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1. Executive Summary______________________ 
 
The Autism Support Portal project involves the creation of a portal site that helps users find 
information they need about autism. The primary goal of the project is to help users quickly find 
credible information for their specific need. With the amount of information available online, it 
can be hard for those interested in autism to find information that is not only credible but useful 
and updated to reflect current research. The site needs to be easy to use both for the users and for 
the future administrators of the site. The site also needs to help guide people towards reliable 
resources while potentially exposing users to new resources. To ensure that our project meets the 
needs of our potential users, the project was divided into different phases involving data 
collection, research, design, and implementation. 
  
To gather data for our project, we used resources such as the Virginia Tech Center for Autism 
Research and their connections, to send out anonymous surveys to some of our potential users. 
We asked several questions pertaining to their interests in the site, what they needed from the 
site, and what resources were useful to them. This data allowed us to implement a site as specific 
to the user needs as possible while also giving us other resources to collect credible information 
from. In addition, Dr. Scarpa provided a lot of other resources that allowed us to solve some of 
the needs of users, with other resources allowing this project to focus entirely on the 
implementation of our search engine and the guiding of our users towards effective answers, 
solutions, and resources. Upon entering the site, users have direct access to the search and are 
provided with search tips and external resources to help them.  
  
The site is set up entirely using WordPress.org. WordPress was chosen to be the CMS or content 
management system for the site because it is very easy to use and allows administrators to do a 
lot for the site without the need for extensive technical knowledge. The site needs to be very easy 
to modify and change after its initial set up so that those who work on it at the Virginia Tech 
Center for Autism Research can do so quickly. However, using solely WordPress and its plugins 
created a variety of new obstacles stemming from the different uses of different plugins. To save 
time and money, research needed to be done on several different plugins to find the ones that not 
only met the needs of the site but that were also affordable. Even with these obstacles, using 
WordPress not only allows for easier creation and maintenance, but also easy modification of the 
site if additional features are wanted or needed. 
  
The design of the site allows users to find necessary information very quickly through 
alphabetically sorted lists that will expose the user to terms that may have been unknown 
previously. One of the problems with researching autism is asking the right questions. For 
example, a child with a special need such as autism needs an IEP or individualized education 
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program, which requires a specific search for an IEP. When a user explores education 
information, the user also needs to be shown some specifics such as IEPs. This example also 
serves as an example of the need to have our site easily modifiable, as a change in law or name 
would require someone to change the resource in the site. 
 
Using the data and implementation techniques discussed, the end result portal is composed of 
help and resource pages as well as a refined search that links questions to reliable answers. In 
addition, the site is designed such that any user without prior technical experience can use the 
site and adjust the sites that are searched and any other information within the site that is 
changed. 

 
2. Introduction                 ______________________ 
 
The purpose of this project is to create a website (​http://www.autismportal.psyc.vt.edu/​) that acts 
as a portal to well researched and scientifically accurate information related to Autism. We, a 
group of students in CS 4624 Multimedia, Hypertext and Information Access, in this document 
detail our efforts to complete this project, including the problems we faced and how we came to 
solve them. Furthermore, we list the functional and technical requirements given to us by our 
client, Dr. Angela Scarpa, director of the Virginia Tech Center for Autism Research (VTCAR), 
and how we came to design and implement our solutions into the website. In addition, this report 
will contain a user’s manual, which will contain a detailed tutorial on how to use the web portal. 
Lastly, this report will contain a developer’s manual which will detail how to maintain the portal. 
 
2.1 - Objective 
 
There are thousands of resources available online if one searches for Autism on a search engine. 
However, for a parent whose child was just recently diagnosed with the disorder, it would be 
hard to decipher what resource is accurate, or even to understand what to search for in the first 
place. The ultimate goal for this portal is to help alleviate this problem. For a user on the portal, 
it will list pre-approved resources that contain information on what the user is looking for. From 
this, the user will be able to search through the resources using a custom search engine.  
 
2.2 - Project Scope 
 
This is a semester long project for the capstone class CS 4624 Multimedia, Hypertext and 
Information Access taught by Dr. Edward Fox. In order to ensure that we have a finished product 
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by the end of the semester, we broke down the requirements of the portal into milestones, 
detailed in section 3 of this report, Requirements. These milestones are placed several weeks 
apart, giving us adequate time to complete, and to revise them should the need arise. 
 
 
2.3 - Client 
 
Dr. Angela Scarpa is an Associate Professor of Psychology at Virginia Tech. She is the founder 
and director of the Virginia Tech Autism Clinic and the director of the Virginia Tech Center for 
Autism Research (VTCAR). VTCAR “ builds upon basic research and clinical resources already 
available at Virginia Tech and works closely with the Virginia Tech Autism Clinic and other 
autism service providers to provide outreach on research findings, conduct research, and recruit 
participants.” 
 
2.4 - Report Outline 
 
This report describes how we completed this project. Following this introductory section, in 
section 3, we list the functional and technical requirements for the portal. This includes a list of 
milestones we have given to ourselves to ensure we have a deliverable by the end of the 
semester, the software we used to accomplish our goals, and a listing of the major constraints we 
have to abide by for this project.  
 
In section 4, we go over the design of the portal including details on how we made sure to 
implement the functional requirements given to us by our client. In sections 5 and 6, we detail 
how we implemented technical requirements and go through our procedure to ensure the portal is 
properly evaluated and tested.  
 
Section 7 contains a manual for the users who will use the portal. This manual will give a 
detailed tutorial on how to set up as a user and use the search functionality. It will also contain 
information on how to get a new resource added to the list of pre-approved resources. Section 8 
is the developer’s manual. It will detail how to add pages and resources to the search function, 
and how to maintain the WordPress website.  
 
Lastly, we end the report with a list of acknowledgements, references, and appendices. 
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3. Requirements              ______________________ 

 
In this section, we outline the functional and technical requirements for this project. We start 
with our statement of scope which details the milestones and when we will have completed 
certain parts of the project. Next we talk about the software we used to implement the 
requirements and finally we give a listing of the major constraints given to us by our client. 
 
3.1 - Statement of Scope 
 
The Autism Support Portal is a semester long project. In order to make sure we deliver the portal 
on time, we broke down the requirements into milestones. We gave ample time within each 
milestone to make sure we can complete it. The milestones are listed in Table 1. 
 

Date To Be Completed  Milestone Description 

Feb 16th Pick user interface, decide on search engine 
approach. 

March 2nd Collect data to start backend and begin site 
survey. 

March 16th Finish web scraper and some UI features. 

March 23rd Have some prototype ready for testing at 
Autism Conference. 

March 30th Tag articles and make progress on question 
parser for users. 

April 13th Finish question parser; search element is 
complete and UI is completed. 

April 27th Tie all pieces together.  
Table 1 - Project Milestones 
 
3.2 - Software Used 
 
To complete the project, we had to use VT Hosting as our hosting and database service. Our 
content management system was WordPress to allow for easy modification of the site. Instead of 
building our own web scraper, we decided to use Google Custom Search for ease of use, 
modification, and data collection. A much more detailed explanation of the software we used and 
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reasoning behind their usage can be found in the implementation section of this report (section 
5). Full tutorials on how to use the software can be found in the developer’s manual in section 8 
of this document. 

 
3.3 - Major Constraints 
 
In this section, we list the major constraints given to us for this project by our client, Dr. Scarpa. 
 

 
1. Hosted by Virginia Tech  

a. The site needs to be hosted through Virginia Tech, specifically the psychology 
department. 

2. Help Each Individual User Find Reliable Information 
a. The site needs to help each stakeholder community such as parents and teachers 

find information specific to them.  
b. In addition to recommending by stakeholder, the site should also help users find 

related information by category, and help users who don’t know where to start. 
c. In addition to the search, the site should connect users with potential resources 

such as the Virginia Tech Autism Clinic. 
3. Recommendation System 

a. Site collects data so that the search can be modified in order to recommend 
information to the users. 

4. Easily Modifiable 
a. The site needs to be as easy to modify as possible, even at the cost of 

effectiveness. Previously created sites designed to meet the same purpose have 
been discarded in the past due to their difficulty of use. 

5. Social Network for Users 
a. Users of the site need someway to interact with each other to discuss concerns, 

get advice and share the most helpful content. 
 

 
4. Design                              ______________________ 
 
For our project, we decided that a simple website using WordPress would be our best option. Our 
client prioritized being able to easily edit and update the website. Our client has had previous 
experience with WordPress and expressed interest in using it again. Based on our research we 
found it is very user friendly and allows users to update the site with little to no coding. 
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WordPress has a lot of free plugins that provided the functionality we wanted, and we found we 
could set it up through CMS and Virginia Tech’s servers, so it was our optimal choice. We 
decided that using a Google Custom Search was the best decision. It allowed our client to easily 
update the resources that the search would pull from. It also let our client have full control over 
what resources the search uses to output to the user. The Google Custom Search has a plugin 
with WordPress that allows us to easily implement it into our website, making it the best option.  

 
Next we had to design the functionality of the webpage. We decided a simple design with 
minimal pages would be the best, since most users would come to our site with a specific 
purpose, to find information. We decided to have four main pages. We have a home page, about 
us page, contact page, search help page, and resources page. The home page contains a brief 
description of the site. The about us page contains information about the Virginia Tech Center 
for Autism Research. The contact page lists information about our client, Dr. Angela Scarpa, so 
users can contact her to request resources to add to the site. The search help acts as a beginner’s 
guide on autism, and helps people figure out where to begin to search. The search page contains 
a search bar for the user to search through the pre-approved resources. The last page, the 
resources pages, lists National and local autism resources for the user to start to reach out to 
professionals for further aid.  

 
5. Implementation                 ________________  _ 
In this section we describe the implementation of the website and why certain choices were made 
over others. 
 
5.1 - Hosting 
 
The website is being hosted through VT Hosting. VT Hosting provides the database that 
WordPress uses for the data management of the website, and VT Hosting allows for 
manipulation of that database through PHPMyAdmin. The database is a standard MySQL 
database, and we are intending to build the site in such a way that the clients never have to bother 
with it. 
 
 

5.2 - Backend 

 

The backend of the website is WordPress. This is a website development platform that the clients 
are familiar with and therefore will allow them as smooth as possible an experience in the 
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day-to-day management of the website. It also allows for the use of WordPress plugins to 
quickly add and change website features as will be elaborated on next. 
 

5.3 - Features 

 

At the start of the project the decision was made to opt for a recommendation system that 
scraped reputable sites for articles and then recommended them to users over the much easier to 
implement Google Custom Search that just searched the sites given to it by the website 
developers. Later on in the development we switched back to the Google Custom Search idea. 
Although the functionality is slightly reduced, this is far easier for the clients to update with new 
websites as they see fit. We implemented the Google Custom Search functionality by using a 
Google Custom Search WordPress plugin so that the clients can modify it using the standard 
WordPress administrative system that they know how to use. 
  
We opted towards building our entire website based on WordPress plugins for the same reason 
that we chose to use the Google Custom Search rather than building our own tools. To that end 
we planned to use plugins to manage a discussion board and user access to the website. This did 
not end up happening, but the results of the research to this end is in the developer manual. 
 
 
5.4 - Current Plugins: 
 

Plugin Name  Description of Plugin 

WP Google Search Allows for easy custom Google search 
integration. 

Table 2 - Current Plugins 
 
 

 

6. Testing, Evaluation and Assessments___ 
 
In this section of the report, we outline the evaluation and assessments that we have done. 
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6.1 - Preliminary Assessment 
 
When we first started this project we didn’t really have any idea as to what kind of information 
people wanted in the portal. To find out this information, we sent out a survey to our client’s 
extensive email listserv. From this survey, we were able to collect this information: 

 
Figure 1 - Top Site Needs 
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Figure 2 - Hardest Questions to Answer 

 
Figure 3 - Helpful Sites 
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Figure 4 - Best Features 
 
Based on these results from the survey (Figures 1, 2, 3, and 4), we were able to determine some 
of the functional requirements that were mentioned in the requirements section of this report. 
First and most importantly, the site needs to display reputable information. This means that the 
resources should be backed by scientifically proven data. One of the websites that the 
respondents to the survey singled out for reputable information was Autism Speaks, which was 
the first website we put into our search engine. Finally, we asked what information was the 
hardest to find information on, which was behavioral issues. To this end, we will be sure to make 
this information the most visible on the portal. 
 
6.2 - Evaluation of Search Function 
 
On Friday 23 March 2018, VTCAR hosted its annual Virginia Tech Autism Conference, where 
they share their research with the community. We took this opportunity to do preliminary testing 
on the search functionality of the portal. We asked conference attendants to search for something 
related to autism on the portal and then had them respond to a survey asking about their thoughts 
on the results of the search. Figure 5 shows the search bar that was implemented, while Figure 6 
shows the survey that we asked the attendants to fill out. Figures 7, 8, 9 and 10 show their 
response. 
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Figure 5 - Current Search Bar 
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Figure 6 - Search Function Evaluation Survey 
 
These were the responses we received: 
 

Autism Support Portal Final Report                                                                                          17 



 

 
Figure 7 - Quality of Resources Found During Search 

 
Figure 8 - Searches Performed 
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Figure 9 - Suggestions for Site 

 
Figure 10 - Other Helpful Resources 
 
We were able to gain valuable information on the usability of our search functionality. From the 
eleven responses, we received a  90% approval rating on the quality of the resources found. 
Although eleven is too small for a sound evaluation, we had a good understanding that we were 
on the right track for the search function.  
 
6.3 - User Testing 
 
After the portal was finished, we opened asked Dr. Scarpa to share the portal with her contacts so 
that we could get final remarks on anything that needs to be changed. One of the most important 
responses we received was from a graduate student, who wanted to remain anonymous. His input 
was very valuable and gave us ideas on how to improve the search functionality in the future. 
This will be discussed more in detail in the Future Work section.    

Autism Support Portal Final Report                                                                                          19 



 

The other responses were positive but unhelpful. To protect the anonymity of our testers, the 
emails themselves are not listed. Two of the responses requested for the search bar to be 
anchored to the top of the page. The most valuable response indicated that the search was very 
good for producing reliable answers to general questions but could be more localized to the area 
of the searcher and that clinic’s in Miami are not helpful for someone in Roanoke. Although all 
the responses were positive, we only managed to get about four actual users to respond. 
 
 

7. User’s Manual                 ____________________ 
 
The user’s manual for the operation of our site is fairly simple. The Autism Support Portal was 
built to be simple to use by anyone. Furthermore, we have listed several tips within the website 
itself that help direct the user. Because of this, we felt the only thing that the user manual should 
contain is how to use the search functionality.  
 
7.1 - How To Use The Search Function 
 
1. Go to www.autismportal.psyc.vt.edu/search 
2. Search something in the search bar (Figure 11 shows the search bar) 

 
Figure 11- Search Bar 
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3. Look through the list of results (Figure 12 shows an example result page)

 
Figure 12 - List of Resources After Search 
 
 

8. Developer’s Manual                 ______________ 
This manual is meant to serve as a reference for developers working on the site in the future. 
When making changes you should keep in mind that the site is intended to be as easy to maintain 
as possible, so any new features added should be intuitive to maintain. 
 
8.1 - An explanation of the Google Custom Search 
 
We decided to use Google Custom Search (​https://googles.com/cse​) in order to make adding and 
removing resources  as simple as possible. Google Custom Search works as a regular Google 
search but only indexes a specified list of websites. The only maintenance needed on the part of 
the administrators of the Autism Support Portal is to make sure the list of sites that the custom 
search engine indexes is up to date. Adding and removing these resources is shown below in 
sections 8.1 and 8.2. 
 
8.2 - Adding and Removing Resources to the Search 
 
1. Log onto Google Custom Search ​https://cse.google.com/cse/all​ as shown in Figure 13 
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Figure 13 - Sign into Google Custom Search 
 
2. Click on Autism Support Portal Link (as shown in Figure 14) 

 
Figure 14 - Autism Portal Link 
 
3. From this screen  you can edit the name and description of the search (as shown in Figure 15) 
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Figure 15 - Edit name/description 
 
Scrolling down, you can add and remove to the list sites to search (as shown in figure 16). This is 
where you will add or remove pre-approved resources. 

Autism Support Portal Final Report                                                                                          23 



 

 
Figure 16 - Add/Remove Resources 
 
8.3 - Search Page 
 
Making modifications to the search page is fairly simple, However there are several things about 
it that are not necessarily intuitive, so in this section we will explain how to modify and link to 
the search page. 

 
8.3.1-Modifying The Search Page 
 
The search page can be modified just like every other page except that there are two features that 
must always be included on the page for it to function properly. The search page must always 
contain [wp_google_searchbox] and [wp_google_search]. 
 
The ​ ​[wp_google_searchbox] element determines where the search box will appear on the page, 
and the [wp_google_search] determines where the search results will appear on the page. For 
ease of use by the user, we recommend always making the search box appear above the search so 
that the user doesn’t have to scroll past the results in order to search again. 
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8.3.2-Linking To The Search Page 
 
The WP Google Search Plugin requires that the search page have a very specific name and be 
located at a very specific address. The name must be “Search” and the address must be 
“{WEBSITE_URL}/search_gcse/” (where {WEBSITE_URL} is replaced with the base URL of 
the website). In order to link to the page, you must simply link to the address above. 
 
8.4 - Adding Plugins 
 
Adding plugins to this site is the same process as adding plugins to any other WordPress site, so 
if you have experience with this, you do not need to bother with the section. If you have no 
experience with WordPress, the following paragraph will describe the basic process as of the 
current build of WordPress in April of 2018. If you are trying to add plugins sometime 
significantly past that date, you should probably check WordPress’s official documentation as 
the process may have changed. 
 
To add plugins to the current version of WordPress, simply log in as an administrator, click on 
plugins on the left bar, and then click on add plugin at the top left of the page. It will open a 
window in which you can search for the plugin you want. I recommend that you do research 
beforehand in order to make sure you completely understand the plugin you are going to install 
before you do so. 
 
8.5 - Discussion Board 
 
The discussion board was a feature that was talked about quite a bit in the creation of this site, 
but never was implemented due to issues with how it would be moderated and kept accurate. 
Since it was such a talked about feature, we thought it might be smart to write this section 
explaining a few of the conclusions we came to about the discussion board and a plugin that we 
determined was probably the best bet for this feature. Hopefully this section will give whoever 
actually implements it a leg up and save them some frustration. 
 
8.5.1 - Things To Consider 
The whole point of this website is to allow people who are trying to get accurate information 
about autism to have a resource of accurate data. With that in mind the main issues with a 
discussion board become apparent. We want users to be able to connect and talk to people in 
their same situation, but we also want to make sure that incorrect information is not making its 
way onto the site. This means that the discussion board would have to be heavily moderated or 
allow only a few trusted users to contribute information. 
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The moderation option incurs a maintenance cost (most likely measured in time donated by 
volunteer moderators). Should the site eventually gain a rather large and constant following, it 
may be possible to recruit users to be moderators and thus make this version possible. 
 
The option that allows only trusted users to contribute information is very easy to implement, but 
it defeats the whole point of having a discussion board in the first place. 

 
8.5.2 - Potential Plugin 
After a decent amount of research, we determined that the plugin that would most likely allow 
for the easiest implementation of the discussion board is ​Asgaros Forum​[4]. This plugin 
integrates user accounts and a fairly well designed and respected forum. It seems to also include 
all the features you would need to assign moderators to police the forum and create specific 
admin only forums for posting information for users to read that can only be modified by 
admins. 
 
8.6 - VT Hosting and WebDrive 
 
 ​The portal is hosted by ​Virginia Tech Hosting.​ Using VT Hosting allows the site to be included 
in the vt.edu domain and the cost of the site to be paid for by Virginia Tech. In order to access 
the site, the user must be made an admin by VT Hosting. In order to get a domain and a site 
linked to the Psychology department as requested by the client, we had to have our client email 
Ben Pfountz of the Psychology Department, who opened a ticket with Joy Huntley who oversaw 
the rest of the process. Once the site was set up and the content management system was chosen, 
Joy was given the names of the admins of the site, Ryan Galliher and the client Dr. Scarpa. Note 
that the admins for VT Hosting are entirely separate from the admins in WordPress, and are the 
only ones who have access to the files through WebDrive and the VT Hosting website.  
 
In order to upload large files such as WordPress to the website, the team used a service called 
WebDrive. WebDrive allows large files to be uploaded to the site very quickly. VT Hosting has 
very detailed directions on ​downloading​ and ​using WebDrive​ (VT Web Hosting). We ran into 
several issues using WebDrive, and kept a steady correspondence with ​VT 4Help​. Note that the 
ticket page linked to is NOT a normal 4Help ticket and is accessed through the VT Hosting site 
as shown Figure 17. Note that the screenshot is the homepage for VT Hosting, and that the 
directions provided by VT Hosting for downloading and using WebDrive are included in the 
VTechWorks submission. 
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Figure 17 - VT Hosting Site 
 
Once we uploaded the WordPress.org files to the site using WebDrive, all site creation was done 
through WordPress.  
 
8.7 - Google Analytics 
 
Google Custom Search gives the administrators of this site extensive data collection tools 
through Google Analytics. In this section, we show how to see use some of these tools.  
 

1. First log onto the Google Custom Search at ​https://google.com/cse 
2. On the home screen for the Autism Support Portal custom search, click on Statistics and 

Logs as shown in Figure 18. 
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Figure​ 18 - Location of Statistics and Logs page 

 
On the Statistics and Logs page (image shown below), we can see a clear graph of the number of 
queries per day. Furthermore there is a section “Popular web queries for all time”. This section 
will show the most popular search terms done on the Google Custom Search in the portal site. As 
of writing this report (May 2, 2018), there has not been a sufficient number of searches done on 
the portal for Google Analytics to report back on the most popular search terms. 
 
 

 
9. Lessons Learned                 _________________ 
 
9.1 - Completed Milestones 
 
For our project, we had a detailed timeline with milestones that we followed very closely. Our 
first milestone, which we set to complete by February 16th, was to decide on basic UI 
functionality and decide how we were going to approach our search engine. The UI elements we 
decided to implement was the questionnaire that helped users narrow down their search. We also 
decided we wanted four main pages, which are the home page, search page, about us, and a 
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discussion board. For our search engine, we decided to do a simple UI connected to a backend 
that contained data from a web scraper. Our second milestone, which was March 2nd, was to 
send out a survey to the Autism Clinic listserv to help gather information on what people would 
find useful to the site, start the backend and web scraper, and have some basic UI elements 
designed. The results from the survey were extremely helpful in shaping the rest of the project. 
We received a lot of information on resources that different users found helpful that we could 
incorporate into our site. We chose to use Scrapy[5] as our web crawler and set that up. Our third 
milestone was for March 16th, was to have the web scraper completed and to have a portion of 
the UI completed. We were able to complete basic functionality for our home page and search 
page, and we set up our website with the Virginia Tech CMS through 4Help. At this stage, we 
moved away from the web scraper and decided to use a Google Custom Search[6] instead. The 
next milestone was March 30th.We worked on compiling a list of articles and resources that our 
Google Custom Search will pull data from. Our client gave us a list of resources to start from, 
and then we worked diligently to find new resources to have our client approve any additional 
resources that we found. We also went to the VTCAR Autism Conference to ask attendees for 
suggestions for our website. After that milestone, the next milestone was April 13th. For this 
milestone, we finished compiling most of our resources for the custom search engine and 
completed most of our of our UI completed. Then for our final milestone, which was April 27th, 
we tied up loose ends and ensuring that we have everything up to our client’s standards. This 
includes final touches on the UI, adding any last resources to the search engine, and teaching our 
client how to update and manage the website.  
 
9.2- Complications and Solutions 
 
We had multiple complications through our project. The first complication we encountered was 
through trying to set up our website through VT Hosting. We assumed this would take no longer 
than a few days and did not allot much more time for this process. Unfortunately, this took a few 
weeks to resolve and put us behind on our project. We emailed VT 4Help to help us set up the 
server, and they sent us in an email loop. After approximately a week of emailing around to 
multiple people, we finally got in touch with people that could help us out. They set up our 
website using the Virginia Tech CMS. Then we had to figure out how to upload the WordPress 
files and edit them, and this took another few days. Fortunately, we were able to figure 
everything. To make up for the lost time, while this processing was taking place, we created 
mock ups of our website and worked on collecting resources and information from VTCAR and 
from the survey we sent out to the VTCAR listserv. This allowed us to stay mostly on track and 
not lose too much time. 
 
Another complication we faced was with trying to make our website helpful for most of our 
users. One of our client’s main goals was to make it easy for users to find information on autism. 
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However, since Autism is a spectrum disorder, it is really difficult to figure out which resources 
will be the most helpful for our user base. To help combat this, we decided to create a 
questionnaire that the user will fill out that helps narrow down the scope of things they are 
looking for. 

We also had complications in choosing our backend. Initially we went with a webscraper 
connected to a database. We quickly realized how difficult this would be for a person with no 
coding background to manage, and had to make a change. Fortunately we found out about 
Google Custom Search which allowed our client to easily have full control over what resources 
the search pulls from. This was our best solution and we quickly moved over to the Google 
Custom Search.  

The last major complication we have run into was a discrepancy in what our client wanted and 
what the user base for our website wanted. We sent out a survey to the VTCAR listserv asking 
what users would like to see in a website. Much to our and our client’s surprise, most people 
wanted some sort of discussion board to connect with other servers. This conflicted with what 
our client wanted, which was a website that contained a lot of reliable resources for the user. We 
solved this issue by proposing new ideas to our client that incorporated both concepts. Then, we 
started work on these ideas so we would be ready to work on whatever our client decided. In the 
end, our client decided that she did not want to manage and moderate a forum. The overall goal 
of the portal is to ensure users get reliable information, and users on a portal could provide false 
information. As an alternative, on our portal we list resources from different organizations that 
provide ways for users to connect and support each other.  

9.3 - Future Work 

If the client changes their mind and decides they wish to host their own forum, this will need to 
be implemented. In order for the forum to work, we must also create a login system for the site. 
All of this will require the design and creation of various UI elements through WordPress, which 
also need to be done. Most of this work can be completed by adding plugins to the portal.  The 
client can also choose to include more information on the webpage. This could include resources 
for the home page that our client would like to showcase. For the duration of the life of the 
website, it will be important to continually add and update the resources that the Google Custom 
Search is pulling from. This shouldn’t be too complex, however, it will require that it is regularly 
updated. 

From the feedback we received from our user testing, there are several useful features that can be 
added onto the Google Custom Search, but due to time constraints, we were not able to get to. In 
the future, it would be good to add a “local search” that would only search resources in the New 
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River Valley. Furthermore, if the user does not have an ad blocking extension in their web 
browser, then the custom search will display advertisements. This can be solved by purchasing a 
more robust version of the Google Custom Search. However, due to the exploratory nature of 
this project, being its first iteration, we did not purchase this feature.  
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12. Appendices______________________________ 
 
12.1 - Table of Team Member Roles and Responsibilities 

Team Member  Role  Responsibilities 
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Kenneth Nagies Implementation Lead ● Backend 
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Sib Quayum Testing Lead ● Reports 
● VTechWorks 
● Assist with backend 

Ayumi Ritchie Design Lead ● Front End Research 
● Presentations 

Table 3 - Team Member Roles and Responsibilities 
 

Autism Support Portal Final Report                                                                                          33 



 

12.2 - Meeting Notes

 

Autism Support Portal Final Report                                                                                          34 



 

  Autism Support Portal Final Report                                                                                          35 



 

 

 
 

Autism Support Portal Final Report                                                                                          36 


