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Introduction

This module integrates the work of the MA Web Design and Content Planning programme
and gives students the opportunity to produce a major item of independent work.
Students will conceptualise, research, develop, implement, promote and analyse a live
website as a practical illustration of the skills and ideas learned on the programme.

The module begins with a project proposal/concept, which becomes a firm brief,
developed by each student and then progresses through research, planning and design
development before moving through to implementation, monitoring, analysis and (finally)
a report. The course runs for approximately twelve months, starting in October and ending
in September the following year. This gives students a reasonable amount of time in which
to produce an effective and (hopefully) successful and lasting website.

At each stage, the project will be reviewed by staff and students and additional guidance
and feedback given where appropriate. Dates for the staged crits are given in the
programme schedule.

The success of the project will be determined by how well it satisfies the original brief or
how well students have coped with required changes to the original brief should that be
necessary. The project will be judged by various relevant qualities including the
commercial logic, innovation of concept, the aesthetic qualities of the finished design, the
appropriateness of the “look-and-feel”, the user experience, the accessibility, the SEO
implementation, the site performance, the clarity, logic and structure of coding, standards
compliance, the appropriate use of web applications (CMS) and other technical aspects of
the site.

A thesis sets out your “position” in the sense of your conclusions on a topic which has
been investigated. At the end of the project, this will include an account of the research
and case studies which support your conclusions.

You will produce a written and illustrated report to document your examination of all the
aspects mentioned and any others which may be specific to your project. Projects will
inevitably vary widely from one student to another and there is therefore no pro-

forma for the report. It is up to you to formulate a structure which best suits your own
project. However, the series of themed presentations and follow-up sub-reports provide a
useful framework.

You will require hosting and a domain name for the project website as it will be
independent of the University and your coursework site. Hopefully, it will continue beyond
the duration of the programme.

Aims and outcomes

MA Web Design + Content Planning | Major Project


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thesis

Project brief

\\\\) Major project

.

The course aims to give students an opportunity to plan, design, produce and publish a
website and to document the process. The project website can be related to a personal,
professional or cultural interest.

Aims —

this course is designed to allow students:

The opportunity to demonstrate their understanding of the whole programme
curriculum.

To produce a major piece of project work with supporting written documentation
that can act as a portfolio piece or as a business opportunity.

Think beyond their own abilities and guide them in developing new skills and/or
relationships required for the successful completion of the project.

To work independently and proactively to research and develop a deep
understanding and an expertise within a relevant area of study.

Outcomes — at the end of the course students will be able to:

Carry out research related to their project proposal.

Develop a brief and define the scope of a major project.

Understand the importance of a business rationale.

Explain and justify their decisions during project development.

Manage their time and resources to hit deadlines.

Take a structured and logical approach to the development of a major project.

Develop a project to a professional standard using best-practice techniques and
methods.

Generate an innovative project.

Project outline

The project has 6 main phases:

Autumn/Winter 2025

Concept: develop concept, brief, business logic, cultural context and undertake
research.

Spring 2026

Planning: project planning using research, cultural context, business, and Vitruvian
principles in a series of themed crits.

Easter 2026
Prototype: present full draft of website (working prototype) and a schedule of
works.
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e Summer 2026
Implementation and Promotion: complete a full implementation and promotion of
website.

e Early Autumn 2026
Analysis: analyse traffic, site performance and other data.

o Mid-September 2026
Completion: you present your work and compile a final report, including a
summary and conclusion.

Analytical approach

The structure of the Major Project takes its lead from the Vitruvian
Principles of Commodity, Firmness and Delight, to which we add the non-Vitruvian
principles of Business and Cultural Context. These principles apply to websites as follows:

o Business — A website need not be
commercial but there must be a set of
clearly defined aims, explaining the
reason for being “busy” on the website
and for you to provide the necessary
resources of time and money for its
production and maintenance. It must
have a purpose, even if that does not
involve creating a revenue stream.

e Cultural Context — A website is not an
independent entity, it is a part of a
world wide web of websites, and its i
existence can be rationalised with i = S 2
respect to history, and trends in contemporary culture and society. It is important
for students on this programme to examine the “bigger picture” to understand and
place their own work in a wider cultural context.

o Commodity — These considerations relate to the benefits, the form of content,
information architecture, accessibility and functionality a user will experience (UX)
when visiting and using the website.

« Firmness — These considerations relate to the technology (hardware, software and
standards compliance) used to create, operate and manage the website. In many
cases this may involve the choice of an appropriate content management system
or a specific technology stack.
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o Delight —These considerations relate to the aesthetic design of the site: visual
identity and brand, colour, line, typography, pattern, symbolism, associations etc.
The graphic design of websites is important but no more important than other
aspects of web design.

Each of the five principles above will be the subject of crit/presentations, where students
will explain how their proposed website satisfies the various requirements of each
principle. Dates for the themed crits are given on the programme schedule. You are
advised to write a report of approximately 1,000 words after each presentation. These
reports will ultimately form a part of the final Major Project report. More detail on what
students should present at each crit and include in their reports is given in the sections
below.

Project phases

The project website and the written report are assessed at the end of the project.
However, to guide you through what is quite a complex process, the final report is broken
down into several sub-reports, consistent with the different presentations and phases of
the project and these sub-reports should be written as the project develops to form a
record of the design and development process.

At each crit, you will give a presentation (PowerPoint or similar) that explains your
approach, and which covers the elements described below. During the presentation, you
will be given feedback on your ideas from staff and students. After each presentation, you
will write a short report (approximately 1,000 words) based on your presentation and the
feedback you have received.

It is important to note that the presentations and reports are not an end in themselves,
and they are not assessed; they are designed to provide you with a framework for the
development of your project. They form a record of your progress for your own benefit
and allow you to demonstrate that progress to others.

The project phases are as follows:

Phase 1: Concept

Concept: Workshop, Informal Presentation, and Report

This phase includes an ideation workshop where you can explore ideas with other
students and staff. Advice will be given to help you define an appropriate, achievable
project idea.
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Following the workshop, there will be an informal presentation of your project idea.
Feedback will be provided to help you finalise your project idea.

The concept report is where you describe your proposal and should include the following
elements as appropriate:

1. A140-character description of the project.

2. An elevator pitch, which can be presented in less than 2 minutes and includes a
description of the problem and your value proposition (how the problem will be
solved).

3. Alonger account of the problem.
4. Alonger account of the value proposition.
An explanation of your USP (unique selling proposition).

You may also wish to include a manifesto which sets out your approach and/or rationale
for this website. This sub-report forms the first part of your final report. It is effectively
your own brief for the project.

Research

Following on from the concept report, this report is primarily an analysis of the existing
web landscape within your chosen field. It should include an analysis of cognate websites
(those in the same niche, subject area or genre) and an analysis of non-cognate websites
(those that provide similar functions but in different subject areas or genres).

You should also undertake a competitor analysis. How popular or successful are your
competitors? What is their business model? Can you learn from this? Can you improve on
this? What can you do that they are not doing? What problems that they experience can
you avoid?

Undertake this element of research during the Christmas break so that you have done
enough information-gathering and are fully prepared for the start of the planning phase.

Phase 2: Planning

Final Concept (Business, Cultural Context, and Commodity)

Business: The business report is an explanation of the general business environment in
which you are working. It includes an identification of competitors and/or description of
the niche your site will fill, a discussion on revenue generation or what alternate value the
project will deliver. It may also be beneficial to do a SWOT analysis.
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Cultural context: This report is an exploration of the wider context within which your
project is set. For example, if your project was to do with blogging, you could explore the
history of the blog, the different forms it takes, self-publishing, self-expression, the
democratisation of opinion and what effect this has had on culture and on society more
broadly. This should allow us to understand where your project will fit within this wider
context and/or how it will become a natural progression of what has come before it.

Commodity: The commodity report and presentation will describe the website content
(text, images and other media), explain what form it will take, how it will be organised and
how it can be found within the site. You will need to identify your target audience and
explain how you have designed the content for them specifically, taking a user-centred
design approach. This is a part of what is often referred to as Content Strategy. You can
define and explore the needs of your target audience by developing user personas (3-4
should suffice) and you should also consider the user journey, based on typical user
scenarios. You can use this technique to explain how your content and the way you will
present it, satisfies the needs of your target audience.

The techniques and ideas introduced during the User Experience Design workshops with
Steph and Chris (e.g. Empathy Mapping and Storyboarding) are all relevant to Commodity.
Use whatever tools you think may be appropriate to your project.

Commodity is very much to do with user experience (UX) but does not concern itself with
visual design. Ultimately, the commodity theme is about identifying your audience and
demonstrating how your content and information architecture will satisfy their goals.

Creating original content can be time-consuming. Be sure to assess the achievability of
your proposals. Try to estimate how long this is likely to take and what new skills you may
need to lean so that you can plan your project effectively.

Brand Design (Delight)

Delight is all about the visual design of your proposal and may include an explanation of
your logo/brand design, the choice of colour and typeface. You should consider the
appropriateness of the look-and-feel of your website with respect to your target audience
and the genre/niche you are in. The page layout on common devices is an important
aspect of visual design as this will demonstrate your use of white space and visual
hierarchy. Other considerations include your proposed use of images and icons
(photographic and/or illustrations) and the style of other user interface elements (e.g.
navigation). Are you challenging convention with your design or conforming to the norm
for similar websites? A review of cognate websites may help you answer this question.

You should use whatever tools you need to convey your proposals. These could include
(but are not limited to) mood boards, style tiles, wireframes, and static mock-ups.
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At this stage, the visual design proposals you present are a statement of intent, rather
than a final and fixed decision. Naturally, your design ideas will likely evolve along with
your progress with site development. So, consider this a first iteration of your site design.

Technical Planning (Firmness)

Firmness is to do with the technical underpinnings of the project. In this presentation, you
will describe what technologies will be used in the implementation of your project and
explain the rationale and the research that has informed your decisions.

In the context of a website, your presentation might include such topics as hosting
platform (this may vary depending on the nature of the content, the scalability required,
and the cost), choice of front-end technologies (HTML and CSS may be a given but other
considerations may include support for older browsers, semantics, naming conventions,
CSS pre-processors...), version control (will you need it?), use of JavaScript (or not) and/or
the choice of JavaScript frameworks/libraries. You should also propose a domain name
for your project site.

The choice of server-side technologies should also be considered. Will you use PHP and
MySQL and, if so, do you plan to build a bespoke web application, or will you use an
existing platform? If you choose to use an existing platform, what were the key factors in
your choice. Have you considered the pros and cons of using open-source solutions
versus commercial solutions?

In many cases, a CMS (content management system) may be needed. If so, an analysis of
available options should be made along with a justification of your choice. Consider how
well the CMS matches your requirements (a comparative table may help - how do your key
requirements match against the features/qualities of the options you have looked at?).
How easy (or difficult) will it be to modify the solution to suit your purpose?

Once you have defined all the technical building blocks of your project, you will need to
consider your own learning requirements. For example, if you decide that you might need
to use a JavaScript or PHP framework, or a templating language, how will you learn to use
it, and how long is this likely to take?

Phase 3: Prototype

Prototype: Demonstration and Schedule of Works

Immediately before the summer break, you will present a prototype version of your
website. It need not be feature or content complete, but it should demonstrate the
general design principles that you have identified as important in previous presentations.
At this stage, you should have a domain name for your project. You must also present a
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schedule of works so that tutors can be confident that you understand what is required to
turn your prototype into a fully functioning website and that you have the time and
expertise to action this. You should include an estimated date for site launch.

Your prototype presentation should include the following:

1. A brief description and rationale for your project (you could use your Twitter
description, manifesto, or elevator pitch).

2. A summary of prior crits: business case and cultural context, commodity, firmness
and delight.

3. A demonstration of your prototype. This may take various forms depending on the
nature of your project, but the key point is that it must be rich enough for tutors to
be able to clearly understand your vision for the completed site. For example, it
could be done:

e via transitioned slides to show flow of user journey.

e as static prototype pages, HTML/CSS/]S only to show content/Ul/layout.
e using static mock-ups and partial webpages to demonstrate interaction.
e using prototyping tools such as Figma.

4. A schedule of works. Break your activities down into separate tasks (e.g. content
creation, theme design, implementation etc.), the more detail the better, and then
estimate how long each will take. Set deadlines for each element and then present
as a Gantt chart so we can clearly understand your proposed schedule (gantt.com).

Phase 4: Implementation

Implementation and Report

The implementation phase takes place through the summer period, and this is when the
bulk of your project work will take place. You are supported through this period by
fortnightly online meetings.

The implementation report will describe how all the previous stages have come together
to form a coherent website offering. Any problems encountered and any variations from
the initial plan should be detailed. In addition, the implementation report should include
a description of your SEO and social media strategies along with any other
promotional/marketing efforts you have made or plan to make post-launch.
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Phase 5: Analysis

Analysis Report

Once your site is up and running, you will want to analyse its performance using server
logs, Page Speed Insights, Google Analytics, accessibility checkers, SEO checkers, and
other tools. Use the data collected to improve your site metrics. The analysis report
describes the performance, and you should explain whether the results you get are as
expected or not. Do they indicate that you are on target to achieve your initial goals?

Phase 6: Completion

Presentation and Final Report

This presentation is your opportunity to tell the whole story of your project from start to
finish, from concept to final website. You may find it useful to use the thematic structure
of the Major Project crits to structure your presentation, but this is not essential.
Remember that the audience may include people who have never seen your project
before, so be sure it all makes sense and don’t assume any prior knowledge.

You will have 15 minutes overall for your presentation so aim to complete your talk in
about 10 minutes, leaving 5 minutes for questions and feedback. Do make sure you
organise a “feedback buddy” to take notes on your behalf. Your tutors will also provide
feedback notes.

The final report is largely a compilation of all the previous reports, corrected and updated
to describe and explain the site as it stands and the process you went through. It should
also include a conclusion, which should be used to describe the success (or otherwise) of
the project and a reflection on what you might have done differently in the light of what
you have learned. The report should also include details of your plans for the website. The
final report will be submitted for assessment a couple of weeks after the final
presentation (see schedule for exact date).

The research which supports and explains your conclusions will contain references to a
wide range of media. This must include print publications (e.g. books) and web
publications but can also include references to podcasts and broadcasts. References to
print publications must be done using the Harvard (parenthetical) system.

Word Count (how much should you write)
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There is no fixed word count for these reports and different projects may require
explanation of the different phases. However, a typical final report will have a word count
of between 10,000 and 15,000 words and therefore, each sub-report will be 1,000 - 1,500
words on average.

Policy on the use of WordPress themes and page
builders

Themes

Many students choose to use the WordPress content management system
(CMS) for their project site and, in most cases, this is a sensible approach.
However, some students will decide to develop their own theme, learning how to
do this along the way, whereas others will decide to take what is effectively a
short-cut and use a theme developed by others. There may well be a pragmatic
reason for doing this and no student will be penalised for using an off-the-shelf
theme providing it is appropriate for the project site and development process.
However, there is clearly a difference in the degree of difficulty and learning
outcomes between students who build their own theme and those who don’t and
we will take this into consideration when making our assessment of the projects.

Students who take the more difficult route will be rewarded for doing this. So,
given two projects of similar standard where one is based on a bespoke theme
and one is not, the project using the bespoke theme is likely to score a higher
grade than the other. We believe this to be fair. It is also designed to encourage
students to deepen their learning and understanding during the Major Project,
which should be considered an opportunity for advanced self-learning.

Students who do decide to employ an off-the-shelf solution should ensure that
the Major Project report includes all the details of this decision. This should
include a rationale for choosing the selected final theme and consideration of
aspects such as JavaScript fall-backs, page load speed, customisation options
allowing for a more unique design and any other relevant issues specific to the
project.

In summary, we offer an incentive for students who develop their own theme
because we believe this will lead to better learning outcomes, but students who
do not do this will not be penalised (with the caveat that the chosen theme is
appropriate and adequately explained in the report). This principle also applies
to any other CMS.
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Page builders

WordPress page builder plugins such as Elementor are not appropriate for this
project and we strongly recommend that you do not use them. This advice is
based on past student experiences. Page builders are not professional tools.
They may seem like a short-cut but every student who has taken this route in the
past has ended up scrapping what they have done and starting again, wasting a
lot of time in the process. If you are unsure about what plugins you should or
should not use, please speak to us for guidance.
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