From:  
Renee Currington
curringtonr@uwstout.edu
To:
Deanne Levander
        
president@stctc.org
Dear Deanne Levander: 

We met briefly on Feb. 10 at the STC-TC meeting on universal design. I am interested in re-designing the STC-TC Web site. For my Freelancing and Professional Writing course at the University of Wisconsin—Stout (instructor Dan Riordan), I am required to complete a technical communication project free of charge. This Web project is of an appropriate focus and reasonable scope. I could finish this project in approximately 25 hours.

I have examined the Web site more closely since we spoke and I see a variety of areas where it could be improved. The current site has design issues encompassing accessibility, navigation and efficiency, which I hope to remedy through my work on this project.
I’d like to meet with you to discuss the goals of the site as far as content, design, audience and purpose. My goal is to create a design that will represent the image and values of the STC-TC chapter. I would also like to discuss when and how we can contact each other. E-mail is usually the best way to get in touch with me, as I check my e-mail throughout the day.
Thank you for offering me this opportunity to challenge myself and enhance my technical communication skills. I look forward to hearing from you soon.
Sincerely, 

        

Renee Currington

curringtonr@uwstout.edu
Home: (715) 233-1902
Cell: (262) 455-5395
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Introduction

Upon first glance, the STC-TC Web site is overwhelming. The navigation can make it difficult for users to know which part of the site they are viewing. The design poses some accessibility issues, particularly for the visually impaired. I also find some inefficiency in the site design. Overall, the site needs a more modern, simple and flowing design, especially for the heading and navigation.

My goal is to design a site that is appropriate for all potential audiences. I see three primary audiences for the site: tech comm professionals, students going into the tech comm field, and organizations in need of tech comm services. The first two primary audiences can also be divided into members and non-members.
Project Goals
To make the site information better accessible to the user, I plan to reorganize the content of the site and restructure the menu. Users could find the information they need more easily if the number of menu items is reduced. This can be done by clustering similar items. For instance, there are three menu items related to STC gatherings and three others related to ways that members can help other members. Clustering eliminates four of the menu items. The “search” menu item can also be eliminated by adding a search engine field on every page, like more conventional Web sites.

Another issue with navigation is in the structure of the menu itself. Most pages on the site have a vertical rollover menu and an additional horizontal menu composed of text links. When the user clicks on a rollover menu item, the item is highlighted. However, once the user clicks a text link at the top of that page, the highlighting disappears and the user can become lost. There is an “Up” link to take the user back to the menu item page; however, this organization technique is dated, may not be intuitive and does not offer a clear, visual representation of location. The use of submenus built into the main menu would improve navigation.
The use of images for the navigation and bullets is inefficient and poses accessibility issues. Images can cause extra loading time via dial-up Internet connection, especially when there are more than a dozen images to load. Images-based navigation is also cumbersome to update, as the developer must edit the images and maintain links to those images. Furthermore, visually impaired users cannot enlarge the text of image-based navigation.

The use of Cascading Style Sheets (CSS), as opposed to images and JavaScript, would solve problems related to accessibility for the visually impaired, navigation and efficiency. CSS-based navigation would allow the user to enlarge the menu text and would work with text to speech technology. CSS can also render text-based, large, blue bullets to be used in place of the blue bullet images. The site should be as text-based as possible, and any text used should be resizable. Furthermore, all images used should have alt tags with information describing the image.

Methodology

To begin working on the project, I plan to map out the content of the site in a simple diagram and determine which information can be chunked together. Once I’ve done this, I will begin to create a design in Macromedia Dreamweaver that would suit the content organization. I will submit two alpha drafts--the template design and completed site—for discussion, revision and approval.
Once the site is complete, I plan to use the Website Usability Testing Center at UW—Stout to make sure the site functions and displays properly on a variety of browsers and platforms. I also plan to make sure it is accessible for users with disabilities.
Please see the task schedule below listing the stages of the project and dates I plan to submit drafts of the project for review.
Task Schedule

	Task
	Day
	Month
	Hours

	
	
	
	

	Begin Project
	24
	Feb
	

	Begin to map site content

	24 - 26
	Feb
	1

	Discuss site goals and parameters with client:
	27
	Feb
	1-2

	Design, content, audience and purpose
	(or date client is available)
	

	Draft Web page template design:
	01 - 05
	Mar
	2

	
Information architecture

	
	
	2

	Header
	
	
	1

	
Menu




	
	
	1

	Submit alpha draft of design for approval
	06 - 12
	Mar
	

	Discuss changes with client
	
	
	

	
Make changes to alpha draft
	
	
	1

	Submit beta draft of design for approval
	13
	Mar
	

	Make changes to beta draft
	
	
	1

	Create Templates 
	13 – 19
	Mar
	2

	Create Cascading Style Sheet
	
	
	2

	Create Site Pages
	
	
	1

	Edit and insert graphics
	
	
	1

	Create links—internal and external
	
	
	1

	Submit alpha draft of site for review
	20 – 26
	Mar
	

	
Discuss with client and make changes
	
	
	1

	Test for Usability
	27 – 02
	Mar – Apr
	2

	Gather test data
	
	Apr
	1

	Make changes based on usability testing
	03 – 09
	Apr
	1

	Submit beta draft of site for review
	10 – 16
	Apr
	

	Make changes to beta draft
	
	
	1

	Send site to client via e-mail, or mail if necessary
	24
	Apr
	

	
	
	Total Hours
	25


Equipment

Software (provided via UW-Stout keyserver):

Macromedia Dreamweaver MX

Adobe Photoshop

Hardware:

Personal Computer


Other:

Temporary server space (I have extra space through my ISP)
UW-Stout Usability Testing Center

Cost Breakdown


Personnel
………………………………………
No charge

Conclusion

The goal of any technical communicator should be to create usable documents that address the needs of the users. A Web site for the Society for Technical Communication should be the epitome of what technical communicators do. Therefore, the site should be functional and usable, the content should be well-organized and free of errors and the design should reflect the needs of the typical user, as well as special needs of potential users.
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