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Product Selection
[image: ]The product I will be analysing is the Yale School of Art’s (SoA) Official Website [1]. The university's website possesses character, yet it has been scrutinised for poor user experience design and visual aesthetic by many [2]. From a UX Designer’s perspective, I hope to revamp the website whilst keeping unique features it contains. I will research industry trends to find and apply UX design principles.
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Yale School of Art Website Home Page on Web and Mobile [1]
Initial Review

The Yale School of Art Website [1] functions as a hub for current students and staff, aspiring students who wish to apply, alumni and visitors. The pages on the website cater to users by relaying university information, a sign in page to access class materials, applications to the school and a chance for students to share their work publicly on the website. The home page greets you with menus to other pages, quick links, sign in options and contact information, along with an array of highly contrasting colours, left alignment and a background consisting of a duplicated image. The site is unique through its bold visuals, and its collaboration aspect, where students and faculty can edit and contribute artwork and information, however the site lacks visual consistency and has had previous user testing that resulted with ‘issues with information organization, clarity and overall user experience’ [3]. The site conforms to user expectations as a university portal through its available functions, which are prevalent with other prestigious art university websites [4], such as Rhode Island [5] and Royal College of Art [6]. Similarities include the menu option, student hubs, admissions and calendars. However, Rhode Island [5] and RCA [6] both contain a school badge, consistent typography and colour palettes [7], which is something Yale SoA [1] lacks.
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RISD Homepage [5] RCA Homepage [6]
UX Design Principles

There are multiple fundamental principles of UX Design for websites, including usability, consistency, hierarchy, accessibility, and user-centred design [8]. Usability, a core principle, focuses on making interactions efficient and intuitive. It includes navigation, familiarity, consistency, error prevention, feedback, visual clarity, and efficiency [9]. High usability enables users to achieve their goals easily and successfully on a website [10]. By prioritizing these principles, designers can create user-friendly and effective experiences. An example of a website with high usability is PayPal [11], the home page contains logical navigation, consistent visual clarity, mobile optimisation and streamlined processes for users to achieve what they need [12]. PayPal [11] produces their own articles on UX Design [13].
[image: ]
Usability Infographic [10]

[image: A screenshot of a website

Description automatically generated]The second principle is consistency. This principle can be split into four categories, Visual, Functional, Internal and External [14]. Visual consistency surrounds typography, colour, and layout. It helps to increase website usability through attraction and efficiency with highlighting prominent features clearly [15]. Consistent colour palettes can evoke emotion in users and advocate for staying on the site longer, an understanding of colour theory can help UX Designers choose appropriate colour schemes [16]. Functional consistency ensures that buttons take users exactly to where they want. It improves user predictability when a function stays the same on all pages of a website, for example menu options [17]. Iconography is useful to align with user beliefs, for example, clicking a letter icon will take users to email [18]. Internal consistency maintains uniformity within the website on all pages, and other platforms such as mobile versions [19]. External consistency focuses on the alignment of industry standards and user expectations. Using widely recognised conventions that users will already recognise helps the website feel intuitive and familiar [20]. For example, the Harvard Graduate School of Design [21], and the Harvard [22] website conform external consistency with their typography, navigation layout and formal language.
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	The 3rd Principle, Hierarchy, consists of Visual and Information. Visual can manipulate user attention to specific content and influence decision-making, shaping user behavior based on expectations. Size and scale, colour, whitespace and reading patterns can affect how users interact with a website, [23] the UAL website [24] is a great example of visual hierarchy, as users will read the university name first due to its scale and boldness, buttons that less users will press are presented in a much smaller scale. Information hierarchy involves highlighting key information and eliminating useless data the user does not need to see; this improves a user’s ease of navigation and site usability [25]. Navigation menus are an example of information hierarchy, as users can easily find what they are looking for without all options being listed. For example, the ‘courses’ menu on the UAL website, opens the option of finding a specific course [24]. The website also uses an F-shape reading pattern, where users read from the top left corner and look horizontally across the page like a book, which allows users to take in information efficiently [26]. 

[image: ]












UAL Website [24]
Accessibility is a core principle for UX design, it allows for users within the targeted audience to easily find and accomplish what they were hoping to achieve. Accessibility is not limited to aiding special needs, but how a website can be more useful and efficient for all [27]. Conducting user research can help to understand the needs and perspectives of a target audience, making accessibility more specific [28]. Some common accessibility issues that arise are mobile website layouts, auto-playing media and visual contrast [27]. Parsons School of Design’s website [29] is high in contrast, easy to read and has no auto-playing media. The website also features an accessibility menu, where users can change an array of features such as text size, font, colour scheme, text alignment and more. 
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Parsons School of Design (Left) and Accessibility Menu Options (Right) [29]



User-centered design focuses on user wants and needs throughout the whole design process. it involves understanding user needs through research, iteratively refining designs based on user feedback, involving users throughout the design process and more [30]. Specific user-centered design techniques include card sorting, interviewing, A/B testing and prototyping. By testing a website, UX designers can be clear that the website is efficient, relevant, meets user needs and can eliminate pain points and frustration [31]. The Glasgow School of Art website [32] excels in user-centricity by prioritizing clear navigation, appealing design, accessibility options and mobile-friendliness. The website effectively uses consistent brand identity and interactive elements to engage visitors and provide a seamless user experience.
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Glasgow School of Art Homepage [32]




UX Analysis
The following analysis of the Yale SoA Website [1] will examine how these UX principles can be applied to enhance the website's user experience. By evaluating the current design and functionality, areas can be identified for improvement and proposed specific recommendations to optimize user satisfaction and engagement. Yale’s SoA Website [1] only utilizes 5 out of 10 of Neilson’s usability heuristics [33], lacking in aesthetics and minimalism, consistency, matching system and real world and lastly flexibility and efficiency of use.
To improve on aesthetics and minimalism, visual hierarchy could be added further to the website [1]. Users of the Yale SoA website [1] have mentioned that the website appears cluttered and overwhelming [3], which can lead to user frustration and lack of usability [34]. By introducing white space to the website, key information will be broken up into smaller chunks, which allows users to focus on one thing at a time and improves readability whilst reducing cognitive load [35]. The Yale SoA website [1] could adopt a colour palette that follows current trends and/or brand identity, which conforms to the principle of consistency. A well-researched and efficient colour scheme would also improve website usability through reducing eye strain and potentially inducing a positive emotional response with the user [36]. The website [1] showcases student artwork as the background, which reinforces identity and the website’s target audience [37], However the repetition of the colourful imagery on the website [1] captures user attention away from important content on the website, especially when the background is animated. To improve this whilst keeping the unique student work, the background could be dimmed or only take up a portion of the screen as a single image/GIF [37].
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Yale SoA Application Page [1]

	To improve on consistency, the website [1] could include more similarities with its main Yale University website [38]. This would strengthen brand identity and improve usability due to a recognizable interface. The Yale website [38] traffics more users due to its wider audience and can function as a portal to enter the SoA website [1], this concludes that many users of the SoA site [1] would already be familiar with the Yale website [38] and its layout. The UX principle of information hierarchy could be altered on the SoA website [1] to allow for clear navigation and ease of use. By eliminating the left alignment and placing the menus at the top right of the homepage, not only will the SoA website [1] align with Yale’s main website [38], but also industry standards of other art school institutions [5][21][24][29][39]. Accessibility helps to provide consistency on a site; by improving the accessibility features of predictable page layouts and navigation, the websites [1] consistency will benefit [40] through eliminating any user frustration and increases user-centricity [41].

[image: A person holding a microphone]

Yale’s Main Website Homepage [38]


[image: ]	The heuristic of matching websites to the real world [33] allows sites to feel familiar, understandable and intuitive to the user [42]. Implementing this increases usability through using user research to understand their wants and needs. For an art school website, certain iconography and language would conform to user expectations. With this, the SoA website [1] could add more iconography to the homepage to develop usability. The hamburger menu icon is one of the most recognizable and popular website icons [43], by adding such a well-known icon to a website, cognitive load will be reduced through the minimalistic design [34], and users will benefit from the ease of navigation and intuitive design [44]. Using consistent, relevant language is a principle of matching the website to the real world. The Yale SoA website [1] uses formal language to convey the academic tone and is well structured, making the language clear and concise, a highlight of user-centricity. The language also shows the school’s creative flair through the visual elements of illustrations, typography and imagery which creates informality but improves the website’s [1] identity of being an art school whilst being prestigious. Art is supposed to bend rules and make people question, which is something that the Yale SoA website [1] conforms to greatly, however the creative passion of the school and great use of language is hindered by the initial looks and navigation of the website.  
Matching website and real-world icon examples [45]
	To improve flexibility and efficiency of use, the Yale SoA website [1] could consider responsive design. Mobiles are the most used device to access websites [46]. Having a website that functions well on a multitude of devices increases accessibility, improves user experience and diversifies users. 61% of mobile users claim to leave a site if they cannot find what they are looking for immediately [46], the Yale SoA website [1] could rearrange their mobile layout to be further accessible and easier to read. Mobile devices reach a wider audience, including accessibility options, such as being able to change the text size and colours of a website, is beneficial to improve flexibility and efficiency of use through faster task completion and improved usability. Companies such as UserWay [47] and AbilityNet [48] create accessibility add-ons for websites, which is something the Yale SoA website [1] should investigate. Adding these features can allow the website [1] to adhere to WCAG guidelines which ensure websites follow inclusive design [49].
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UserWay Add-on [47]
Prototypes of Improvements
[image: ][image: ][image: ]Whilst proposing improvements for the Yale SoA website [1], the unique and innovative aspects of the site, such as the ability for students and staff to edit, were highlighted however, researched UX principles were implemented to aid positive user experience. The curated improved website (Homepage and Menus) can be viewed through the link: https://220074146.wixsite.com/the-yale-school-of-a [50]
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Conclusion

To summarize, by researching and applying UX principles, I was able to enhance the Yale School of Art website's usability and visual appeal, improving the overall user experience. By introducing whitespacing, a colour theme that matched Yale’s branding and refining a mobile website, I was able to conform to studied UX Principles and Heuristics.
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