The American Center for Education and Research Website

www.amcenter.by
The American Center for Education and Research (American Center) launched its website on September 17, 2002.  The website is maintained, and thereby “owned”, by the entire American Center staff.  Staff members are responsible for specific sections, and the website is constantly updated and improved.  An English language section is under development for our U.S. partners in order to provide more information about Belarus and its educational system.

Since September 2002, 76,842 individuals have viewed the site and downloaded 138 mega bytes of information.  Around 250 IPs (Internet Protocol Address) daily browse our resource and the number of visitors is growing.  This popularity is the direct result of the entire staff’s efforts and is due to constant attention to online content, the site’s structure and regular advertising in the mass media, and during lectures, presentations and outreach.  

The American Center website provides visitors with the option to become subscribers to a general mailing list that currently has 1,870 subscribers. The website is home to eight different mailing lists, which help serve individuals outside of Minsk who are interested in U.S. educational opportunities and events in their regions. The structure is best described as a “thematic pyramid of mailing lists”.  Belarus consists of six regions and each is served by a separate mailing list.  That helps the American Center to distribute information about local activities and lectures without disturbing all list subscribers. This strategy is so effective it has saved us money traditionally spent on advertising.  We use a variety of methods to attract more subscribers. For example, every virtual visitor who wishes to ask a question online must enter an e-mail address and select a region.  The data is automatically included in the mailing list database.  Of course, visitors can refuse to be subscribed to our mailing list. 

The American Center website employs the latest in web technology.  In the “mobile news” section both WAP and SMS access is available.  These options allow visitors to browse our site via mobile phones with WAP capability and receive announcements via SMS.  Since August 22, 2003, 760 mobile phone users have subscribed to this service.  As part of the site’s technological innovations we developed an Automated Statistical Reporting System (ASRS), which is a secure reporting template that streamlines the compilation and archiving of reports for American Center staff.

Our web site is also a member of the TOP EAC rating system. It is a local rating system that is located on the VCO-NET/Eurasia web server (www.vco-edusa.net) and allows us to estimate the popularity of the Internet resources of the EducationUSA web network in comparison to each other.  This simple tool helps us to determine the most popular web resources in our network and improve the less effective sites in different regions of Eurasia.  

Website operations are performed in the administrative center (AC), which is accessed by individual passwords.  It is configured on an individual basis for each staff member in accordance with his or her responsibilities for website operation.  The AC permits managers and staff to see each person’s impact on the website by presenting detailed statistical data on all changes to site content.  Team-based operation has made virtual consulting a reality without distracting the staff from regular activities. 

Other elements of the e-management system of the American Center website include: administrative e-board for regions and a “task board” for the webmaster that keeps track of current changes to the site.  The regional boards help the head office more effectively supervise regional advisers.  The task board helps staff members to control the implementation of various ideas.  An Automatic Business Administrator program is in development.  It will automatically announce repeated tasks and deadlines to staff members, saving time and keeping the office running smoothly. 

Our web site became an effective tool that is useful both for American Center staff and our academic audience.  All United States Government-Sponsored Programs are presented on the American Center web site in the following manner: name of program, deadline (with color indication of program status), brief description with a link to a detailed description of the program in Russian, virtual consulting section (see below), FAQ, e-version of the application form, statistics on the program for previous academic year and a table that reflects the annual program calendar. Each adviser is responsible for updating the information for a designated program and provides the virtual consulting for it. 

Virtual Consulting Service (VCS) is an innovation designed to serve the Belarusian academic audience.  VCS allows every website visitor to get acquainted with the questions and answers of previous applicants to the program.  It also gives interested applicants the opportunity to ask more questions. In this case, the answer to the question appears on the website and is delivered to the inquirer’s e-mail.  This tool is very popular among applicants, and we use it for preparation of handouts on how to successfully apply to U.S. Government-sponsored exchange programs.  Since 2002 the staff has answered 625 questions related to programs.  

The newest innovation implemented on the American Center website is a detailed “self-check list” with an individual Internet registration number (SARA:  System of Automatic Registration of Applicant).  This particular capability was added to simplify the document submission process for certain scholarship programs.  Each applicant must complete a detailed online checklist that reviews the required documents and the order they should be submitted in.  This requirement allows staff to spend less time checking the completeness of applications.  In addition, an individual Internet registration number allows staff to compile the final roster of applicants in a few minutes instead of a few days. Finally, the American Center can track recruiting dynamics, spend money on advertising only where needed, and assess the effect of money spent on advertising in traditional press. 

Below is a summary of web technology innovations applied to the American Center website: 

· Team-based operation

· Dynamic content

· ASRS (Automatic Statistical Reporting System)

· ABA (Automatic Business Administrator)

· SARA (System of Automatic Registration of Applicants)

· VCS (Virtual Consulting Service)

· TOP EAC system 

· Local e-community option

· Thematic pyramid of mailing lists

· Mobile news

· Interactivity option

· User-friendly operation

· Administrative Center

We believe our website model can be used as an effective prototype for a web template for educational advising centers in Eurasia.

Observations and Recommendations

1. Creation of an effective website that is specially designed for educational advising is a costly operation in terms of money and time.

2. Only an EducationUSA specialist working effectively in tandem with a professional technician in the field of web construction and design can develop a similar web project successfully.  It is most effective to pool resources and create one authoritative source of information online that will inspire the confidence of web visitors. 

3. The EducationUSA network should have a web development group to track new innovations in the field of web technology with the express goal of adapting them to the field of educational advising.

4. By employing a web template as the core unit for a global virtual structure (EducationUSA EAC web network) we can export and implement an effective web product in any part of the world by recopying the program on one basic server instead of spending time and money organizing multiple designs and trainings.

5. The static component of a particular EAC’s website can be based primarily on the local advisers’ publications, such as in Belarus (http://www.amcenter.by/cgi-bin/show.pl?id=vadv ). 

