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Design Problem 
 

The design problem I will be analyzing is my institution's, University of Mary 
Washington (UMW), homepage on their main site, which is umw.edu (Figure 1). I chose the 
UMW homepage for my redesign because it needs improvement when it comes to design, and 
targeting a primary audience. On first glance, there are many elements on the page that do not 
initially appear coherent. There is a moving slideshow, some large icons, three navigation areas 
at the top of the page, and even more content as you continue to scroll. It’s unclear what the user 
should be looking at and what is relevant to them. 

Audience 
 

The web page has four audiences: prospective students, the UMW community (current 
students and faculty & staff), alumni, and the surrounding Fredericksburg community. All of 
these audiences are targeted in the content on the web page through unclearly defined regions, 
and through information that could be of interest to all of the audiences. The more glaring 
problem related to audience is there does not appear to be one primary audience that stands out 
amongst the others. 

Overlooked Elements 
 

The layout of the content and the amount of content on the page both appear to have been 
overlooked. The page makes use of a somewhat fluid-width layout and then divides up into 
different sets of columns and rows, which can be done successfully by making clear divisions 
between the different layouts on the page, but this did not appear to be a priority or was not 
considered when designing the page, because not all of the columns, rows, and elements are 
enclosed in some way. Furthermore, there is too much unorganized content on the homepage, 
which contributes to the layout issues. The designer or web content manager seemed to want 
information for all of the audiences on the page, but did not step back and see that the 
information appears scattered. 

Solutions 
 
Some solutions to these design problems would be to first pick one audience and commit 

to designing for them. I would choose to focus on prospective students, which would mean 
removing the top two menus from the page entirely, or relocating them. These are systems that 
current members of the UMW community use, and links for alumni, both of which are not 
applicable to prospective students. In addition, I would better delineate the various regions to 
make scanning the page easier. I would also decrease the amount of regions that are on the page 
by reorganizing content and potentially deleting some to reduce the amount of cognitive load 
needed to process the page. Lastly, I would give prospective students or any content relevant to 
them the majority of the page, and make sure that the information that is most useful for them 
appears first on the page when it loads.  
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Tools 
  

To improve the design of the UMW homepage, I would need access to the WordPress 
installation it is built with. Ideally, I would change the theme from the Genesis child theme to a 
child theme that has built in fluidity and is compatible with multiple layout building and 
organization plugins. Genesis requires specialty plugins to add different kinds of content to the 
site and to organize the layout. Since I do not have access to the WordPress site the UMW 
homepage is on and am not redesigning the entire umw.edu network, I will use Adobe Photoshop 
to create and provide a somewhat idealistic redesign of the page (desktop version) that includes 
most of the text and media content on the current homepage. I will also use a screenshot and 
annotation application, Skitch, to show the differences between the current homepage and the 
redesigned prototype. 
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Figure 1: Current UMW Homepage. University of Mary Washington. (2017, March 3). http://umw.edu 
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Cognitive and Social Psychology Theories and Principles 
 

There are several theories and principles in the field of Cognitive and Social Psychology 
that can be applied to this redesign. I will be looking at the following theories and principles: 
Cognitive Load Theory and Gestalt Principles, and mental models. These theories and principles 
help explain design problems on UMW’s homepage and therefore, can help develop solutions to 
the problems.  

Cognitive Load Theory and Gestalt Principles. 
 

One of the more glaring design problems on the UMW homepage is how cluttered it 
appears. As mentioned before, this is due to the lack of tailoring the page to a primary audience. 
Starting at the top of the page, and working downward, you can begin to see that the content is 
for four audiences: prospective students, current members of the UMW community (current 
students and faculty & staff), alumni, and the surrounding Fredericksburg community. The 
topmost menu is for current members of the UMW community. The menu underneath is for 
current students, faculty & staff, alumni, and donors. Then the last menu, the third menu from 
the top, is for prospective students, but can also be used by current students and faculty & staff. 
The content of the slideshow changes, but is often aimed at prospective students, current 
members of the UMW community, or the surrounding Fredericksburg community. Underneath 
the slideshow are three large icons with titles and brief descriptions associated with the icons, 
and a blue banner that are geared towards prospective students. Following the blue banner are 
UMW News, or Top Stories, which typically include UMW in the News, faculty projects and 
publications, and major announcements, Featured Events, with a button to an event calendar and 
events open to the public, UMW in the News, and the page footer. All of these regions could 
peak the interest of and provide information to all four audiences.  

In 1956, George Miller wrote, “people can process seven plus or minus two pieces of 
information at a time” (Weinschenk, 2011, p.48). However, in the beginning in 1994, Alan 
Baddeley discovered that Miller’s conclusion on how many pieces of information humans can 
process at a time was not based on research, and preceded to conduct his own studies 
(Weinschenk, 2011). Following his studies, and along with other researchers, the research 
showed and continues to show that “people can hold three or four things in working memory” 
(Weinschenk, 2011, p. 48). After careful inspection, the UMW homepage could be perceived as 
having seven regions, which is not ideal. However, as Weinschenk, 2001, explains, since people 
have begun to ignore elements at the edge of pages such as navigation bars and footers, the 
UMW homepage has four regions. Within each of those four regions are three to four items. 
Three to four items fits within the amount of information people can process, but the total 
numbers of elements begin to add up, especially because they are for multiple audiences. 
Furthermore, disregarding navigation bars and footers cannot be done for all of the audiences, 
such as the current UMW community, as they regularly use the items in the navigation bars. 
Having this much content causes too many processing demands and results in “cognitive 
overload” (Mayer and Moreno, 2003, p. 45).  

One method to reduce the cognitive load on users would be focus on users’ essential 
processing. Essential processing is “aimed at making sense of the presented material including 
selecting, organizing, and integrating words and selecting, organizing, and integrating images” 
(Mayer and Moreno, 2003, p. 45). While the text on the UMW Homepage is “near corresponding 
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parts of graphics,” (Mayer and Moreno, 2003, p. 46), and the different areas on the page make 
use of Gestalt’s Proximity Principle, which explains that “elements that are close together appear 
as groups rather than as a random cluster of elements” (Ritter, Baxter & Churchill, 2014, p. 99), 
the page would benefit from a consistent and stronger use of Gestalt's Common Regions 
Principle. The Common Regions Principle by Gestalt illustrates that “another way to show 
connection between elements is to enclose them in some way” (Bradley, 2014). The navigation 
area and footer are both enclosed by having different background colors from the page’s main 
background color (white). In addition, the slideshow also appears to be enclosed due to its full-
width styling. Contrastingly, the remainder of the content on the page has less distinct enclosed 
areas because although elements are broken up by colored bars, the text in the colored bars are 
relevant to the areas above them, and are not entirely their own. Lastly, because the various 
regions of the page are for multiple audiences, the common regions begin to blend together.  

Ultimately, the page needs to focus on one audience, prospective students. The front-
facing site for the University needs to capture the attention of prospective students because the 
institution cannot continue without new enrollments. Removing the topmost menu from the page 
entirely, reducing the amount of Featured Events, and UMW in the News to three items from 
four, and dedicating at least 50% of the page to information and content solely for prospective 
students would help clearly define an audience for the page. Moreover, having distinct borders 
between information for prospective students and the information right above the footer (Top 
Stories, Featured Events, UMW in the News) would strengthen the use of the Common Regions 
Principle and make is easier for users of the different audiences to scan. Furthermore, according 
to Hick’s Law, the less options, or areas there, the less amount of time it will take to make a 
decision (Butler & Elm, 2010, p. 120). Decreasing the amount of regions will help different 
audiences find the content aimed towards them. After all, “you have to assume that people are 
taking a quick glance” (Weinschenk, 2011, p. 132). 

Mental Models. 
 

In 1986, Susan Carey wrote in her article “Cognitive Science and Science Education,” 
that mental models are “are based on incomplete facts, past experiences, and even intuitive 
perceptions” (as cited in Weinschenk, 2011). Prospective students generally are also looking at 
other Higher Ed institutions to see all of their options for their education, and therefore, have 
visited other institutions’ sites. When looking at a few public Virginia higher education 
institutions’ homepages (James Madison University, Virginia Commonwealth University, 
Virginia Tech, University of Virginia, Radford University) users will pick up on similar 
language across all of the sites. Much of this similar language includes academic programs, 
student life, visiting, and applying or admissions. These are the words and phrases prospective 
students see over and over and will expect to see on UMW’s homepage, because they have a 
developed a mental model of what information is on a higher education institution's site. “People 
do indeed use mental Models to reason and make predictions,” (Jones, Ross, Perez, & Leitch, 
2011, p. 46) and while UMW’s homepage is comparable to other Virginia schools, the 
University should try to intentionally make the homepage of their site as easy to use as possible 
for prospective students, which means prominently featuring information and links that lead to 
things like academic programs, student life, visiting, and applying. “Interfaces should support the 
representation that users have, as well as be mindful of supporting the representation that will be 
most helpful for a task” (Ritter et al., 2014, p. 163). The UMW’s homepage could help 
prospective students read the homepage and find relevant information to their searching if the 
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academic programs and student life were highlighted in the body content of the page instead of 
as only appearing a navigation bar. Designing for prospective students’ mental models will help 
the tasks of accounting for cognitive load usage and utilizing Gestalt’s Principles come together 
more organically.  

Redesign 
Prototype 
 
Using Adobe Photoshop, I created a prototype of redesigned UMW homepage (Figure 2). 

In doing so, I made sure to using brand standard colors, both opaque and transparent, and an 
approved picture for the background image under the blue overlay. In addition, I made sure to 
use University brand standard fonts to recreate text where needed. Some of the key changes I 
made while creating the prototype were:  

• Increasing the font size across the page thereby making it easier to read,  
• Using underlines underneath links that may not have a mental model of being a link  
• Adding buttons with subtle shadows to indicate they can be clicked, or “pressed” 

(Weinschenk, 2011, p. 16-17) that would link to other places. Having buttons that look 
like they can be “pressed” fits with users’ mental model of being able to see a change 
after a physical button has been pressed. 

• Adding arrows to linked areas that may not appear to be buttons, and that do not have an 
underline to show users that if they click there, they will continue onward to somewhere 
else. Using arrows also fits users’ mental models of navigation and moving in a direction.  

• Creating subtle, but clear distinctions between perceived regions of the page 
• Removing some content from the page that could be condensed elsewhere. For example, 

UMW in the News could be a part of Top Stories, since that region could intrigue any of 
the audiences and therefore, does not have to be separated out into two different news 
sections that may have been trying to target different audiences.  
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 Figure 2: Redesign of the UMW Homepage Prototype. Jessica Reingold. (2017, March 27). 
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Compare and Contrast Analysis 
  

Using Skitch, I annotated the differences between the current UMW homepage and my 
redesigned prototype. In Figure 3, I put the two pages side-by-side to more effectively compare 
and contrast them. I will be focusing on comparing the page layouts, number of perceived 
regions, the breakdown of audiences targeted on the page, and the amount of the page dedicated 
to the primary audience.  

 

Figure 3: Current UMW Homepage v. Redesign Prototype. Jessica Reingold. (2017, March 27). 
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Page Layout  
 
The first change I knew I wanted to make was to make the perceived page layout 

undeniably full width. The current UMW homepage is a semi fixed width layout. As Smashing 
Editorial explains:  

 
“A fixed website layout has a wrapper that is a fixed width, and the components inside it 
have either percentage widths or fixed widths. The important thing is that the container 
(wrapper) element is set to not move. No matter what screen resolution the visitor has, he 
or she will see the same width as other visitors” (Smashing Magazine, 2009). 

 
On the current UMW homepage (Figure 1) the navigation bar and the footer background 

colors are distinctly fluid, meaning they span they will always entire width of the window. The 
content in middle that has a white background is also full width but it does not appear that way 
because there is a fixed width set to all of the page body content. When using a screen or monitor 
that is larger than the fixed width for the content, the navigation and footer bars will appear to 
continuing spanning the width of the window while the white area does not. As displayed in 
Figure 4, the width of the window is larger than the fixed width of the current UMW homepage 
content. Contrastingly, the redesign prototype page does not have a fixed width, but rather, a 
fluid width and therefore, will always appear to be full width, because “in a fluid website layout, 
also referred to as a liquid layout, the majority of the components inside have percentage widths, 
and thus adjust to the user’s screen resolution” (Smashing Magazine, 2009). Choosing between 
fixed and fluid widths layouts is an aesthetic choice by the designer, but there are some 
appealing pros to using fluid width layouts. Two benefits to fluid width page designs are they are 
more user-friendly and visually appealing, “because it adjusts to the user’s set up” (Smashing 
Magazine, 2009). Furthermore, if a designer wants their page to be 100% compatible with any 
device, they should use a fluid width page layout (Smashing Magazine, 2009).  
  

Figure 4: Side-by-Side Page Layout. Jessica Reingold. (2017, March 27). 
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Total Number of Perceived Regions 
 
 Figure 5 shows a side-by-side comparison of many regions could be perceived by users 
on the current UMW homepage and the redesign prototype. As mentioned before, the current 
UMW homepage appears cluttered. Taking Gestalt’s Principles into account, there are twelve or 
ten regions of the page. The two elements that at first glance could be perceived as separate and 
unrelated to the content around it are the More UMW News and the Public Events & University 
Calendar buttons. However, after scrolling the page a few times, a user may see those buttons are 
related to the content near them. Assuming the user is scrolling through the page quickly, the 
twelve regions are as follows: 
 

• 3 Navigation Bars  
• Slider 
• Information for prospective students 
• A bar with a statement about why someone should attend the University 
• Top Stories  
• More UMW News button 
• Featured Events 
• UMW in the News 
• Public Events & University Calendar button 
• Site Footer 

 
 The redesign prototype has half the amount of regions, and abides to Gestalt’s Common 
Regions Principle better. Having each region near each enclosed by having a background, 
background color, or borders in the case of the slider, the content in the different regions 
appear coherent and are seen as related (Bradley, 2014). Having less perceived regions 
makes it easier for users to find relevant information for themselves. In addition, having six 
regions instead of ten results in a decrease of users’ cognitive load, because users’ visual 
channels have a “limited amount of processing capability available” (Mayer and Moreno, 
2003, p. 44), and utilizes Hick’s Law in a more beneficial manner. The redesign prototype 
regions are: 
 
• 1 Navigation Bar 
• Slider 
• Information for prospective students 
• Top Stories 
• Information for the current UMW community and buttons for current students, current 

faculty & staff, alumni, donating, the surrounding Fredericksburg community, and public 
events 

• Site Footer 
 
Unfortunately, because of all the initial information that would beneficial to the page’s four 
audiences, it was nearly impossible for the redesign prototype to only have three to four regions 
as suggested by Weinschenk, 2011. I left out some of the information that is on the current 
UMW homepage in order to keep the page broken up into six regions. Moreover, if each 
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audience had section dedicated to them, it would not be as appealing or useful because then the 
page would lack areas that could be of interest to all of the audiences.  
 

  
Figure 5: Side-by-Side Perceived Regions. Jessica Reingold. (2017, March 27). 
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Primary Audience 
 

The current UMW homepage and the redesign prototype have four audiences: 
prospective students, current students and faculty & staff, alumni, and the surrounding 
Fredericksburg community. Having four audiences on the page makes sense, as the University is 
made up of students, faculty & staff and alumni, and attracts prospective students and members 
of the Fredericksburg area. The lack of a primary audience, specifically at the top of page, before 
a user may need to scroll, is confusing and overwhelming. Looking at the top half of the current 
UMW homepage, there is content for three specific audiences targeted and for all of the 
audiences (Figure 6). Current members of the UMW community, students and faculty & staff, 
alumni, and prospective students, and all audiences are included in the first half the current 
UMW homepage. On the redesign prototype, the first half of the page is dedicated to prospective 
students specifically, and all audiences. All of the dedicated prospective students regions are 
located at the top half of the page because they should be the primary audience. The University 
continues to stay open because of new enrollments. Furthermore, alumni have their own site, and 
current members of the UMW community have numerous pages and systems for them. The 
homepage is the primary outward facing page, which needs to cater to users who are looking at 
the page for the first time and considering attending UMW.   

Prospective students have a mental model about university homepages. They are the first 
things that they will see after searching for the university on a search engine, and they are the 
first places they go to get information about the school. To try to proactively design for 
prospective students, I not only made sure the content for them is on the top half of the page, but 
that it also takes up half of the entre page (Figure 7). Supporting their representation as the 
primary audience helps them be more productive as they gather information and complete their 
tasks (Ritter et al., 2014, p. 163). Lastly, having content that could be of interest of all audiences 
right underneath of their region may encourage prospective students to keep scrolling, but not be 
overloaded by the number of remaining regions.  
 
 
 
 
 

   
  



UMW HOMEPAGE 15 

  

Figure 6: Side-by-Side Breakdown of Regions for Audiences. Jessica Reingold. (2017, March 27). 

Figure 7: Side-by-Side Prospective Students Regions. Jessica Reingold. (2017, March 27). 
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Summary 
 

UMW’s homepage has a few design problems including page layout and a lack of a 
primary audience. It increases cognitive load by violating Gestalt’s Principle of Common 
Regions, and does not fully support the primary audience’s mental model. In redesigning the 
UMW homepage, I defined a primary audience, prospective students, while also including the 
other audiences of the page, current students and faculty & staff, alumni, and the surrounding 
Fredericksburg community. I used Adobe Photoshop to create a redesign prototype and then used 
Skitch to explain the changes I made to the homepage. The redesign prototype is more visually 
appealing because of its fluid width layout and because it abides by Gestalt’s Principle of 
Common Regions by creating enclosed regions. The enclosures are both subtle and overt, and as 
the background changes from an opaque background color to background image with a colored 
overlay a couple if times. Excluding the separations for the navigation bar and the footer, there 
are also opaque lines to further section off the content. Including the navigation bar and the 
footer, I decreased the amount of regions from ten to six. Reducing the amount of regions 
reduces the amount of cognitive load for users because six is closer to “three or four” regions 
that could conceivably be remembered in users’ working memory (Weinschenk, 2011, p. 48).  

In addition to cutting down the amount of regions (and a bit of content), I also focused on 
building the homepage to fit prospective students’ mental model of a university site. UMW’s 
homepage already had the language that most prospective students would expect to find on a 
university homepage, but the amount of content space relevant to prospective was significantly 
less before the redesign. The redesign prototype has half of the entire page is relevant to 
prospective students, and ensures that all of the information for prospective students is the first 
thing a user would see when the page loads. Prospective students want to be able to explore the 
opportunities at UMW, not see a bunch of navigation bars, of which only one pertains to them. 
Moreover, the current students and faculty & staff, and potentially the alumni will already be 
familiar with the site, so giving them their targeted content on the second half of the page is not a 
huge burden on them, and they may be attracted in the content that could be interesting to all of 
the audiences. Lastly, the surrounding Fredericksburg community can also peer in on what has 
been going on at the University, but is often notified about public events UMW is holding 
through other means of communication, such as the local newspaper, flyers downtown, banners 
on the University’s fences, and Facebook events. University Relations and Design Services 
should think about working together to redesign the University of Mary Washington homepage. 
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Appendix 
Figure 1: Current UMW Homepage. University of Mary Washington.  
(2017, March 3). http://umw.edu 
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Figure 2: Redesign of the UMW Homepage Prototype. Jessica Reingold.  
(2017, March 27). 
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Figure 3: Current UMW Homepage v. Redesign Prototype. Jessica Reingold.  
(2017, March 27). 
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Figure 4: Side-by-Side Page Layout. Jessica Reingold. (2017, March 27). 
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Figure 5: Side-by-Side Perceived Regions. Jessica Reingold. (2017, March 27). 
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Figure 6: Side-by-Side Breakdown of Regions for Audiences. Jessica Reingold. 
(2017, March 27). 
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Figure 7: Side-by-Side Prospective Students Regions. Jessica Reingold.  
(2017, March 27). 

 

  
  
  
 


