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User Research: Pratt SILS Website

Executive Summary:

The  following  study  aimed  to  identify  the  types  of  information  that  are  most  highly  valued  by  
the  Pratt  SILS  website’s  users,  namely  prospective  students  and  current  students,  and  the  
ways  in  which  they  search  for  this  information.    Four  potential  users  were  involved  in  the  
study.    Two  current  students  participated  in  a  semi-structured  interview  that  focused  on  their  
general  opinions  of  the  master’s  program,  their  methods  for  learning  about  academic  
concentrations  and  courses,  and  their  satisfaction  with  the  program’s  web  presence.    In  
addition,  one  prospective  student  and  one  current  student  took  part  in  observation  sessions  
to  examine  their  aesthetic  preferences  and  their  information-seeking  behavior  related  to  
academic  and  admissions  information.

Over  the  course  of  the  interviews,  the  participants  elucidated  the  improvements  that  they  
thought  should  be  made  to  the  SILS  website  to  better  serve  the  users.    They  described  the  
website  as  cluttered,  text-heavy,  and  lacking  in  structure,  both  in  terms  of  content  and  
navigation.    They  thought  that  there  could  be  clearer  paths  to  important  academic  
information,  such  as  degree  requirements  and  curriculum  choices,  and  they  expressed  a  
desire  for  more  communication  between  students  and  the  department’s  administration.    

The  observations  yielded  similar  results,  highlighting  the  users’  negative  feelings  about  the  
layout  of  the  Pratt  SILS  website.    Both  participants  disliked  the  large  amount  of  text  on  the  
Pratt  SILS  homepage,  especially  in  comparison  to  the  relative  simplicity  of  the  UNC  SILS  

requirements,  but  they  found  the  degree  requirements  more  easily.    Overall,  they  concluded  
that  parts  of  the  navigation  were  well  structured,  but  they  thought  that  some  labels  could  be  
more  explicit  and  that  a  different  design  could  enhance  readability  and  comprehension.

SILS  website  were  made:  adding  features  to  increase  student  awareness  of  departmental  
news  and  encourage  interaction;;  providing  a  separate  section  in  the  top  level  navigation  for  
admissions  information;;  using  a  cleaner  color  scheme  and  layout  to  enhance  readability  and  
facilitate  effective  navigation;;  and  restructuring  the  website’s  textual  content  into  a  simpler  
format.    The  implementation  of  these  recommendations  would  encourage  students  to  use  
the  website  more  frequently,  allow  them  to  feel  more  engaged  with  their  academic  
community,  and  simplify  prospective  students’  searches  for  relevant  information.
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User Research: Pratt SILS Website

Introduction:

The  Pratt  SILS  website  serves  multiple  user  groups,  including  prospective  and  current  
students,  as  they  navigate  the  admissions  process  and  the  challenges  of  the  master’s  
program  for  Library  and  Information  Science.    This  user  research  study  provided  an  
opportunity  to  better  understand  this  audience  for  the  website  by  conducting  interviews  and  
observation  sessions.    The  primary  goal  was  to  identify  the  information  that  is  most  important  
to  and  valued  by  the  website’s  users,  particularly  in  terms  of  academics.    As  an  additional  
goal,  the  study  sought  to  provide  a  clearer  understanding  of  users’  information  seeking  
behavior  in  the  context  of  websites  for  institutions  of  higher  learning.  

Methodology:

The  user  research  tools  employed  in  this  study  were  created  in  collaboration  with  the  other  
members  of  Blues  Bros.  Design,  Julia  Marden  and  Kathleen  Dowling.    Together,  we  created  

the  study  involved  two  interviews  and  two  observations.

User  interviews  were  conducted  using  a  semi-structured  approach,  allowing  for  freedom  and  

from  the  participants,  for  use  in  transcription  using  an  iPhone.  These  interviews  were  intended  
to  gain  a  greater  understanding  of  the  experiences  and  needs  of  the  Pratt  SILS  website’s  
users  without  focusing  exclusively  on  their  opinions  of  the  website  itself.    The  interviewees  
were  asked  about  their  general  experience  as  students  in  order  to  discern  what
program-related  information  is  most  important  to  them,  which  will  provide  insight  into  the  types  
of  information  that  should  be  most  prominently  featured  on  the  website.    The  interview  
focused  primarily  on:

          -  his  or  her  decision-making  process  for  choosing  courses

          -  his  or  her  impression  of  the  program’s  public  image  and  web  presence  

The  two  observations  were  intended  to  provide  further  information  about  how  users  interact  
with  academic  websites,  using  the  Pratt  SILS  website  and  the  University  of  North  Carolina  
(UNC)  SILS  website  for  comparison.    Watching  participants  as  they  browsed  each  website  
allowed  the  observer  to  learn  about  the  types  of  information  for  which  students  are  most  likely  
to  search  on  an  academic  website  and  the  search  strategies  that  they  use.
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Methodology (continued):

Participants  were  encouraged  to  think  aloud  throughout  the  process,  enabling  the  observer  
to  glean  as  much  information  as  possible  about  their  opinions,  both  positive  and  negative.    

website,  and  the  second  observation  was  conducted  using  the  reverse  order  to  get  a  
different  perspective  on  the  user’s  experience.    In  both  cases,  participants  were  asked  to  
perform  the  following  tasks:

          -  browse  the  website  and  describe  his  or  her  initial  impressions

student  e-Portfolio.

Findings:

The  results  from  the  interviews  indicated  students’  overall  disappointment  with  the  
accessibility  of  information  and  the  aesthetics  on  the  Pratt  SILS  website.    The  interviewees  
represented  the  perspective  of  current  students  who  are  in  different  stages  of  the  master’s  

has  two  years  of  experience  using  the  website.    In  contrast,  Sam  is  beginning  his  second  
semester  in  the  dual  master’s  program  with  the  SILS  and  History  of  Art  departments.    Both  
students,  however,  expressed  similar  opinions  about  the  website’s  design  and  the  types  of  
information  about  the  program  that  is  of  value  to  them.

Each  of  the  participating  students  had  previously  used  the  Pratt  SILS  website  to  learn  more  
about  the  program’s  degree  requirements,  course  descriptions,  and  available  
concentrations,  and  their  experiences  led  them  to  seek  further  information  from  other  
sources,  such  as  fellow  students  and  faculty.    Both  Tonya  and  Sam  stated  that  they  did  not  
rely  on  the  website’s  content  because  the  layout  and  the  large  amount  of  text  acted  as  a  
deterrent.    They  described  the  website  as  cluttered  and  poorly  structured,  and  Tonya  
indicated  that  some  of  the  information  was  outdated  or  incorrect.    Sam  found  that  the  way  in  
which  photos  and  pull  quotes  were  integrated  into  the  text  was  jarring  and  distracting.    Both  
participants  thought  that  it  was  a  challenge  to  pick  out  the  most  important  points  in  each  
section  of  content.
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Findings (continued):

They  also  implied  that  the  SILS  program  lacks  a  strong  web  presence.    Sam  noted,  though,  
that  the  Pratt  SILS  Facebook  page  shares  valuable,  interesting  information  but  that  many  
students  are  not  aware  that  it  exists.    In  general,  these  two  interviews  indicated  that  
students,  who  account  for  a  large  portion  of  the  website’s  user  base,  would  like  this  online  
information,  particularly  if  it  is  directly  related  to  their  curriculum,  to  be  more  clearly  
structured,  readable,  and  up-to-date.    They  also  revealed  students’  desire  for  more  
communication  between  them  and  the  Pratt  SILS  department  administrators.

In  the  case  of  the  observations,  the  research  was  conducted  with  one  prospective  student  
and  one  current  student.    In  the  absence  of  a  prospective  SILS  student,  Ben,  a  recent  
college  graduate,  was  recruited  because  he  is  planning  to  pursue  a  graduate  degree  in  
psychology.    He  had  also  never  seen  the  Pratt  SILS  website  before,  which  could  help  to  limit  

second  observation  participant.    The  participants’  experiences  with  the  Pratt  SILS  and  UNC  
SILS  websites  revealed  their  desire  for  clear  navigation  labels  and  easy  access  to  
information  about  admissions  policies  and  curriculum  elements.

When  asked  about  their  initial  impressions  of  the  Pratt  SILS  website,  both  participants  felt  
that  there  was  an  overwhelming  amount  of  text  on  the  homepage,  as  well  as  on  other  many  
other  pages  throughout  the  website.    Ben  described  the  font  as  hard  to  read,  and  Adrienne  
disliked  the  color  scheme,  particularly  the  similarity  between  the  website’s  background  color  

admissions  requirements,  and  both  of  them,  after  a  brief  look  at  the  local  navigation,  clicked  
the  “Admissions”  tab  in  the  Pratt  website’s  global  navigation.    They  easily  found  the  general  
graduate  admissions  requirements,  but  neither  participant  could  locate  the  SILS  department  
requirements.    Adrienne  found  a  link  on  the  general  admissions  page  that  mistakenly  sent  
her  to  the  SILS  degree  requirements.    After  this  experience,  both  participants  suggested  that  
admissions  information  should  receive  its  own  tab  in  the  top  level  of  the  SILS  section’s  
navigation.    In  contrast,  the  participants  easily  found  the  degree  requirements  and  the  
requirements  for  the  student  e-Portfolio  through  the  existing  navigation  options.    They  
recommended,  however,  that  the  degree  requirements  could  be  more  easily  read  in  the  form  
of  a  bulleted  list,  as  opposed  to  its  current  paragraph  form.  
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Findings (continued):

When  using  the  UNC  SILS  website,  the  participants  preferred  the  layout  to  Pratt  SILS’s  
setup,  indicating  that  it  looked  clean  and  simple.    Both  Ben  and  Adrienne  completed  the  

they  had  when  using  the  Pratt  SILS  website.    They  expressed  their  overall  satisfaction  with  
the  navigation  labels,  but  Ben  would  have  liked  to  see  less  subcategories  within  each  label,  
which  he  thought  created  an  excessive  degree  of  depth.    The  participants  also  liked  the  
availability  of  department-related  news  and  events,  as  well  as  the  breadth  of  information  that  

information  about  assistantships,  student  projects,  and  job  placement,  and  she  thought  that  
these  elements  added  to  the  appeal  of  the  website  and  of  the  program  itself.

the  desires  of  the  Pratt  SILS  website’s  users  for  clarity  in  the  realms  of  information  and  
navigation,  as  well  as  open  communication  between  students  and  departmental  employees.    
Therefore,  the  following  recommendations  would  facilitate  useful  changes  to  the  website  and  
create  a  more  positive  opinion  of  its  merits  among  the  user  population:

          -  Adding  features,  such  as  a  news  feed  and  links  to  social  media,  to  increase  student    
   awareness  of  departmental  events  and  news
  
          -  Clearly  identifying  key  academic  information  in  top-level  navigation,  including  degree    

  
          -  Giving  greater  prominence  to  admissions  information  to  provide  easier  access  to       

          -  Employing  a  cleaner-looking  design  with  more  distinct  colors  to  enhance  readability    
   and  clearly  identify  navigation  elements

          -  Simplifying  and  restructuring  the  website’s  textual  content,  especially  on  the  homepage

The  implementation  of  these  recommendations  would  encourage  students  to  use  the  
website  more  frequently  by  emphasizing  the  importance  of  academic  information  and  
making  it  a  hub  for  departmental  news  and  updates.    These  changes  will  also  simplify  
prospective  students’  search  for  relevant  requirements  and  application  procedures.
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Sarah Dewey
Graduate Student

Pratt School of Information & Library Science

taking full advantage of 

everything the program 

has to offer.”

Goals:

          professors  and  other  students

Traits: 

Sarah  is  a  second  semester  student  at  SILS  who  is  focusing  her  studies  on  museum  librarianship.    
She  is  a  full  time  student,  and  she  currently  interns  three  days  per  week  at  the  Metropolitan  
Museum  of  Art’s  Watson  Library.    Her  busy  schedule  of  classes,  homework,  and  her  internship  is  
often  stressful,  and  her  commute  from  Brooklyn  on  the  R  train  does  not  help  either.    Her  strong  
drive  to  succeed  keeps  her  going,  though.    

She  reads  every  email  that  is  sent  out  to  the  SILS  listserv  because  she  does  not  want  to  miss  out  
on  any  events,  workshops,  or  job  and  internship  opportunities.    She  has  gotten  to  know  many  her  
classmates  over  the  last  few  months  and  has  developed  a  core  group  of  friends  that  she  often  
meets  for  drinks  on  weekends.    She  does  not  hesitate  to  ask  her  advisor  and  other  professors  for  
advice  about  course  selection,  networking  opportunities,  and  everything  in  between.
  
When  using  the  Web,  Sarah  wants  quick  results  and  clear  pathways  to  the  information  that  she  
needs,  and  she  is  easily  frustrated  when  she  has  to  muddle  through  disorganized  websites.    As  a  

that  the  program  places  on  effective  information  organization  and  usability.



Scenario

course  that  sounds  like  it  might  be  relevant  to  her  concentration  in  museum  

be  prepared  for  a  meeting  with  her  advisor  tomorrow  afternoon,  and  
registration  begins  in  two  days.    She  will  not  have  time  tomorrow  morning  to  

meeting.    Tired  and  eager  to  get  her  search  over  with  quickly,  Sarah  visits  the  
Pratt  SILS  webpage.



User Flow

descriptions with the 

degree program 

information, Sarah uses 

the search bar.

The online course catalog 

descriptions for special 

topics courses.  Sarah 

returns to the homepage 

in search of the SILS 

that she can call in the 

morning.

contact information and 

uses the search bar to 

Her search results take 

Sarah back to the About 

SILS page, where she 

near the end of the 

page.  She did not see it 

before because it is the 

same font size and style 

as the rest of the text on 

the page.

Existing Revised

Course descriptions are 

clearly marked and 

MSLIS section of the 

high value to students.
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Card Sort: Pratt SILS Website

Executive Summary:

The  following  report  details  the  procedure  and  the  results  of  a  card  sort  conducted  by  the  

Blues  Bros.  Design  performed  a  pilot  test  of  the  card  sort  using  WebSort.com  during  the  

These  participants  represented  of  the  three  major  user  groups  of  the  Pratt  SILS  website:  

clarity,  and  any  mention  of  concentrations  or  dual  degrees  was  removed  so  that  participants  
could  group  the  labels  without  bias.      

The  results  indicated  that  without  clear  distinctions  between  dual  degree,  concentration,  and  

one  large  group.    Aside  from  this  category  and  a  category  containing  general  information  
about  Pratt  SILS,  the  results  did  not  indicate  a  consensus  in  most  cases.    The  results  of  this  
card  sort  and  previous  user  research  indicate  that  the  website’s  current  labeling  and  
organizational  structure  are  generally  confusing  and  unclear  to  users.  

The  Blues  Bros.  Design  team  concluded  that  a  simple  top-level  navigation  structure  would  

“Current  Students,”  and  “Careers.”    Although  card  sort  participants  disagreed  about  what  

section  about  career  development  was  also  included  based  on  desires  expressed  during  the  
user  research  study.    As  a  supplement  to  the  main  navigation,  separate  sections  for  news  
and  information  about  potential  career  paths  were  added  to  the  homepage,  addressing  two  
of  the  main  information  needs  of  users  as  indicated  in  previous  interviews  and  surveys.
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Introduction:

This  card  sort  exercise  was  designed  to  explore  how  users  would  restructure  information  on  
the  Pratt  SILS  website  in  order  to  simplify  the  site’s  navigation.  The  current  side  and  top  
navigation  menus  have  been  a  source  of  confusion  for  most  website  users  during  past  
observations  of  user  behavior.    

prospective  students,  current  students  and  alumni.  The  team  asked  users  to  identify  key  

struggled  with  the  location  of  basic  info,  such  as  contact  and  academic  calendar,  and  mistook  

actually  was:  a  path  back  in  the  general  Pratt.edu  domain.  

Methodology:

This  open  card  sort  evaluation  contained  no  set  groups  and  was  conducted  online  using  
WebSort.net.  This  approach  encouraged  participants  to  organize  content  items  pulled  from  
the  Pratt  SILS  website  in  an  exploratory  manner.  After  inventorying  the  tabs  located  in  the  left-
hand  navigation  menu  on  the  Pratt  SILS  website,  Blues  Bros.  Design  evaluators  entered  the  
items  into  an  Excel  Spreadsheet  accessible  via  Google  Docs.  All  three  evaluators  edited  the  
content  item  labels  to  be  more  understandable  for  participants  and  discussed  whether  each  
label  was  clear  and  neutral  enough  to  prevent  participants  sorting  content  items  according  to  
pre-set  groups.    Once  a  consensus  was  reached  by  the  evaluators,  the  content  items  were  
added  to  a  WebSort  card  sort,  and  a  link  was  sent  by  email  to  participants.
  
A  pilot  test  of  the  card  sort  was  conducted  with  two  participants  to  evaluate  how  users  sorted  
the  revised  content  items  as  presented  on  WebSort.net.  After  studying  the  results,  Blues  Bros.  

  
Six  participants  worked  individually  and  remotely  from  their  own  computers  for  approximately  

creation.    Some  participants  completed  the  task  on  their  own,  and  the  others  performed  the  
card  sort  while  being  observed  by  one  of  the  evaluators.    Once  participants  completed  the  
task  and  submitted  the  results  of  their  card  sort,  their  input  was  synthesized  by  WebSort.net  
into  several  analysis  graphs  including  tree,  item  x  item,  and  category  summary  graphs.  The  

report.  
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Findings:

The  members  of  the  Blues  Bros.  Design  analyzed  the  results  of  the  card  sort  using  the  
various  tools  provided  by  WebSort.  The  results  provided  further  insight  into  how  users  of  the  
Pratt  SILS  website  group  information,  identifying  which  existing  navigation  labels  caused  

in  conjunction  with  previous  user  research,  to  propose  a  new  site  map.  

Many  of  the  card  sort  participants  created  a  category  for  current  students  and  a  category  

groups.  The  majority  of  participants  also  created  an  category  of  related  to  academics,  
consistently  grouping  the  same  ten  to  twelve  elements  together.  These  labels  included  dual  

purposely  removed  words  related  to  these  delineations  to  assess  users’  instincts  about  how  

assumption  that  these  programs  must  be  clearly  separated  into  appropriate  categories  within  
the  website’s  structure.  

In  addition,  a  strong  consensus  emerged  among  participants  that  there  should  be  an  “about”  

and  “Campus  Information.”    As  a  result,  the  design  team  created  an  “About”  category  that  
includes  each  of  these  elements,  as  well  as  pages  about  Pratt  SILS’s  history  and  current  
events.    

Along  with  the  “About”  section,  the  updated  site  map  includes  three  other  top-level  
navigation  labels:  “Prospective  Students,”  “Current  Students,”  and  “Careers.”    These  
selection  of  these  sections  was  informed  by  the  card  sort  results,  but  it  was  also  heavily  

terms  of  grouping  the  items  listed,  and  past  user  research  indicated  that  users  are  

Bros.  Design  determined  that  the  best  course  of  action  was  to  combine  some  existing  
pages  that  have  straightforward  labels  with  new  or  re-labeled  pages  that  better  address  
users’  needs  and  preferences.
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Findings (continued):

As  indicated  by  user  research,  all  three  of  the  website’s  user  groups  expressed  a  desire  
for  more  information  about  career  opportunities.  Blues  Bros.  Design  created  a  new  section  
labelled  “What  Can  I  Do  With  My  Degree?”  on  the  homepage  to  address  this  need.  This  
section  sorts  each  program  concentration,  dual  degree,  and  course  of  study  into  categories  

information,  links  to  the  same  information  are  also  included  under  the  top-level  navigation  
labels  “Current  Students”  and  “Prospective  Students,”  placed  on  more  simply  labelled  pages  
entitled  “Courses  of  Study.”

Past  user  research  also  indicated  that  users  preferred  internal  search  and  Facebook  as  

persistent  header,  separate  from  the  main  navigation.    An  external  link  to  the  Pratt  SILS  
Twitter  feed  was  also  added  as  an  additional  source  of  information  that  is,  at  present,  
underutilized.  

In  the  initial  comparative  analysis,  the  design  team  noted  that  similar  library  and  
information  science  schools  had  a  persistent  news  feature,  separate  from  the  main  
navigation,  that  linked  to  a  blog,  photos,  and  news  updates.    This  useful  feature  was  added  

prominent,  central  location.  This  section  is  part  of  the  new  site  map,  separate  from  the  
general  navigation  structure.

Finally,  user  research  indicated  that  many  students  still  seek  important  external  links  from  
the  Pratt  SILS  website,  such  as  the  my.pratt.edu  interface  and  the  Institute’s  academic  
calendar.  These  links  have  been  moved  to  the  website’s  persistent  footer.  Previously,  this  
information  was  located  in  the  top  navigation  and  confused  users  who  were  unaware  they  
were  leaving  the  Pratt  SILS  section  of  the  general  Pratt  website.  By  moving  them  to  the  

interfere  with  the  main  navigation.    The  confusion  surrounding  unclear  boundaries  between  

section  as  a  separate,  autonomous  entity.



Appendix: Site Map
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