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Introduction 
 

To redesign the School of Information website, we consulted with Dr. Philip Doty, who is 
Associate Dean and Graduate Advisor at the school. Our main goals were:  

• To rearrange and alter information within the About, Faculty and Research sections to 
make the School of Information more transparent to new users such as prospective 
students. 

• To change the information architecture and design of the website to make it easier for 
prospective and current students to find relevant information. 

• To redesign the home page to create a more colorful, welcoming, and user-friendly 
experience. 

 
Ultimately, we created a new homepage, applied our design to the top-level sections of the old 
website, redesigned the About section, created a new Fields of Study page that allows users to 
sort every class within the School of Information using an original classification scheme for 
disciplines within the School of Information, and created a way to sort faculty within the Faculty 
page. 
 
 
Target Users 
 
The School of Information website primarily serves prospective students, current students, 
faculty and staff, and alumni. Because the site has such a broad audience and a wealth of 
information, our team specifically focused on serving the needs for prospective and current 
students.  For these users, the site needed to be 

• Engaging: We aimed to provide a more engaging user experience through interactive 
design in addition to providing necessary information. 

• Simple and uncluttered: We tried to maintain efficiency by keeping the design simple 
and easy to use. 

• Easily navigable: We aimed to present an easily navigable website by improving the 
information architecture for the website. 

• Comprehensive: With the redesign, we tried to keep information from the original 
website intact without changing or losing information detail so that older users could still 
find relevant information within the new structure. 

 

 



 
User Needs 
 

• Prospective students: user needs include information about admission procedures, 
programs and degrees offered, introduction to the School of Information, current research 
topics at the school, and funding. The iSchool Website plays an essential role in serving 
the needs of this group of people because the website is an important way for prospective 
students to decide whether they will apply to the School of Information, and to learn how 
to submit their application. Information for this group should be comprehensive enough 
to adequately inform their decision-making process, and concise enough to minimize the 
stress of finding and parsing this information. 

• Current students: Current students use the iSchool website mainly to find information 
about courses, the events calendar, faculty information, and other resources available for 
current students such as funding, information about the IT lab, how to reserve a 
conference room, etc. The website assists current students with their academic planning 
and daily schedule management by providing information about courses at the School of 
Information and special events at the school. In addition, current students use the iSchool 
jobweb to search for jobs. 

 
Focuses 
 
Based on user needs, our redesign focused on three areas: 

• Information architecture: The old homepage had two areas of navigation, and neither 
navigation menu was weighted more heavily than the other, which was visually awkward 
and not user-friendly.  Additionally, some navigation labels were unclear, and no 
information was given about what users could expect to see in each section.  Finally, 
some site sections were grouped in unintuitive ways, so that users could not always 
quickly find the information they were looking for.  In the redesign, we reorganized and 
restructured the navigation and made it more visually prominent by putting it in the left 
panel on all pages.  We also included an interactive accordion feature in the primary 
navigation to orient users, provide feedback on user location, and to let them know what 
to expect in each secondary section. 

• Site layout and design: One of the main problems with the old website was the visual 
layout. We endeavored to apply the design principles and elements learned in class into 
the new website visual redesign. Through the new design, we tried to convey a sense of 
simplicity, visual balance, variation, unity and harmony. 

• Interactivity: The old website does not have many interactive elements and lacks 
engaging features that add visual interest.  Interactive features allowed us to provide a lot 
of useful information in a relatively small area of site space, and they give users dynamic 
feedback. Most links change color when a user hovers over them, for example, and the 
left-hand navigation menu is animated to expand top-level categories. Additionally, the 
Fields of Study and Faculty pages use animation effects to make the functionality of each 
page obvious to the user. 



 
 

Design Process 
 

Client Interview 
 
We had several interviews with Dr. Doty before and during our redesign process. Based on his 
requirements and suggestions, we determined that the website redesign should accomplish 
several tasks: 

• Create prominent homepage links to contact information, location, UT homepage and the 
Graduate School.  

• Implement more color and photos. We were encouraged to experiment with new colors 
and styles without losing the simplicity of the old website design. 

• Incorporate the yoga images. 

 
User Studies 
 
Before we started the redesign, we also conducted several user studies regarding the old website 
to gain insights for our information architecture and visual redesign.  Three main problems were 
identified as a result of the studies (as well as one main positive aspect): 

• Confusing navigation and content organization: According to two users who are current 
students of the School of Information, the two horizontal navigation bars are confusing, 
and some information is not well categorized or clearly labeled. For example, “lab” and 
“technology” are two categories that have overlapping content, and neither label clearly 
conveys the kind of information a user could expect to find there. 

• Strong negative reaction to the yoga images: Users did not see the connection between 
the yoga images and iSchool. Moreover, the large yoga images have a negative impact on 
the overall website layout; they occupy too much space, restricting the amount of 
available space for information and white space. 

• Page length is too long and not compatible with mobile devices: Too much information 
can be overwhelming, and it takes a lot of time to scroll and navigate to relevant content 
areas.  

• The keyword search function facilitates users in finding detailed information within the 
iSchool website in a short time. 

 
Project plan and implementation 
 
Based on our research, we carefully planned the project ahead of time and accomplished the 
following tasks accordingly: 
 
 



 
 

• Developed new information architecture:  

 
Placed primary navigation in the far left column; alphabetized main navigation; 
differentiated and grouped similar sub-navigation; used descriptive navigation labels and 
reorganized second-level pages, such as “Technology” and “Labs;” differentiated and 
grouped navigation elements (e.g., primary navigation in left column and information for 
four user groups in top navigation) 

• Developed global design principles and features:  

 
Designed website template; implemented more color; retained yoga pictures, but made 
them less obtrusive; added more photos; reduced and intuitively organized long copy. 

• Developed page-specific design principles and features.  

 
In this stage, we set up the concrete tasks and guidelines regarding each section and page: 

o Homepage:  

 
Keep news; link to UT homepage; link to graduate school website; create 
prominent link to a Location page, which includes map of 1st and 5th floors, 
campus map of building, and what UTA means; prominently display contact 
information. Making information about the school’s location more prominent on 
the web site was one of our client’s top priorities. To accomplish this, we 
provided a map to the school within the footer, which also has contact information 
and links to sites our client felt would be useful to our target audience, such as the 
UT Graduate School. In addition, a “Location and Directions” page is one click 
away from the homepage.  

o Fields of Study: 

 
To create the Fields of Study page, our group consulted our client (Dr. Doty) to 
create a classification scheme representing different disciplines within the School 
of Information. We then applied the scheme to every class offered in the Spring 
2011 and Fall 2011 semesters. This page is meant to provide a clear conceptual 
model for the school to current and prospective students in particular. 
We divided coursework into distinct categories that represent different 
concentrations. Our client stated that these categories had to be “sufficiently broad 



and sufficiently narrow.” Creating an appropriate classification scheme required 
frequent communication with the client. 

o Faculty and staff page: 

 
The faculty page uses the categories of the old website, which include full-time 
and part-time faculty, joint appointees, assistant instructors, and emeritus faculty. 
Each faculty member’s information is written in separate boxes, and the contact 
information uses several font styles to facilitate reading. The different faculty 
categories are represented in a menu at the top of the page. The added 
functionality to our page is that when a user clicks on a link in this menu, a 
JavaScript function sorts the list of faculty to represent the selected choice. 

 
Visual Design  

 
Layout and composition 
 
The navigation system of the old iSchool website consists of three menus towards the top of the 
page. Because the three menus crowd such a small area of the page, it is difficult for users to 
distinguish among them. The top two menus are both written in a small font, and the menu in the 
dark gray box is surrounded entirely by the lighter gray box of another menu. The menu structure 
does not follow conventional web design, which would normally include a footer and a left or 
right navigation bar in addition to the menu in the header and is unintuitive and difficult to use.  
To create a new look for the iSchool website, we redesigned the layout template using the 960 
grid system, which greatly facilitated our CSS design and also helped to maintain the consistency 
of the visual appearance. 
 
The template for our layout is based on a 12-column grid. The overall layout structure consists of 
four main components: the header, the sidebar (main navigation), the right column (main 
content) and the footer. These four components are well balanced in composition and visual 
weight. By placing the main navigation on the left and the main content on the right, we 
achieved a visually appealing asymmetrical balance. 
 
Images and graphics 
 
One major improvement we made was to add more photos and images. The slide show on the 
homepage forms a focal point, which is the most eye-catching piece of visual information. With 
the captions supporting each photo in the slide show, users get a concise and vivid impression 
about the iSchool environment. 
 
One of the design problems in the old website is the yoga image display.  The size of yoga image 
is too large for the layout, and the color blends with the background (naked photo). Moreover, 
user interviews indicated strong negative opinions about the yoga image; it distracts users’ 
attention at first sight and creates a sense of confusion about what the school represents. Because 



the client required that we retain the photo, we decided to make it less obtrusive by making it 
smaller and placing it in the bottom left corner of the page, under the sidebar.   
 
Color scheme 
 
The old website mainly uses black, white and burnt orange for all site pages, which leads to 
visual boredom. For the new website, we kept the orange color, but used a slightly different and 
fresher tone of orange for the homepage to get a little bit of variance. The burnt orange color is 
kept for headings to match the iSchool logo and official UT color. 
 
A few other colors are implemented on the homepage to create contrast and add a modern feel. 
The colors were carefully selected and used sparingly to avoid a busy look or visual clash. 
Moreover, using white as the color of text and grey as the background on the sidebar are 
harmonious and at the same time, implement sufficient color contrast to distinguish the text from 
the background. Once users click navigation buttons, the color of the selected links changes to 
orange, which is helpful to let users know where they are in the site. 
 
Fonts and typefaces 
 
We used consistent font style and font color throughout the website to convey a sense of unity. 
Headings, subheadings and content are well-structured and layered using different font sizes to 
form a hierarchical structure. The font size for content is slightly larger to increase readability. 
 
 
                                        Functional Design and implementation 
 
Navigation  
 
 The navigation on the top-right is categorized by users (current students, prospective students, 
faculty and alumni), which orients first-time users.   
 
We situated the primary navigation in the left column of each page and integrated the Lab 
section into the Technology section because user interviews showed that these two sections and 
labels were confusing and misleading. We retained subsections, using expandable drop down 
menus to orient users, provide feedback to user location, and give users a sense of the kind of 
content they could expect in each section of the site. Once users click on a section, the drop 
down menu reveals sub-sections; when users click another section, these drop down menus 
close.  In addition to being a usable feature, this accordion-like functionality also saves space and 
is visually appealing.  
 
Homepage feature slider images 
 
Apart from the yoga image, there were no iSchool images on the old homepage, making it 
difficult to give users a concrete impression of the iSchool. The slider images with supporting 
captions were designed to give users an engaging sense of physical location and highlights of the 
iSchool.   



 
 
 
Fields of Study  
 
For the Fields of Study page, we wanted to provide a way to dynamically represent information 
about the various disciplines within the iSchool. This information includes a brief description of 
each discipline, a photo that is symbolic of the chosen field, and a list of relevant coursework, 
with links to course web pages. Textual information for each field is positioned over the photos 
in a semi-transparent box. When a user clicks on a link for a given field, the user is taken to an 
anchor tag lower in the page that displays the photo, the discipline’s description, and the sorted 
courses in mid-animation. JavaScript functions sort and animate these courses, fade photos in 
and out, and allow users to click on a div section to redirect to course web pages, rather than 
clicking on small strings of text within those boxes. CSS and JavaScript were used to make these 
boxes glow when the user hovers over them. 
 
A second anchor that says “Return to Top” returns users to the top of the page, where the menu 
with various disciplines is positioned. Some of the categories, such as “librarianship,” have many 
subcategories that become available in a submenu when the user hovers on them. 
 
Faculty directory 
 
We decided with our client that the faculty directory of the old website was too long and text-
heavy. Each faculty or staff member’s information is represented in a distinct box, and these 
boxes are arranged in three columns to shorten the length of the page. The list has been 
programmed to display staff alphabetically, and the user can sort faculty and staff according to 
their status (e.g., full-time or part time -- these categories came from the old website) to group 
them into logical and manageable lists. Students can then access each faculty member’s 
individual web page with this list, and can view faculty contact information and titles. The 
functionality of this page is promising, and could be expanded with the Fields of Study page to 
represent different faculty members who are relevant to various areas of study within the school 
(see the Future Development section below).  
 
Coding and Scripts 
 
The entire website is built upon index.php, which uses PHP includes to call different components 
of each web page, such as the header, footer, and content unique to each “subsite,” which always 
resides in the #rightcolumn div. This allowed us to decrease the amount of duplicated effort, and 
prevented different versions of each section to come from each person’s individual efforts. 
 
This strategy also ensured that each page would be consistent within the website, since each 
individual page contains the same header, footer, and left-hand navigation. Each page also uses 
the same style sheet, which maintains a gray, white, orange, blue, and green color scheme. Each 
“subsite” uses unique id and class names to apply rules that are unique to that page.  



 
The website uses JavaScript and CSS to provide dynamic feedback to users. These features, 
which include several animated effects, orient the user within the website and make several 
functions of the page more transparent. One example of this is the animated effect applied to the 
JavaScript function that allows users to sort courses on the Fields of Study page and faculty on 
the Faculty page. Without this visual feedback, the website’s functionality would be less 
transparent to the user, particularly in the case of new users, such as prospective students. 
 
 
Because we used CSS Level 3 (CSS 3), which is still in development, our CSS files do not 
validate with current validators. Each error is related to CSS 3 functionality. 
 
Data Collection and Database Functionality 
 
As an experiment, we tried scraping content from the original iSchool website’s HTML pages 
and extracting certain information, putting the information in a database for retrieval and display 
on our Web pages. Due to lack of access to the existing iSchool database, we intended to 
automate the process of content migration, to add dynamics and scalability to the new site, and 
avoid manually coding static content or manually inserting the information into a database.    
However, the original Website’s non-semantic and table-based HTML made it difficulty to apply 
our experiment to most of the pages. As a demo, we successfully scraped the original site’s 
faculty directory page with PHP Simple HTML DOM Parser. We extended the library in the 
“Faculty” class (/lib/scrape_faculty.php) to get scraped data in an array of objects ready for 
database insertion. Then, we used PHP-on-Couch, a data access library with PHP, to store the 
faculty data in CouchDB for us to get via a RESTful HTTP request (GET) and insert into the 
DOM in the new faculty directory page. 
CouchDB is schema-free, document-oriented database that can be queried and indexed using 
JavaScript. In CouchDB, data are stored in JSON format. Its RESTful JSON API made it easy 
for us to access the data via HTTP GET requests. We took advantage of the nature of the API 
and used Cloudant,  a cloud based CouchDB service, to host our database. In our new “Faculty 
Directory” page JavaScript, we simply send JSONP requests to our remote CouchDB database 
via AJAX to get the data, which is similar to getting Twitter posts from Twitter RESTful API. 
 
JavaScript, jQuery and jQuery plugins (Isotope, gallaria, jQuery templates) 
 
We used jQuery JavaScript library throughout our Website to do DOM manipulation, animation, 
and event handling, as opposed to writing raw JavaScript all the time, which sped up our 
development significantly. We were also able to effectively parse URLs with JavaScript, 
highlighting and expanding the global navigation menu items accordingly in the sidebar. The 
most JavaScript-heavy pages and elements include the navigational sidebar, homepage feature 
photos and captions, Faculty Directory page, Fields of Study page, and the About section’s 
tabbed content, such as “Vision and Mission.” 
 
Two well-written jQuery plug-ins were used to add rich user interaction and animation effects to 
our site. One is gallaria, a jQuery image gallery plug-in used to create the homepage image 
slider. The other is isotope, a jQuery plug-in meant for creating dynamic layouts, sorting and 

http://simplehtmldom.sourceforge.net/�
https://github.com/dready92/PHP-on-Couch�
http://couchdb.apache.org/�
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Representational_State_Transfer�
http://galleria.aino.se/�
http://isotope.metafizzy.co/index.html�


filtering data and DOM elements with cross-browser compatible animation effects. We used 
isotope to create most of the user interaction for the Faculty Directory and Fields of Study pages. 
 
In the AJAX function mentioned in the Data Collection and Database Functionality section, we 
used jQuery templates plugin to dynamically iterate through returned JSON data, parse pre-
written markup structure, and create DOM elements (each faculty member’s information) to be 
inserted into the “faculty directory” page. The advantage of using the jQuery templates plugin is 
to remove string-based snippets of HTML from our behaviour layer (JavaScript), and put them 
back in the content layer (HTML). 
 
 
 

Future Development 
 

Due to time limitations, there are still many aspects of the website that could be improved 
through further development: 
 
Connect the Fields of Study page, the Faculty Directory, and Faculty Research 
 
We initially wanted to develop a way to apply the ontology of School of Information coursework 
developed for the Fields of Study page to sort faculty on the faculty directory page, and to use 
the faculty directory to connect users with faculty research. The Fields of Study page could list 
faculty members related to each category, and the faculty directory page could be sorted using 
this classification scheme, perhaps in addition to the current system which uses faculty status, or 
else replacing that system. This would require applying the classification scheme used in the 
Fields of Study page to each faculty member; doing so accurately is an enormous undertaking 
that would probably require feedback from each faculty member. Because faculty members are 
inconsistent about posting research to their faculty web pages, and the “Research” page of the 
old website is incomplete in its coverage, creating a way to consistently represent faculty 
members’ research on our website would require developing new content and pulling content 
from faculty members’ personal web sites.  
 
Conduct full content analysis and re-organize all site content 
 
We have currently reorganized the About section of the web site and the Technology and Labs 
sections, but we have not rearranged the content of other subsections. Doing so will take careful 
consideration of all the different types of content and the ways users access and use that content. 
 Consequently, a full inventory and analysis of content is necessary.  Additionally, user 
interviews and testing would need to be conducted to determine how users navigate through the 
site.  
 
Re-organize content on text-heavy pages to improve readability and decrease scrolling 
 
We would like to break up and organize the content of each content-rich section of the old 
website as we have done in the “Vision and Mission” page in the About section.  That is, 

http://api.jquery.com/category/plugins/templates/�


sections of content would be placed within tabbed areas to prevent content from flowing too far 
down any given page. Although this strategy is effective for certain sections of the website, there 
are still other pages with so many texts and headings that we cannot apply CSS tabs to those 
pages.  We would need to conduct more user and client interviews to eliminate unnecessary 
content (e.g., news/courses in 2008/2009) to improve the readability of every page.  
 
 
 

Distribution of Work 
 

Throughout the project, all the team members have been highly involved in the decision making 
and design process. Teamwork and collaboration has greatly enhanced our efficiency in the 
execution of tasks requiring more than individual work. Specifically, the distribution of work 
responsibilities were as follows: 
 
Doug: Classified iSchool courses with assistance from Dr. Doty and applied this ontology to 
every course offered in Spring 2011 and Fall 2011 semesters. Created the new Fields of Study 
page, collaborated with Peter to implement the Isotope sorting/animation functionality used on 
the Faculty and Fields of Study pages. Took photos for the website. Contributed to report.    
 
Hua-shu: Used CSS tabs to make pages with long lists shorter and more readable, contributed to 
report and poster, collaborated with Liyun to implement HTML content for section pages, added 
the accordion effect to the sidebar menu. 
 
Liyun: Designed the homepage and poster; collaborated with Hua-shu to implement HTML 
content for section pages; contributed to report writing. 
 
Peter: Set up the Website framework with PHP (PHP include and basic routing system); 
redesigned the footer, top navigation menu, search box; made search functional; implemented 
home page slider with JavaScript; implemented interactive faculty directory with JavaScript; 
debugged JavaScript and PHP overall; organized all the code and files to tie group members’ 
individual work together; made sure all pages linked to each other correctly; set up version 
control with Github; advocated for file sharing through Dropbox and collaborative project 
management on Freedcamp.com; contributed to report. 
 
Sara: Conducted user studies; developed the information architecture; collapsed Labs content 
into Technology section and created HTML files for this section; created HTML files for Current 
Students and Alumni sections; wrote captions for homepage feature images; contributed to poster 
content and report. 
 


