
Beyond the Build: 
Succeed with SEO in Higher Ed



Presented by:

Carolyn Shelby

Principal SEO
Yoast





If a professor delivers a brilliant lecture but no 
students are there to hear it, does it have an impact?



Importance of SEO 
in Higher Education



Do .EDUs even need organic SEO?
● Student recruitment: visibility to prospective students 
● Academic program promotion: highlight specific 

programs
● Information dissemination: provide accurate 

information
● Enhance reputation: showcase achievements and 

research
● Alumni engagement: maintain/nurture relationships



Do .EDUs even need organic SEO?
● Local SEO: attract local students 
● Event promotion: promote campus 

events
● International outreach: attract 

international students
● Competitive edge: stay ahead of 

competitors
● Online programs and courses: 

promote online education



Do .EDUs even need organic SEO?

● Organic SEO reduces reliance on 
paid marketing channels.

● Organic SEO ensures “your side 
of the story” makes it into the AI 
knowledgebase



Advanced SEO on WordPress



WordPress’ SEO advantages
SEO-Friendly Structure

• Clean Code

• SEO-Optimized Permalinks

Easy Content Creation and Management

• User-Friendly Interface

• Content Organization

Extensive Plugin Ecosystem

• SEO Plugins

• Performance Optimization Plugins



WordPress’ SEO advantages
Responsive Design

• Mobile Optimization (remember mobile first!)

Built-in SEO Features

• Automatic Sitemap Generation and RSS Feeds

Strong Community Support

• Regular Updates and Improvements

Technical SEO and Schema

Social Media Integration



Choosing the right tools



Essential WordPress plugins for SEO
● Yoast SEO
● Performance optimization plugin like 

Jetpack or WP Rocket
● Broken Link Checker
● Internal Link Juicer
● Simple History



Essential non-WP tools for SEO
● SEOquake (Chrome extension)
● Google PageSpeed Insights (Chrome extension)
● Google Analytics & Google Search Console
● Bing Webmaster Tools
● Screaming Frog or 

SiteBulb
● SEMRUSH or Ahrefs



Technical SEO Best Practices



Site structure 
and navigation

● menus and navigation 
must be crawlable

● intuitive and logical
● include self-referential links



Mobile 
optimization 

and 
responsive 

design



Page speed 
and 

performance



You’ll want to…

• Ensure FAST load times

• Serve static assets from a 
CDN with an efficient cache 
policy

• Eliminate content layout 
shift (images/ads)

• Reduce third party scripts



Choose a lightweight theme, 
and ditch unnecessary 
bells and whistles.

“Don’t overbling your blog.”



Quick technical checklist
• Make sure your site is visible to search engines

• Verify robots.txt is correct

• Verify sitemap.xml is functioning correctly

• Configure/turn on/optimize permalinks

• Set up default title and meta descriptions

• (Maybe) Set WordPress plugins and themes to auto-update

• Organize content with categories and tags (or turn them off)

• (Maybe) Add some individual noindex tags to prevent specific WordPress 
posts and pages from showing up on SERPs



Keyword Research
and Content Optimization



The goals of keyword research

• Generate ideas for content

• What are people interested in?

• Match your content to your audience

• How are people searching for things?

• Use the best phrasing for the situation



Free tools for keyword research

• Google Trends (trends.google.com)

• SEMRush (semrush.com) (free trial)

• Yoast + SEMRush integration

• Ahrefs Free SEO Tools (ahrefs.com/free-seo-tools)

• ChatGPT/CoPilot/Gemini (AI stuff)





















How to use keywords?

• In the meta title and headline (h1), meta description

• In the body copy (prominently, if it’s the target KWP)

• In image alts (where appropriate)

• In associated social media posts!



What about questions?
• Answering the questions related to the KWP is a great way 

to increase content in a post.

• Introduce the question (and answer) in a subheading (h2 

or h3) then rephrase the question in the body copy and 

provide answer in the first sentence beneath the 

subheading.



Creating Engaging 
and Relevant Content



Above all else, be helpful
• Use your keyword research to provide 

answers and information that your 

users need (or want) to know.

• Provide unique perspectives and 

added value.

• Remember: value will win over sales and gimmicks.



Future-Proofing 
Your SEO Strategy



How to not fall behind in SEO

● Adapt to AI and Machine Learning

● Focus on User Experience (UX)

● Utilize Structured Data

● Voice Search Optimization

● Content Freshness and Relevance

● Monitor and Adapt to Algorithm Changes



In Summary…

● Build a strong foundation
● Employ effective content strategies
● Keep up with current SEO trends
● Embrace future-proofing tech
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