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Prologue

Who am I? 
	 How do I want others to see me? 
How do I define myself? 

These are some of the fundamental questions that we humans 
ask ourselves. In creating this project, a self-portrait, I asked 
myself these questions. The end result is my attempt to 
describe who I am by using information gathered from my life.
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Prepare
Learning about Information Design

Before beginning the project, our professor, Dan 
Boyarski, introduced us to the idea of information 
design. Designing the way information is 
presented is an important part of being a graphic 
designer, but it is a concept that I had not really 
thoughtfully considered until now. Professor 
Boyarski highlighted two key figures in the field 
of information design: Edward Tufte and Richard 
Saul Wurman.

Edward Tufte is Professor Emeritus at Yale 
University. He writes, designs, and self-publishes 
books on analytical design. Tufte believes that  
it is perfectly fine to present the viewer with 
complex data, as long as it is clearly organized. 

Richard Saul Wurman calls himself an 
“information architect.” He is concerned about 
the vast amount of data available in the world 
and believes that it causes people to become 
anxious. In his book Information Anxiety, 
Wurman wrote about ways to make information 
more understandable. He came up with the 
concept of the “5 Hatracks” as a way to  
organize information.

“	To envision 
information… 
and what bright and 

splendid visions can 

result…”

-Edward Tufte,  
Envisioning Information
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Prepare
Wurman’s 5 Hatracks

Wurman believed that there are only five ways  
of organizing information. He called them the  
“5 Hatracks,” which can be remembered using  
the acronym LATCH. 

According to these 5 Hatracks, information 
can be organized by location, alphabet, time, 
category, or hierarchy, or by combing several  
of these.

	L	 Location

	A	 Alphabet

	T	 Time 

	C	 Category

	H	 Hierarchy

The way that you choose to organize this 
information should be intuitive to the audience. 
Wurman uses the example of a road atlas,  
which is organized primarily by location because 
that is how we drive. Department stores are 
organized by category; all shoes or shirts can be 
found in the same area. Organization according  
to hierarchy means arranging things in an 
ascending or descending order—from biggest  
to smallest, for example, or most important to 
least important.
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Gather
Lists of data

So what do Wurman’s 5 Hatracks have to do  
with my self-portrait project? 

The task we were given was to create a poster 
that described who we were by using information 
from our lives. My first step in the process, then, 
was to gather data from my life, and organize this 
data into understandable information by using 
Wurman’s principles.

I began by making lists of facts about myself. 
Some of these facts were quantifiable, such as 
places I have visited in the past year, and some 
were subjective, such as my likes and dislikes. 

I brought these lists into class and looked at 
them with my fellow students. It was interesting 
to see what other students had chosen to reveal 
about themselves in their lists. Places traveled, 
jobs, and food were all popular topics.

“	Thoughtful structuring 

of information is an 

essential skill that 

a graphic designer, 

information architect, 

or information 

designer needs to 

have in his or her 

repertoire.”

-Richard Saul Wurman
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Gather
Lists of data
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Think
Choosing data

The data that we gathered was supposed to  
be used as the basis for our self-portraits. But  
I wasn’t happy with my data. I kept thinking,  
is this really how I define myself? I had written 
down a lot of facts about my life in Germany, 
because living overseas was a life-changing 
experience. Did this relatively short time I spent 
living in Germany truly define my life?

I remembered reading somewhere that women 
often define themselves in terms of their 
relationships, whereas men define themselves 
in terms of their achievements. I found this very 

thought-provoking, and for myself, it rings true. 
Relationships with other people are the most 
important part of my life. 

I thought about the possible contrast between 
my relationships and my achievements.  
Maybe this could be an interesting concept?  
I decided to pursue this train of thought.

“	Was I the same when 

I got up this morning? 

I almost think I can 

remember feeling a 

little different. But if 

I’m not the same, the 

next question is, Who 

in the world am I?”

-Alice, from Alice’s 
Adventures in Wonderland  

by Lewis Carroll
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I began sketching out ways to organize my 
relationships and achievements, according to 
Wurman’s 5 Hatracks. I wanted to show how 
my relationships developed throughout my life, 
which meant I would use time as one of my 
organizing principles. I also wanted to show 
which relationships were the most important  
and influential to me, and to do this, I would  
use hierarchy. 

As I thought about ways to visualize relationships, 
I initially envisioned something abstract, 
something transparent and maybe even fuzzy 
around the edges, which would demonstrate the 
subjective nature of relationships. I also knew 
that I wanted to use color as an organizational 
tool. I pictured a beautiful waterfall of colors 
blending into each other. 

My achievements, on the other hand, I would 
depict in simple, black text, because they are 
“hard” facts which can be measured.

Think
Sketching ideas

First Hatrack: 
Time

Second Hatrack: 
Hierarchy



Sketches: relationships and achievements over time
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I also played with the concept of mapping out 
the major decisions that have influenced my life, 
because decisions often shape who we become. 
Since I was more invested in the idea of the 
relationships, however, I decided not to pursue 
this second idea beyond the sketching stage.

Sketches: decisions

Think
Sketching ideas

Another idea: 

map out decisions 

that have greatly 

influenced my life.
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Design
Developing the chosen idea

When I began designing my poster on the 
computer, however, I realized that I did not 
have a good grasp of the connection between 
achievements and relationships. They seemed 
to be separate entities, and I felt that my poster 
needed to express a more unified concept. 

Since I was more drawn to the relationships 
aspect, I decided to stop pursuing the 
achievements idea. Why not just describe  
myself in terms of my relationships?

Experimenting 

with making 

achievements 

interact with 

relationships 

through use of 

color coding.

First concept on computer: relationships vs. achievements

JENNIFER SHIREY

Began reading and writing

Could tie my shoes; was one of the best readers in fi rst grade

Earned a gold star in piano; learned how to swim

Won “Best in Show” for my creative writing in the Oakland County 4H Fair

Created the Farmington Hills library’s summer reading program

Was named “Outstanding Rookie” in percussion in marching band; became 
a certifi ed lifeguard

Commended Student in the National Merit Scholarship program; Section 
Leader in marching band

Won a four-year full-tuition scholarship to Wayne State University

Won a Faulhaber scholarship

Completed a full-year study abroad program in Munich, Germany; designed 
the yearbook

Tutored children in reading with the Detroit Fellows Tutoring Project

Graduated from Wayne State University summa cum laude

Interned at soldan kommunikation in Stuttgart, Germany

Taught myself Flash web design and CSS; started working at the University 
of Pittsburgh

Accepted to Carnegie Mellon University; took 2 Spanish classes while 
working full-time
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Design
Developing the chosen idea

I also realized that the information would be more 
clear and understandable if each relationship 
were separated out, instead of layered on top of 
each other. I left the waterfall idea behind and 
instead chose to represent each relationship as a 
series of colored dots. 

In this stage, I introduced a third Hatrack: 
category. I color-coded the dots depending on the 
category of relationships to which they belonged 
(there were five categories overall). 

Each row of dots represented a person. To make 
the information more personal, I wrote a short 

story underneath each row, explaining why that 
person was important in my life, and what events 
happened that caused us to become more or 
less close. 

While designing, I felt very influenced by Tufte 
and his clear, concise way of visually organizing 
information. I originally included a key explaining 
that the larger dots represented more important 
relationships. In the end, however, I took this 
out, because I hoped that my design would be 
intuitive enough that it would not require an 
explanation.  

Important People throughout my Life
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Tara and Erica: I met them as a baby. I loved visiting them, but they lived in another state, so we eventually lost touch. Christiane: we met at Harrison High School in choir. She is an amazing, vibrant person and makes me laugh. I visited her at UCLA in 2001 and 2004. I wish we were still in touch. Shannon: my best work friend. With her, I could laugh about strange 
things at work, commiserate about the bad, and analyze our per-
sonal lives. She moved to West Virginia in February 2009.

Mark and Russell: My brothers and I were all homeschooled, so we were close from an early age. Since I’m the oldest I often took on a motherly role with them. When we were little, we would play a game called “jobs” that we made up, and made home movies together. We naturally became less close when I entered junior high school. Mark and I were in high school for 2 years together and were in band and choir together and had a lot of the same friends. Since I moved away from MI, the relationships with both are harder to maintain; we mostly see each other at holidays. They’ll always be my little brothers.

Mom and Dad: I have always had a good relationship with my parents. I loved being homeschooled and spending lots of time with Mom, who stayed at home with us. Dad was always a big part of our lives too; coming home early from work when we were little and doing a lot of activities with us. When I was studying in Germany, he came to Europe often for business trips and we were able to spend time together in London and Paris—unforgettable experiences. Moving out was really hard; Mom and I talked on the phone every day for several years. I’m now happy to be on my own, but we’re still really close. They are my role models in many ways. I don’t know what I’d do without them.

Lance: one of my fi rst best friends. We met in Virginia, but 3 years later, my family moved to Michigan. We wrote letters back and forth for many years.

Jeffrey: I think he was technically my fi rst boyfriend, but we never so much as held hands. It was a close 
call between him and Lance. I guess Lance was too shy. Jeffrey was fun. He, Lance and I were inseparable.

Ashley: we met at church and became friends when we realized we both loved American Girl Dolls and Anne of Green Gables. We stayed close through college. We both studied abroad from 2002–2003, during which we wrote letters and visited each other several times. She is still a part of my life today; she sang a song at my wedding, and I always try to visit her when I’m in Michigan.

Jessica: she and I were both homeschooled and were very close during junior high. In high school, we swam together and trained to be lifeguards. We drifted apart as I got more involved with the public school.

Adam S.: he was one of my close friends while studying in Germany. We’re still in touch now and then.

Jürgen: we met during the summer of 2004. We were soon spending a lot of time together; I insisted we were “just friends” because I knew he 
would be going back to Germany soon, but despite my hesitation, it soon developed into more than that. He left to go back to Stuttgart in February 
2005. That whole year, we had a long-distance relationship. It was diffi cult despite several trips back and forth and many long phone calls. I decided 
I needed to move to Germany while Jürgen fi nished his degree, and I did so in January 2006. He asked me to marry him that August, one night at 
his apartment. In October 2006, we moved from Stuttgart to Pittsburgh, and we were married in my parents’ living room on December 30. We then 
exchanged rings and celebrated in a traditional style on September 15, 2007 so I could have my dream wedding too. Jürgen is hard-working, smart, 
kind, and generous. He tries to make me laugh but I think his jokes are lame. He’s a good man. My parents love him too.

Julie: we were very close during the year I lived in Stuttgart; she helped me with my homesickness. 
We have been able to see each other once a year since then, and I still consider her a good friend.

Sarah: We were really close while studying in Germany. We lost touch, then got back in touch through Facebook.

Brandy: We met in college. She’s so warm and inclusive. She was my maid of honor at my wedding. We are still good friends even though we live in different states.Beth was my best friend when I was 8 years old. We wrote stories and were in plays together. I was devastated when my parents moved again and we couldn’t see each other every day. 

Br
ot

he
rs

Aaron: he was my fi rst real boyfriend, my fi rst kiss at age 14. 
It was a pretty bad kiss. He was a senior in high school; 
I was a freshman. He broke up with me after a couple months. 
I think my parents were relieved.

Jack: the only guy I wish I hadn’t dated. He pretended to be sensitive, 
but he was  actually quite manipulative. I was devastated when he 
broke up with me, but now I’m glad that I only lost a few months of 
my life to him. After we broke up I heard a rumor that he was living in 
a trailer park with his ex.

Amos: he was a really nice Christian guy. So nice that he 
waited to kiss me until our 6 month anniversary. I broke up 
with him shortly  after our 5 month anniversary. 

Dale: he was my fi rst real crush. He was nice to me, but I could barely 
talk to him. Instead, I snuck glances at him in Sunday school. 

Least important Most important

Third Hatrack: 
Category

“	Among the most 

powerful devices for 

reducing noise and 

enriching the content 

of displays is the 

technique of layering 

and separation…”

-Edward Tufte,  
Envisioning Information
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Refine
Looking at details

As the last step, I decided to add a fourth 
Hatrack to organize the information: location. 
While thinking back on each relationship, I found 
that the places where I lived had a big effect on 
the important people in my life. Living in many 
different cities throughout my life has naturally 
caused some relationships to end and new ones 
to begin. 

Important People throughout my Life by Jenny Shirey
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Jürgen: we met during the summer of 2004. We were soon spending a lot of time together; I insisted we were “just friends” because I knew he would 
be going back to Germany soon, but despite my hesitation, it soon developed into more than that. He left to go back to Stuttgart in February 2005. 
That whole year, we had a long-distance relationship. It was diffi cult despite several trips back and forth and many long phone calls. I decided I needed 
to move to Germany while Jürgen fi nished his degree, and I did so in January 2006. He asked me to marry him that August, one night at his apartment. 
In October 2006, we moved from Stuttgart to Pittsburgh, and we were married in my parents’ living room on December 30. We then exchanged 
rings and celebrated in a traditional style on September 15, 2007, so I could have my dream wedding too. Jürgen is hard-working, smart, kind, and 
generous. He tries to make me laugh but I think his jokes are lame. He’s a good man. 

Tara and Erica: I met them as a baby. I loved visiting them, but they lived in another state, so we eventually lost touch. Christiane: we met at Harrison High School in choir. She is an amazing, vibrant person and makes me laugh. I visited her at UCLA in 2001 and 2004. I wish we were still close. Shannon: my best work friend. With her, I could laugh about 
strange things at work, commiserate about the bad, and analyze 
our personal lives. She moved to West Virginia in February 2009.

Lance: one of my fi rst best friends. We met in Virginia, but 3 years later, my family moved to Michigan. We wrote letters back and forth for many years. I used to think we would get married someday. He did end up marrying a girl named Jenny.

Ashley: we met at church and became friends when we realized we both loved American Girl Dolls and Anne of Green Gables. We stayed close through college. We both studied abroad from 2002–2003, during which we wrote letters and visited each other several times. She is still a part of my life today; she sang a song at my wedding, and I always try to visit her when I’m in Michigan.

Jessica: she and I were both homeschooled and were best friends in junior high. In high school, we swam together and trained to be lifeguards. We drifted apart as I got more involved with the public school.

Adam: he was one of my close friends while studying in Germany. We’re still in touch now and then.

Julie: we were very close during the year I lived in Stuttgart; she helped me with my homesickness. 
We have been able to see each other once a year since then, and I still consider her a good friend.

Sarah: We were really close while studying in Germany. We lost touch, then got back in touch through Facebook. Jürgen and I spent the night at her house in March 2009.

Brandy: We met in college. She’s so warm and inclusive. She was my maid of honor at my wedding. We are still good friends even though we live in different states.Beth: she was my best friend when I was 8 years old. We wrote stories and were in plays together. I was devastated when my parents moved again and we couldn’t see each other every day. 
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Mark and Russell: My brothers and I were all homeschooled, so we were close from an early age. Since I’m the oldest I often took on a motherly role with them. When we were little, we would play a game called “jobs” that we made up, and make home movies together. We naturally became less close when I entered junior high school. Mark and I were in high school for 2 years together and were in band and choir together and had a lot of the same friends. Since I moved away from MI, the relationships with both are harder to maintain; we mostly see each other at holidays. They’ll always be my little brothers.

Aaron: he was my fi rst real boyfriend, my fi rst kiss at 
age 14. It was a pretty bad kiss. He was a senior in high 
school; I was a freshman. He broke up with me after a 
couple of months. I think my parents were relieved.

Jack: the only guy I wish I hadn’t dated. He pretended to be 
sensitive, but he was  actually quite manipulative. I was devastated 
when he broke up with me, but now I’m glad that I only lost a few 
months of my life to him. After we broke up I heard a rumor that 
he was living in a trailer park with his ex.

Amos: he was a really nice Christian guy. So nice that 
he waited to kiss me until our 6-month anniversary. 
I broke up with him shortly  after our 5-month anniversary. 

Jeffrey: I think he was technically my fi rst boyfriend, but we never so much as held hands. It was a close 
call between him and Lance. I guess Lance was too shy. Jeffrey was fun. He, Lance, and I were inseparable.

Dale: he was my fi rst real crush. He was nice to me, but I could barely 
talk to him. Instead, I snuck glances at him in Sunday school. 

Mom and Dad: I’ve always had a good relationship with my parents. I loved being homeschooled and spending lots of time with Mom, who stayed at home with us. Dad was a big part of our lives too; coming home early from work when we were little, doing a lot of activities with us. When I was studying in Germany, he came to Europe for business trips and we were able to spend time together in London and Paris—unforgettable experiences. Moving out was really hard; Mom and I talked on the phone every day for several years. I’m now happy to be on my own, but we’re still really close. They are my role models in many ways. I don’t know what I’d do without them.

1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

Hampton, Virginia: childhood Holly, Michigan: childhood Farmington Hills, Michigan: high school Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: adulthoodMunich, Germany Stuttgart, GermanyFarmington Hills, Michigan: preteen Farmington Hills, Michigan: college Farmington Hills, Michigan: collegePerry, Michigan: childhood

I noted location by adding fields of light gray in 
the background running vertically from the top to 
the bottom of the poster. These vertical location 
bands help the viewer to better understand how 
each relationship relates to the others.

I also printed a sample of my poster at actual size 
to make sure that the text was readable, and to 
see how the colors would look. I made sure I 
allowed myself enough time before the project 
was due to proofread and adjust minor details.

Fourth Hatrack: 
Location
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Jürgen: we met during the summer of 2004. We were soon spending a lot of time together; I insisted we were “just friends” because I knew 
he would be going back to Germany soon, but despite my hesitation, it soon developed into more than that. He left to go back to Stuttgart in 
February 2005. That whole year, we had a long-distance relationship. It was diffi cult despite several trips back and forth and many long 
phone calls. I decided I needed to move to Germany while Jürgen fi nished his degree, and I did so in January 2006. He asked me to marry 
him that August, one night at his apartment. In October 2006, we moved from Stuttgart to Pittsburgh, and we were married in my parents’ 
living room on December 30. We then exchanged rings and celebrated in a traditional style on September 15, 2007, so I could have my 
dream wedding too. Jürgen is hard-working, smart, kind, and generous. He’s a good man, my best friend, my future.

Tara and Erica: I met them as a baby. I loved visiting them, but they lived in another state, so we eventually lost touch. Christiane: we met at Harrison High School in choir. She is an amazing, vibrant person and makes me laugh. I visited her at UCLA in 2001 and 2004. I wish we were still close. Shannon: my best work friend. With her, I could laugh about 
strange things at work, commiserate about the bad, and analyze 
our personal lives. She moved to West Virginia in February 2009.

Lance: one of my fi rst best friends. We met in Virginia, but 3 years later, my family moved to Michigan. We wrote letters back and forth for many years. I used to think we would get married someday. He did end up marrying a girl named Jenny.

Ashley: we met at church and became friends when we realized we both loved American Girl Dolls and Anne of Green Gables. We stayed close through college. We both studied abroad in Europe from 2002–2003, during which we wrote letters and visited each other several times. She is still a part of my life today; she sang at my wedding, and I always try to visit her when I’m in Michigan.

Jessica: she and I were both homeschooled and were best friends in junior high. In high school, we swam together and trained to be lifeguards. We drifted apart as I got more involved with the public school.

Adam: he was one of my closest friends when we were studying in Munich together. We’re still in touch now and then.

Julie: we were very close during the year I lived in Stuttgart; she helped me with my homesickness. 
We have been able to see each other once a year since then, and I still consider her a good friend.

Sarah: We were really close while studying in Munich together. We lost touch, then got back in touch. Jürgen and I spent the night at her house in March 2009.

Brandy: We met in college. She’s so warm and inclusive. She was my maid of honor at my wedding. We are still good friends even though we live in different states.Beth: she was my best friend when I was 8 years old. We wrote stories and were in plays together. I was devastated when my parents moved again and we couldn’t see each other every day. 
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Mark and Russell: My brothers and I were all homeschooled, so we were close from an early age. Since I’m the oldest, I often took on a motherly role with them. When we were little, we would play a game called “jobs” that we made up, and make stop-action movies together. We naturally became less close when I entered junior high school. Mark and I were in high school for 2 years together and were both in band and choir. We had a lot of the same friends. Since I moved away from MI, the relationships with both are harder to maintain; we mostly see each other at holidays. They’ll always be my little brothers though.

Aaron: he was my fi rst real boyfriend, my fi rst kiss at age 14. 
It was a pretty bad kiss. He was a senior in high school; I was 
a freshman. He broke up with me after a couple of months. 
I think my parents were relieved.

Jack: the only guy I wish I hadn’t dated. He pretended to be 
sensitive, but  actually was quite manipulative. I was devastated 
when he broke up with me, but now I’m glad that I only lost 
a few months of my life to him. After we broke up I heard a rumor 
that he was living in a trailer park with his ex.

Amos: he was a really nice Christian guy. So nice that 
he waited to kiss me until our 6-month anniversary. 
I broke up with him shortly  after our 5-month anniversary. 

Jeffrey: I think he was technically my fi rst boyfriend, but we never so much as held hands. It was a close 
call between him and Lance. I guess Lance was too shy. Jeffrey was fun. He, Lance, and I were inseparable.

Dale: he was my fi rst real crush. He was nice to me, but I could barely 
talk to him. Instead, I snuck glances at him in Sunday school. 
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Mom and Dad: I’ve always had a good relationship with my parents. I loved being homeschooled and spending lots of time with Mom, who stayed at home with us. Dad was a big part of our lives too; coming home early from work when we were little, doing a lot of activities with us. When I was studying in Germany, he came to Europe for business trips and we were able to spend time together in London and Paris—unforgettable experiences. Moving out was really hard; Mom and I talked on the phone almost every day. I’m now happy to be on my own, but we’re still really close. They are my role models in many ways, and I don’t know what I’d do without them.

1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

Hampton, Virginia: childhood Holly, Michigan: childhood Farmington Hills, Michigan: high school Farmington Hills, Michigan: college Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: adulthoodStuttgart, GermanyFarmington Hills, Michigan: childhood/junior high Farmington Hills, Michigan: collegePerry, Michigan: childhood Munich, Germany

Actual size: 24 x 36 inches. Reprinted here at 18% of actual size.
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Reflect
The process

The easiest part of this project was coming up 
with the concept. I felt that I was able to fairly 
quickly choose a part of my life to focus on and 
the information that I wanted to use as the basis 
for my self-portrait. Perhaps that is because I 
know myself well, and I know what aspects of 
my life are most important to me.

The hardest part of the project was determining 
the hierarchy—deciding how important each 
relationship was to me during each year of my 
life. I wanted to accurately reflect the way I 
felt about the person at the time, although this 
meant depending on my highly subjective, fallible 
memories. 

I was surprised to find that making these 
choices, about each person’s importance in my 
life, and also about which people to include in 
the first place, was so difficult. I believe it was 
because of the emotions that go hand-in-hand 
with reviewing old memories, some sad, some 
happy, some bittersweet because of a sense  
of loss. 

I am glad I chose to explore this aspect of my 
life. As I am beginning my first year of graduate 
school, it is a good time to review how I have 
changed over the years, and the people that have 
joined me along my life’s journey.
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Reflect
The outcome

I have mixed feelings about the final design of 
my self-portrait poster. 

On the one hand, I am happy with the way the 
information is organized. I feel that it is clear 
and easy to understand. In a way, it is a good 
representation of me, because I am an organized, 
straightforward person. I also like the colors I 
chose, which are bright and lively.

On the other hand, when I look at the design,  
I feel that the vector shapes and graph form 
make it look rather impersonal, which does not 
really fit the material. I wonder whether I should 
have stuck with my original plan to depict my 
relationships in a layered form, although the 
information wouldn’t have been as clear.

The form is restrained; it lies quietly on the page 
along a restricted grid. Perhaps this design also 
reflects on me and how I view myself. I feel 
that as a designer, I could be more creative. 
Designing in an orderly, organized fashion is a 
visual style that I am quite comfortable with.  
But now, while I am in graduate school, I believe 
that it is the perfect time to try to expand my 
design repertoire. 

What I would like to take away from this project 
is this: a challenge to myself, to experiment 
visually and to open up the boundaries I have 
forced upon myself. I hope that by the end of 
my time at Carnegie Mellon, I will be able to 
look back on this self-portrait and see how I have 
grown as a designer.

Take away goals: 

challenge myself, 

experiment visually, 

and push through 

my self-made 

boundaries as a 

graphic designer.


