How a web site became a blog
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In April 2007, we redesigned the ASU Research Magazine web site, turning the entire site into a blog. You can see our new site at: http://researchmag.asu.edu
What is a blog?

Blog is short for “web log.” It is a web site on which one or more users can post information instantly and without coding. Blogs usually appear in a journal style and are typically displayed in reverse chronological order.

Many blogs are used for posting opinions, rants, personal diaries, etc. However, the blog is just the format. The content can be anything. Most news sites today are done in blog format, although they don’t come out and call themselves “blogs.”

One benefit of using a blog is that all blogs generate feeds.

What is a feed?

A feed is a way to serve content to users as it is generated. Think of it like a syndication service. When you subscribe to AP, the AP office sends the news to you as it happens.  You don’t have to call them or go to their office to get new information—it comes to you.

When you offer a feed, users don’t have to remember to visit your site regularly to look for updates. Instead, users can subscribe to your content and have it displayed in their preferred feed reader, such as Bloglines, My Yahoo!, iGoogle or NewsGator. Anytime you update your content, the new material will appear automatically in their readers.
Of course, readers can still visit your home page and navigate your site that way, as well.

What do I need to get started?

You need some kind of blogging software and a server. There are many blogging programs—both free and commercial. You can find a comprehensive list of blogging software here: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blog_hosting_service#Examples 

Most blogging programs provide some sample templates for site layout but if you want your own look you will need to create your own in XML. If you are not code-savvy you probably want to get your IT person to set up your templates, or else hire someone to get them organized. Once your templates are in place you will not need to know how to code web sites in order to upload stories.

Finally, you need content! If people subscribe to your feed they will expect regular content. I would suggest a minimum of one update a week, preferably more. Some ways to increase your content without vastly increasing your workload include:

· Post research-related news releases

· Post blurbs that link to research stories in other campus publications (alumni magazine, departmental newsletters, etc.)

· Post sidebars as stand-alone stories. We have been doing this for a long time. Most of our sidebars don’t need to accompany the feature to be interesting and useful (although we always link back). You might need to add in full names and some contextual information—we try to do this right from the start now.

· Post a phenomenal graphic with an extended cutline. We include graphics with our stories but some photos and illustrations really deserve to be shown large. 

· I have found several people around campus who are producing research-related podcasts. Take advantage of multimedia whenever you can!

Nifty blog features

Feeds (see above)

Tags are keywords that allow you to classify the stories, pictures and multimedia files that you post.

Users can click on a tag to see all the entries labeled with that tag. They can request an RSS feed that only contains items marked with that tag.  And you can create “tag clouds” that display all your tags in a bunch, with the most commonly-used tags appearing larger than less-common ones.

For more information on tags, see this Wikipedia article: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tags
Search—We chose to use ASU’s Google search box on our blog so it would include our old magazine site as well as the blog. However, if we had kept the MoveableType search engine, it would have allowed our users to generate an RSS feed based on their search terms. For example, if someone typed in “photosynthesis,” they would be able to get a feed of any entries that mention photosynthesis.

Comments allow your users to respond to your content.  You can moderate comments so that you have to approve them before they appear on the site, or you can leave them unmoderated. However, unmoderated comments are vulnerable to spammers.

TrackBacks allow people who link to your site on their own blogs to send a notice to your site that they have linked to you.  These trackbacks will appear on your post and offer links to the stories that mention you. There are two drawbacks to trackbacks. First, not everyone who links to you will appear as a trackback. They must have (and use) trackback capability on their own blog. Second, it is commonly misused by spammers. Never allow trackbacks that you can’t moderate to weed out spammers!

Recent posts—According to our 2006 web site statistics, only 5.6% of our web visitors entered the site through the home page. Most people come directly into a story. Our blogging software automatically produces a list of “recent posts” on every story page, giving our readers an idea of what else we offer and—we hope—encouraging them to stay and explore our site.  

Remote uploading lets you add content from any computer, anywhere, through your web browser. 

Scheduled uploading lets you decide when to publish the content you enter. You can publish it immediately, enter a date/time to have it published, or set it to “unpublished” and manually publish it at a later time. A couple of ways to use this feature to your benefit: 

· You can have multiple people entering content into the blog, but then one person has final say over the content before it is published.

· If you have a chunk of free time, you can upload a whole bunch of stories and then space them out so that you have, for instance, one story appear every day.

Blogging tools

The following sites offer tools to help you create, maintain and promote your blog and feed.

Chicklet generator: http://www.ifeedreaders.com/chicklet-creator/
If you look at our subscription page (http://researchmag.asu.edu/2007/01/subscribe_to_this_sites_feed.html) you’ll see a bunch of little buttons that let you add our feed to your favorite feed reader with a single click. The Chicklet generator lets you choose from a wide variety of buttons and then automatically creates the code for you to insert into your subscription page.

Feedburner: http://www.feedburner.com
This site offers a variety of tools for helping you manage and promote your feed. Feedburner will create a user-friendly subscription page for you (with chicklets). They also offer a feature for tracking how many subscribers you have. This is handy because the site statistics you currently have probably only track hits to the site, which doesn’t tell you how many people are actually subscribing to your feed. They also have tools that let you create social bookmarking links (see below) and “email this story” links.

Feed validators: http://validator.w3.org/feed/ or http://feedvalidator.org/ 
Enter the URL of your feed and these sites will check the syntax for errors that might cause you problems.

Social bookmark sites: like http://digg.com and http://del.icio.us
According to Wikipedia: “In a social bookmarking system, users store lists of Internet resources that they find useful. These lists are either accessible to the public or a specific network, and other people with similar interests can view the links by category, tags, or even randomly. Some allow for privacy on a per-bookmark basis.

They also categorize their resources by the use of informally assigned, user-defined keywords or tags. Most social bookmarking services allow users to search for bookmarks which are associated with given ‘tags’, and rank the resources by the number of users which have bookmarked them….

Its increasing popularity and competition have extended the services to offer more than just sharing bookmarks, such as rating, commenting, the ability to import and export, add notes, reviews, email links, automatic notification, feed subscription, web annotation, create groups and social networks.”
Social bookmark creator: http://www.ifeedreaders.com/social-creator/
Lets you create buttons so that readers can automatically bookmark your pages to social bookmark sites. 

Things to consider

1. Before creating your own RSS feed, check with your university’s media relations department to see what they are doing. If they have (or are planning to have) a research-related feed available, you don’t want to offer your readers two conflicting options. In that case, it might be better for your media relations office to pull your feed into their site, and then use their feed as the publicly available and promoted feed.

2. When you put out a feed, you lose some control over display. Many of your readers will come into your site through their feed readers, not through your home page. Every feed reader displays things a little differently. Sign up for a bunch of different ones and subscribe to some feeds to see how they look. Some readers only display titles. Some display titles and the blurb you use on your home page. Some have word limits for blurbs, so your text might get cut off mid-sentence if you run too long.

3. Titles are critical. An ambiguous title in a magazine, surrounded by the context of text and graphics, might draw the reader in. An ambiguous title showing up by itself in a feed reader will simply get ignored. Add a colon and a subhead to clarify. For example, I changed the title “Picky, picky” to “Picky, picky: How ‘product contamination’ costs retailers.”

