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The Client and The Need

Our client is fishladder, a literary publication published by Grand Valley State University’s writing department.  The faculty advisor is Chris Haven, but the large student staff does most of the work getting it completed.  The magazine is published once a year, in April.  This publication currently operates in paper format.  Submissions are received on paper, advertising is done via flyers, and the magazine is published only in paper.  Recently, there has been an interest in developing a website devoted to this publication in order to increase awareness of its existence, substance, and purpose to members of the Grand Valley community.

Currently, this publication does not receive a great of attention despite its high quality.  In fact, most students and many faculty and staff of the university have never heard of the publication – even some in the Writing program itself.  This is something the staff and Professor Haven would like to improve.  Therefore, fishladder needs a web page so it can be a more accessible and useable publication for its audience.  Providing a webpage for this publication would make it easier for students and faculty to learn about the publication.  If archives of previous publications were kept online, it would allow student work in the magazine to be featured with a wider audience as well.

Anne McKay served as primary liaison for this project, and since she is on fishladder staff, she has several internal connections with other staff members and Professor Haven, one of main proponents of a website for fishladder.  
Research Questions

We began our research with very broad questions.  We started by asking questions like, “What would a user want to see on a fishladder website?”, “What kind of users will use a fishladder website?”, and “What kind of tasks would users of a fishladder website come there to accomplish?”.

These broad questions helped guide us to identify four target audiences that would be using the site and may have different needs.  These audiences are (1) students who have been published in fishladder, (2) students who would like to be published in fishladder, (3) staff of the fishladder magazine, and (4) other students/faculty of the university who would like to know what fishladder is.  We assumed the needs of these groups of users would likely overlap, but we separated them in order to target some of the few unique needs of each group.

After our original, broad questions helped us to identify target audiences, we begin developing questions that were more specifically catered to some of the audience groups.  These included questions like, “What functions or tasks would a fishladder website have that could make your job easier?” and “What type of information would you like to know about the fishladder magazine”.  Since the first is a question more for a staff member, and the second for a general student or faculty audience, we decided to create two different surveys, which are detailed below, in order to hit all viewpoints.

Methods

In order to collect information about the content, design, and navigation needs for a fishladder website, we organized three different types of data analysis.  Our goal throughout each method was to gain insight about prospective users of the website in order to decide what kind of content will best suit the needs of each of the intended audiences.

Genre Analysis

The first analysis we did was a genre analysis.  For this type of research, we found other literary publications that had websites from other colleges and universities in order to compare, contrast, and analyze them.  In this type of analysis, we were looking for common features across websites, what kind of site navigation strategies were used, and how the overall look and feel of the design of each website worked.

Surveys
The second analysis we did was based on surveys that we handed out to prospective users of a fishladder website.  We developed two different surveys.  One was targeted at students in general, and this encompassed those who have been published, those who are looking to be published, and the general members of the university who would like to know what fishladder is (audience groups 1, 2, and 4 from the “Research Methods” section above).  The other survey was targeted at fishladder staff (audience group 3 from above).  Each survey had different questions that were unique to the intended audience.  We collected and summarized data from almost 20 students and six faculty/staff of fishladder.

Usability Tests
Our final type of analysis was based on usability tests.  For this, we formulated a simple usability test plan.  This test plan was broken into two parts.  The first part listed questions for the tester to answer based upon exploring and navigating Third Coast’s website (http://www.wmich.edu/thirdcoast/).  The second part listed questions for the tester to answer based upon exploring and navigating The Harvard Advocate’s website (http://www.theharvardadvocate.com/about.html).   While testers were trying to answer the questions by navigating the site, we had them speak out loud about what they were thinking, and we took notes on several aspects of how they were performing their task.  We timed how long it took them to find information, and the different paths they took to try and find it, and we recorded miscellaneous information about places where they paused or got confused, based either upon our observations or by their “think aloud”.  At the end, we let them comment about their general feelings about their overall impression of each site.

Findings  

Through our different research methods, we were able to come up with concrete lists of needs users have, as well as their wants, their likes and dislikes, and subsequently, content that can be catered to them.

Genre Analysis

For our genre analysis, we picked three literary magazine websites to focus on.  These websites were:

The Harvard Advocate: http://www.theharvardadvocate.com/about.html
The Allegheny Review: http://webpub.alleg.edu/group/review/index.html
Third Coast: http://www.wmich.edu/thirdcoast/index.html
Each of these sites was very different in look and feel, and we felt it would be good to analyze websites that varied in this way.  To sum up our findings, most literary magazine websites contain the same features.  These same features are also those that students and staff who took our surveys (detailed below) indicated they want to see as well.  The main difference across sites was in their design and layout.  Some of these sites did a good job with this aspect, while others, in our opinion, need some work.  As a result of this, we have decided that basic site navigation and visual appeal need to be top priorities in our website prototype.

Some of the common features across the analyzed websites in this genre were:

· Editorial Staff Information

· Archives

· Past Issues

· Submission Guidelines/Information

· Links

· Ordering (doesn’t apply to fishladder)

· Awards

· Contact Information

· Featured Work (Monthly or Weekly)

Features we decided that have a positive effect on a website, and our users have also suggested they appreciate, are:

· Clear, easy to read formats with not a lot of text.  The image map on the Allegheny site is nice, easy to read, clear, and crisp.  

· Also on Allegheny, how they carry the theme throughout the rest of the pages makes for easy navigation.

· Use of a simple, professional color scheme enhances a website (Allegheny and Third Coast)

· Not having to scroll the whole page to get to what we want to see (Allegheny)

· Use of images and/or “logo” of publication

Features we decided that have a negative effect on a website, and our users have also suggested they do not appreciate, are:

· Too much text on the Harvard site; it is formidable at first glance

· On Harvard site, links to other parts of the site are too small and hidden (at bottom of page).  They need to be bigger and better accessible.

· Having to scroll to get to information we want to see (Harvard and Third Coast)
Surveys

Since we were able to collect a large number of surveys, we feel confident that our summary of the results is representative of the would-be users of a fishladder website.  Surprisingly, both audiences that we sent specifically different surveys to responded with needs that did not vary as we had expected they would.  So, for our findings, we have summarized the feedback from both sets of surveys into one result set.

Some of the tasks and goals that users would like to be able to accomplish when visiting a fishladder website include:

· Finding out what fishladder is

· Submitting work online

· Finding out guidelines and procedures for submitting work

· Finding out who is on the fishladder staff

· Viewing previously submitted work 

The information that all survey respondents would like to see in a fishladder website in order to meet their needs and goals they will have when visiting the website include:
· Basic Information about fishladder – the background of fishladder magazine, what it is, what is its purpose, and what it consists of.

· Archives – previous issues of the publication (likely in PDF format) so that those who are interested can read previous entries and download them for their own reading enjoyment at a later time.  The most recent version could possibly be in HTML format so users can navigate from submission to submission more easily than through a whole PDF file.

· Submission guidelines – what kind of work does fishladder accept, what the guidelines for submission are, where to submit work, etc

· Contact information – names, phone numbers, and email addresses of those faculty members and staff responsible for the magazine, where is the office for it located on campus (including a mailing address), etc.

· Staff information – names and brief biographies of current staff members, possibly some information about how to become a staff member.  In addition, possibly pictures of the current staff members.

Usability Tests
Our usability tests were our last form of research for this project.  After conducting these tests, we realized that what we found in terms of the testers’ likes and dislikes seemed to parallel what we found in our genre analysis of other literary magazine websites.  This was positive as it confirmed that the results of both types of data analysis were correct.  

Website layout, design, and content features that testers liked:

· Menus with links – clearly defined and intuitively named links helped the testers find their information quickly.

· Consistent site design from page to page – while not mentioned explicitly, the testers made comments about how when menus stayed in the same place and color schemes stayed the same, it made it easy for them to know they were in the same site.

· Helpful navigation – again, while not stated explicitly, the testers mentioned how they liked that menus stayed the same and links changed color so they knew where they were. 

Website layout, design, and content features that testers disliked:

· Lots of text – we found that when a tester was confronted with a page full of text to try and read in order to find information, they were immediately resistant.

· Scrolling – any amount of scrolling was disliked.  It was especially unpopular when the scrolling had to be done in order to find a desired link.  Scrolling to read a story or featured piece of work was okay.

· Unfamiliar terms – one of the websites named a link with a term that is genre specific (“masthead”), and our testers were extremely confused and did not know what such a term was, and subsequently were unable to find needed information when doing so would have meant clicking on the unwisely named link.

· Search engines that do not search – if a search engine only searches part of a site instead of the whole thing, it is not worth having a search engine.

Overall, these are specific tasks we found that each original audience group would need supporting content for:

· Student’s who’ve been published – Want to see their work online, want to see other’s work, and want to submit again.

· Students who want to be published – Want to submit work, want to see previous entries, want to know how to submit, what criteria there is, what types of work are accepted, and deadline dates for entries.

· Fishladder staff – Want to have online submissions, want submission process/criteria published online for easy access, and want to increase awareness of fishladder to general university public.

· Faculty members & other interested GVSU community – Want to see who is on staff, want to see published work, and want general information about the publication like what it is, what is criteria for submission, and how to submit.

Discussion 

Here we will talk briefly about some alternative ideas, as in where two solutions could work to address the same issue.   ?????????????

Recommendations 

After our extensive research and analysis, we have come up with several recommendations for the content, design, and navigation for a fishladder website.

Site Content

Recommendation:  Include archives of previous issues of fishladder

Rationale:  Visitors to the site will want to see the kind of work in the publication in the past, whether they want to submit themselves, see their own past work, or would just like to read other students’ work.

Example:  http://www.wmich.edu/thirdcoast/ ( “Back Issues”

Implementation Options:  This can be done via an “Archives” or “Back Issues” link in either a horizontal or vertical menu bar, or it can be at the bottom of a page.  Each previous issue can be in HTML format, or in PDF format so it looks more like the original publication.

Recommendation:  Include content of the current issue of fishladder

Rationale:  Visitors to the site will want to see the kind of work that is currently being published in the magazine, whether they want to submit themselves, see their own work, or would just like to read other students’ work.

Example:  http://www.missourireview.org/ 

Implementation Options:  This can be done via a “Current Issue” link in either a horizontal or vertical menu bar, or it can be at the bottom of a page.  The current issue can be in HTML format, or in PDF format so it looks more like the original publication.  Another option is that the current issue could be the first thing a user will see when they visit the website home page (this is what is shown in the example above).

Recommendation:  Include information about the magazine staff

Rationale:  It can be an honor to be on staff, and can be a good “in” with possible employers by having is published online that one is a magazine staff member, in addition, website visitors in general (especially Grand Valley Students and faculty) are interested to see if anyone they know is on staff).

Example:  http://merlin2.alleg.edu/group/review/index.html ( “Staff”

Implementation Options:  This can be done via a “Staff” link in either a horizontal or vertical menu bar, or it can be at the bottom of a page.  This page may include pictures of staff members if desired, or it can simply list names and positions.

Recommendation:  Include information about submission guidelines and how to submit

Rationale:  These tasks are the most frequently asked questions of staff members

Example:  http://merlin2.alleg.edu/group/review/index.html ( “Submission Information”

Implementation Options:  This can be done via a “Submit” or similarly titled link in either a horizontal or vertical menu bar, or it can be at the bottom of a page.  

Recommendation:  Include information about how to get involved with fishladder

Rationale:  Visitors to the website may be interested in getting on the fishladder staff or just with helping to lay out and publish the magazine.

Example:  See our home page prototype below

Implementation Options:  This can be done via a “Be on Staff” or similarly titled link in either a horizontal or vertical menu bar, or it can be at the bottom of a page.  

Recommendation:  Include information about how to order fishladder
Rationale:  DOES THIS APPLY?  IT’S FREE

Example:

Implementation Options:  

Recommendation:  Include information about current and previous prize/award winners
Rationale:  Students who are honored for their work should be recognized

Example:  http://merlin2.alleg.edu/group/review/index.html (  “Current Award Winners”

Implementation Options:  This can be done via a “Award Winners” or similarly titled link in either a horizontal or vertical menu bar, or it can be at the bottom of a page.  
Recommendation:  Include on the homepage a snippet of a featured piece of work

Rationale:  This is a common feature across websites in this genre, and helps bring publicity to pieces of work that may otherwise not be read.

Example:  See our home page prototype below

Implementation Options:  The whole featured piece can be put on the home page, or just part of it as a teaser to read the entire work.  In addition, the featured piece may be in either a horizontal or vertical menu bar as a “Featured Work” link, or it could be a link in the content of the home page.  The options for this feature are many.
Recommendation:  Include information on approaching deadlines and/or current events

Rationale:  Deadlines are integral for the publication of a magazine, and for visitors to the site who are interested in getting their work in.

Example:  http://www.siu.edu/~crborchd/index.html

Implementation Options:  This information could be included with submission information mentioned above, or it could be featured right on the home page to get visitors’ attention (it is done this way in the example above).  This information could also be made into its own link that can be placed in either a horizontal or vertical menu bar.
User Interface/Website Design

Recommendation:  Contrasting Colors
Rationale:  Visitors have a hard time with websites that use colors that are so similar that the website is difficult to read.

Example:  Bad example:  http://www.theharvardadvocate.com/about.html 

                 Good example:  http://www.missourireview.org/

Implementation Options:  Literary magazine websites are often done in safe colors.  Two main colors can make up the site, with a third accent color possibly for links or extra information.  Colors can be close to one another in the color palette, or far apart, as long as they are contrasting so the website is easy to read.
Recommendation:  Vertical Menu for Navigation

Rationale:  While a horizontal menu at the top of the page could work as well, users seem to have an easier time finding information when it is in vertical menus.  Plus, this type of menu makes it possible to categorize information.

Example:  http://www.uidaho.edu/fugue/ 

Implementation Options:  This menu could be on the left hand side of the page or the right hand side.  It would depend upon what other information is decided to be included in the design.

Recommendation:  Consistent menu placement throughout the website

Rationale:  When menus appear in the same place on each page in a website, it makes it easier for users to navigate and to know where they are.  It is also nice so that users do not have to hit the “Back” button the browser to get back to the website’s menu in order to perform the next task they want to do.

Example:  http://www.uidaho.edu/fugue/ 

Implementation Options:  The menu placement could be anywhere, as long as the recommendation is met by keeping its location consistent across pages.  

Recommendation:  Consistent design layout

Rationale:  If most of the pages in a website look similar, it helps a user know that they are still at the site, and also facilitates their navigation of the site, since similar objects will be in similar places from page to page.

Example:  http://www.uidaho.edu/fugue/
Implementation Options:  This can be done is whatever design is chosen.  If there is a menu bar on the left and text with an image on the right, with a big title at the top, keep such design consistent from page to page within the website.  Or, a common implementation is that the homepage has it’s own unique design, and subsequent internal pages will have similar designs.

Website Navigation

Recommendation:  Consistent navigation throughout the website

Rationale:  This recommendation fits in the “Consistent menu placement” and “Consistent design layout” above.  It also has it’s own unique meaning in that the links in a main menu should remain the same from page to page.  This is yet another way in which a user can keep track of all of his or her options as well as where in the website he or she is.

Example:  http://www.columbia.edu/cu/review/about.html 
Implementation Options:  The above example shows a horizontal menu.  This can also be done in a vertical menu, or in any other fashion, such as an image map.

Recommendation:  
Rationale:  
Example:  
Implementation Options:  

Prototype Example
Below is the prototype we have developed.  It includes all features we have recommended, and we have applied our own design concept to lie out all the content.

<<Insert Screen shot of Home Page Here>>

<<Insert Screen shot of Internal Page Here>>

<<Insert Screen shot of 2nd Internal Page Here>>
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