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Overview

Project Beginnings

Polyratings is a well known website amongst Cal Poly students. Over the past 14 years it has
been in existence the site has been viewed 2.5 million times. This is a drastic number because
the average student population on campus every year nears 20,000. This being said, when
class registration came around every quarter there was always talk about the Polyratings scores
for professors. However, with this talk also came much negativity towards the site.

The problem that we found was that everyone needed Polyratings for help with class searching,
but were also very dissatisfied with the website. The main problems with the website were that
the User Interface (Ul) was outdated and cumbersome, as well as there being some troubles
with the data in the website.

Our team knew that there were problems with the website, but the first problem that needed to
be solved was that we needed to get into contact with the person maintaining the site. We had
to find the man behind Polyratings. Our senior capstone professor, Dr. Janzen, was able to
direct us to the email of one, J. Paul Reed (Paul). From this point forward the project took its
roots.

Key Maintenance Issues

After reaching out to Paul, he informed us about the main issues currently with the site. These
problems included:
e A Ul Refresh
Data Scrubbing (retired professors, spam removal, spam detection)
Migrating the app to microservices
Migrating the app to containers/cloud
Mobile application (native or otherwise)
Addition of accounts
Web-based administration portal, including moderation functionality

Project Decision

In order to make the best decision about what maintenance issue to choose, we decided to ask
the people that use Polyratings the most: the students. Through a survey sent out to students,
we were able to spot the biggest problem. This paper will go more into detail with the survey,
but the main problem to the students was that it looked outdated. Some free-form comments



from the students even insisted that the Ul influenced people to not trust the data that was on
the website.

Using both the survey’s results and our personal preferences, we decided our main issue to
tackle was the Ul refresh. Also, the data scrubbing issue was decided to be the secondary
problem that would most likely be implemented. However, after further discussion with Paul, we
choose to take data scrubbing off of our implementation list in exchange that we present at the
senior expo. Thus, our final senior project consisted of a Ul refresh for Polyratings.com in the
form of a design overhaul and the addition of mobile responsiveness.



Research

Customer Survey

We created a survey that would help organize the Polyratings page in a way that satisfied the
users of the website. Much of the data gathered from this survey influenced our design
decisions for the new version of Polyratings.

Here are some key takeaways from the survey results:

How important is it that the review of the
professor is for the same class you want to

take?
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Figure 1: Class Importance

Figure 1 illustrates that, when looking at individual professor’s reviews, the class they
want to take is a large factor into the relevance of the data. This is because a majority of
people chose 4 and 5 from a range of importance with 1 being the lowest and 5 being
the highest. Thus, our team decided that it would be important to sort the data for
individual professors based on class. This can be seen in Figure 9.



How often do you sort the results of your
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Figure 2: Sorting Importance

With the overwhelming number of 1’s and 2’s in figure 2, it illustrates that most students
do not think that sorting their results is very important. However, this could be a possible
user interface issue on the part of the old Polyratings because of the difficulty in
understanding how to sort the data. The two possible cases that the results show are
that it could be the fault of the old Ul for Polyratings or that is is not needed by students.
Therefore, we decided to keep the feature in our design, but make it much more simple.



Count of What section do you look first to check
if someone’s review is credible?
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rating

@ Reviewers grade
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@ Reaviewers grade
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@ Whether the class
was taken as
reguired or as an
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Figure 3: Review Credibility

Figure 3 highlights the two most important parts of someone’s review of a professor: the
recency of the rating and the reviewer’s grade earned in the class respectively.
Additionally, the irrelevant portion to the students was whether the class was taken as
required/elective. This information could therefore be dismissed from the website, but we
decided to keep it in because there was a small percentage of people that would miss it.



Count of Which type of search do you use most
often in Polyratings?

@ Search by course
number

@ Scarch by professor
name

@ Search by other
keywaords

@ Search by
department

Figure 4: Search Type

Figure 4 illustrates that an overwhelming percentage of people (91%) search by the
name of the professor. This helped organize the home page shown in Figure 5 by
providing us with a default search type.

Low Fidelity Mockup

Using the information given to our team through the survey and our own understanding of the
Polyratings website, we came up with a comprehensive set of low fidelity mock ups for the site.
These pictures represent the different pages of the website without any of the sophisticated
design that is implemented later on. It gives our team a chance to make quick changes to the
site without taking too much time.

Based on the survey results, feedback from other students, and modern design practices our
main priority for the mock ups was to simplify the website as much as possible. It became a
difficult task because we needed to include every page and feature in the old Polyratings
website without the extra bulk. Thus, the process for creating the mock ups involved many
iterations of design and discussion.

After many tries, here are a complete set of the final mock ups created for the different website
pages as well as their respective look on mobile phones:
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Figure 5: Homepage
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A Web Page
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Figure 13: Contact Us
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User Interface Library

Following the creation and discussion of these mock ups, we wanted to find a library that would
help the implementation of the design. After extensive research, the decision was made that
most of the design would need to be custom. No reasonable amount of libraries could cover the
mock up design that was chosen. To this point, we found Semantic Ul and Bootstrap that were
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both responsive frameworks for Ul development. These frameworks are not fully themed
libraries like many others, but instead give developers elements that can be built upon for
individual design decisions.

Deciding between Semantic Ul and Bootstrap became a daunting task. They both claimed to be
responsive and had many elements that we needed. However, the one advantage that
Semantic Ul had over Bootstrap was that it had a more sleek initial design to build upon. This
influenced us to initially start using Semantic Ul.

14



Implementation

After doing extensive research on best practices and design, our initial implementation
consisted of using the Semantic Ul framework with the existing code base. In order to ensure
this was a possible feat, we created a proof of concept with the homepage. We were very
pleased with the look and feel of the page. However, one major problem with Semantic Ul that
was discovered while implementing the proof of concept was that the page was not responsive.
Mobile responsiveness was a key element for the website update, therefore Semantic Ul was
not an effective framework to use for our purposes.

In order to get the mobile responsive functionality without fully customized style, the next best
option was to use Bootstrap. Thus, a proof of concept was implemented with Bootstrap. This
resulted in a responsive page that took slightly more customized styling, but it was decided that
this would be the best option moving forward with the project.

Our final implementation of the website can be found at: www.polyratings.com.

Overall, the libraries and programming languages used on this project were: Bootstrap, PHP,
HTML, JavaScript, JQuery, and CSS. Using these technologies the new website was given a
new clean look that responded to changes in screen size.

Beta Test

After implementing the project to a point that could be sent to production, we gathered trusted
classmates to test out the website. They gave us important insight into the design of the site and
found bugs within the Ul. The main feedback that we were given was that they loved the new
look and feel, but had some minor changes for us. This included taking out the “P” in the main
header because it looked tacky and fixing the search functionality at some edge cases. There
were other minor points of feedback, but the main thing gained from beta testing was that we
confirmed our design decisions. Everyone enjoyed the new site and were happy that it was
finally updated.
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Lessons Learned

Working With a Client

One of the difficult parts of our project was working side by side with a client that was busy
working and traveling. This forced our communication to be very concise and made us allocate
more time for every task than was needed on our end. It was an important lesson to learn
especially because many members of our group may be consultants after graduation. This type
of work requires effective communication with clients in other companies that have a breadth of
different projects. In this way, our senior project allowed us to gain industry knowledge that will
help our careers in the future.

Ul Frameworks and Licenses

Another important lesson we learned was that each website requires different styles and thus
different utilization of libraries and frameworks. For our site, the best option was Bootstrap.
However, it requires planning through mock ups and research to find the best fit for each
project.

Additionally, we learned about copyright licenses through this project. We had to ensure that
every library or technology researched had a copyright license that would allow us to use it
under fair use. Through our new understanding of licenses, we were able to ensure that
Bootstrap had an MIT license, which is one of the most used open source licenses. The MIT
license only requires that we pass along the MIT license in our code base.

New Technologies

All of our group members have worked with HTML, CSS, and JavaScript before, but this was
our first chance to work with PHP and Bootstrap. These technologies are important parts of our
programming toolbox. Many projects in the industry have used PHP, thus knowing this language
will be very useful after graduation. Also, Bootstrap and mobile responsive frameworks have
had a huge push in recent years. Having knowledge in Bootstrap will be beneficial in the case
that any of us work with web based programming going forward.
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Future Work

As stated previously, there are many other maintenance issues that still need to be
implemented for the Polyratings website. If there is any interest in further projects with
Polyratings be sure to contact J. Paul Reed at: preed@release-approaches.com or Professor
Phillip Nico at: pnico@calpoly.edu. This section will talk about the possible future work for
Polyratings.

Data Scrubbing

Data scrubbing includes setting up an automatic system of cleaning up the data in the
Polyratings database. This means removing multiple instances of professors, retired professors,
and spam.

Migrating to Microservices

Microservices are small distinct sets of system features. This means that the whole Polyratings

system will be highly decoupled and each part will be focused on doing a small task. This could

look like creating a REST API to bridge the connection between the database and the front end;
therefore decoupling the system into a front end, back end, and server.

Mobile App

Although the Polyratings website is now mobile responsive, it could be nice to have a mobile
application that students could utilize to view professors’ ratings. This could be a native or
cross-platform app.

Accounts

This feature is very open ended, but the idea behind having accounts is to help with the
credibility of the data on Polyratings. This could be a Cal Poly authentication page, each person
signs up with their email to view ratings, or even allowing professors to create their own account
in order to comment on the reviews that were given to them. Again, this feature has a lot of
leeway and would need to be discussed with either Paul or Professor Nico.

Web-Based Administration Portal

An administration portal allows the people with the permission to change data in Polyratings to
moderate, delete, and update the Polyratings content. Polyratings currently has commandline
implementations of an administration portal, but this is cumbersome to use. Thus, having a web
based portal will make the administration work for the website much smoother.
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Conclusion

Over the course of two quarters, we redesigned the Polyratings.com user interface from the
ground up. In that time, we juggled many different parts of a complex and rewarding process.
After collecting usage data and opinions from students, working with our external client, and the
actual implementation details in between, we found ourselves with a project to be proud of. We
took an already popular (albeit outdated) website with over 2.5 million page views, something
that students frequently use and rely on for obtaining information about their professors, and
made it even better. While there is still more work to be done updating/upgrading Polyratings,
this senior project made a mark on a Cal Poly legacy.
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