Author: Wu, Liang
Title: Web-Based Media for Cross-Cultural Communication in Asynchronous Processes

among International Students at the University of Wisconsin-Stout

The accompanying research report is submitted to the University of Wisconsin-Stout, Graduate School in partial

completion of the requirements for the

Graduate Degree/ Major: MFA in Design

Research Advisor: Erik A Evensen, Associate Professor
Submission Term/Year: Summer 2020

Number of Pages: 51

Style Manual Used: American Psychological Association, 6 edition

X I have adhered to the Graduate School Research Guide and have proofread my work.

X I understand that this creative thesis project must be officially approved by the Graduate School.
Additionally, by signing and submitting this form, I (the author(s) or copyright owner) grant the
University of Wisconsin-Stout the non-exclusive right to reproduce, translate, and/or distribute this
submission (including abstract) worldwide in print and electronic format and in any medium,
including but not limited to audio or video. If my research includes proprietary information, an
agreement has been made between myself, the company, and the University to submit a thesis that
meets course-specific learning outcomes and CAN be published. There will be no exceptions to this
permission.

DX I attest that the creative thesis project is my original work (that any copyrightable materials have
been used with the permission of the original authors), and as such, it is automatically protected by
the laws, rules, and regulations of the U.S. Copyright Office.

[X] My project chair has approved the content and quality of this paper.

STUDENT:
NAME: Liang Wu DATE: 7-30-20
ADVISOR: (Committee Chair if MS Plan A, MFA Creative Thesis, EdS Thesis, or Field Project/Problem):
NAME: Erik A Evensen DATE: 7-30-20

This section for MS Plan A Thesis, MFA Creative Thesis, or EdS Thesis/Field Project papers only

Committee members (other than your advisor who is listed in the section above)

1. CMTE MEMBER’S NAME: Erik A Evensen DATE: 7-30-20
2. CMTE MEMBER’S NAME: Katherine Roberts Edenborg DATE: 7-30-20
3. CMTE MEMBER’S NAME: Robert Fraher DATE: 7-30-20

This section to be completed by the Graduate School
This final research report has been approved by the Graduate School.
Director, Office of Graduate Studies: DATE:



Wau, Liang Web-Based Media for Cross-Cultural Communication in Asynchronous Processes
among International Students at the University of Wisconsin-Stout

Abstract
International students are important demographic in the US higher education, they make
contribution to the financial health of many universities. Researches shows that international
students are dealing with issues such as academic challenges, social isolation, language barriers,
and cultural differences. This thesis paper describes the design and development process of a
user-generated content website targeting international students at University of Wisconsin-Stout.
This website focuses on community building and provides a platform for international students
to share information. The future implication of this project will expand this website to more
campuses and analyze web content created by users to get a better understanding of international

students.
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Chapter I: Introduction

International student enrollment in American higher education was higher than it has
been in previous decades, but the international students face many challenges. Study shows that
the international students in the United States are dealing with academic challenges, social
isolation, language barriers, cultural differences, and other issues (Sherry, 2010). As a result, the
author developed a website to address these issues. In this paper, the author describes the process
of creating the website for international students at University of Wisconsin-Stout that allows
student to generate content and interact with other students.
Purpose of the Thesis

This creative thesis analyzes the advantages of UGC (a dimension of the Web 2.0
paradigm that changed online communication) and challenges faced by the international student
community in the United States. It presents the design and development process of the website
(developed by author) that integrates UGC and targets international students at University of
Wisconsin-Stout in order to address their problems.
Definition of Terms

For the purpose of clarification, the web design and user experience design terms used
in this thesis have been defined as below.

Admin. Abbreviation of administrator.

Back-end. The aspects of programming functions and database structures that takes place
behind the scenes (Smith, 2013).

Cascading stylesheets (CSS). A style sheet language used for styling the website. The

developer can use it to alter the font, color, size, and spacing of your content, split it into multiple



columns, or add animations and other decorative features (Learn to style HTML using CSS,
2020).

Content management system (CMS). The software that helps users create, manage, and
modify content on a website without the need for specialized technical skills (Boukar & Muslu,
2013).

Database. An organized collection of structured information or data stored in a computer
system (What is a database, 2020).

Font-end. The aspects of software or websites that a user interacts with. From the
perspective of developers, the front-end is using programming to build the user interface of an
application (Smith, 2013).

Hypertext markup language (HTML). The fundamental technology used to build the
structure of web pages (Structuring the web with HTML, 2020).

Hypertext Preprocessor (PHP). A programming language that is especially suited for
back-end web development and can be embedded into HTML. (What is PHP, 2020)

JavaScript. A programming language that allows developers to implement complex
features and interactions on web pages. (Haverbeke, 2014)

Modular design. A method of system management that divides a large, complex system
into a small self-integrated system (Lidwell el al., 2003, p. 136).

User-generated content (UGC). “User-generated content comes from regular people
who voluntarily contribute data, information, or media that then appears before others in a useful
or entertaining way, usually on the Web” (Krumm et al., 2008, p. 10).

User interface (UI). The visual interface that allows humans to interact with software

applications or hardware devices (Fowler, 2003, p. 4).



User experience (UX). Users’ perceptions and feedbacks after using of a product,
service, or system. (Norman, 2013)

Usability testing. Product or service evaluation by examining with representative users.
Participants will try to complete tasks while observers watch, listen and takes notes. The goal is
to collect qualitative and quantitative data and determine any usability problems (Krug, 2014).

Visual layout. The method that strategically implementing images, typography, graphics,
color, alignment, and hierarchy on a page (Visual Design Basics, 2013).

Web 2.0. “Web 2.0 is both a usage and a technology paradigm. It’s a collection of
technologies, business strategies, and social trends. Web 2.0 is more dynamic and interactive
than its predecessor, Web 1.0, letting users both access content from a Web site and contribute to
it. Web 2.0 lets users keep up with a site’s latest content even without visiting the actual Web
page. It also lets developers easily and quickly create new Web applications that draw on data,
information, or services available on the Internet” (Murugesan, 2007, p. 34).

Web server. Hardware or software. On the hardware side, a web server is a computer
that stores a website's component files. On the software side, a web server controls how users
access hosted website files (What is a web server, 2020).

Wireframe. The method that establish the basic structure of web pages, including
content, functionality, and user journey (Brown, 2011).

Thesis Objectives
The objectives of this thesis are as follows:
1. Describe the design and development process of Stout International, the
website created for international students.

2. Provide design concept.
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3. Test usability of the website.
Website Design Concept

The author aims to develop a website based on UGC to address the problems within the
international students at University of Wisconsin-Stout. Although universities can help
international students with academic issues, but they cannot help students with all the problems
that occurred in study aboard experiences. The purpose of this website is to encourage students
to create content in order to help other students with various types of problems and share their
study aboard experiences.

The use of UGC has three major advantages. First, it facilitates people’s desire to create
content to express themselves. This content contains user attitudes, opinions, and experiences. It
is approved that UGC provides an effective means to increase user interaction and facilitate user
feedback (Wang, 2013, p. 33). Thus, this thesis assumes the website could help students to
communicate with each other.

Second, UGC focuses on community building and raising situation awareness of local
groups. In the article “Instant Places: Using Bluetooth for Situated Interaction in Public
Displays,” researchers conducted an experiment in a university bar with Bluetooth mobile
phones and a public screen (Jose, 2008, p. 54). Many individuals quickly grasped the basics of
the system. They realized that they could use their phones to manipulate the content displayed on
the screen. This eventually led to short, back-and-forth interactions within the screen among
random individuals (p. 56). As UGC increases people’s desire to communicate with others, this
thesis assumes the website could help international student to build an online community by

sharing their experiences.
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Third, UGC is a meaningful information resource. For general users, the content provides
a channel to authentic opinions from other people. It plays an important role in consumers'
decision-making processes. The content is widely used by consumers and marketers for
information distribution and as an information repository for decision-making. Evidence
indicates UGC exhibits more impact on increasing consumer purchases than marketer-generated
content (Goh, 2013, p. 90). According to this evidence, people tend to have more trust on their
peers’ opinions. As a result, this thesis assumes the website could provide trustworthy
information for international students.
Limitations of the Website

This website involves many aspects (visual design, front-end, back-end, database, server,
hosting) and has been designed and developed by one person, the author. It took the author four
months to build the website. The website discussed within this paper is hosted on the Internet but
does not have active users yet. The domain of the website is stoutinternational.xyz. Currently, it

is a prototype based on the website design concept.



Chapter II: Background and Related Work

International students are an important component of many universities. The United

12

States attracts a large number of international students every year because of its good reputation

for higher education. This chapter will cover the status of international education, the economic

contribution of international students, and the challenges faced by these students.

International Education in the World

The development of globalization has changed the landscape of higher education. Higher

education has now become a part of the globalization process (Qiang, 2003). Under this
background, cross-cultural competence is highly demanded by employers. Study abroad
programs can expand students’ horizons while opening up more opportunities for individuals
(Berdan, Goodman, & Taylor, 2013). Thus, international higher education has become an
important part of the educational experience in many countries and regions. The number of
international students is increasing. According to a report by the Migration Data Portal, there
were 3.3 million international students in the world in 2000, which increased to 5.3 million in
2017. More than half of this population studied in the United States, the United Kingdom,
Australia, France, Germany, and the Russian Federation. Countries sending the majority of
international students include China, India, Germany, South Korea, Nigeria, France, Saudi
Arabia, and several Central Asian countries (2019).
International Education in the US

The United States attracts many international students for higher education. The
International Higher Education Report shows that the United States is the number one study
abroad destination of prospective undergraduate students and postgraduate students (Guthrie,

2019). A recent report from the Institute of International Education indicates the United States



13

hosts the largest number of international students, which make up 5.5 percent of all students in
the United States (Report on International Educational Exchange, 2019).

The number of international students is increasing in the United States. Statistics show
the number of international students who attended universities in the United States is 1.1 million
for the 2018-2019 academic year; compared to the year of the 2003-2004, the number has

increased 530 thousand (Duffin, 2019).

Figure 1. Number of international students in the U.S. from 2004 to 2019.

The top three states that hosted the most international students during the 2018-2019
academic year are California, New York, and Texas (Figure 2). In the 2018-2019 academic year,
New York University had around 19,605 international students, which was the largest number

among all American universities (Duffin, 2019).
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Figure 2. U.S. states hosting the most international students in the academic year 2018/19.

In the 2018-2019 school year, the majority of international students are originally from
China and India, totaling at 369,548 and 202,014, which account for over half of the
international students in the United States (Figure 3). South Korea and Saudi Arabia took the

third and fourth places, which are 52,250 and 37, 080 (Leading Places of Origin, 2019).

Rank Place of Origin ;'t”u“;:ﬁ::f % of Total % Change
1 China 369,548 33.7 l7
2 India 202,014 18.4 .
3 South Korea 52,250 4.8 -4.2

4 Saudi Arabia 37,080 3.4 -16.5

Figure 3. Leading places of origin of international students in 2019.
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International Education and the US Economy

International students make contributions to the university in two ways. First, the foreign
students are an important means of attracting talent and increasing campus diversity (Choudaha,
2012). Second, the recruitment of international students has become an important factor to
institutional financial health and national economic interests (Qiang, 2003, p. 249). For example,
at the University of California Berkeley campus, the number of international freshmen enrolled
in Fall 2011 increased by 50 percent, as compared to the previous year. These 196 additional
international students were expected to contribute additional revenue of $18 million over four
years of study (Choudaha, 2012). In 2015, the United States had the highest average tuition fee
for international students of any country worldwide: $24,914 annually (McCarthy, 2015). The
large number of international students coming to the United States for higher education has a
significantly positive impact on the national economy. According to the Association of
International Educators’ latest analysis, international students contributed $41 billion and
supported 458,290 jobs in the U.S. economy during the 2018-2019 academic year
(2019). In addition, most international students fund themselves for tuition and expenses.
According to a report, 62 percent of all international students receive the majority of their
education funds from sources outside of the United States. These resources include personal and
family sources and assistance from their home countries governments or universities (Report on
International Educational Exchange, 2019).
Challenges for International Students

Although international students play a significant role in the United States higher
education, they face many issues. Research indicates the international students in the United

States are dealing with language barriers (Sherry, 2010, p. 34). An online survey conducted at
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the University of Toledo indicates that international students need more assistance to practice
language speaking skills, and they suggest the universities to establish a formal communication
channel for international students to interact with American students (p. 37).

Wu'’s research indicates that all participants have difficulties in communicating with the
professors due to language barriers and different perspectives. Some students also indicated they
experienced difficulties in classroom interactions. For instance, a Korean student said she cannot
join the classroom discussion because she felt it was rude to interrupt professor’s speaking. In
addition, some students reflected they encountered isolation from classmates, but they eventually
discovered strategies to get involved in the class discussions (Wu et al., 2015, p. 5).

Besides the academy, international students also experience social and culture barriers
during their study abroad journey. The participants stated they had to deal with some
awkwardness caused by different customs during social events. For example, the gift-giving is
different between east and west. In the United States, it is acceptable to open a gift immediately
to express appreciation, but it is not common in eastern culture. Furthermore, most students
reported social isolation and loneliness, and many of them felt it was difficult to develop
friendships with local students (Wu et al., 2015, p. 6). Many international students reflect that
the people at the university do not understand their culture. Over 60 percent of respondents felt
their culture was not understood (Sherry, 2010, p. 39). In addition, respondents were broken into
two nearly even groups, regarding the question of inclusion into the local community. Some
students felt disappointed because they felt they were left out in the local community. Other
students reported positive experiences with the local community. They said the local people were

nice and friendly (p. 41-42).
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International students also found many difficulties within the university and daily life
overseas. Some students indicated they feel isolated from American students in the class. Other
respondents indicated some specific troubles they experienced. For example, a student from Sri
Lanka said that she did not know how to purchase a mobile phone with an international calling
package when she came to the United States for first time. Some students highlighted the ethnic
food is not addressed in the campus dining service (Sherry, 2010, p. 43).

International students are minorities, and they are different from local students. They are
a vulnerable student population (Sherry, 2010, p. 1). International students choose to leave their
home country and enter an unknown territory. They are temporary strangers or aliens who have
chosen to enter a territory with unfamiliar geography, language, society, and culture (Greenblat
& Gagnon, 1983, p. 91). This unfamiliarity is not solely caused by the strangeness of languages,
customs, food, money and the like; many minor differences can also lead to unfamiliarity.
Certain things in the new country may be similar to students’ home countries only with slight
differences. In fact, these small differences can cause trouble for international students (p. 100).
For example, internet installation in the United States is very much like the installation in China,
yet the names of different internet providers, the appearance of modems, the ways equipment is
connected, the dashboards to manage wireless networks and how people contact support teams
seem quite random and different to foreign students. Even students who believe they know how
to set up home internet connections can find these small differences quite difficult.

The analysis of these challenges presents a clear image of international students’
problems. International students are not only facing the difficulties caused by communication
barriers, social exclusion and cultural shock. They are also haunted by the unfamiliarity triggered

by minor differences between their home country and destination country. International students
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get frustrated because they cannot figure out some little things which they have total control over
in their home country. As mentioned before, a student from Sri Lanka did not know how to add
an international calling package to her mobile phone plan when she first came to the United
States. This same activity would be quite easy for her if she tried to do it in her home country. It
is impossible to discover all influence factors and understanding them alone will not solve the
issues. This is the reason the author builds the website. International students usually meet
similar problems. Experienced students are good at problem solving and each student has
different approach to fix issues. This thesis is aiming to construct an online community that
allows inexperienced international students to ask questions, and experienced international

students share experiences, ideas, knowledge, problem-solving skills.
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Chapter I11: Website Design and Development

This chapter will cover the website structure, sitemap, data transfer model, interface
design process, and the materials used during the design and development of the website. The
website structure section lays out the whole site and elaborates on the purpose of each module of
the website. The sitemap determines the relationship between web pages. The data transfer
model discussed how information is transferred within the site. The interface design section
describes the process of creating wireframe layouts for the major components of the interface
and then establishing a visual layout for web pages. In addition, the author will briefly introduce
the development process and present the current website.

Design Methodology

The design methodology is made of website structure design, sitemap, data transfer
model and interface design.

Website structure. The design of this website uses modular design principles. Based on
the functionalities, the whole system is divided into modules. Each module can be independently
created, updated, and customized. Modular design not only eases the development process and
increase efficiency, it also makes maintenance easier and paves the road for future development.
As the diagram indicates below (Figure 4), this website (Stout International) is made of four
major modules: homepage, user account, user dashboard, and admin dashboard. Each module
plays a different role in the website. At the same time, all modules integrate with each other to

form a UGC platform.
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Stout International

Aemin dashboard

Figure 4. Four main modules of the website.

The homepage is the first place that users will see when they enter the site (Figure 5). The
most important component in the homepage is the “recent posts” section. The post is article
created by users, and it includes images and text. After users publish the post, it will appear in
the “recent posts” section. In the “recent posts” section, each post is presented as a container that
contains the title, date, author and brief of the post. Users can view the complete content by
clicking the container, and they will be redirected to the page that shows the full content of the
post. The full content includes title, date, author, full article, and images. Inside the page that
shows the full post content, users can find the comment section. The comment section gives
users the ability to leave a message for each post content. The comment function is only
available when users login to their accounts.

The intent behind the “recent posts” section of the website is to encourages international
students to utilize this section to generate content for things they know and ask peers questions.
The goal of this section is helping students to get access to the authentic experiences and
trustworthy information form their peers. Students with questions could find a solution to their
problem. Student with experiences could use this section to share their knowledge in order to
help the community. The comment section (Figure 5) provides users a method for further
communication besides post creation. This is because the commenting section is integrated into

the “recent posts” section. When students want to engage more about the content in a post, they
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can use the commenting section for discussion.

Full content page

Comment

Figure 5. The homepage module.

The user account module (Figure 6) allows people to create an account in the website,
because only registered user can generate post and create comment. The function of this module
is designed for users to create accounts within the system. The purpose of the account is to give
users the power to create posts and make comments. The user account module is composed of
the user registration and the user login. The user registration is a mechanic that allows user to
create their virtual identity. This identity is stored in the database of the website. The user login
comes after user registration. It allows users to authenticate themselves with the identity stored in
the system. If the authentication is successful, they are logged in to their account and able to
perform tasks that are only available for registered users. The user account module is the
foundation of the platform. This module builds a key for each user. With the key, users could get

into their virtual space on the platform and use this virtual identity to share and exchange ideas.
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User registrition

Figure 6. The user account module.

The user dashboard module is a CMS designed for registered users (Figure 7). Users can
log in to the dashboard. From here, they can manage their posts. The dashboard module currently
permits the user to view, create, edit, and delete the post that belong to the user. The user can
create a post by going into the create section. In this section, they can add content, title, and other
information about a post. After the user publishes a post, the new post will appear on the
dashboard along with all previous posts. The user can edit each post individually, change the
content, and publish again. Finally, the user can discard a post by clicking the delete button. The
deleted posts will be permanently removed from the system. The user dashboard provides a
method for international students to share their experiences by creating post content. Students

could also use this CMS to propose a question on the platform, and others could answer these

questions in the commenting section.

Figure 7. The user dashboard module.
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The admin dashboard module is similar to the user dashboard (Figure 8). Admins have
more permissions than users. Besides posts, admins can manage keyword that are available in the
system. The keyword is a metadata used to organize and describe the post. In the current website
version, the keyword is only used to help reader quickly identify the subject of the posts. In
future development of the site, the posts will be sorted by the keywords. Besides the keyword,
the admin can also manage users and admins; they can create a new user or admin, edit current
user or admin information (this information includes username, password, and other user data
such as full name), and delete existing user or admin. The admin dashboard allows the site owner
to manage the content and user on the site. It establishes a way for the site owner to censor the
UGC within the site. For example, Stout International have about page provide the rules guiding
content creation; the admin can remove user-generate post and comment that does not align with
the site requirements. As a result, this module is important to create harmonious and prosperous

results with the platform.

Admin dashboard

Figure 8. The admin dashboard module.

Sitemap. The diagram below is the sitemap of the website (Figure 9). This sitemap
describes the relationship between the homepage and dashboard. It further illustrates the
workflow of the modules. The homepage contains navigation and a list of posts. The navigation

is a section on the top of the web page. It presents links to all the major sections of the website
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and helps users navigate within the site. The list of the posts contains posts created by users.
Users can go to each individual post page and read the post content. Before users log in to their
account, the navigation presents a login link which allows user log in to the site. After login, the
login link in the navigation is replaced by username, dashboard link, and logout link. When users
click the login link, the system will switch to the login page (right). On this page, the system
presents users with a form that requires the login information (username and password). They
can go back to the home page from here or to register for an account if they do not have one. If
the user chooses to create a new account, they are redirected to a registration page. After
successful registration, users are redirected back to the login page, and can log in to the
dashboard. Users can then manage posts in the dashboard. The admin can then manage the posts,
keywords, and users. Once users log out, they will lose the ability to manage the posts and

redirected to the login page.

Public Area (without login) Admin/user Area

Login page Registration page
- login form - Username
- Username - Password

Home page

- Password
- Go back to homepage
- comments t read - Go to registration page

Registration successful page
User/admin dashboard

- Manage Post

- Manage keyword

- Manage admin/user
- Logout

only)

Manage post Manage keyword Manage admin/user Logout
- Create post - Create keyword (admin only) - Do logout
- Update post - Update keyword - Create admin/user - Back to login

- Delete post - Delete keyword - Update admin/user
- Delete admin/user

Figure 9. The sitemap.
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Data transfer model. This web application uses client-server architecture to transfer the
data between browser and server. In this model, when the client sends a request for data to the
server, the server will process the request and deliver the requested data back to the client. If the
requested data is stored in a database, the server will retrieve the data from the database and
transfer the data to the client. This model plays a significant role in the web system. For
example, it allows users to create posts. The post creation process includes two phases. First, the
user creates a post and stores it in the database with the assistance from the server. Second, the
server retrieves posts from the database and displays it in the browser. In addition, the client-
server architecture allows the web system to authenticate users. In the authentication process, the
server compares the login credentials submitted by users with the user records stored in the

database. If both credentials match, the server will redirect the user to the post-login page

(dashboard).
Cliemt
</>
Y
N =
Y
Databave

-
S

Figure 10. The client-server architecture.
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Interface design. This section discusses the interface design process of the website. It
contains two steps: basic page layout and visual design. This process is important to the project
because it guided the development of the application.

Basic page layout. The author used wireframe to define the basic layout for web pages.
The wireframe is a two-dimensional illustration that establish the basic framework of the
website, including content, functionality, and user journey. For these reasons, wireframe does not
have color, typography, image, and other visual design elements. A website is made of many
web pages. Each page has various elements such as image, text, button, video, etc. The purpose
of wireframe is to establish the page layout and user interface elements. It also determines the
relationship between all these web pages. Figure 11 is a page flow that presents the relationship
between different wireframe pages. It explicitly shows the journey that the user goes from one

page to another.

Figure 11. Website page flow.

The image below shows the wireframe when the user is at the post creation page. On the

left, there is a user icon on the far right of the top navigation. The username and a logout link
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appear under the user icon. This implies the user is already logged in to the system. The post
creation section is under the navigation. This section has three input areas for users to input
information, including title, keyword, and content. Notice that the keyword is selected from a
dropdown list, this is because the keyword is predefined, so the user cannot create keyword by
themselves. Instead, the user must choose a keyword that has been created by an admin. After
the user clicks the publish button, an alert bar with “published successfully” will show up on the

top (see the right).



Stout International

John Doe

Log Out

Title

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet

Keywords

Option 1

Option 2

Option 3 adipiscing elit, sed do eiusmod
jna aliqua. Ut enim ad minim veniam,
Option 4 nisi ut aliquip ex ea commodo
. . 1enderit in voluptate velit esse cillum
dolore eu fugiat nulla pariatur. Excepteur sint occaecat cupidatat non proident,
sunt in culpa qui officia deserunt mollit anim id est labor.

Stout International

Title
Keywords
v
Content
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Figure 12. Post creation page wireframe.
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Visual layout. The visual layout is a process that implement images, typography,
graphics, color, alignment, and hierarchy on a web page. It adds essential visual elements on the
top of a wireframe and presents the exact appearance of each web page as a static visual graphic
file. In web design, a web designer creates visual layout file base on the wireframe. The
programmer then uses the visual layout file to build the front-end of the website. Finally, the
back-end developer builds the back-end of the website. The goal of the visual layout of this
website is branding for University of Wisconsin-Stout, because this website is designed for the
international students at University of Wisconsin-Stout. The author aims to let Stout
International sharing the same design with the main website of University of Wisconsin-Stout,
and makes the website became a branch of the main website. Thus, the visual layout follows
University of Wisconsin-Stout Identity Standards (Figure 13). It uses RGB (1, 33, 105), white,
and black as its primary color; RGB (223, 122, 0) and RGB (187, 221, 230) as the secondary
color. The typeface is Franklin Gothic. In addition, the site navigation shares similar interaction
with the main site: when users scroll down the web page, the navigation will transfer from
transparency to RGB (1, 33, 105). Its height decreases along with a smooth animation, and the
logo becomes larger. The author placed drone footage of University Wisconsin-Stout as a video
background on the homepage to create an atmosphere of welcome and familiarity for the

international students.
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Development
It took the author three months to develop the site. The website has front-end and back-
end. The author first focused on the back-end programming. He set up the database and the web
server to build the environment for transferring and storing data. With the back-end environment,
the author was able to build the post manage function (view, create, edit, delete). After that, he
built the keyword update function and admin function (view, create, edit, delete). He then created
the login function and combined all the user-only functions and put them into the dashboard.
Besides the main modules, the author also spent a lot of time developing some small functions,
such as the text editor that allows users to write articles and post images. The completion of the
back-end enables the site to transfer UGC data from the database to the front-end, so the author
then concentrated on data rendering and styling the front-end elements to align with the visual
layout.
Materials
The materials are broken down into hardware, software, web technologies and
miscellaneous components respectfully.
Hardware:
*  MacBook Pro
Software:
* Adobe XD
* Adobe Photoshop
* Adobe Illustrator
* Google Chrome

*  macOS Mojave



+ MAMP

*  Microsoft OneNote

*  Microsoft Word

* Microsoft Visual Studio Code
Web technologies:

*+  Ajax

* Bootstrap 4

« CSS
« HTML
e HTTP

» JavaScript/jQuery/JSON

« PHP
« MySQL
Miscellaneous

e Online tutorials

* Sketchbook

e Technical books

32
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Chapter IV: Outcome

This chapter will discuss two outcomes: the website (Stout International) and the
usability testing. The author will present the development results of the website. Furthermore, the
author will discuss the procedures and results of the usability testing conducted for this site.
Stout International

Stout International (Figure 14) is a virtual space for sharing study abroad experiences
created with the intent of enhancing the educational experiences of international students. It uses
UGC and CMS to develop a solution for international students to share information. This website
is designed for international students and allows them to share various experiences at University
of Wisconsin-Stout and in the surrounding community. Ultimately, through content creation and
web communication tools, this website is dedicated to establishing an online platform for
international students to help each other with different problems that they discover at University
of Wisconsin-Stout and share their experiences. The screenshots below are a glimpse of the

current website after development.
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Figure 14. Stout International homepage.
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@ Dashboard

Dashboard

Posts

TOTAL POSTS

30

TOTAL KEYWORDS

21

ADMINS

Keywords

Admins

Stout International 2020

Figure 15. Dashboard for the site administrator. The left sidebar contains content creation tools.
The main section on the right shows the statistics of the whole website. For general users, they
can log in to the user dashboard to create posts. For the site admin, they can manage more things

include post, keywords, and users.
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. Stout International

Welcome to Stout International

@) Career
M \or 5, 2020

International student enroliment in American higher education was boosted in the last decades, but the higher
education industry in the US has a serious problem regarding to international students. This problem has a significant
impact on the prosperity of higher education in the US. The international students in the US are dealing with
academic challenges, social isolation, language barriers, culture differences, and various issues. A virtual space for
sharing study abroad experiences would create a positive educational experience for international students. However,
there is no such system designed for them. This proposal presents a solution to create a website for international
students to share information by creating content on the site and interacting with other students by commenting
below the content. This website is designed for the UW-Stout international students and allows them to share various
experiences at UW-Stout and surrounding areas. Ultimately, through content creation and comment function, this
website is dedicated to establishing an online mutual benefit platform for international students to help each other

with different problems which they meet at UW-Stout and share their UW-Stout experiences.

12 Comments

Liang Wu
#

demo comment

Figure 16. Individual post page. The top section is a post created by the user. The comment
section is under the post section and the user needs to sign in to post a comment for each

individual post.
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Create Post

Title

Keywords

Academic
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#° B U & 167

Start create your content

Create Post Information

Title Post ID: 3

Welcome to Stout Create At: Mar 5, 2020 11:21 am

Keywords Last Updated: Jun 21, 2020 10:59 pm

Career
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International student enrollment in American higher education was boosted in the last decades, but the ]
higher education industry in the US has a serl This problem
has a significant impact on the presperity of g in the US. Th in the US
are dealing with academic challenges, social isolation, language barriers, culture differences, and various
issues. A for abroad t i experience
for international students. However, there is no such system designed for them. This proposal presents a

Delete Post

Are you sure you want to delete this post?

Welcome to Stout

Figure 17. Post management section. The four screenshots present the post management
interface. The first one is a table contains all the posts with different functions. The rest are post

creation, update, and deletion.
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Ready to Leave? X

Select "Logout" below if you are ready to end your current

session.
Cancel Logout

Welcome

SignIn

Create New Account

Account @
am

wl1664209734

Home

Dashboard

Go Backto Home Page

Logout

Admins

D First Last Email Username
4 John Doe demo@email.com demo12345678 m
3 Liang Wu wli1664209734@gmail.com wi1664209734 m
2 we  Zhang  juez@marshalledu Juez1986 View et |
New Admin Option
— Passwords should be at least 12 characters
and include at least one uppercase letter,
lowercase letter, number, and symbol.
Last Name
Username
Email

Confirm Password

Figure 18. User account system. The user account system is composed of user registration, user
login, and user logout. The dashboard also provides an interface for the administrator to manage

uscers.
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Usability Testing

The usability testing is an essential part of the development of the website. It helps the
author find usability issues and enhances the user experience of the application. The author
conducted an exploratory usability testing of the website with three participants (the author
found his friends who are international students with basic computer literacy to conduct the test).
This testing was held via video conference (Figure 19). It aims to collect qualitative and
quantitative data. During the testing, the author wrote down users’ behavior while observing
participants using the website tools to perform certain tasks. The process of the usability testing
session is based on scenarios. The authors created three scenarios related to the use of the
website. Each scenario is a short narrative that set up three tasks for participants. During the
testing session, participants will be asked by the author to try to achieve these tasks, and they

cannot ask the author for the solution.

B Aomin PaneL

Figure 19. Usability testing with participants through video conference.
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Scenario one. Participants imagine themselves as international students who have just
come to the site. They enter the homepage of the Stout International. What step would they take
to write a post? The tasks of this scenario include logging in to the dashboard, locating the post
section, and creating a post.

Scenario two. Participants just created a post. How could they update the keyword for
that post? The tasks of this scenario include locating the keyword section, creating a new
keyword, and updating the keyword in the previous post.

Scenario three. Participants create a post and update the keyword. What step would they
take to make a comment under their post? The tasks of this scenario include going back to the
homepage from the dashboard, finding the post page, and making a comment under the post
content.

After the testing session ends, the author asks participants questions to get feedback.
Below list all the questions asked during the testing session:

* Are all functions accessible and clear? If not, please elaborate.

* Does the structure of the application and hierarchy of information/filters/categories

make sense? If not, please elaborate.

* How would you describe the flow of the application? Are interactions seamless or are

there extra missing page, link items or pop-ups that are confusing or could be refined?

* Did you miss any links, features, or actions? Did you get stuck or unable to return

home?

* How many steps did you take to achieve the task?

* Do you have any additional comments or suggestions?
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In the usability testing, the author evaluates the effectiveness of the website with
participants to collect quantitative data. The effectiveness is the usability metric that describe the
accuracy and completeness of users in achieving specific goals. It can be calculated by
measuring the completion rate. The task completion rate is the ratio of the completed tasks and
total tasks in one scenario. The author also tracked the task time to calculate the time for
participants to accomplish a scenario. The task time represents the time that required to complete
all the tasks in one scenario. The average task completion rate and average task time in the table
below shows the average results of three participants.

) Numbers of tasks completed successfully
Task completion rate = x 100%
Total number of tasks

Task time = End time -Start time

Table 1 shows the average task completion rate and average task time for three scenarios.
All participants completed all the tasks in first two scenarios. The average task completion rate
of scenario three is 66.7%, because two participants did not complete all the tasks successfully.
The average task time of scenario one was 1.5 minutes, while scenario two took less than one
minute.
Table 1

The Effectiveness and Task Time

Average Task Completion ~ Average Task Time

Rate (min)
Scenario I  100% 1.5
Scenario 2  100% 0.76
Scenario3  66.7% 1.5

The qualitative result of the usability testing indicates that this website has some usability

issues, but the overall functionalities are user friendly and self-explanatory. Some participants
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said they do not understand the purpose of the dashboard. In the project design, the dashboard is
the place for users to manage content. The role of the dashboard is not clear to the user. The
reason for this issue is because the dashboard is hidden in the user account menu of the
navigation, so participants got lost after they logged in to the dashboard. It would be better if the
author put the dashboard at a more obvious place, such as the homepage. In addition, all
participants indicated it took too many steps to update the keyword. They recommended
embedding the keyword section into the post creation section. A participant also said he would
prefer to create unique keywords by typing in the text area rather than choosing from the
predefined dropdown list.

Some participants felt it was difficult to return to homepage when they are in the
dashboard. This is because the homepage link in located in a dropdown menu in the horizontal
navigation bar on the dashboard page. Most participants ignored the horizontal navigation, so
they could not find the home page link. Instead, they thought the dashboard icon could take them
to the homepage. The author should place the homepage link at a significant area, such as the
dashboard icon. The induvial post page also caused confusion with the participants. One
participant said she did not realize the comment section was under the post body, because she
thought it was a footer. This is a web design problem. The author uses dark background color on
the comment section to separate it with the post section which has a light blue background color.
This separation is too harsh, and it create a feeling of ending. The solution is to break that

separation and create sense of continuation to lead the user’s eye.
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Chapter V: Conclusions and Implications

This thesis project uses web technologies to develop a UGC platform for international
students at University of Wisconsin-Stout. Compared to other websites for international students,
it provides a new method for international students to connect with each other. It is difficult to
judge the impact of this website as it is a prototype in the sandbox at current phase. It does not
launch in the real world and does not have a lot of active users, so there is not enough
information to judge whether this website is useful to international students. Indeed, this project
builds a good foundation for future research, and there are a lot of possibilities that could be
integrated into this website.

Conclusions of the Thesis

The author built a comprehensive communication platform for international students who
study at University of Wisconsin-Stout. This thesis assumed that this platform would facilitate
the communication between international students and assist them in addressing issues, including
academic challenges, social isolation, language barriers, culture differences, and miscellaneous
problems caused by unfamiliarity. Although the author conducted a usability testing for this
website, the testing is only concentrated on the usability problems of the site. The author needs to
design a more rigorous methodology that involved more active users to evaluate the influences of
this website in the future.

The majority of websites related to international education focus on various study abroad
resources, government documentation, and the academic application process. This website
creates a new type of platform for international student to communicate. Study in the States is a
website that offers government resources that explain the rules and regulations governing the

international study process in the United States. It provides a series of tools to assist students in
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school searching, checking status, understanding the rules, and international study process.
(Study in the States, 2019). Just Landed is a web platform that helps exchange students and
professionals who are moving and settling between countries. Users can find information about
every aspect of moving abroad. The site directory includes thousands of companies providing
products and services in different countries. Its housing section also lists apartments, shared flats
and properties in various countries. (Just Landed, 2019). International Student is a web platform
that provides study abroad resources, including school search, student insurance, student tax
return, prepaid phones, sim cards, auto loans, housing, immigration documentation and various
resources related to the international study. (International Student History and Team, 2019). All
these international education websites focus on providing resources and information to students
before and during their study overseas. Indeed, these websites are very informative, but they are
just an information repository. The main difference of Stout International is allowing students to
generate content in order to facilitate the communication within the international student
community. This site is supplementary to the majority of websites of international students on
the Internet.
Implications for the Field of Web Design

The author creates a website to address the challenges of international students by
allowing them to generate content to help others. For future development, the author could
further strengthen the functionalities of the website. For instance, the author can create a function
that allows users to save posts to their dashboard. Potential also exists for a preview function for
users to view the draft they created before publishing the post. Furthermore, the author could
consider integrating a messaging module which allows user to chat within the website. This

could add social functionality to the project.
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Moreover, the current scope of this project is University of Wisconsin-Stout. This
website has the potential to be expanded to different campuses. To achieve this goal, this website
needs more functionalities. These functionalities should consider international students’ needs.
Standard social media functionalities include user profile, messaging, and event posting could be
brought for consideration. These functions could further facilitate the communication between
students.

Most university in the United States has an office of international education. This
department is responsible for managing the affairs of international students and scholars. This
website could be potentially used by the office of international education. Thus, the author
should also consider the needs of this department. This website could be developed to a more
comprehensive CMS application designed for universities by further consideration of the
perspective of the office of international education. It is worth to consider developing a page
builder that gives the office of international education the ability to create website pages. This
tool will allow them to customize their website to adapt to their unique international community.

Researchers use UGC to conduct information analysis. Liu and Zhao designed a new
method for competitive analysis of a target product relative to its competitors by utilizing
customer perspectives on the basis of customer comments from social media. Their research
indicates the analysis based on UGC better reflects opinions of customers (2019). Barreda and
Bilgihan (2013) collected travelers’ reviews from the TripAdvisor site to help the hotel gain a
better understanding of which factors are crucial to a positive hotel experience and brand image.
This attribute of UGC creates opportunities for information analysis of student-generate content

on Stout International. On one hand, this content could be used to enhance the user experiences



of the website. On the other hand, the university could utilize this resource to improve

international students’ education experiences.
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