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Writing for the Web Retreat
Updating a Library Website

I t's probably safe to say that most library websites have at least a couple of pages that are
slightly dated and wordy. In the 2022-23 academic year, the Northern Illinois Univer-
sity Libraries Website Committee decided to make some improvements to our website.
Inspired by the idea of LibGuides parties,' the committee designed and hosted a retreat
for committee members to engage in professional development, workshop activities, and
dedicated time to make updates. What is exciting about website updates? Not a lot, but
we think that the method of using a website re-writing retreat may be a useful tool for
efficiently accomplishing this kind of task.

Northern Illinois University (NIU) is a public research university with approximately
15,000 students just west of Chicago. The Library Website Committee consists of six people
from across departments and works on a couple of projects a year to improve public-facing
web content. This complements the work of the Technology Support Services Team, who
are responsible for maintenance of the website. In 2022-23, the committee improved several
webpages that were hard to skim, unnecessarily wordy, and sometimes outdated. The goal of
the project was to bring selected webpages in better compliance with plain text guidelines
and best practices for writing for the web.

Planning the Retreat
The challenge with such a large project is that there are many stakeholders on various web-
pages, creating barriers to making large-scale changes. Therefore the committee devised a
process to make changes. Before the retreat, committee members completed a survey where
they reviewed the library website and suggested pages that needed revisions. Twenty-one
pages were suggested as potential candidates for updating. Committee chairs then worked
with library administration to identify stakeholders for each webpage. Each stakeholder was
then contacted by a committee chair via email with background on the project and a re-
quest to make changes to the webpage(s) with an understanding that any revised text would
be submitted to them for their approval before any permanent changes were made. A total
of 17 webpages were included in the retreat, representing more than half of all webpages
linked from the main menu of the library website at the time.

Once identified, the text of each webpage was copied into a word document in a central
folder for all committee members to access. The committee chairs then used a table to assign
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each committee members 2—4 webpages to edit and 2—4 webpages to review after revisions
had been made by other members. The table also later tracked if the stakeholder’s approval
for the edits had been received and if the page edits were ready for the web developer to
implement.

The Retreat

The writing for the web retreat took 3.5-hours and included time for committee to engage
in professional development, workshop exercises, and working time for the initial revisions
to the 17 identified webpages slated for revisions. The event was broken down into three
sessions, each with a specific goal. Each section began with a short video or two about a
topic followed by a workshop exercise to improve a sample webpage based on the section’s
goals. We drew heavily from the Nielsen Norman Group’s YouTube page? and website® to
supplement our work. Finally, each section ended with time for committee members to edit
their assigned webpages and incorporate what they had learned. The goal was that most of
the editing would happen in the retreat with some asynchronous revisions afterwards. Af-
ter the retreat, the committee chairs reviewed the edits and shared them with stakeholders
for their approval. Once all the webpages had been approved by stakeholders, the website
administrator implemented the changes on the NIU Library website.

Table 1. Writing for the Web Retreat Itinerary
Time Activities
12:00-12:45 Lunch
12:45-1:00 Welcome and agenda
1:00-1:40 Section 1 goal: Identify the audience for the webpage and what chunks of information exist
onit.
+ Presentation/Videos
+ F-Pattern in Reading Digital Content*
« The Biggest Mistake in Writing for the Web*

« Group Review of Courtesy Card webpage: Identify audience and chunks
« Individual editing session 1

1:40-2:30 Section 2 goal: re-write content in plain language with attention to headings, shorten con-
tent, bullet points
+ Presentations/Videos:
Plain Language for Everyone, Even Experts®
Plain language presentation’ and activities
4 Tips for Bulleted Lists in Digital Content?®
+ Group review with Courtesy Card page for plain language
+ Individual editing session 2

2:30-2:45 Break

2:45-3:15 Section 3 goal: revise pages for link names and library jargon
+ Presentation/Videos
Better Labels for Website Links®
Writing Content for Generalists vs. Specialists'®
« Whiteboard Exercise: brainstorm library jargon and replacements
+ Individual Revising session

3:15-3:30 Closing

The first section of the retreat focused on identifying the audience for a webpage, the major
chunks of information on it, and the impression we wanted to leave them with. Nielsen Nor-
man Group recommends formatting and organizing webpages to complement the F-shape
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Figure 1. Before (above) and after (left) screenshots of the
Visitor Library Card page

scanning pattern that readers often use. In this session, we practiced chunking content into
smaller groups of information so that it is easier to skim and has a greater chance of being
viewed by the reader.

The second section of the retreat focused on re-writing webpage content in plain language
to make the message clear, direct, and concise. A usability study by the Nielsen Norman
Group demonstrated that even proficient readers preferred succinct content.* We re-wrote
section headings with action verbs or questions to make content more accessible and skim-
mable. In accordance with plain language principles, we condensed information, re-wrote
at an 8-10th grade reading level, stayed in present tense, and used “we” and “you” pronouns
when referring to the library and patrons. Summarizing information in bullet-point lists
enhances readability while maintaining web accessibility, while formats like the table are
easy to read but difficult for screen readers to process.

The third section of the retreat focused on meaningful link language and avoiding library
jargon. Links to other material should always direct the user to what they are expecting by
using succinct and informative link text instead of phrases like “click here” and “more.” We
brainstormed examples of library jargon on our website and decided on replacement terms.

Outcomes

The website retreat had a couple key outcomes. First, 17 webpages were updated, which
represented more than half of the webpages linked from the main menu of the library
homepage at that time. Our goals for the retreat were to reduce the number of words on
pages and make them more scannable by chunking content with headings and more bullet
points. Before revisions, the 17 webpages together had more than 6,000 words on them,
and the committee was able to reduce this by 2,500. The committee also added at least 15
new headings to webpages and reformatted many paragraphs into bulleted lists. A sample
before-and-after screenshot of one webpage below shows the addition of subheadings and
bulleted lists and a word reduction by 15%.
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Another major outcome of the retreat was increased library worker knowledge on best
practices for writing for the web. Most committee members are stakeholders of library web-
pages in some way. By building up the committee’s skills in writing for the web, the hope
is that our webpages will improve as they continue to change in the future.

Conclusion

Editing library webpages for readability is a necessary project for libraries. Using a retreat
format to make largescale changes that involve lots of stakeholders is a collaborative, edu-
cational, and timesaving practice. The process was manageable and eflicient, resulting in
a more accessible, skimmable, and usable website. Additionally, library workers who at-
tended the retreat left with practical experience and stronger knowledge on writing for
the web. The authors would like to extend our thanks to everyone on the Library Website
Committee for their work on this project, to stakeholders across the library for allowing us
to update their pages, and to our library administration for supporting the project. »
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