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The Basics 
 

Getting Started 
The first order of business is creating the basic website and setting up permissions.  Google offers a guide 
which is worth consulting, but this manual will lead you through the basics as well.  Chrome or Firefox are 
the recommended browsers. 

1. Go to https://sites.google.com/a/umn.edu. 
2. Click “Create” 
3. You can create from scratch or use the template created.  To use the template click “Browse the 

gallery for more” and follow the sub-steps below.  These instructions assume use of the template. 
a. Search for “Student Intranet Template”. 
b. Click it and hit “select”. 
c. That template should now be highlighted in red. 

4. Name your site, which automatically fills in the URL.  You can change the URL if you wish. 
5. Theme and Options can also be tinkered with, but that can also be done later in the site. 
6. Click  

Tip:  If you come back to your newly created site and find that you can’t edit it, you may need to scroll to 
the bottom and click “Sign In”.  

Basic Layout 
Now that you have created your website, you will want to customize some basic facets.  You will see lots 
of pictures and information that surely doesn’t pertain to you.  The good news is that it is relatively easy to 
make changes.  Let’s start by making changes to the “Home” page. 

                   

At the top of every page (so long as you are signed in properly and have permissions), you’ll see the 
following menu bar.  The pencil is to edit the page.  The page with a “+” sign is for creating a new web 
page.  “More” contains a large menu that we will discuss later, and “Share” is for granting and revoking 
permissions to your site. 

Push the “Pencil” button.  The top menu will change and you will see some familiar editing tools as your 
webpage becomes something like Microsoft Word (albeit with even more quirks).  Google’s beginners 
guide to editing a page is here.  The “Format” menu at the top includes some additional options you may 
want to familiarize yourself with.  What is important to know, but may not be clear is that you can easily 
change the “Layout” of the page by selecting “Layout” near the top left.  

http://support.google.com/sites/?hl=en#topic=1046064
https://sites.google.com/a/umn.edu
https://support.google.com/sites/answer/153196?hl=en&ref_topic=23216
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To the left you see the Layout menu.  Notice the shape of each selection.  
Choosing the right shape will help you elegantly layout the page the way 
you want.  As indicated by the check to the left, the template starts with 
a section that extends the full width of the page (not including the 
navigation menu to the left).  Below that section it is divided into two 
equal columns.  Below that is an unused full width section again.  You can 
experiment here by simply choosing a different layout.  You can always 
click “undo” if what happens scares you!  And remember that you have to 
“Save” at the top right before anything becomes permanent. 

It should also be mentioned that “Tables” can be your friends.  Trying to 
get the text and pictures exactly where you want them, can be 
notoriously frustrating when working in HTML (which you are!).  Tables 
are worth inserting if you run into problems.  Usually a little elbow grease 
and a few well-timed swear words will eventually get your webpage 
looking like you want. 

 

Pictures 
A website isn’t a website without pictures.  Inserting a picture is quite easy.  In “Edit” mode, click on the 
picture of the Robert E Rice Center at the top of the Home page in the template.  A menu will appear: 

 

These are some basic layout options, including alignment, picture size, text wrapping, and “X” for delete.  
Go ahead and delete.  Now, put the cursor right before the word “Click”.   In the top left, click “Insert” and 
choose “Image”.  You’ll see a selection of pictures included with the template, including this author’s mug 
and a picture of Keanu Reeves in The Matrix, of course.  But you want to use your own images, so click on 
“Choose File” and upload your own image to use.  Click “OK” and wah lah, you have inserted your own 
image.  You might want to change the alignment to center and the size to large as indicated by the arrows 
above.  Experiment with the “wrap” options as well, as that determines how your text interacts with your 
images.   

Create a New Page and Page Settings 
Go ahead and “Save” your page (or cancel if you wish).  Now it’s time to create a new page, specifically a 

“sub-page” to our home page.  Click on  to create your new page.  You’ll need to name your page.  
Since we’ll delete this in a bit, let’s go with something exciting like “Sub-page”.  The url will fill in 
automatically although you can change it if you wish.  For template, you should familiarize yourself with 
the different provided templates. Click on “Learn more” and a new webpage will pop up explaining the 
different types of templates.  I find the first four to be useful in different contexts.  Go back to the “Create 
a New Page” webpage and select “File Cabinet”.  Then, choose “Put page under Home” and click “Create”.   
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Now you have an exciting new page called “sub-page”.  Let’s dig a bit deeper into the page options by 
clicking on the “More” button near the top right, and then clicking “Page Settings”.  Here we have some 
basic settings.  “Show page title” simply puts the menu title of your page at the top.  “Show links…” will 
put automatic links to any sub-pages you create.  You will also see that “Allow Comments” is clicked and 
on other types of pages “Allow Attachments” will be available.  Only those with edit access can add 
comments or add attachments so neither of these options will probably be useful for a student intranet.  
Instead, we will use Google Forms to collect information from students.  More on that later. 

For now, click on “Show this page in the sidebar” and un-click “Allow Comments”.  Then “Save”.  Sub-page 
will have its own link on the left.  You will see the option (only available to those with edit permission) to 
add files and links.  Click on “Advising Aids” to the left to see what this page can look like after you add all 
of the most used links and files for your students.  You can even organize into a folder structure by 
selecting an item and using the “Move to” command.  This is a very useful template for easy organization 
and I suggest playing with it.   

If you don’t plan on having files available for download on a page, then the “List” template is very useful.  
You can add your own columns and users can sort the list.  See “Student Groups” for a simple 
implementation of this template.   

For blog like posts or rolling announcements, the “Announcements” template is useful.  I use it for job 
postings for instance and you can see an implementation at z.umn.edu/ecematrix. 

One last thing.  Let’s learn how to delete our new page (but don’t do it as this page will be useful to 
illustrate navigation in the next section).  Make sure you are on “Sub-page” by clicking to it from the 
navigation on the left or from the link at the bottom of the home page.  Click “More” and then “Delete 
Page”.  It’ll ask you if you are sure.  Just click “Cancel” and you can come back and delete it later (or just 
edit it).  

Navigation 
Easy and logical navigation is crucial to a good website.  You have undoubtedly noticed that navigation is 
accomplished in the template in a relatively straightforward manner with links to the left.  It’s time to look 
a bit deeper.   

Click “More” and “Edit Site Layout”.  You will see the following editing header at the top. 

 

These options provide for plenty of customization.  If you prefer a horizontal navigation bar instead of a 
sidebar, then you can change it here.  Sidebars are a bit more intuitive but also steal some of your 
horizontal space.  You can also customize the site header and footer in this mode.  The header and footer 
will be the same on every page of your site.  To toggle on or off any of these items, simply click on the 
appropriate option on the editing header pictured above.  To edit the item itself, click on the item.  In this 
case, let’s click on the “Sidebar” as pictured below. 

https://sites.google.com/a/umn.edu/eceug/job-opps
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You can click anywhere on the sidebar to bring up a window to “Configure 
navigation”, as seen below and to the right.  Here you can title your 
navigation sidebar and display that title.  You can also have google do the 
organization for you.  Click on “Automatically organize my navigation” and 
leave the levels to show at “2”.  Click “OK”.  Then click “Close” at the top 
right to leave the “Edit Site Layout” mode. 

You notice that “Sub-page” is now a true sub-page since we created it as a 
sub-page of the Home page.  Good for you Sub-page!  If you find you have so 
many pages, introducing a second level can help organize your content 
better.   

If you leave “Automatically organize my navigation” clicked, any new pages you add will automatically be 
added to your sidebar.  This may prove sufficient but you can’t dictate the order so the manual mode may 
prove to be what you need.   

It’s easy to move and add items to your navigation bars 
manually.  You will need to unclick “Automatically organize 
my navigation” and then use the arrows on the right to move 
items around (the arrows are surrounded by a yellow box on 
the image to the right).  You can click on a page and use the 
up and down arrows to move it up and down the list.  The 
side to side arrows will make the page a sub-page of another 
page or reverse that option.  Experiment and you’ll get the 
hang of it quickly. 

Before we close out of “Edit Site Layout” mode, you should be 
made aware of the ability to edit the sidebar width and 
location by clicking on the little pencil.  The “+” allows you to 
add other items to the sidebar like the countdown mentioned 
below. 

Also, you can add or edit little items like the countdown.  By 
clicking on the countdown you can change the countdown date and the Event.  Very easy and a nice 
feature. 

Site Management 
There are a few general options that are useful to know about.  Click on “More” and “Manage Site”.  You 
should be on the “General” page.  Here you can do such basic things as change the name of your site, add 
or delete it from search categories, and add a nice description.  Look over the page to see if anything 
tickles your fancy.  I suggest setting up Google Analytics.  This allows you to track site usage and includes 
more information than you can imagine, including where people are accessing your site, unique visitors, 
operating system or browser used, and so on.   Clicking on “Learn More” will take you to a site that will 
walk you through the setup.  It’s free and easy.   
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Colors, Fonts, and Themes 
You artistic types have been waiting for this one.  You will notice that there are links for “Colors and Fonts” 
and “Themes” on the “Manage Site” page.  “Colors and Fonts” allows you all kinds of customization 
options and I encourage you to play around if so inclined.  If you’d rather the hard work be done by 
someone else (that’s my philosophy), then “Themes” is for you.  The template uses the “Notebook” theme 
which felt apt for the audience in question.  Many other themes exist however, so see if you find anything 
to your liking.  It’s easy to “Preview” so don’t worry about doing some experimentation.    

Advanced Functions 
In this section we go beyond the basics a bit and learn how to allow students to schedule appointments on 
your calendar and collect information via interactive forms. 

Scheduling 
Allowing your students to schedule appointments online, within blocks and for lengths that you specify, is 
a very powerful tool.  It is pretty easy to integrate such a scheduling tool into your new Intranet site using 
Google Calendar.   

Instead of deleting poor “sub-page” let’s modify it into something cool!  Select “Sub-page”.  First we will 
change its page template to “Web page” by clicking on “More” and “Page Settings”.  Click “Change” near 
the bottom of the popup window, select “Web page” and approve your changes.  We want to get rid of 
“Comments” and “Add Files” so click to “Page Settings” again and unclick “Allow Attachments” and “Allow 
Comments”.  While we are at it, let’s change the “Page URL” to “Appointments” and save. 

Now we should edit the page (the pencil remember) and change the page title.  Simply overwrite “sub-
page” with “Make an Appointment”.   

Now it gets trickier.  We are going to harness the power of “Appointment Slots” inside your personal 
Google Calendar. 

1. Open your Google Calendar. 
2. Select a one hour time slot in the near 

future and the box to the right will appear. 
3. Click on “Appointment slots.” 
4. Click on “Edit details.” 
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5. The above set of options will appear.  This is where you define your appointment options.   
6. Give your slots a title, perhaps “Advising Appointment”. 
7. The time block should be set to your selection but you can alter it here or make it repeat if you 

want to set up reoccurring appointments (highly recommended).   
8. For “Type” you can indicate the length of the appointment within the time allotted.  Leave it at 

thirty but 10, 15, and 20 all make sense dependent on the type of appointments you are making 
available.  Students can always sign up for back-to-back appointments if they feel their issue needs 
more time than allotted.   

9. “Where” and “Description” are self-explanatory. 
10. You can also use the “Add” feature to automatically add this allotted slot and any appointments 

that come out of it, to another calendar.  It will already add to yours, but if you are booking 
appointments where a student meets with you and a colleague, you can add his or her email 
address and the slots will add to your colleague’s calendar as well.  You can also add rooms.  This 
can be very useful. 

11. Right-click on the long url near the top in blue and copy the link (usually copy link or copy shortcut 
depending on the browser you are using).   

12. SAVE 

Now head back to your new “Make an Appointment” webpage (formally known as sub-page.  We miss you 
sub-page!).   

1. Click the Pencil to bring up editing. 
2. Under “Layout” select “One Column”, not the simple version. 
3. Place your cursor in the top-left corner of the large box in the middle. 
4. Click “Insert” and then “More gadgets”. 
5. Search for “iframe”, click on it, and then click “Select”.  iframe allows you to include a separate 

webpage within your webpage.  I hope I’m not blowing your mind here. 
6. Paste your previously copied url into the “URL to content” box. 
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7. Change width to “100” and “percent” (via the dropdown).  Alternatively, you can change width to 
something like 1000 pixels which doesn’t look as good but gets more information on the screen.   

8. Unclick “Display title on gadget” or title it if you wish. 
9. Click “OK”. 

 

You will see your calendar embedded with your appointment slots, but that’s not what others see.  This 
screen is dependent on who is logged in.  The screenshot above is what a student who works in my office 
sees when she goes to my newly created web page.  You can see that her personal calendar is visible with 
the two appointment slots ready to be clicked.  Since she is a busy gal, my two slots don’t work for her as 
they overlap with French and Astronomy (this also explains why the text is cut-off).  She can still make the 
appointment by clicking on one of the slots.   

If the student above were to schedule an appointment, it sets off a series of events.  The appointment will 
appear on the student’s calendar and on your calendar.  Your calendar will now have an appointment for 
the one hour appointment slot, plus a 30 minute appointment with the student.  The appointment slot will 
no longer be available for others to schedule.   

Unfortunately, this is not a perfect system.  The biggest problem occurs if you schedule an appointment 
on your personal calendar that overlaps with your appointment slots; google won’t disable the 
overlapping slots.  You need to change the slots manually if your schedule changes.  It is pretty easy to 
make simple changes however.  On your personal calendar, you can simply drag the slot appointments 
around on your calendar or change the length by dragging the bottom end of the appointment. You can 
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also click and edit the appointment.  This will immediately change your slots available on your intranet 
website.   

The other problem occurs when students delete an appointment.  You likely will not be notified of this nor 
will it be readily apparent on your calendar unless you have your notifications set to a pretty responsive 
level.  This is mostly a minor inconvenience as students probably won’t cancel or they’ll simply cancel in 
the form of not bothering to show up (or as I like to call it, a bonus coffee break!) 

All and all, this can be a powerful tool for granting access to people in a systematic way at all hours of the 
day.   

Collecting Information Through Forms 
Another powerful tool at our disposal is the ability to collect information from students via online forms.  
The application for this is nearly endless and very flexible depending on your needs.  Uses might include 
scholarship applications, APAS exception requests, comment boxes, surveys, competitions, and so on.   

In the template site you started, “Sample Form” is a very simple example of what can be done.  When you 
created the site using the template, two forms should have been added to your Google Docs or Google 
Drive site.  One would be “Comment Box” and the other “Sample Form” with the title of your site also in 
the name of the form.  These spreadsheet docs are where you see the collected information from the 
forms and can edit the form itself.   

Let’s make a new form to illustrate what can be done and improve upon our sample form.  Go to the 
“Sample Form” page and click the handy pencil.  Select the form and click the “X” to delete it.  We will let 
this be for a while and go to Google Docs or Google Drive (Google Drive is the updated version of Docs) by 
clicking here.  (I’m using Google Drive so the instructions will assume you are too.  You can update quickly 
if you haven’t already). 

1. Click “Create” and “Form”. 

        

2. You’ll see the above options across the top, which we’ll get back to soon. 
3. “Allow users to edit responses” is the first option in the top left.  We will leave this unchecked but 

this can be useful for long applications.  I check this box for my scholarship applications. 
4. “Require University of Minnesota sign-in…” is useful if you want to limit your form to U of M 

people.  It makes people log in to their U of M account with x500, so can be a good way to stop 
outsiders from discovering and messing with your forms.  Leave it checked. 

5. “Automatically collect…” is useful if you want to record who is filling out the form with certainty 
and stop any duplicate responses.  It’s more intrusive but if you are collecting scholarship 
applications, for instance, then you want the certainty of knowing who is filling out the form.  Be 
sure to check it for this form. 

6. Title the form, “Major Happiness”. 

https://drive.google.com/a/umn.edu/#my-drive
https://drive.google.com/a/umn.edu/#my-drive
http://docs.google.com/
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7. In the highlighted question title box type “What is your name?” and click the box to make it a 
required question. 

8. Click the pencil to the right of  “Sample Question 2”. 
9. In the question title box type “Does your major make you happy?” and click the required question 

box. 
10. On Question Type, select “Multiple choice”, and add “Yes” to Option 1 and “No” to the next 

option. 
11. In the top left, click “Add Item” – “Page Break” and title the page “So you said Yes” (remember to 

hit the pencil to edit any item on the form if it doesn’t appear editable). 
12. Click “Add Item” – “Choose from list” and type “What makes you happiest?” in the question title 

with options of “My advisor” and “The advice I receive from my advisor”.  (It’s rigged!) 
13. Click “Add Item” – “Page break” and title the page “So you said No”. 
14. Click “Add Item” – “Paragraph text” and type “What can we do to make you happy?” 
15. Go back and edit the “Does you major make you happy?” question.  Click the box for “Go to page 

based on answer”:  
16. After “Yes” change the drop down to “Go to page 2…” 
17. After “No” change the drop down to “Go to page 3…” 
18. Click “Add Item” – “Page break” and title the page “Thank you” and click “Done”. 
19. To the right of “Page 3”, change the “After page 2” selection to “Go to page 4…”. 
20. Make sure it says “Saved” in the top right corner.  If not click “Save”. 

Whew!  You’ve just made an interactive form that asks different questions based on answers given. Now  go 
back to our intranet “Sample Form” page.   

1. Make sure you are still in edit mode and click “Insert” – “Spreadsheet Form”  in the top left. 
2. Select “Major Happiness” and press “Select”. 
3. Change “Width” to empty and click “Save”. 
4. Click “Save” in the top right. 

Go ahead and fill out your form.  To do it more than once, just go to a different intranet page and come back 
to the “Sample Form” page or there may be a “Submit another response” button.   

Now it is time to check out the results of your form collection.  Go back to your Google Docs or Google Drive 
site and select “Major Happiness” and you’ll see your results in handy spreadsheet form with a timestamp and 
the email of the person who submitted the form (you).  The “Username” field exists because we checked the 
box “Automatically collect …” when the form was created.   

To further edit your form or see a summary of results, use the “Form” menu to do various form related tasks.  
Here’s Google’s Help Site on forms for additional help. 

Here are a few tips to leave you with regarding forms: 

• Under “More actions” when editing a form is the “Edit Confirmation” command.  This is useful for 
customizing your message after submission and even making the results viewable by those submitting 

https://drive.google.com/a/umn.edu/#my-drive
http://support.google.com/drive/bin/topic.py?hl=en&topic=1360904&parent=2811744&ctx=topic


11 
 

information.  You would want to do this if you are collecting survey info that is meant to be shared 
immediately with your audience.  One example is asking students for recommendations on a specific 
Liberal Education requirement.   

• Going a step further, if you want to embed the summary of responses from your form into one of your 
webpages, watch this video:  http://youtu.be/4g1ULWKmbEg 

• You can also email your form directly to people which can be very useful for collecting information 
quickly as it will embed in the body of the email.  That means no clicking through to a website to 
answer the questions, but simply reading the email, selecting the answers, and hitting submit, all in 
your email reader.  I’ve found that people are much more likely to respond to this format.  You will see 
an “Email this form” button when editing your form.  You can paste up to 100 emails into the “To” 
field and it will act like a bcc. 

• You can always export your results to excel if you feel more comfortable with that program. 
• On the form spreadsheet, you can have google inform you when a form has been submitted.  This can 

be very useful.  Open the form spreadsheet, click “Tools” – “Notification rules” and add a notification 
rule. 

Sharing and Permissions 
Controlling access to your intranet site is a very important function.  This section will talk about some 
privacy concerns and go over how to control access to your site and any forms within your site.  Google 
also has a guide. 

A Note on Privacy 
It’s good policy to only put things on the site that you don’t mind having the general public see and 
definitely try to avoid any personal information of students.  When you make a form to collect data, by 
default, only you will be able to see the collected data.  So long as you are using the collected information 
for legitimate educational purposes, you can collect what you need (No Social Security Numbers of 
course!).  You just need to be careful not to share the underlying spreadsheet with the general public or 
the U of M public.   

Although this guide does not really cover any social media elements available through Google, it is 
important to remember that posting or using social media is not necessarily covered by FERPA, even if it 
happens within the University context.  If planning to make any collected information available to others 
on campus, just be sure not to collect any identifiable information. 

Granting and Revoking Access 
The “Share” button is where you control access to your site and to any forms you might create 
for your site.  It is found in the upper right of any webpage or part of the underlying 

spreadsheet of a form you create.   

When you click “Share” you will be taken to a sub-page of your site management page.  Under “Who has 
access” you should see your name as owner and “University of Minnesota” access.  The top U of M access 
is where you control the basic access to your site.   

http://youtu.be/4g1ULWKmbEg
http://support.google.com/sites/topic/1046513?hl=en&ref_topic=1046076
http://support.google.com/sites/topic/1046513?hl=en&ref_topic=1046076
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Important: New sites start out with editing access for all 
U of M people.  This strikes me as a bit silly, so you 
probably want to change it to View access.  By clicking 
“Change…” you will see a pop up menu like to the left.  
The arrow points to where you change access between 
edit and view.  Unless you want the general public to 
have the ability to edit your site, view access is more 
appropriate.   

You also have five general options to choose from, 
ranging from open to all and searchable down to private.  
Private means you have to manually assign access to 
people for them to have access.   

After you change to “Can View”, go ahead and save. 

You can also add people manually by simply typing in their email address.  This allows you to add people 
who can edit your site, or, if you have limited to the U of M, allow specific people outside the U of M 
access to the site.  Anyone added here needs to have a umn.edu or gmail.com email address.  You can 
assign someone else as owner or grant editing or view access.  Owners and Editors are similar, with 
owners having the added ability to change permissions, change site themes, layout, site name, and delete 
the site.   

Page-Level Permissions 
So far we are only granting or revoking permissions for the site as a whole.  This may prove sufficient but 
you can also control access by page so you can limit certain pages to certain people.  Instead of repeating 
Google here, I’m just going to point you to their guide.  It’s a bit tricky but once you get the hang of it, it 
can be very useful.   

Final Notes 
I hope this guide proves helpful.  I will leave you with two related tips: 

• First, once your site is ready for primetime get 
a shortened z.umn.edu URL.  All the instructions you 
need and a video can be found at the link above. 

• Second, do some clever marketing.  My 
undergraduate student intranet site has been dubbed 
the Matrix and is found at z.umn.edu/ecematrix.  
Promote it (see my flyer to the left) and make it easy to 
remember and students will use it, and dare I say, love 
it. 

https://support.google.com/sites/answer/1387384?hl=en&topic=1387383&rd=1
https://z.umn.edu/introduction.php
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