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Introduction

Dr. Donald Wagner, Dean, Honors College and Extended Degree Programs, and Dr. Melanie Clay, Assistant Dean, Extended Degree Programs and Director of Distance Learning, asked me to redesign the Honors College & Extended Degree Programs website.  The old website (developed in 2002 by a student assistant who is no longer employed by the University) was outdated, unattractive, unprofessional, and contained incomplete information.  The redesign of the Honors College & Extended Degree Programs website is serving as my course project for my web page design class (ABED 4118).  This paper provides a project narrative of the website redesign process.

Planning a Successful Website: Project Narrative

Planning is a critical process to the development of a website.  Shelly, Cashman and Kosteba (2006) stress the importance of developing a design plan in order to have a successful website.  The authors suggest that the design plan consists of six steps:  1) define the purpose, 2) identify the audience, 3) plan the content, 4) plan the structure, 5) plan the web pages, 6) plan the navigation.

Defining the Purpose of the Website


In determining the purpose of the Honors College & Extended Degree Programs website, it was necessary to establish the goals and objectives of the site by determining what the website should accomplish and what methods would be used to accomplish these goals. One goal of the new website is that it would serve as a home site for all the departments within the Honors College & Extended Degree Programs.  The division consists of seven departments.  Several of the departments already have individual websites, but there is no site to serve as the divisional site establishing one place for students and faculty to visit to find information about the entire division.  The new website would provide information about each department as well as providing an organizational chart that defines the hierarchical structure of the division.  Another goal is that the website would provide information to prospective students and current students, as well as information for the Honors College and Extended Degree Programs’ staff .  This goal could be met by providing information about each of the departments, programs that are offered, contact information, and ongoing news and announcements.  The final goal of the website is that it would emulate the atmosphere that the Honors House and its staff convey—a warm and inviting appeal, as well as upholding the universities motto of “Educational Excellence in a Personal Environment.”    This goal could be met by providing rotating group photos of all the Honors College and Extended Degree Programs staff on the homepage and various secondary pages portraying a close knit group and a warm and inviting atmosphere.

Identifying the Audience

After defining the purpose of the website, it was necessary to define the needs of the website audience in order to develop a website with high usability (Shelly, Cashman, & Kosteba, 2006).  This would help with the development of the website content and structure.  In defining the audience of the Honors College & Extended Degree Programs website, it was necessary to think about all the possible visitors to the website.  The audience could consist of prospective students, current University of West Georgia (UWG) students, parents of current or prospective students, and UWG faculty or staff looking for information.  The audience could consist of users with varied web experience as well as varied cultural backgrounds. With such a diverse audience, it would be necessary to structure the website in a very organized fashion and provide the website content in an easy to read fashion to meet the needs of all users.

Planning the Content


After defining the purpose and audience of a website, the next step was to plan the content.  Content is critical to the success of a website and thus it is very important to choose content that adds value rather than content that simply takes up space.  The content should be chosen based on how effectively it would contribute to the overall purpose of the web site (Shelly, Cashman, & Kosteba, 2006).  As previously mentioned, the purpose of the Honors College & Extended Degree Programs’ website would be to provide a hierarchical structure of the division, provide information related to the departments for current students, prospective students, and administration, and to convey a warm and inviting atmosphere.  Based on this purpose, the following content was planned or developed:

· In order to establish a hierarchical structure of the division, an organizational chart was developed.  The organizational chart would be used on the website to show the departmental structure of the division.  
· A photo shoot was organized in order to have group photos taken of every department within the division.  This would serve two purposes:  1) the images would be labeled to represent each of the departments in the division and would provide a link to a staff page that would display contact information for each person represented in the image, and 2) the images would help to convey a warm and inviting atmosphere. 

· Student success stories were gathered along with the related photos to be used as a marketing strategy for prospective students.  

· A video was planned with Dr. Mike Hester, Director of Debate, to be used as a marketing strategy to draw in prospective debate students. I planned to produce a video no longer than one minute in length in order to meet usability requirements and allow all users easy access no matter what type of internet connection they may have.  I also planned to produce the video as a flash (.flv) file and embed the video into the website and prompt users to download a flash player if needed to ensure usability.   
· I recorded the video with Dr. Hester and edited the video with Pinnacle Studio 9 and saved the video as a flash file.  

· I gathered information about the departments and programs represented by the website.   Shelly, Cashman, & Kosteba (2006) recommend repurposing the content so that it will add value.  I followed their recommendations and condensed the textual information, organized the information into logical sections for readability, and planned to add hyperlinks to explanatory or detailed information.

Planning the Structure

After talking with my web design professor, he and I agreed on a design that I could emulate for the Honors College & Extended Degree Programs’ website.  In order to maintain the brand identity of UWG, it is necessary for the divisional or departmental web pages within the University to be consistent in color scheme and look and feel of the main page of the university.   Therefore, I decided (with my professor’s guidance and recommendation) to design a layout similar to the UWG homepage with the navigation on the left, images on the right, and content below the navigation and images.  I worked with a student assistant, Troy Backus, who is an Adobe Photoshop expert, and he and I came up with an image to be used in the background of the navigation area that is similar to the UWG home page.  We decided on a shade of blue for the color scheme that is not only consistent with the UWG color scheme but also works well with the UWG logo.  If a visitor is familiar with the main page of the university, he or she would automatically be comfortable using this website because it would be apparent that it is a division of UWG.
Planning the Web Pages

After identifying the structure and color scheme, I then developed a storyboard for the entire website by using PowerPoint and other software programs such as Macromedia Fireworks and Techsmith’s SnagIt.  The storyboard helped to plan the website by allowing me to create mockups of each webpage on the site showing placement of all text, images, video, and hyperlinks.  I also incorporated the color scheme into the storyboard.  Krug (2000) stresses the importance of breaking up the pages into clearly defined areas because it allows users to decide quickly which areas of the page to focus on and which areas to ignore.  When developing the web pages, I followed Krug’s suggestion and designed a three column layout for the textual information and for consistency throughout the site.   Shelly, Cashman, & Kosteba (2006) contend that “consistent layout of pages and page elements create unity within a web site.  A logical, standardized layout ensures a clear, visible connection among web pages and generates a sense of balance and order that web site visitors find appealing and reassuring” (p. 111).  I followed their suggestions by maintaining the same layout and color scheme throughout the pages within the site. 


Having the storyboard as a guide was a tremendous help.  The structure of the website was defined in the story board and the next step was figuring out how to emulate the storyboard layout into html.  I first decided on the width of the layout.  According to the Research-Based Web Design & Usability Guidelines, “designers should attempt to accommodate ninety-five percent of all users.  As of June 2006, 56% of users have their screen resolution set at 1024x768.  By designing for 1024x768, designers would accommodate this most common resolution, as well as those at any higher resolution” (U. S. Department of Health & Human Resources, 2006, p. 33).  Based on these guidelines, I decided to set the width of the Honors College & Extended Degree Programs website to 900 pixels wide.  I also planned to use a table structure set to absolute widths.  Shelly, Cashman, & Kosteba (2006) recommend setting tables to absolute widths to ensure that the user’s view of the table contents would be the same as my view.  Absolute widths also speed up the browser load time of the tables and this is necessary for usability standards. I would use cascading style sheets for defining the height, width, positioning, and alignment of the pages for establishing consistency in appearance.   Style sheets also simplify the process of making changes and can save me or the future designer considerable time in the long run if changes are made to the overall appearance of the website (Shelly, Cashman, & Kosteba, 2006).
Planning the Navigation

The story board helped to determine the overall structure of the website as well as the hierarchical structure of the navigation.   Shelly, Cashman, & Kosteba (2006) state that consistent navigation would help users feel confident about their ability to navigate the web site, find information readily and effortlessly, and become satisfied customers.  I therefore planned to place the primary navigation elements (left navigation, link to the home page, link to the main UWG page, and search button) in the same location on all pages of the website.  A template containing the primary navigation elements would be made using Adobe Dreamweaver CS3 and this template would be used as a basis for the main page as well as the secondary pages on the website.   Krug (2000) contends that “one of the best ways to make a page easy to grasp in a hurry is to make sure that the appearance of the things on the page—all of the visual cues—clearly and accurately portray the relationships between the things on the page” (pg 31).  Therefore, the left navigation on the website would be divided into three areas: 1) About Us, 2) Honors College, and 3) Extended Degrees.  This would show the relationship between the groups and subgroups referred to on the page.   In the “About Us” category, there would be links to information about the staff or the organization in general, in the “Honors College” area, there would be links to the departments within the Honors College, and in the Extended Degrees area there would be links to information related to the departments within Extended Degrees Programs.  Krug (2000) also stresses, “when we’re using the Web every question mark adds to our cognitive workload distracting our attention from the task at hand.  As a rule, people don’t like to puzzle over how to do things” (p. 15).  To adhere to Krug’s suggestion, the navigation on my site would be clearly visible, whereby users would not have to wonder if something is clickable.  I would establish a “hover” color to indicate a link when the user rolls over the area in the left navigation area, as well as a “visited” color to indicate when a user has already visited the particular link so that there would be no confusion from the standpoint of the user.   The text portion of the web pages would be made interactive with links, but each link would be easily identifiable throughout the website.  Shelly, Cashman, and Kosteba (2006) advise that users should be given realistic expectations of the content to be found if the link is visited.  Following this advice, I would identify a file format that may differ from a regular html webpage, such as a .pdf file.  Meaning, if the user would be taken to a portable document format (.pdf) file when clicking on a link, then I would identify it as “click here to view a .pdf file.” The images would be labeled and would have a clickable button that would take the user to another page of information pertaining to the image.  This would adhere to Krug’s (2000) first law of usability, “don’t make me think” (p. 11).  The video would also be labeled with a “click here” button and the video would open in another window so that the users can continue with their navigation of the site after viewing the video. The search button would be placed on the top right of the page because this is where users are used to seeing a search button and because it would be consistent with where the search button is located on the main UWG page. A link to the home page would be provided on the Honors College and Extended Degree Programs logo at the top left of the page so that the users can navigate to the homepage from each of the secondary pages.
Designing the Website:  Project Narrative

The plans for the website were established and the storyboard was created.  Creating the actual website was not as time consuming as the planning process since I already had a visual layout of the entire site due to the creation of the storyboard   I used Adobe Dreamweaver CS3 to create the actual web pages, and my student assistant, Troy Backus, helped design the graphics (resized and labeled the images, designed the background images, and logos) and provided guidance and assistance with various aspects of the site.   The following information provides an overview of the process of the development of the website and is broken into the following categories:  Basic Template Design, Typography, Graphics, and Video, Browser Challenges, and Usability Testing.   
Designing the Basic Template

In designing the basic template the following steps were implemented: 
· First, a wrapper division (div) was created with the width set to 900 pixels.  The wrapper div is the basic container of the website, and according to Adobe’s Dreamweaver CS3:  Classroom in a Book (2007),  “The declaration of a single, outermost wrapper defines one rule for establishing global settings, such as overall width and layout (p. 150).  Then all of the other divs were created inside the wrapper starting with a header div, main div, and ending with a footer div. A main div was created and placed between the header and footer divs.  All of the site content, including subsequent divs were nested inside the main div. 
· A table was used inside the header area and was split into two cells.  The left cell of the header area contains a 627 x 100 pixel image and the right cell has a blue background with the UWG logo image on top, and the search box below.  
· The search code was inserted into the header.  I used the code that the UWG Webmaster (Madison Bryan) sent to me via email with instructions.  I inserted the code into the appropriate area inside the left cell of the table area and tested its functionality.  The search code worked when searching for other site information throughout UWG so I knew that it worked correctly.  It took a couple of weeks for the new website to get indexed with Google, but now displays information regarding the Honors College & Extended Degree Programs site when performing a search.  
· The Footer was created as one 900 x 100 pixel Joint Photographic Experts Group (JPEG) format.  

· I used image maps to link the UWG logo in both the header and footer area to the UWG homepage.

· Inside the main div, a table was inserted with three columns for the left navigation area, rotating images area, and success stories or video area.  The three columns were set to a width of 246 pixels, 400 pixels, and 246 pixels, respectively, with spacers in between in order to take up the entire area of 900 pixels wide.
· The left navigation was put inside a table and divided into three rows (with a 3 pixel spacer row in between each of the navigation rows for a total of 5 rows). Each of the three sections has its own background image.  
· The main content section was divided into three columns: right, middle and staff. The columns were each a separate div controlled by css. The left column was set to float left while the middle and staff columns were both set to float right. The column widths were set in the css, with the middle column set to 382px and the right and left columns set to 232px. In order to create the dividing lines between columns, I added a 2px border on the left side of the right column as well as on the right side of the left column.  
· With the assistance of Troy Backus, a drop shadow was created in Adobe Photoshop that displays on the left and right sides of the wrapper area.  It was created as a 1002 pixels wide by 100 pixels high image and set to tile vertically behind the foreground using css.  The drop shadow added a nice effect to the overall look of the layout.
· When the main layout was complete, the webpage was saved as a template to be used for the subsequent pages. 

The Typography, Graphics and Video

The typography was a fairly easy process. I was assisted by Troy Backus with the graphics aspect of the website and was assisted by Michael Winslett, a web designer from our ITS Department on campus, with inserting the video into the debate webpage.  The following steps were taken in applying the typography, graphics, and video to the website:
· I decided to use sans serif fonts throughout the website for headings and textual information.  Shelly, Cashman, & Kosteba (2006) recommend using sans serif fonts for short paragraphs, lists, and headings because they are more legible on the computer screen.  Shelly, Cashman, & Kosteba’s (2006) also state that it is necessary to “specify commonly used fonts in your web documents to increase your chances of overriding default font settings” (p 143).  I therefore specified in the style sheet a font family of “Verdana, Arial, Helvetica, sans-serif” in order to override a user’s default font settings in their browser preferences.  
· I used javascript for the rotating images on the home page and some of the secondary pages throughout the site.  One of the Distance Learning webpages found here, http://www.westga.edu/~distance/dla, uses rotating images on the website.  I copied the code from that website and used it on the Honors College & Extended Degree Programs website.  The code originally came from the Dynamic Drive website (http://www.dynamicdrive.com).  In order to keep the code clean on the html pages, I put the javascript code in a separate javascript file.
· A yellow bullet graphic was created for visual appeal and as an eye catching display of header text.  The bullet graphic is an image of the letter “Z” in the Wingdings font.
· On the debate webpage I inserted a link to the debate video that was produced as a marketing strategy for Debate at UWG.  Dreamweaver made this a very easy process.   I made a new blank html document called debatevideo.html.  I then used Dreamweaver’s insert media option, chose the flash movie category, selected a basic skin for play back controls, and selected the option to prompt users to download the flash player if necessary.  Dreamweaver automatically put in all of the necessary code for the movie to play. On the debate page Troy and I made a javascript popup link which called for a new popup window that was slightly larger than the video’s dimensions (465 pixels x 315 pixels). We offset the position from the top left corner by 400 pixels from the left and 200 pixels from the top in order to make the popup appear near the center of the screen. 
Browser Challenges

 I viewed the web pages in multiple web browsers to ensure that the website looked good across multiple platforms.  The browsers were Internet Explorer (IE), Firefox, Mozilla, and Safari.  The web pages looked good in all browsers except IE.  In IE, the page did not center correctly and the drop shadow was offset by a pixel or two. After troubleshooting with the assistance of Troy Backus, a 2 pixel border was added to the edges of the wrapper div and this fixed the problem in IE without changing the way the site viewed in the other browsers. 
Usability Testing


According to the Research-Based Web Design & Usability Guidelines, “it is best to perform iterative cycles of usability testing over the course of the web site’s development” (U. S. Department of Health & Human Resources, 2006, p. 193).  Adhering to this recommendation, I performed usability tests several times throughout the website redesign process from the basic template design to each additional secondary page to ensure that the content was clear to the user as well as was easy to navigate.  Once the website was complete I sent the link to all staff in the Honors College & Extended Degree Programs for their evaluation as well as three students of the Honors College.  I didn’t receive any negative feedback.  Second, I sent the link to the site to several students outside of the organization and they were pleased with the results, had no recommendations for improvement and felt that the site meets the goals that I had intended. 
Summary/End Result

The website redesign process was a huge learning experience.  The end result was very positive most particularly in that both the dean and assistant dean were very pleased with the new website.  A debate page was never developed in the original website and now Debate has a page of their own to help market the program. The new site looks professional and will be continually updated to ensure accuracy of information and to serve as an excellent representation of the University of West Georgia.
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