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Re-cap of Independent Study

Review of activities

Readings

I began this Independent Study by reading through a wide variety of books on (and relevant to) Information Architecture. Some were more helpful than others:

· Garrett's The Elements of User Experience
I read this book to get a feel for where IA sits in relation to the other User-Centered Design activities. Garrett thinks it belongs in the "structure" plane – a small but integral part of the whole UCD process. Unfortunately, it seems that many IAs believe that IA is or is bigger than UCD! Still, this book helped lay out a road map for what I was to encounter in practice.

· Rosenfeld & Morville's Information Architecture for the World Wide Web
Undoubtedly the IA bible, if there must be one. They go into extensive detail on the entire process and practice of IA, including some of those things that encompass and surpass UCD. I love this book to death, but there's one small problem: no theory! I needed them to spell out what IA really is. Unfortunately, the farthest they would go is to say that IA draws from a multitude of disciplines...

· Morrogh's Information Architecture: An Emerging 21st Century Profession
I found this book to be very helpful in giving some context to the history and theory behind IA as a discipline. I felt, however, that it did not go into enough depth. I had a chance to speak to Mr. Morrogh at length at the IA Summit in Portland, and he seemed worried that he had focused too much on the theory and history.

· Wodtke's Information Architecture: Blueprints for the Web
This book was the opposite of Morrogh. Extremely practical and to the point, it guided me during the actual generation of deliverables for this Independent Study. I met Ms. Wodtke at IA Summit as well, and she was also worried about her book being too "semantical" in the first chapter. I told her it was exactly what I was looking for.

Some of the other books I found were on Cognitive Work Analysis, User Interface Design, Usability Testing, and so on, but the 4 books listed above were the most helpful.

Deliverables

User analysis

· System analysis: I reviewed the current state of affairs in recording and reporting on faculty activities in the university by interviewing 6 Faculty Members and 3 Administrators in the Information School and the School of Nursing. I wanted to get as holistic a view as possible, so I looked at the data from three different perspectives: personal, organizational, and technical. I found this process to be very helpful in identifying the motivations and values for the personas in the next step...

· User profiles: From the interviews, I created a persona for a Faculty Member and an Administrator. I then listed the characteristics, motivations, and values for each, as well as the prototypical tasks they would expect to be able to perform on the system. This was particularly helpful in designing the flow of information and tasks through the system.

· Diagrams

· Workflow diagram: I found this diagramming format very useful. It allowed me to map who was doing what in what order. From that, I knew what the limits of the Faculty Accomplishments system had to be.

· Sitepath diagram: This diagramming system was covered in the Wodtke book. I started by drawing a circle for the system on the page, then identifying who was coming to the system. I then mapped out the sequence of events for each of the tasks identified in the user profiles and workflow diagram. This led me directly to the IA diagram...

· Information Architecture diagram: The Garrett Visual Vocabulary provided me with a simple yet extremely useful way to translate the somewhat messy sitepath diagram into a nearly specification level process diagram. It helped to lay out exactly which process followed what. These diagrams will be indispensable in designing the actual user interface.

IA Summit

As mentioned above, I attended and presented a poster at the ASIS&T Information Architecture Summit in Portland. My poster was on a different project, but it gave me an excellent excuse to rub shoulders with the "celebrities" of the IA world. Almost all the sessions I attended were extremely interesting and useful, and some of those theoretical discussions I wished were in the books I read were held in the sessions. I came away with the sense that IA, as a discipline, has a lot of life left in it.

I had hoped to do more networking there (in hopes of finding a job), but the majority of professionals I met bemoaned the fact that the job market is incredibly tight right now.

Woulda, shoulda, coulda

If I had to do it all over again, I would have scheduled all the interviews during the first three weeks of the quarter, finished my poster earlier, and completed my deliverables a week ago. However, my other classes, my personal life, and my health all played roles in making this term one of my most difficult to date. And yet, I feel that I have learned the most out of this process than with any other class during my graduate career. I feel that I now have the experience to gain a job in the "real world" as an Information Architect.

I also would have looked into some books on Architecture – real Architecture. After the IA Summit, I bought the Stewart Brand's (the keynote speaker) book How Buildings Learn and pored through Powell's Books' extensive collection of Architecture theory books. I found a few that are promising and even came away with a few good ideas for further study.
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