
you do have a couple of hours, you don’t know where to begin.

This book is the place to start. It’s your chance to step back 
from the day-to-day and give your focused, strategic attention to 
something that will really pay off in the long term, for both you 
and your institution: your website.

When your website genuinely helps its visitors achieve their 
goals, everything else gets easier too. As your website starts 
to deliver a larger stream of applications and enrolments from 
well-qualified prospective students, you’ll create breathing room 
for yourself and your team. You’ll be able to shift your attention 
further into the future, to create beautiful things without the 
constant worry about achieving short-term results. Paid advertis-
ing campaigns and traffic from study choice portals will perform 
many times better when people end up on a webpage designed 
with empathy that gives them what they need.

Sounds obvious, right? Still, it’s rare for institutional websites to 
be genuinely helpful to their visitors. Too often, it’s more about the 
institution and how great it is than about addressing the worries 
of prospective students and reassuring them.

It was my deep frustration with unhelpful education websites 
that got me involved in education marketing. In April 2004, I had 
just wrapped up an exchange semester at National University of 
Singapore (NUS) and found myself left with about a month before 
my flight out. I had gotten to know a Chinese girl (whom I would 
later marry) and thought it would be a good idea to spend this 
time learning some Mandarin Chinese.

So I turned to Google and found a number of options:

•	 One was a full-time programme run by NUS Extension, 
which didn’t start until after my scheduled departure date
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•	 Another was a programme aimed at expats with one-to-one 
coaching, which I couldn’t afford

•	 I also found a school that had a very simple website: Spring 
College International

Knowing what I know now, I should have visited Spring College 
and talked to them in person. Years later, I got the chance to work 
with them and found out they’re very flexible and would have 
worked something out that suited me at the time.

So why didn’t I? Their website wasn’t compelling enough. It 
didn’t list any start dates or prices and showed only one picture of 
the building’s exterior. There were some PDFs with course informa-
tion, which were confusing. No reviews either, on their website or 
elsewhere on the web. I assumed their website was all there was 
to the school and that website didn’t represent them well.

After my graduation, I moved to Singapore permanently and 
joined NUS Extension’s full-time programme for four months while 
job hunting. The experience of wanting to learn something and 
not finding any good options always stuck with me. It sparked a 
side project in 2008: Yago – a comparison website for language 
schools based in Singapore.

I’m convinced that learning another language or learning about 
a culture other than your own is a powerful way to make the 
world a better place. That’s why I use my marketing expertise in 
the field of (international) education and not, say, promoting fast 
food. Perhaps you share my ideal that education has the power to 
change tomorrow’s world for the better. As marketers, we can be 
advocates for students and help them make informed decisions.

I built the first version of Yago myself and, to be honest, it didn’t 
look great. But I made sure it covered all the information I had 
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been looking for back in 2004 and applied some basic search engine 
optimisation (SEO) to make it discoverable in Google. I literally 
borrowed the book SEO for Dummies1 and applied its teachings, 
chapter by chapter. The site ranked as the top result in Google for 
many relevant keywords in a matter of months. That may sound 
like a great achievement but I was probably the only one in the 
market paying attention to SEO at that point. It may be hard to 
believe, but even to this day, that’s the case in some markets.

Language schools could list their course offerings on Yago. 
Eventually, one of my clients, a Chinese language school called 
Yi Mandarin, asked me to help them with their SEO. Over the 
years, Yi Mandarin grew into Crystal Learning2 and it now provides 
language courses for English, Indonesian, Japanese, Korean, 
Thai and Vietnamese from its centre at Orchard Road in central 
Singapore, as well as online. Its language schools sit at the top of 
Google’s search results, and SEO is still its key recruitment channel.

Since then, I have worked with educational institutions across 
Asia, Europe and North America to get more out of their online 
presence – first by executing hands-on SEO and Google Ads 
campaigns and then gradually moving into the role of consultant, 
trainer and coach.

In those roles, I have seen institutions large and small grapple 
with the same challenges faced by Yi Mandarin: working hard 
without being sure where to focus and seeing too much budget 
seep away as ad spend. Besides their website and SEO, education 
marketers must cover a hundred other priorities: visiting educa-
tion fairs, organising webinars and open days, social media – the 
list goes on.

1	 Peter Kent, SEO for Dummies, 7th edition (John Wiley & Sons, 2020). I read an earlier 
edition, but the series still provides a very helpful start if you set out to learn SEO.

2	 https://crystallearning.edu.sg, retrieved on 12 July 2024.
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At some institutions, the weight of all these activities falls 
on the shoulders of a single person (you?). And even when there 
is a team in place that allows for some specialisation, it’s often 
responsible for marketing something like 70 different programmes 
across ten target countries. I know you’re busy!

That’s why this book focuses on the most powerful intersec-
tion of student needs and your needs, where your marketing 
efforts will have the greatest long-term impact: your website. As 
a marketer, when you improve your website you improve your life. 
But how do you actually improve your website in a structured way?

Many different approaches and skill sets go into making your 
website as helpful as it can be to your audience. The main one I’m 
going to cover in this book is SEO. SEO intersects with many other 
marketing disciplines, including social media, website develop-
ment, article writing and user experience (UX). When more people 
in your organisation become aware of general SEO principles, you’ll 
find it easier to work together: not just to increase your website’s 
visitor numbers, but to improve your institution’s reputation, as 
well as drive enrolment of students who are a good fit with your 
institution.

SEO can help you:

•	 Make it easier for prospective students and other relevant 
audiences to discover your website, which makes all your 
marketing efforts more effective

•	 Improve the credibility and authority of your institution: just 
showing up high in Google is a quality signal

•	 Build a solid and growing base of applications without 
having to actively go out and recruit students, be it online 
or in person
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•	 Reduce your advertising spend, allowing you to invest the 
money saved in initiatives that pay off over the long term 
instead

Sure, anything you do to increase search visibility will take extra 
time and attention at first. But as the results start to show, more 
of your ideal students will find you spontaneously. Other institu-
tions, government agencies and companies will approach your 
faculties with partnership ideas. Instead of worrying about next 
year’s intake, you’ll be able to shift your time horizon further into 
the future. Working on a more fundamental and strategic level will 
make your institution more attractive for prospective students and 
scientists alike, which will make your role as a marketer much 
more meaningful and fun!

But first, we have work to do. Don’t worry, though. This book is 
not a long list of to-dos, and it’s also not super technical. There are 
tons of other books and resources if you want to take a deep dive.

I’ll cover the following topics:

•	 Why your website is the lever for multiplying the results of 
almost any marketing initiative you undertake

•	 SEO fundamentals: for a high-level understanding of what’s 
involved in SEO and which questions to ask when improving 
your website – without overwhelming you with too much 
detail!

•	 What’s next: a glimpse of how SEO will develop in the future
•	 Making a better website happen: getting budget, buy-in and 

support for actually getting the work done, politically and 
organisationally, in an academic environment

•	 Case studies: real-life case studies of SEO and website initia-
tives at a range of institutions, which I hope will spark ideas 
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for how you could go about making positive change happen 
at your institution

This book is a collaborative effort. Several chapters are co-written 
with fellow education marketers at institutions and with consul-
tants. Where this is the case, you’ll find the co-authors indicated 
at the start of the section.

While this book may not transform you into an instant SEO 
wizard, my wish is for you to come away with new confidence 
and inspiration, and a new perspective on how you can make your 
website work harder for you.

When you give structured attention to your website, even if 
it’s in small bites, life will get easier for you as a marketer. You’ll 
spend less time chasing trends, juggling competing demands 
and worrying over short-term results. You’ll finally be able to get 
out of firefighting mode and take back control of your day, so you 
can do more of the important work that drives long-term success.

To get there, you need to know step-by-step how to make the 
website better: where to start, which questions to ask, and who 
to approach for help and collaboration. That’s what this book is 
all about! Turn the page to begin.


