
Paper Prototyping



Today’s class

• What is prototyping? 

• Paper prototyping 
• Why? 
• What? 
• How? 

• Best practices in prototyping
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Prototyping?

• What is a prototype? 

• Why do we prototype? 

• What do we prototype?

 3



Paper Prototyping

• Depict what you think the system should look like 
• Experiment with alternate design 

• Test the prototypes 
• Get feedback faster 

• Fix the prototypes (repeat) then implement real system 
• Keep design centered on user
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What are paper prototypes?

• From Hand drawn sketch to realistic rendering of a user 
interface 
• Doesn’t need to be “pretty” or artistic, can be simple 
• User interface reduced to only the most important 

elements
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Examples
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Paper Cutouts. You can use standard paper wireframing kits (which was the 
precursor to the UXPin wireframing and prototyping software), or simply cut out 
the sketches you’ve made on paper or another medium - you can always cut down 
edges later for “re-sizing”. Although this isn’t a wireframe, Common Craft’s famous 
Dropbox explainer video illustrates how fun this type of wireframing can be.  

image: Mike Rhode, Chris Stevens, Christos Chiotis

image: Caryn Vainio, Winnie Chang, Adrian Kosmaczewski
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Stenciling. There are many templates you can print out, stenciling kits to make your 
own, and full paper wireframing kits that come with standard paper elements like 
the UXPin paper product I mentioned above. 

Wireframing Software. There are many digital wireframing software solutions that 
you can use, but only a few serious apps that are truly worth checking out, in our 
opinion - the rest tend to be limited, or have stopped innovating. To name a few 
products, UXPin, Balsamiq, Axure, and Proto.io are great. 

image: UXPin, Natalia Sourdis, iphonized

image: UXPin



Misconceptions

• I cant draw well enough to create a paper prototype 

• Users behave differently with paper prototypes 

• I cant prototype interactivity 

• Drawing is a pain, I can photoshop something quicker/
better/easier
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Tools for prototyping

• White poster board (11”x14”) 
• For background, window frame 

• Big (unlined) index cards  
• For menus, window contents, dialog boxes 

• White correction tape 
• For text fields, checkboxes, short messages 

• Overhead transparencies 
• For highlighting, user “typing” 

• Photocopier 
• For making multiple blanks 

• Pens & markers, scissors, tape
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Fidelity in prototyping

• The level of detail
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Hi-Fidelity – looks like the real thing
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Low-Fidelity – keeps only the essence
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Use fidelity to focus on the kind of feedback you need/want
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Brainstorming

 16



4 rules

1. Go for Quantity: “quantity breeds quality” 
2. Withhold Criticism: by suspending judgment, 

participants will generate unusual ideas 
3. Welcome Wild Ideas: if you are not generating bad 

ideas, you are not doing a good job brainstorming 
4. Combine and Improve Ideas: “1+1=3”
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Brainstorming Needs

• We need a way to quickly and cheaply generate ideas, 
yet still be able to communicate them clearly.  
• Pencil and paper is 
• Fast  
• Cheap 
• Clear
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Class Exercise - 10 minutes 
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Create 3 paper prototypes for a mobile movie review site 
that lets you buy tickets.  

User is already registered and has payment info in site. 

Must include some “bad” out of the box ideas



Personas
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Personas

• A fictional character created to represent the different 
user types that might use a design 
• A role played by a character 

• Used to avoid self-centered design or design by 
committee
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Why do we need persona?
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age 28
accountant
Springfield

Abby Jones

 24(c) James Nobles lecture on GednerMag



proficient with technology 
learns what she needs, 
uses what she knows 
gathers information 
before acting 

Abby Jones

 25



new job 1 week ago 

“numbers person” 
enjoys numbers & logic

Abby Jones
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comfortable with familiar 
technology 
uses “the safe way” to  
  get things done 
step-by-step tutorials

Abby Jones
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doesn’t “waste time  
  learning new features” 
doesn’t try stuff out for fun 
not confident at new tasks 
gives up & blames herself

Abby Jones

 28



Why do we need persona?

• Build Empathy 
• Develop Focus 
• Communicate and form consensus  
• Make and defend decisions  
• Measure effectiveness 
• Get out of our own “head”
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Specifying persona

• Identify major clusters from multiple user interviews/
inquiries 
• Synthesize their goals 
• Check for completeness and specificity
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Usability Testing

• Paper prototypes can also be used perform usability 
testing 
• It is a low-cost way to help figure out if your design is 

suited to perform specific tasks 
• Often includes a sequence of sketches  
• Use as a tool to manage risk
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computer

Interface elements

user

Interface

observer



Roles

• Facilitator:  
• Gives instructions  
• Encourages user to speak 

• Computer 
• Simulates response of system 
• Cant speak / help the user 

• Observer(s)Take notes
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Questions we can answer

• Are end-users doing what you want them to be doing? 
• Are they doing what you expected them to do? 
• Did they become confused while trying to reach their 

goals? 
• Did you really think through all possible paths through 

the application? 
• Did they have a preferred path? 
• Are some paths unused? 
• Are some paths used in ways that weren’t intended?

 34http://blogs.atlassian.com/2011/11/usability-testing-with-paper-prototyping/

http://blogs.atlassian.com/2011/11/usability-testing-with-paper-prototyping/
http://blogs.atlassian.com/2011/11/usability-testing-with-paper-prototyping/


Does user testing really work?
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Class Exercise
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In groups of four: 

Review each other’s prototypes with Abby in mind - will she 
be able to use it? 

Abby: 
• Learns tech to get things done, not for fun 
• No spare time to learn things she doesn’t need 
• Gathers information before acting 
• Learn through process and not tinkering 
• If tech goes wrong blames herself


