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Essay: Finding Fondren

 This project is unique in that it was a research project about the Fondren Library which 

was done using resources from the Fondren Library.  I approached the libraries resources in two 

different ways.  One of the ways was a little unorthodox in that I used different resources to 

determine it they could be designed in a better way for students to approach.  I then used the 

libraries resources in the traditional way by using them to help me find out solutions to the 

shortcomings determined through the first approach.  It was a group project, but the included 

presentation only includes the work that I did personally.  If anyone requests, I could also send in 

the entire presentation. 

 In the fall of 2009, we had a project for Cognitive Psychology 203 to apply cognitive 

psychological principals to something around us that we use all the time to improve the user 

interface and accessibility of an existing service.  While in the library, researching potential 

topics with my group members, the thought occurred to me why not just use the library as a 

place to apply these cognitive principles to make it easier to navigate with a friendlier user 

interface.  Like with any new research project, I had to determine if the application of cognitive 

principles was necessary, and if so, what navigational problems should be addressed.  To begin 

our project we used different library resources to determine they could be designed in a better 

way for students to approach.  I began by approaching and interviewing the head of reference 

section, librarian Ms. Sandra Edwards, to build on any work she or any other members on the 
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Library Sign Committee have already accomplished.  Ms. Edwards gave me an overview of 

some of the problems we could address, showed me a lot of the work that has already been done 

by the library, and most importantly, she directed me to many valuable resources of information.  

 With that in mind, I moved forward with my group members and surveyed students in 

and around various areas of the library to help us find potential areas of improvement.  To get a 

first hand view of the possible areas of improvement throughout the library, I visited all the areas 

of the library and got the advice of many of those who worked in the respective areas.  By 

interviewing different librarians such as Ms. Jane Segal, I found out about limitations to moving 

ahead with our project such as the American Disabilities Act and monetary limitations.  The 

American Disabilities Act made it very difficult for the Library to undergo renovations on the 

second to fourth floors without drastically reducing the amount of shelf space.  This was 

compounded with the library not wanting to spend millions of dollars on a new renovation 

project when the library just underwent extensive renovation within the last five years.  My 

friends and I also timed how long it took us to find books at random from different floors to 

better determine how and where to focus our efforts.  Through this process I was able to learn a 

lot about the many great things that the library has to offer to students, faculty and visitors.  

Moreover, I recognized that many of my undergraduate peers and myself did not even know 

many valuable services offered to us at library existed.  This was further evidence that library 

would need to undergo certain changes to make it easier for students, faculty, and visitors alike to 

find and take advantage of those recourses. 

 After retrieving a substantial base of information to build on, we were able to use many 

of the central ideas of cognitive psychology to determine the areas which would make the 
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biggest impact.  These areas included making signs more distinguishable and uniform in color 

and other aspects throughout the library.  We decided to focus on addressing visual perception 

and attention, which was where I focused my efforts, and different approaches to improving 

memory.  Under the more general category of visual perception and attention I placed my efforts 

on finding solutions to three problems in the library.  Namely that the signs and directions are 

hard to spot, that shelves are hard to differentiate, and that it is difficult to orient oneself on the 

map.  Under memory, my group members focused on library’s tours they believed were 

ineffective, and the difficulty to remember call numbers.  

 Once I determined the kinds of visual perception and attention problems I would 

approach, I began to use the library’s resources in the traditional way by using them to help me 

find out solutions to the shortcomings determined through the first approach.  The first tool I 

used to begin my search was by using the library catalog’s “one search” tool to find a few 

respected textbooks, which included several articles on the subject.  This gave me sufficient 

background on the subject, which I then used to form the outline to my solution.  I used the 

libraries catalog to perform more advanced searches on individual authors to find more articles 

from the leading authorities in the field.  I could only access many of the articles by taking 

advantage of libraries numerous journal subscriptions using the E-journal portal and many of the 

libraries online databases.  I read over the information and articles and put together the concrete 

solutions, while in the Kelley Center for Government Information and Microforms.  

 Some of the solutions I found, included making signs contain less information and that 

important information stands out, and making all physical signs in the library as well as all of 

their digital equivalents on the website uniform in color.  An example would be making the cards 
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with call numbers on shelves the same color as the shelves appear in the maps.  I also deemed it 

necessary to update and simplify the maps so that they would emphasize important details and 

that they would be oriented correctly.  I also suggested implementation of touchscreen table 

maps using some of the same ideas now being used in the Fondren mobile web site.  Then I used 

a computer from the library to put together the information from the articles and texts as well as 

the information gathered determining the scope of the problem and the limitations to addressing 

it.

 The finished project was then presented to the Libraries Sign Committee on December 1, 

2009. The staff was very responsive to our efforts and it has been a great experience working 

with groups such as the Libraries Sign Committee in implementing many of the things we 

proposed.  At the current time, many of the signs in the library are being adjusted to match up 

with our suggestions.  An article about our group will be published in an upcoming issue of the 

library’s newsletter, News from Fondren.  
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