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Form ever follows function.

Louis Henri Sullivan, 1896
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introduction
May 31, 2006
In the summer of 2001, University officials announced plans to redesign UT Austin’s Web presence (http://www.utexas.edu) and debut a new site March 1, 2002.  To accomplish a task of this magnitude, staff from Information Technology Services (ITS) and the Office of Public Affairs formed a redesign committee which also included members from other areas of the University.  Several sub-teams formed to execute different elements of the redesign process, including a usability team and an information architecture team. These two teams worked closely together to insure that the new site met the requirements identified by the main redesign committee. According to these requirements, the site should:
•
establish and maintain connections with the citizens of the State of Texas

•
attract and retain the highest quality undergraduates, graduate students, staff, and faculty
•
provide continual learning 

•
further research and the communication of research activities, and 

•
establish and maintain relationships with UT constituents
With these goals in mind, the information architecture team focused on assessing and improving the functionality and navigability of the UT Web site. They drafted carefully-planned guidelines for how material on the site should be organized, labeled, and presented. 
The usability team then tested the redesigned site with specific audiences (prospective students, current students, faculty and staff, alumni and friends, and people with visual disabilities) to see if users could accurately and efficiently complete necessary tasks and find information. During these tests we collected a great deal of user feedback which was then used to further fine-tune the redesign. However, a significant amount of the usability feedback we received related to second-level sites not directly a part of the redesign effort, and we’ve included those suggestions here.



purpose

This document combines both the information architecture team’s basic guidelines for planning a Web site, as well as recommendations that arose from usability testing of the redesigned site.  It is intended to be used as a UT Web publisher’s primer for structuring, organizing, and labeling information on any UT site.



organizing information
Designing information categories that are intuitive to your audience is essential for effective Web site organization. These categories should make sense and suit the way a user would naturally look for information. However, every user will eventually need to find information considered applicable to a specific group that he or she is not normally a part of.  Therefore, it is useful to complement an audience-based site organization scheme with one that is task-based. This way, users can find information they need based on who they are and what they need to do. Many sites (including UT Austin), organize information this way, combining an audience-specific with a task-based, or topical, approach.  This is commonly called a hybrid approach. 


It is tempting to organize information according to the structure of your organization. However, not everyone knows this structure as well as internal users and it can be confusing and frustrating, even to experienced users.
Before you begin:
· Identify the audiences for your site. Who visits your site regularly? What demographic information do you know about them? What terms would they use to identify themselves?
· Identify users’ major tasks. What do your users want to accomplish on your site? What information are they looking for? You can determine this by conducting user interviews, administering surveys, and examining existing search query records, if you have them.  
· Organize information by audience, task, or both. Depending on the type and breadth of information you need to present, select one or two organizational systems for your page and clearly delineate them.  Ideally, after one quick look, the user will be able to understand how the information is organized.  This does not mean that they will have memorized all of the information contained on the page—it just means that they will know how and where to look for what they want to find. 
· Further organize lists of material (lists of links, offices, etc.) alphabetically. Other organization systems imply a potentially-unintended preference and can confuse users.


 naming
· Use consistent terminology. Be aware that one term can represent different kinds of information.  For example, a link to “Academics” can reasonably be a link to the academics section of Web Central (http://www.utexas.edu/academic/) or a link to a page that contains audience specific academic resources (http://www.utexas.edu/student/academics.html). Do not use the same term to refer to different pages.  For example, if you have a section of your site devoted to policy, select a consistent word and use it on all pages that refer to the policy section of the page.  Avoid calling in “Policy & Procedures” on the index page, but calling it “Policy Information” on subsequent pages. 
· Do not use “Entering Freshmen” as a term to denote students who have not yet been accepted to the University. During usability testing, we asked all users to find admissions criteria for potential students (which is important information), and none of them could find it easily. For several, it was a complete point of failure. The term “Entering Freshmen” implied to all users that a student had already applied and been accepted. Consider using “Prospective Students” instead. Admissions criteria should be easily found on the first page of the Admissions site. (http://www.utexas.edu/student/admissions/) Users should not have to scroll to find it.

· Ask yourself what kind of information the user expects to find behind a given link. Link labels should match the title of the page that the link leads to. For example when a user clicks on the “campus events” link, they should be directed to a page entitled “Campus Events.” 
· Spell out all acronyms at their first usage. Example: The Web Office is part of Information Technology Services (ITS). Do not assume that users know what an acronym stands for. 

· Label items logically and include helpful scope notes throughout. For example, the office of Institutional Studies provides student statistics, such as demographics for entering freshman classes. In our usability testing of the redesigned site, we asked users to find this demographic data. Only one UT staff member was able to find it, because she already knew what information Institution Studies provided. 

If a term or a name of an office isn’t intuitive or explanatory, provide details. A scope note is a brief description which adds depth to the navigational elements. Consider removing repeat instances of “Office of” in front of names. 

One user said, “What is the difference between the Dean of Students and the VP of Student Affairs? Lots of services offered by these two, but hard to distinguish where to look.” Another user commented, “What is accessUT? I have to click to figure out what it is.” These examples further illustrate the need for consistent scope notes.
· Avoid using icons or graphics as the only source of labeling information. Graphics and icons can be misinterpreted.


navigating
· Use a similar navigation and aesthetic scheme as the main page (http://www.utexas.edu).  During usability testing, users found the shifts between Web Central and other independent UT sites jarring and confusing because they were so visually and architecturally different. In organizing your pages, try to emulate the navigation and aesthetic scheme of the high-level utexas.edu pages as much as possible.
· Reserve left-side navigational elements  for third-level pages. These elements should not point to pages that leave your site.

· Include some visual clue that a page a user is about to visit requires an EID. Several times during testing users selected pages which required them to use a UT EID. They usually selected these pages by accident while searching for other information, but were totally baffled when confronted, without warning, with the EID page. If a linked page requires an EID login, there should be a visual clue that designates this before the user clicks on the link. You should also explain what an EID is, and remember to spell out the acronym on first usage.
· Do not link pages back to themselves.
· Make thumbnail pictures clickable links. Users expect thumbnails to be links to the material they represent.
· Include the organization’s name on all pages. This might be done as part of the title or header of the page.

· Let users know where they are at any given time in the information hierarchy of your site. The navigational system should present the structure of the information hierarchy in a clear and consistent manner and indicate the location within that hierarchy. (Rosenfeld and Morville, 1998, p. 52) 

· Open links to external sites (sites outside of the utexas.edu domain) in a separate window. 

· Include the organization’s name on all pages.  This should be done as part of the title or header of the page.  

HTML guidelines
· Pages should be appropriately titled in the head section of the HTML code.  This improves search accuracy. 

· Identify content on the pages with meta tags. This also improves search accuracy.  For more information on search accuracy, please see http://www.utexas.edu/learn/search/. 

Specifically, you should include the following tags:
· <meta name="DC.Creator" content="organization name here ">

· <meta name="DC.Title" content="name of resource">

· <meta name="DC.Subject" content=" topic of the resource, keywords and/or

· <meta name="DC.Description" content=" a textual description (abstract) of the content of the page ">

· <meta name="DC.Publisher" content=" of agency responsible for making the resource available ">

· <meta name="DC.Date" content=" date of the resource ">

· <meta name="DC.Type" content=" type of content, i.e., text, images, to assist someone's understanding of what kind of hardware/software would be required to serve this page

· <meta name="DC.Language" content=" language of the content

· <meta name="DC.Rights" content=" a link to the publisher’s copyright statement "> 

IA resources
If you would like additional information about information architecture, we recommend O’Reilly’s Information Architecture for the World Wide Web, by Rosenfeld and Morville. Additionally, ITS Information Design (http://www.utexas.edu/its/comm) offers consulting services for information architecture and usability testing of existing and new Web sites. If you are interested, contact Susan Harwood Kaczmarczik (s.kaczmarczik@its.utexas.edu) or Mairi Reyer (m.reyer@its.utexas.edu). 
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Figure 2: The Texas A & M Web site visually separates the audience and topical approaches with a blank space between them in the vertical layout. 





Figure 1: The UT Austin Web site combines an audience-specific and topical approach. The two are visually separated in different locations on the page, and feature different colored backgrounds and font sizes.
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