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Client Background
Art City Music Academy has a rich history of providing music education to children of all ages and

abilities. No one does what they do. People around the country seek out their program. It is rare to find a

studio that offers so many performance opportunities, a technique program, a theory lab, and a

community of committed students and parents. Parents who catch the vision of what the Academy is

doing, whose students embrace either the group or the individual program with full participation, stay

for years to come.

Art City Music Academy has grown to three locations with hundreds of students and teachers. The

owner has a goal of having 1000 students participating in the Academy.

Problem Statement
Art City Music Academy (hereafter referred to as ACMA or the Academy) needs a more effective way to

connect with the parents of their music students. Parents are heavily involved in their students’ learning

at ACMA, and having an app would provide an easily accessible means for communication with (and

from) the Academy. Additionally, the app would serve as a source of support for parents helping their

children at home in between lessons.

Goal
Our goal as a design team was to create the skeleton of an app that ACMA could then flesh out with

content at a later time with a professional developer. We focused on breadth rather than depth, with

parents being our targeted audience, and created an app that could easily be adapted to a “lite” version

that the Academy could sell to others. This “lite” version would have the features of the ACMA app

without ACMA’s copyrighted content.



Process

Initial meeting with Owner

In our initial meeting with the owner, we learned about her vision for Art City Music Academy. We

discussed her business goals which include teaching 1,000 students, giving students quality,

well-rounded music education for a good value, and providing increased support through a variety of

resources. She would improve Art City Music Academy by hiring more consistent teachers, improving

their marketing and recruiting, and continually editing their materials. We discussed her most valuable

customers: the parents who return with multiple children over several years. These parents tell their

friends and recruit on behalf of the Academy.

The owner mentioned that communication has been a concern. Parents often feel they are missing vital

information (such as recital times and semester schedules) and lack contact with the teachers. The

Academy provides a printed calendar to each student in their supplemental binder at the beginning of

each semester. Teachers send out emails, and the Academy sends automated phone calls. Some teachers

use Marco Polo to send and receive videos to and from students' parents. Our meeting with the owner

helped us determine that we wanted to focus on helping her support her students and parents by

making materials and resources available while increasing communication--all within one app.

User Testing: Surveys, A Day In the Life (Aprel and Julie)

Our first round of user testing was conducted by Aprel and Julie. Aprel designed a survey to be

completed by parents inside and outside of the Academy (see Artifacts). Aprel focused on parents with

students currently enrolled at the Academy.  We felt this was a vital place to begin since these parents

are our target users. Julie surveyed parents outside of the Academy.  This gave us a general sense of

what parents of music students would find useful in the realm of support and communication with their

child's music teacher. It also gave us evidence that a “lite” version of the app could be a marketable

option for ACMA, should they choose to make it available.

Aprel also conducted A Day in the Life study.  Parents were given an opportunity to craft a story of how

an app could be used to support their child's music education. Aprel’s purpose was to extract tacit

knowledge of how the app would be used. Luck (2003) explained the importance of this: “Narrative and

metaphors [are] considered positive language…to elicit tacit knowledge and to allow the designer to

gain insight into the mindset of the user.” The choice of A Day in the Life method was “for the researcher

to understand the routine and typical activities of a user that the user performs by mere habit and that

the user would perform subconsciously” (Think Design Collaborative, 2018). The Day in the Life method

also elicited storytelling which is “a process of discovery for the teller.  Stories have been seen as

important modes for storing knowledge and assigning meaning to our experiences'' (Parish, 2006).

During this phase of user testing, participants used storytelling to discover possible uses for the app and

assign meaning.



As a team we were able to take the results of this round of user testing and make important choices

about our information architecture. We selected the most important features of the app according to

our results:

● Parents wanted to be able to have more effective communication from the studio itself.

● Parents wanted to see a place for their students to practice their note reading, which would be a

digital version of flash cards. Since this was the most important feature to parents we wanted to

make sure it was easy to access.

● Parents wanted practice aids. Many parents come to the studio with varying levels of musical

knowledge. They wanted to have access to theory aids, tutorial videos, and practice aids.

● Parents wanted access to audio files. The Academy includes a CD with each semester long lesson

book. A digital copy would eliminate the need for a CD.

● Parents wanted to be able to log and track practice minutes.

Information Architecture

Using this information, our team diverged and each built an information architecture (see Artifacts). We

all found that this was most easily accomplished by hand drawing. We reviewed each drawing and

converged on one information architecture.

We found over the course of our design that while the IA provided a nice beginning structure, our app

didn’t follow it. The development of the app evolved over the course of the project.  We didn’t go back

and update our IA which would have been helpful since we continued to add more screens than we had

initially planned. We kept some basic ideas from our IA, but as we completed more user testing we

increased the functionality of the app which eliminated the need for certain portions of our IA.

Although we didn’t follow our initial information architecture, we were able to see where we needed to

focus most of our efforts (the parent interface). There is great potential for more design efforts on the

student interface of the app, but our time restraints did not allow us to spend a lot of time on that

portion of the app. We came up with a lot of ideas in our initial discussions about what the student

interface could look like, and it would have been fun to do user testing on those ideas, but the obvious

priority, based on survey results and our discussion with the owner, was the parent interface.

Software: What Worked and Why We Used What We Did

Google Suite

We used Google documents located in a shared Google folder to collect and organize our design

documents. We all contributed to our design journal.  We shared the results of our user testing, pre and

post client meeting plans, videos, and the schedule of our iteration cycle.  We used Google Hangouts for

our meetings.



Cacoo

To develop our app, we used Cacoo. We chose this software because it enabled collaborative work.

Cacoo allowed each of us to have access to the design at the same time.  We found that this was

essential when we had our Google Hangout meetings.  We would all open our design in Cacco and work

simultaneously. This allowed us to make decisions together. Cacoo also allowed us to access the design

individually and work according to our schedule. This was important to our team because we all have

very different schedules.

In addition, Cacoo offers a number of icons and tools which enhanced our design. For example, one of

their tools allowed us to add links to our design.  This particular tool was valuable in later user

testings--our users could experience the functionality of the app--and it made it easy to demonstrate the

app for our pitch.

Wireframing

We had some initial ideas for wireframing after our first round of user testing. We knew that we wanted

a login page so that ACMA’s copyrighted material could be protected, and we knew that once a parent

logged in they needed access to their children’s class info, communication features, and account and

settings pages. We set up the login and home pages in Cacoo and added a quick link to the note reading

practice on the homepage since that was something lots of the parents in Aprel’s initial survey had asked

for. We developed the rest of the wireframe through discussion and user testing results as the design

process continued.

Personas

We wrote out a few personas on different types of users (a mom with no musical background, a mom

with several kids in the Academy, a dad with kids in the Academy) to help us see some other

perspectives while making design decisions (see Artifacts). We did not end up using these personas

directly for anything, but it was a good exercise for us to consider the different types of users and what

they would need.

User Testing: Card Sort (Heidee)

For the second round of testing, Heidee did a card sort to find out how parents wanted the music

content features organized. There are communication, calendar, and payment features in other sections

of the app, but Heidee’s testing focused on music content features such as weekly lesson sheets and

theory exercises. We figured parents would not want a long list of all the features on their student page,

but each  team member had slightly different ways of initially organizing the features into categories. We

decided to let some users organize the features the way they wanted.

Heidee chose to use the User Interface Toolkit, mentioned in the “Participatory Design: Bringing Users
Into Your UX Process” video. The video explains that the user interface toolkit “[enables] people to build



their own ideal solutions through low- to medium-fidelity prototypes,” (UXPin, 2018). Paper versions of
feature buttons on a paper phone template would allow the parents/users to rearrange and reconfigure
the features into different categories and places on the screen to discover what would make sense to
them. We would use the data collected “not to create final solutions, but to understand people’s
priorities,” (UXPin, 2018). What did they want to see first, what did they want easy access to, etc.
Because our features could easily be sorted in categories, this was also a form of card sort.

Heidee didn’t know if users would sort things into categories or if they would just arrange them on the
screen, but she assumed they would arrange things into categories and folders. This would help us
understand their mental models when using the app.

Initially, the plan was to do an open card sort, one where the users would sort icons on the home screen
and on the screen that comes up when they click  on the child’s name., However, doing both of those
would take too long and would possibly be too much testing at one time to get good data, so we decided
to focus on only the student page with all the music content features.

We were planning on allowing users to write on blank feature or category cards if they had a great idea,
but with so many features that we already knew that parents wanted, we decided to allow them to
create just their own categories but not their own features. Based on Donna Spencer’s book on card
sorting, this open format would allow us to “get information about the groups people create as well as
the cards that go into the groups,” (Spencer, 2009). We would learn how parents group different features
and what names they would give the categories.

Because Heidee is new to the area, she has no acquaintances or friends with children in music lessons.
So she turned to her network where she grew up. Even though the testing would have to be on the
computer and over the phone, our team decided that was better than waiting any longer for data.
Spencer mentions that “one way to combine the rich insight available from a face-to-face activity and the
convenience of software-based sorting is to use screen-sharing software and a phone hookup. You can
watch the participant work and talk to that person about what he or she is thinking” (2009) This is
exactly what Heidee did.

We learned a lot from this user testing. All three parents created at least one category, which meant that
all 12 features weren’t simply listed on the child screen. They created different categories, and one user
had a few features that she wanted right on the first screen without having to click through another
category. Included in the Artifact section are screenshots of their work with short summaries of what
Heidee learned and/or quotes from their thinking aloud.

After looking at the three tests individually, we looked at each feature to see if there were similarities in
where the parents placed them so we could decide where they should go in the app. Here are the
categories in which each feature was placed, listed by user.

Feature Category

Shane Kary Tristan

Weekly lesson sheet Student page Student page Student page



Sheet music At home Weekly lesson Study/Practice helps

Notes At academy/In class Student page Weekly lesson

Pass-offs In class/Score Student page Weekly lesson

Recordings At home Theory/Weekly lesson Resources

Theory aids At home Theory Study/Practice helps

Theory exercises At home Theory Study/Practice helps

Practice log Score/At home Student page Weekly lesson

Theory lab log At academy Theory Resources

Note reading practice Score/At home Theory Study/practice helps

Class book Materials Weekly Lesson Resources

There were several similarities we saw in this comparison:
● All three parents wanted the weekly lesson sheet to be the first thing they saw on the screen.
● The ‘at home’ and ‘study/practice helps’ categories had almost all the same features, so even

though they were named differently they were essentially the same.
● The ‘materials’ and ‘resources’ categories seemed similar as well.
● All three users wanted easy access to note taking in their child’s weekly lesson.
● All three users placed pass offs in a main, weekly page, despite those having different names.
● The parents wanted the class book as a reference. They wouldn’t necessarily use it all the time,

but they still wanted access to it, so we put that feature in the resources category.

The other features (Sheet music, Recordings, Theory Aids, Theory Exercises, Practice Log, Theory Lab
Log, and Note Reading Practice) did not achieve a consensus in our testing.

● Shane and Tristan placed Sheet Music, Theory Aids, Theory Exercises, and Note Reading Practice
in the same categories (things they would use at home), but they didn’t agree on the others.

● Although Kary had a completely different way of organizing the features, we really liked her idea
of having a Theory category, and, since the features she placed in it had “theory” in the name,
we thought that parents would still be able to find those features easily.

● We kept the Resources page, which contained things the users placed in Materials and
Resources.

● Instead of trying to decide which features go in the weekly page and which ones go in a practice
page, which could contain a lot of overlap, we decided to put the rest of the features in a Weekly
Lesson category. That way they were in one place and the parents did not have to go to different
categories to find what they wanted.

● Besides the Theory, Resources, and Weekly Lesson categories, we added the Score button that
Shane made, changed the name to Progress, and made it a category containing the four features



that log and display student progress: Practice Log, Theory Lab Log, Note Reading Game, and
Pass Offs.

Overall, even though it was not a perfect user test, we learned a lot from the user’s ideas and insight
and felt confident implementing those ideas into our design and refining them through our next few
rounds of testing.

Creating the Prototype

After the second round of user testing, Heidee made a prototype of the app that included everything the

three users from the second round of testing had wanted. From there, we went through each page and

talked about what we should keep and what should go. Our first iteration of the app had a top navigation

bar with a drop-down menu, but we realized we wanted that space for back buttons on other pages, so

we decided to do a bottom menu instead with icons for the different pages that would appear on every

screen.

User Testing: Think Aloud (Brinn)

Although Brinn had originally planned on doing an A/B test, we agreed that given Heidee’s testing, and

the wireframes and simple prototype created as a result, the most useful information would likely be

achieved by putting what we had in front of people and doing a Think Aloud.

Brinn found that every single user not only gave feedback on and through the questions and tasks, but

also an abundance of other feedback on things that hadn’t been asked. Each test followed the same

format, with the same tasks, but resulted in unique side conversations and feedback.

The way “Communication” was navigated came up as an issue in all of my tests, so we chose to spend

time iterating ideas collaboratively as a team on Cacoo, and ended up removing the “Communication”

button from the homepage altogether, having it accessible instead from the message and calendar

buttons on bottom menu bar.

“Communication” had been chosen by the parents of ACMA as well as the owner as a priority for the

app, which is why it had been placed on the homepage. But user testing helped us see that by trying to

have it so discoverable, we had actually made it more confusing.

User Testing: Looking at Competitors and Interviews (Julie)

Why we chose to do this kind of user testing

In Chapter 9 of Don’t Make Me Think, Krug (2014) recommends testing competitive sites, or at least

testing “sites that have the same style, organization, or features that you plan on using” (p. 124).

Although there are no competitor apps out there anything like what we were designing, we decided it

would be valuable to look at apps that teachers use to communicate with parents. Communication was



high on the priority list for our end users and for our client, so it made sense to look at those types of

apps and find out not only what people like or dislike about them, but also how they use them.

What we learned and how it influenced our design

To get an idea of what kinds of apps teachers use, Julie conducted an informal survey on Facebook. She

asked her followers:

“Those of you who are teachers, what apps do you use to communicate with parents? Which ones are

your favorites?

Those of you who are parents of students in elementary or secondary schools, what apps are your

favorites for communicating with your children's teachers?”

After evaluating the responses she got, Julie asked several parents at a Thanksgiving gathering what kind

of communication tools their children’s teachers use in the classroom. Most of them said that teachers

used email, primarily. She then showed them what Remind looks like, since it was mentioned most in the

Facebook responses. The parents got excited about the features in Remind and expressed interest in

having their children’s teachers use it (or something like it) in the classroom.

Our conclusion from Julie’s test results was that the ACMA app would benefit from a messaging function

as well as email capabilities. Julie set up an idea for the communication section, patterned after the

features in Remind, that included messages for the studio in general (Posts), individual messages

between parent and instructor (Messages), and Alerts for things like tuition deadlines and new content.

These would be nice features for the app when it’s developed.

Alternative Partial Solution
In the meantime, however, if communication is ACMA’s biggest immediate concern, Remind might be a

good option. There are a lot of good features that could help resolve some of the owner’s current issues.

Conclusion
When beginning this project, we all assumed (based on the description provided) that we would be

helping design a note reading app. Our initial, pre-client meeting research involved note reading

methods--particularly the landmark note approach similar to that used at the Academy. However, when

we met with the owner, it became clear that the most pressing and high priority problems instead were

growth, access to resources, and lifetime of customers, which she felt was and could be impacted by the

support families receive in terms of communication and assistance at home. We were responsive to this,

and changed our direction and focus, which was then guided and further refined by the series of user

testing. We all came out of it with a deeper understanding of both the hows and whys of user testing,

and we are excited to share with the owner something that we know will be helpful to her in achieving

her vision for ACMA.
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