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F E A T U R E

How to create a great tagline

“Reed. All about it.”

That’s a great tagline I remember from a few decades ago when it appeared on the
cover of Reed College’s academic catalog. Why do I believe it’s great? First, because
its creator took a common phrase and twisted it into something memorable. In addition,
it’s a unique tagline for a college which owned it in a way no other college could. 

According to one dictionary, a tagline is “an often-repeated phrase or slogan associated
with an organization.” I think of a tagline as a short phrase that summarizes a big thing. 

Great taglines not only capture attention, they also stick with the reader and are uniquely
related to the institutions for which they are written. 

Generic taglines, which can be used for any number of institutions, simply aren’t great.
Examples:
• Preserving the Legacy 
• Building Futures
• A Center of Excellence
• Ever to Excel 
• Succeeding Together 
• Preparing Tomorrow 
• Quality Education with a Personal Touch 
• Focused on Your Success

Four ways to do it right

Make it short. Use short active words. Avoid ponderous weighty words with Latin
origins. Use “think” instead of “contemplate,” “begin” instead of “initiate” and “many”
instead of “numerous.” 
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“Advancing academic excellence: shaping professional careers.” Although this tagline
has only six words, each word has many letters, giving the initial impression of a bigger
mouthful. (Note: the sadly overused phrase “academic excellence” has lost its meaning.
If you want to be noticed, never use those two words together in a tagline. Bury them in
the copy where they belong.)

“The Unfinished Work” is the tagline we created for the capital campaign for Gettysburg
College. Not only does it suggest the College is alive and dynamic, always changing and
improving, the words from Lincoln’s address remind us of the momentous events that
happened near the campus 150 years ago. 

“Giving voice. Being heard.” is the tagline we created for the Central Institute for the
Deaf after we learned what means the most to potential donors—CID’s ability to teach
deaf students to speak. Not only are students heard. Through its international education
and research contributions, CID gives voice to all deaf and hearing impaired issues. 

Make it fresh. “Reach higher. Go farther. Choose Widener.” The tagline we created
for Widener University reinforces the institution’s ability to offer higher education for
motivated students who may be reaching beyond their own expectations and that of
others. The fresh tagline also helps readers understand how to pronounce the institution’s
name and helps position Widener as a conscious choice. 

The tagline “The School that Fredericksburg Built” freshly describes the synergy
between the town and school whose name it shares. After all, parents created
Fredericksburg Academy in 1992 to meet the need for an independent school for
students from pre-kindergarten through grade twelve in northern Virginia. 

Make a point. Gilman School, an academically rigorous independent school for boys
in grades K through 12, needed a tagline to communicate its commitment to educating
boys in body, mind, and spirit. The tagline we used, “Being Gilman” came from a
phrase which has a history on Gilman’s campus. If behavior is not up to the school’s
standards, boys are asked, “Are you being Gilman?” 

“Shoulder to Shoulder” the tagline we created for La Salle University’s fundraising
campaign, evokes a vision of working together to shape the institution’s future. It invites
alumni, friends of the university, the Brothers and even Saint John Baptist de La Salle
himself to stand together in support of hard but noble work. 

I was intrigued when I saw Kishwaukee College’s tagline “Stay close. Go far.” After
reading on the institution’s website that it is a two-year school in a rural setting offering
five transfer degrees, I believe it’s a good example of a tagline that makes a point. 



Make it yours. Obviously, one way to make a tagline yours is to use your institution’s
name in it. We thought of that when we created “Things come together at Union”
for Union College. Of course, whenever an institution’s name has a dual meaning,
it’s even better!

When we used the tagline “We hold these truths” for the University of Virginia’s last
capital campaign, using Jefferson’s words from the Declaration of Independence, we
were confident no one would be confused about which school the tagline belonged to.

Whether a great tagline makes us smile, nod in recognition, or stirs us to action, it
always makes us think and, most of all, remember. 

-Domenica Genovese 

F E A T U R E

How to conduct a usability study to assure your website is user-friendly 

Do you know if visitors to your website can easily find the information they are 
looking for? 

Remember, marketing is about perception. If they can’t find what they are looking for,
their visit is frustrating, and their perception of your institution is negative. Broken links,
confusing navigation and boring images send them surfing to another site and possibly
to a competitor.

One of the most important factors in choosing a college is the campus visit. In a sense, a
visit to your site is a first visit to your campus. A usability study will ensure that the first
impression is a good one. 

A usability study lets you observe visitors’ behavior firsthand. It shows you their
emotional reaction and possible frustration level, ways they think, and their overall
experience with your site. 

While a usability study can be very sophisticated and expensive, it doesn’t have to be.
You don’t always need quantitative data from 100 participants which, of course, would
drive up the cost. A cost-effective usability study gathers qualitative data from just a few
participants—eight to twelve.

When you are selecting participants, ask what sort of questions they have when visiting
sites of other institutions such as yours. Then provide participants with written questions
that audiences are likely to ask. Here are the most often asked questions: 



• Where is the school?
• How much is tuition?
• What are the additional fees, like for room and board, books etc.?
• What scholarships are available?
• How do I contact (call/email) the admissions office?
• Can I ask for additional information online?
• Can I apply online?
• What does the inside of a dorm room look like?
• Does the college offer my major?
• Is it a public or private school?
• Will I fit in?
• What can I do on the weekend?

Choose participants who are verbal. Then ask them to comment aloud as they move
through the site. You want to hear why they are making decisions to click or not to click.
You want to know what they expect will happen if they go to a new section and to learn
if they are disappointed with the result. 

Here’s the basic idea. Put participants who fit the profile of your web audience in front
of a computer with a set of questions and watch how they go about finding the answers.
Record their experiences. Here’s the hardest part: just watch, don’t get involved. Don’t
offer any hints, sigh heavily, give hand signals, roll your eyes or snicker. One way to
eliminate your involvement altogether is to use a camera to record participants’ reactions
and position yourself behind a two-way mirror. In that case, be sure to let the participant
know the camera is only aimed at the computer and that he or she is not being timed or
evaluated. Since most people visit your site from the comfort of their homes, it’s critical
that study participants be as relaxed as possible to obtain the most accurate results. 

Don’t make the test too long. A half hour test yields more accurate results than a longer
period of time. Never go over an hour. 

Throughout the session, take extensive notes on actions and behaviors. Be honest and
neutral. Notice when participants struggle, smile, change posture or focus, for example.
At the completion of your usability study, you will have a very clear sense of how well
your site is working for you. 

-Brenda Foster 

Here are links to sites with additional details on how to conduct a usability study. 
Ok/Cancel
Interaction Design

http://www.user.com/testing-details.htm#overview
http://www.ok-cancel.com/archives/article/2005/06/beginners-guide-to-moderating-a-usability-study.html


N O T E W O R T H Y

Using a to-do list to keep organized 

I find a to-do list an excellent way to organize myself
and to make sure nothing slips through the cracks.
Here’s a little insight on how I create and use my 
to-do list daily to keep me organized and on-task. 

I begin by opening my spiral bound book which works well because
it lays flat, and the pages are easy to flip. Using a colored pen, I write the day and date
at the top of the page, and simply list everything I should do that day. I use my own
personal color-coding system to help me see what needs to be done in what order.
Occasionally, I’ll add “detail” words in parentheses to help jog my memory. 

As tasks are completed throughout the day, I highlight them with different colors than
the penned words. If by chance I don’t complete a task one day, I write it on the next
day’s list and begin anew. If your to-do list isn’t working for you the way you want,
you might try using color to make it more useful . . . and fun. 

-Katie Pugh 

F U T U R E T R E N D S P O T T I N G

The Center for the Digital Future at the USC Annenberg School has published the 2005
Digital Future Report, a document that contains a wealth of unique and invaluable data
about how the Internet is changing our social, political and economic lives. Information
in the report could help colleges decide how to create a more effective Internet presence
and how to more accurately reach target audiences. Follow the link above to download
the info-packed PDF. You’ll be one step ahead of the curve.

C O O L T O O L S

20,000 + smart people 
Where do you go for an answer when Google shrugs at your multi-word question? Try
Ask Metafilter, an online community of 20,000 or more smart and helpful people who can
answer your question. Say you want to know the name of that song that was played during
the closing credits in a science fiction film that begins in a boy’s bedroom, or whether
you should see a therapist, psychologist, or psychiatrist for that problem of yours. Read
all you want for free, and pay a small one-time fee for rights to post one question a week. 

http://ask.metafilter.com/tags/
http://www.digitalcenter.org
http://www.digitalcenter.org


Top tips 
Speaking of . . . , we found a site whose tagline is “Great tips. Well linked.” which offers
advice for both your personal and professional lives. For example, LifeTips says this
about writing for marketing purposes: 

“Beware of buzzwords that are not specific. What you say should present clear benefits
to your customers. These benefits should be understandable to industry outsiders and
they should be quantifiable.” 

The big picture 
Paparazzi! is a small utility for Mac OSX users making it possible to take screenshots of
web pages in their entirety. You will no longer need to make multiple screenshots to get
the big picture. You may want to install it before starting that hefty research project or
preparing for your next CASE presentation. 

J O I N U S

. . . in Seattle
Brenda will be speaking at the CASE Design Institute, May 10-12, 2006, Seattle, WA

. . . in Austin
Brenda will be speaking at the CASE Institute for Integrated Marketing, May 21-23,
2006, Austin, TX

. . . in Baltimore 
Brenda will be speaking at the third Annual Web Strategies Conference. Check our
website for details as they are made available. 

Edu Web Conference, July 30-31, 2006, Baltimore, MD

F E E D B A C K

Do you have comments, questions, or story ideas that you’d like us to cover in an
upcoming issue of The Cram Quarterly? If so, send an email to brenda@gcfonline.com
or give Brenda a call at 410-467-4672.

S U B S C R I B E

If you would like to be added to our newsletter mailing list please click here.

http://www.gcfonline.com/Marketing_Communications_for_Education/contact.php
mailto:brenda@gcfonline.com
http://www.gcfonline.com
http://www.case.org/conferences/brandsplash/default.cfm
http://www.case.org/conferences/designsplash/default.cfm
http://www.derailer.org/paparazzi/
http://www.lifetips.com

