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PRINT MATERIALS
In evaluating the SPS materials,I took an initial two-pronged approach of analyzing
design and analyzing content. After which, I looked specifically at how design and
content married in each piece, how each piece felt on its own and then how the
entire package of materials delivered its message.

In terms of design only, most of the materials hewed true to an obvious design
template, which, I assume, is holding SPS to the CUNY brand standard. In
performing a basic table-top test, one can easily see that most pieces fall into one
overall " otarrge" theme, some pieces into a "blr;e" theme, and then several others
fall outside of the main structure. While this is excellent, overall, some of the most
compelling pieces are the ones that fall outside of the main design structure (the
New York Union Semester pieces).

One of the signature pieces, the large orange CUNY SPS piece, is very dry in terms
of layout and content. Much of the content is repurposed from other publications
and other areas of the website and does not show the excitement and engagement
that is continually talked about in regards to the SPS program.

By way of example, in the Dean's lettet, he says, "my greatest pleasure is interacting
with our talented and diverse students" yet we don't have a picture of him at all,
much less a photo of him interacting with students. It seems that this is a perfect
moment to show rather than to tell.

In fact, most of the publications seem extremely heavy on stock imagery which adds
nothing to the feeling of inclusion that you want prospective students to feel from a
piece such as this. Recent data from Noel-Levitz, mStoner and others repeatedly
emphasize that for prospects - especially students under 29 - they want to see
authenticity first and foremost, followed by a sense of themselves in the institution.
These are key perceptional shifts in the audience which should not be ignored, but
almost without exception you will find that higher ed is a late adopter.

\Alhat I was looking for in any of the printed materials was a simpie declarative
sentence that begins: "SPS is -." I was also looking for the simple question (and its
answer): "What will SPS do for me?"

These sentences and questions are at the heart of all creative content development.
Clear, concise and consistent content is absolutely key to any publication (including
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websites) no matter what industry. The one place I found my answer was in the
blue Online Baccalaureate brochure where, in the first paragraph,I am told how
getting a degree impacts ry the reader. That made this sma1l piece the most
effective of all that I was sent.

WEBSITE
While publications are important - and will remain so - it is incumbent on us to
examine the School's website carefully and critically as it has the largest potential
reach of any of our informational pieces.

SPS is constrained in both positive and negative ways by the overall CUNY design
andf or CMS, however, a refresh is certainly needed to address a variety of issues.

That said, the site's SEO seems to be optimized well. Testing a variety of search and
navigation strings continuously led back to the SPS website. Ultimately, only when
adding in "complete" or "finish" to the search string did Google fail to bring up SPS
on the first page of results.

This is an extremely positive step, as it is the first hurdle to students getting to
information about the School.

What I find specifically on the SPS site is over emphasis on "catalog information"
and less emphasis on students - both current and recent alumni. This is a critical
area of engagement for students in today's market, and it goes deep within the
information architecture of the site not just appearing on the homepage. In Lipman
F{earne's Key Insights released earlier this yea1, Chris Long, president of college
search site Cappex.com notes, "Over the last yea4, the most innovative college
search sites have shifted from providing basic information about colleges to more
personalized offerings and engagement opportunities for students."

This shift to a more deeply engaging content mix mirrors the expectations of a more
Web-savvy generation of college students - both traditional and non-traditional
prospects, according to research by Inigral - whose expectations are quite different
from previous generations.

Understanding how fundamentally our relationships with the Web have shifted in
the last decade is extremely important in developing new strategies and tactics for
this changed marketplace. Even as online information sources have rendered
physical guidebooks obsolete, so has the public been converting search into
navigation, frequently making such things as college search a very "social" process.
Says Mark Nelson, senior vice president of Lipman Hearne in the publication noted
above, "Word-of-mouth, reputation and'buzz' are important and need to be a larger
focus of a school's marketing efforts. These students are'always ory' always
searching. The college search process is all-consuming, and these findings clearly
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indicate that students partake in some college search activity on a daily or weekly
basis."

This rich, student-centered content becomes the heart of the SPS brand. It makes the
brand purpose-driven and focuses the marketing on the School's impact on students
rather than a catch-basin for the broad activities of the school. Taking the outward
approach - toward an explanation of all of the School's offerings - is likely to
have the unintended consequence of diluting the brand and making the product
hard to distinguish or explain.

Furthet awareness of the Lipman Hearne research and other national studies that
are showing that prospective students are increasingly not utilizing a school's
homepage as the start of their search. In fact, it is important that SPS understand on
which pages users are landing if they did not navigate to the site through the
homepage but instead went directly to the admissions page or a specific degree or
certificate program. Using Google Analytics can help us source which pages should
be refreshed (if necessary) and in which priority order.

Without having seen the actual numbers,I would suspect that if SPS holds true to
national models, a refresh schedule would be: admissions, specific degree and
certificate programs (again, in rank order of visits), the homepage, and additional
pages such as a welcome from the Dean, faculty profiles, student services, news,
etc.... (Because of the way SPS appears in some Google searches, admissions may
not, in fact, be where one would start, but rather on degree pages.)

Again, I must stress that this is supposition. All complex problems should be
handled with evidence to guide the way. not opinion or guesswork.

While we are developing the strategies to tackle the Web, one cannot forget the
rapidly growing presence of mobile technologies and their effect on information
delivery. It is highly likely that the majority of hits from specific demographic
groups are coming from mobile devices. Excluding phones, Pew reported that in
2012,29% of all US adults owned tablet devices, up from 2% frorn three years prior.
And even Pew admits that this data, when published, was already significantly out
of date.

The global reimagining of computing devices should never be far from the forefront
of our thinking, especially at SPS, which has been at the vanguard of reimagining
educational experiences.

In the 2012 E-Expectntions report, Noel-Leviiz, NRCCUA and others found that a full
75% of survey participants emphasized the need for simplicity in navigation and
written content and more than half of all respondents cited difficulty with site
navigation as their greatest challenge in rnaneuvering through college websites.
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I firmly believe that this is the starting block from which we move forward. If easy-
to-follow navigation is coupled with simple, declarative content reflecting how the
program impacts students, it will be the beginning of a significant underpinning on
which to base the rest of our marketing.

WEBSITE PLANNING
Developing a plan to strategically deconstruct the School's rvebsite and examine it
on a micro level is seen as particularly important as we develop overarching plans
to move forward. We must be aware of what is happening with information
consumption globally, not just within our own bubble. If we are to believe that
Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg will be successful in his mission to "rewire the
way people spread and consume irrformation," then those of us who are charged
with the creation of content must be ever mindful of these shifting sands
underpinning the marketplace. Doing so will bring the School more in line with
what \ /eb guru Gerry McGovern calls a "top tasks" approach to site development
ancl content creation.

DATA
Of course, no communications plan should be created without hard data. Today, we
have more access to more data than we ever have before and the development of
data-driven planning should be seen as the heart of what we will do in mapping out
a way forward in marketing, branding and growing SPS.

Initially, three streams of clata should be created and monitorecl. These streams can
later be broken down further as we learn more about populations and mine
increasing information about them. For the broader conversation at this macro level,
these streams are: national enrollment and trend clata, CUNY SPS-specific Web data,
and data gathered on hard publications produced and/or mailed in-house.

After this data is gathered and analyzed, an analysis of competitive or cross-app
schools (real and perceived) should be undertaken, using the same methodologies.
Focus groups, exit interviews and non-enrollee interviews may also help the School
better understand its yield and retention and how to strengthen both. This type of
empirical questioning may also offer up causal links that are not immediately
apparent in the raw data.

MEDIA ]VIIX
It is difficult - if not impossible - at this juncture to predict a high-performing
media mix without knowing what budget constraints one will be working under.
Furthet, "must have" decrees at this point are simply folly and go against the central
rubric that one must have appropriate hard data on which to base these types of
decisions.
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I would suggest that this mix should include: a dynamic Web presence - including
far more interactive content on the SPS site, a refined set of publications with a
central message, a bold - but innovative - approach to advertising (both print and
electronic), social media, and emerging media. Critical ad buys ideally should be
low-cost and high-yield and be deeply and tightly targeted. Additionally, they
should have the ability to be closely tracked so that their effectiveness can be
monitored and assessed.

Whichever media mix is eventually chosen, each piece or ad buy must have a
purpose/ a prompt to action, a message that unifies it with other pieces, and a
tracking mechanism. This also applies to social media. It is not enough to tweet each
day (at strategic times of day), but a plan should be developed to post information
that is driving readers to an action, just like advertisements should.

It is aiso incumbent upon us not to forget that one of our most important marketing
assets is our current students and alumni. These populations can be critical in
continuing the success of SPS. Word-of-rnouth is one of the most powerful
advertising methods we have at our disposal and we should not hesitate to use it.
This goes back to Mark Nelson's admonition that word-of-mouth andbuzz are so
critical in marketing for this generation.

MESSAGES AND CHANNELS
The development of this media mix organically informs the development of
messages and messaging platforms. For purposes of a broadstrokes discussion here,
I would suggest that reputation and outcomes are likely to emerge as central
messages followed by price, convenience and diversity and accessibility. Reputation
goes to such things as the overall university, preconceived notions of SPS and (in
many cases) online education in general. Outcomes are likely essential and to show
"people who are like me" is critical for the pool of prospects to understand what the
School offers - in language that is not standard "university-speak" or "marketing-
speak." There is some of this being done now, but mostly in pull quotes throughout
the website and publications. I would suggest that there is broad evidence to
support its expansion into a dominant theme.

These messages can also be disseminated through non-standard, but equally critical
social channels in the forms of student, alumni and even staff blogs, videos that are
more authentic profiles than advertisements in disguise - the less pedantic the
better - and social photo sharing on platforms such as InstaGram so that there is a
universal theme in every channel of communication.

STAFF
Understanding the strengths and weaknesses of the staff is critical for a new leader
coming in and needing to build and strengthen a plan. Having a background in
leadership mechanics and change management will help me in this fundamentally



Blackmoru Audit and Recommendations, CUNY SI€, page 6

critical assessment. Tools such as a SWOT analysis, an examination of learning
styles, departmental group and individual meetings will all allow us to develop an
initial plan in a timely fashion. In addition, it will allow input from the staff on a
variety of issues from the very beginning which will serve to strengthen and
embolden both the initial plan and the willingness of staff to become plan
stakeholders.

Development of a strategic action plan should begin almost immediately. It should
be seen as intrinsic to and not set apart from a comprehensive review of staff job
descriptions, office organization, organizational dynarnics and structures and will
serve as a basis for the development of specific goals and objectives for individual
staff members and staff member teams. A delineation or assignation of tactics to
meet those goals and objectives - other than those broadly reviewed earlier in this
document - seems, at best, premature as they will have no grounding in reality.

INTERNAL COMM UNICATIONS
Engaging institutional stakeholders seems to be a rather easy exercise, though I do
understand how it can get swept under the rug quite often. Developing a routine of
informing internal audiences of what is happening - or what is planned; what is
exciting in the near future - will serve to significantly connect those stakeholders
to the School. The development of specific internal channels of communication for
faculty and staff, along with donors and alumni - as well as current students -
sl'rould be part and parcel of overall comtnunications plan development.

CHANGING NATURE OF MEDIA
Another part of that plan development is interaction with the national press and
specifically the national higher ed media. Having spent the last six years intimately
involved in working with the higher ed media, I can tell you one key truth: it's
shrinking. Rapidly. A more global conversation needs to happen between key
players within SPS to determine how much time and resources the School wants to
devote to media relations, when the traditional media market is contracting.

There is some thought that strategically placing stories in the higher ed media will
keep the School in the conversation, but I would argue that placements in the
popular press are both difficult to come by and less effective than in years past as
column inches and news budgets slrrink.

Looking at the shifts in meclia consumption and penetration of different types of
media may prove critical if a presence in the popular press is seen as key to the
School's strategy. For example, an understanding that media today means more
than newspapers/ ma g azines f r adio/ television and should encompass news
aggregation websites, bespoke niche publications, interactive content providers and
social media distribution shifts the focus of the media conversation significantly.
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If the School wished to embrace the later to maximize impact, it should be another
plank in the aforementioned comrnunications plan.

TIMELINE
The planning for a comprehensive communications and branding plan moving
forward should begin immediately, even as the School is working on the present
plan. Managing change can be difficult in the best of circumstances and there are
always unexpected "monkey wrenches" dropped into the gears. One would suggest
that given staff buy-in and involvement, no crippling budget restraints and
leadership support, that a three-to-four month initial discovery phase, followed by a
three-to-four month working phase and a monthlong review phase would be an
aggressive course of action.

\tVhile parts of the plan can be - and should be - implemented prior to complete
roll-out, I woulcl likely ask for a year to build and launch a comprehensive new
plan, with a calendar and key benchmarks built into the plan at the outset.

FINAL THOUGHTS
Building an overarching communications plan must include strategic brand
management, marketing and advertising, social media and outreach to key
audiences using channels that thelz are using. The development of this plan should
always keep the end user at the forefront of one's thinking. The development of
such a plan requires that the marketing leader understand the multi-faceted nature
of the plan, the fluidity of the plan, and how to pull all of the strings together to
ensure project completion and success.

When looking at the search results in testing search queries, I was continually
seeing, in addition to SPS, schools such as NYU, SUNY Learning Network, Pace and
the New School. I was also seeing national, mostly for-profit institutions in the
sidebar, such as DeVry, Capella, Walden, Phoenix, Kaplan and the like, but I am also
mindful of the fact that SPS's greatest competition may not be a school at all. It
could be the hundreds of thousands of activities available any day of the week in
New York. Or it could be a portionthe four billion hotrrs of content streamed on
Netflix in the first quarter of 2013. Acknowledging that part of the marketplace may
be part of the out-of-the-box thinking that builcls the platforrn for the School of
Professional Studies' success in the future.

I look forward to continuing our discussions on the 26th

-Mark Blackmon
April18,2013


