How Google’s recent changes
affect higher education
websites

The past five years have seen constant upheaval in Google’s
search rankings formula. It’s difficult to keep up, and
universities are often behind the curve when it comes to
competition in search. Sixty-seven percent of internet users
use search engines as their first source of information for
higher education institutions.

With the exception of a few traditional schools like
Pennsylvania State University and Gonzaga University,
WordStream’s Ken Lyons says most schools are losing their
online visibility to other websites.

“What I found to be completely bewildering is how the bulk of
college websites are outranked by aggregate degree guides or
list sites,” Lyons writes on the WordStream blog. “As such,
they have to resort to paid search to get listed in the SERPs
because they’re inept at SEO. Seriously, college websites
(because of their .edu status) are branded, trusted,
authoritative, powerful domains and should be able to outrank
sites like other sites with ease. Yet even with this clear
advantage, they still come up short.”

In fact, higher education is one of the highest-spending
industries in PPC with an average cost per click (CPC) of $10.
While PPC is a very effective tool for drawing in leads, it is
typically most effective for bottom-of-funnel prospects.

Universities that eschew SEO best practices are turning away
tens of thousands of free clicks each month, including queries
from potential students who are much higher up in the funnel.

There are three major areas where universities can target
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their SEO efforts in order to obtain maximum benefit: taking
control over brand information, using search and link data to
drive strategy and understanding the new elements of search.

Download the 2019 Periodic Table of SEO success factors.

Note: By submitting this form, you agree to Third Door Media’s
terms. We respect your privacy.

Controlling your brand information

The biggest issue in the new face of search is control over
your own brand information. As Google has realigned its SERPs
to better match the growth in voice search, featured snippets
have become more important and more prominent than ever, and
there is no guarantee that snippets about your university will
come from your website.

Featured snippets

Starting in July of 2018, the People Also Ask (PAA) featured
snippet went from appearing in about 15 percent of search
results to more than 50 percent; PAA now appears in about 85
percent of SERPs.

These infinitely-expanding answer boxes appear above most
organic results and are the new face of the SERP. Google is
becoming a zero-click environment, where as many as half of
searches are answered without leaving the search engine. It'’s
important for universities to learn how to show up in these
featured snippets. Featured snippets also feed voice
assistants like Google Home, adding another 1layer of
importance.

Here’s an example from my search for “University of Iowa:"”
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Google

university of iowa !

People also ask

What GPA do you need to get into University of lowa? .

With a GPA of 3.63, University of lowa requires you 1o be above average in your high
school class. You'll need at least a mix of A's and B's, with more A's than B's. You can
compensate for a lower GPA with harder classes, like AP or IB classes.

University of lowa Admission Requirements - PrepScholar
wiwwi prepscholar.comy/sat/s/ .-'L-ﬂl-'{‘TSHy-:}‘-lﬂ'ﬁ'a-ﬂdlY‘ISS on-requirements

Search for: What GPA do you need 1o get inta University of lowa?
What is University of lowa known for? -

Academic Life

The most popular majors at University of lowa include: Business, Management,
Marketing, and Related Support Services, Parks, Recreation, Leisure, and Fitness
Studies; Social Sciences; Engineering; and Communication, Journalism, and Related
Programs.

University of lowa - Profile, Rankings and Data | US Mews Best ...
https:fwww. usnews.com/best-colleges/university-of-iowa-1892

Search for: What is University of lowa known for?
Is the University of lowa Public or private? W
What university is in lowa City? v

What GPA do you need to get inte Harvard?

How much is the University of lowa? v
Is lowa a good place to live? b
Does lowa Get tornadoes? et
What is the enrollment at the University of lowa? v

The questions in the PAA are typically being
websites other than university. In Google’s
websites have better-answered questions than the
own website has. This is an issue for two reasons:

answered by
eyes, these
university’s

1. This positions other websites as an authority, where
they can potentially siphon traffic and links away from
your site.

2. It allows other websites to define your brand; to serve
as an authority on your information. Universities should
make all efforts to control their information.

To land in these featured snippets, schools need to create the

best pieces of content possible; content that fully and



plainly answers questions about the school and programs.
Additionally, all pages should be marked up with FAQPage
schema (more on schema later in this piece).

College search

Universities should make sure their data is showing up
correctly in Google’s college search feature. With this
feature, a search for a two- or four-year U.S. colleges
delivers a featured snippet with information about admissions,
cost, student 1life and popular certificate and associate
programs.
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Department of Education’s College Scorecard and Integrated
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), a comprehensive
data set available for four-year colleges. It’'s important for
all universities to examine their snippet and ensure that data
is presented properly.

Links and keywords still matter

Search has evolved quite heavily in recent years. Despite all
of these changes, some traditional SEO principles still hold
true. It’s important to review data and use audience insights
to produce content that ranks, engages and attracts links.

Keywords

Back in the dark ages of SEO, you needed a page targeting each
search term. What's more important now is writing about a
topic and creating the best piece of content on the internet
about that topic.

For universities, that means one longer page that describes a
program in detail, rather than 20 pages about one program.
That also means building a non-branded keyword library for
each page, including all of the variations. For example, a
page on your school’s computer science program should account
for the various words and phrases searchers might use.
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Links and redirects

Backlinks (links to your site from other websites) are still
the bedrock of search rankings. Backlinks are the currency of
search, and a primary ranking factor. They are essentially a
vote of quality from another website.

University websites typically have a lot of webpages that no
longer exist. Every new semester and school year require new
content, including class schedules, available courses and
events. It may be a big mistake, however, to delete those
outdated pages.

Before any page on your website is deleted, check to ensure
that the page does not have any backlinks. Any pages that have
backlinks should, at minimum, be redirected to another page
using a 301 (permanent) redirect. Otherwise, the link equity
of that page and any rankings boost it may offer are lost.

For events that recur every year, like an alumni weekend,
consider updating the page with new information about the



event rather than creating a new page for the event every
year. Over time, the page will accumulate link juice which can
be passed on to other important pages via internal linking.

One domain for everything

As much as possible, avoid using multiple domains for your
university. It is tempting to start a new domain for the
school’s athletics, for the employee site or for individual
colleges.

This is a huge SEO mistake. When your college uses multiple
domains, you are splitting up your links and authority among
multiple domains. In essence, you create multiple weak sites
instead of one strong site.

UCLA

www.ucla.edu ~
UCLA advances knowledge, addresses pressing societal needs and creates a university enriched
by diverse perspectives where all individuals can flourish.

Results from ucla.edu Q
Admission Prospective Students
ADMISSION OVERVIEW - Prospective Students. If you're
UNDERGRADUATE ... considering UCLA, you're ...
Departments & Programs Academics

Together, there are nearly 150 UCLA advances knowledge,
departments and programs ... addresses pressing societal ...
Careers UCLA Newsroom

As one of Southern California's top Child laber protections are lacking

five employers, UCLA is the ... in many countries, UCLA study ...

UCLA - Official Athletics Website

https://uclabruins.com
The official athletics website for the UC Los Angeles Bruins.



UCLA ONE

https://uclaone.com ~
Find Bruins you know or meet Bruins you should know in a trusted UCLA environment.
Introduce, employ and offer to act as a mentor to current students and ...

Home | UCLA Continuing Education

https://www.uclaextension.edu ~
UCLA Extension provides best in class education in marketing, business, engineering, arts, and
much more. Classes held in several convenient locations or ...

Work to create an internal policy at your university that
discourages the creation of external domains and try to
integrate external domains back into your main website.

The new basics

While those fundamental elements of search are still in play,
new elements have periodically been added into the rankings
mix. It’s important for your university to understand the
evolving face of search and to make your website competitive.

Site speed and mobile-first
indexing

Starting in July 2018 (after years of warnings), mobile site
speed became a factor in Google'’s ranking algorithm.

This is part of Google’s mobile-first indexing strategy, where
the mobile version of a website is what is used to index and
rank pages. Now, it’s more important than ever to make the
mobile version of your website the best version of your
website.
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This is especially true for universities, where a large number
of your prospective customers will be visiting your site on a
mobile device. Also, consider that many potential students
may be in areas that use 3G network service, which can further
hamper load times.

Slow page load times not only limits the amount of your site
that Google will crawl, but it also increases bounce rate and
reduces site conversions.

sy

< As page load time goes from:

1s to 3s the probability of bounce increases 32%
|

1s to 5s the probability of bounce increases 90%

1s to 6s the probability of bounce increases 106%

1s to 10s the probability of bounce increases 123%
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The majority of university websites that I have tested showed
extremely poor page load speeds. It’'s incumbent upon schools
to monitor page load time and address the issues that are
slowing load times, including large images, excessive script
and CSS, server issues and lack of compression.

For very important pages or paid search landing pages,
universities may opt to implement AMP pages. This would
provide a fast, stripped—down page that may also have a leg-up
in mobile-first rankings.

Schema

Google has put increasing focus on the use of structured data
(also known as schema) markups in creating featured snippets
and search results.

In 2017, Google’s Gary Illyes went so far as to say, “We
started building lots of new features that rely on structured
data..That is an important hint for you that if you want your
sites to appear in search features, implement structured
data.”

He added, “Think about any schema.org schema that you could
use on your pages. It will help us understand your pages
better, and indirectly, it leads to better ranks in some
sense, because we can rank easier.”

The amount of available schema markups has steadily grown. It
is in the best interest of universities to pay attention,
particularly to markups like CollegeOrUniversity and Course
(for courses of study), and apply these and other relevant
markups to their sites.

Local SEO

While universities may disregard the importance of local
search, they do so at their own peril. 44 percent of users in
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local results clicked in the featured three pack.

There are millions of searches every month for thousands of
terms like “colleges near me” (135K searches per month), plus
thousands of searches for individual programs like “nursing
program near me.” Local search can provide a lot of leads in
your area who are looking for local education options.
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Review local SEO ranking factors and make sure your university
website is optimized to appear in the three pack as much as
possible.

Tough but necessary

Universities are typically behind the curve 1in SEO
optimization, so the schools that optimize now will move ahead
of the field in rankings.

Pay attention to:

» questions searchers have about your college and ensuring
that they are thoroughly answered on your website to
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maintain control of your information

 key audience data like keywords and backlinks will help
you manage content creation, exploit link equity and
effectively add and remove pages from the site

»new SEO necessities like site speed, schema and local
SEO

SEO0 for universities is tough. University and college websites
are often large, decentralized and unwieldy. However, paying
attention to SEO and creating a centralized SEO strategy will
pay huge dividends in non-branded organic traffic and leads.

Opinions expressed in this article are those of the guest
author and not necessarily Search Engine Land. Staff authors
are listed here.
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