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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Test Goals
The goals of usability testing include establishing and verifying user performance and

preferences measured by addressing efficiency, error frequency, and user satisfaction. This

usability test focuses specifically on the Department of Education website’s search functionality and user experience.

Our specific research question:
How well can users execute specific tasks on the Department of Education website?
Process
Following industry standard methods of usability testing and the concepts of user

experience design learned in User Experience Research, our team undertook an evaluation of the DOE website, identified user profiles, and developed a 3-scenario test plan for the study. 

Findings
Overall, participants successfully completed about most of the tasks. Three (3) participants successfully completed Scenario 1, which tested participants’ ability to navigate to the section of the site containing info about US Prep. Despite expectations, with this information available on the splash page, no one scrolled down to see this. All participants resorted to using the DOE search functions.
 Three (3) participants successfully completed Scenario 2, which involved finding information on STEM at the graduate level. The query could be interpreted many ways, but with this being a teaching college it would involve teaching these subjects. 

Scenario 3, which involved contacting an advisor. There are multiple ways to accomplish this task. Without exception, all users completed tasks before the 4:00 minute benchmark. Most participants ranked the tasks low in difficulty and had a pleasant experience with the site overall.

Based on analysis of the severity and frequency of errors and difficulties observed, two primary issue categories were identified: (1) Search Functionality and (2) Navigational Complexity. Category (1) included difficulties viewing and refining search results, inability to search the entirety of the DOE website, and confusion caused by lack of responsiveness when searching. Category (2) encompasses the many paths required to reach a complex query like outlined in Scenario 3. This itself is related to Category 1 since the site does not pull related search terms when utilizing the search. Often the search results lack optimization. 

Recommendations 
To address the above issues, several recommendations can be made. User understanding of search functionality should be improved with search results optimized to reflect the school page they are running the search from. It should exclude results that are not within the purview of a general query if the query is in fact general. If the school wishes to highlight something like STEM teaching or the US (United States) prep, it needs a section along with the various classifications of students. 

METHODS

Usability Test Summary
The usability evaluation of the Department of education website was conducted via Zoom during the week of November 8th, 2020. 
During this test, 3 participants were asked to spend time attempting to accomplish a series of tasks, with variable amounts of time spent. During this Zoom meeting the participants:
Verbally completed a demographic questionnaire and were given consent forms

-Performed scenarios while utilizing the think out loud method

- Verbally critiqued the experience according to prepared remarks

METHODOLOGY
This evaluation employs a usability test approach that involves representative users and asks them to complete realistic web tasks. The usability test involved participants who are users of the Department of Education website. Procedures include informed consent, background questionnaire, tasks based on scenarios, post-task questions, and a debriefing interview. A “think aloud” protocol will be used throughout the test. These procedures are described more fully below. 

Informed Consent
The moderator briefed the participants on the Department of Education website and instruct the participant that they are evaluating the application rather than being evaluated by the moderator. Participants signed an informed consent that acknowledged: participation is voluntary, that participation can cease at any time, and that the session will be videotaped, but their privacy of identification will be safeguarded.

Background Questionnaire
Participants verbally completed a pretest demographic and background information questionnaire. The questionnaire asked about demographic information, internet experience and familiarity with the site that is being tested. See Appendix B. 
Tasks and Scenarios with Post-Task Questions
At the start of each task, the participant was read aloud the task description, then beginning the task. Time-on-task measurement begins when the participant starts the task. After each task, the participant will complete the post-task questionnaire and elaborated on the task session. The facilitator instructed the participant to ‘think aloud’ so that a verbal record exists of their interaction with the website. Data was then collected by reviewing the recording of these synchronous sessions.

Debriefing Interview
After all task scenarios were attempted, the moderator asked participants about their impressions of the site and testing experience. 

Location and Environment
Due to the distance learning environment and ongoing COVID-19 Pandemic, tests will be conducted remotely via Zoom. The test sessions will be videotaped. 
Ethics
All persons involved with the usability test are required to adhere to the following ethical guidelines:

·The performance of any test participant must not be individually attributable. Individual participant's name should not be used in reference outside the testing session.

·A description of the participant's performance will not be reported to his or her manager.
USABILITY TASKS
The usability tasks are identical for all participants. These tasks have been approved by the client for this project prior to the usability test. 
Scenario 1

Tasks:

1.Start at the homepage.

2.Find US Prep information

3.Say “I’m done” when you find it.

Post-task Questions:

1.On a scale of 1 to 5 (1 being easy, 5 being hard), how would you rate the task you just performed?

2.What did you find most difficult in completing the task?

3.What did you find easiest in completing the task?

Scenario 2

You are a graduate student and are interested in STEM 

Tasks:

1.Start at the DOE homepage.

2.Find any information on STEM.

3.Say “I’m done” when you find it.

Post-task Questions:

1.On a scale of 1 to 5 (1 being easy, 5 being hard), how would you rate the task you just performed?

2.What did you find most difficult in completing the task?

3.What did you find easiest in completing the task?

Scenario 3

You are a current student and need to contact an advisor.

Tasks:

1. Start at the DOE website 

2. Find out how to contact an advisor

3.Say “I’m done” when you find it.
Post-task Questions:

1.On a scale of 1 to 5 (1 being easy, 5 being hard), how would you rate the task you just performed?

2.What did you find most difficult in completing the task?

3. What did you find easiest in completing the task?

Final Debriefing Questions

1.What did you like most about the DOE?

2.Did you find any aspect of the DOE site frustrating?

3.If you could add one thing (a button or link) to the DOE homepage, what would that be?


EVALUATION MEASURES AND METRICS

Usability metrics refers to user performance measured against specific goals necessary to satisfy usability requirements. Scenario completion success rates, time-to-completion, error rates, and subjective evaluations were used. 
Task Completion Rate
Completion rate is the percentage of test participants who successfully complete the task without critical errors. A critical error is defined as an error that results in an incorrect or incomplete outcome. In other words, the completion rate represents the percentage of participants who, when they are finished with the specified task, have an "output" that is correct.

A completion rate of 100% is the goal for each task in this usability test.

Error-free Rate

Error-free rate is the percentage of test participants who complete the task without any errors (critical or non-critical errors). A non-critical error is an error that would not have an impact on the final output of the task but would result in the task being completed less efficiently.

An error-free rate of 80% is the goal for each task in this usability test.

Time on Task (TOT)
The time to complete a scenario is referred to as “time on task.” It is measured from the time the person begins the scenario to the time he/she signals completion. Goals for TOT (Time on Task) include:

●Scenario 1

○Moderator introduction -- 2 minutes

○Participant executes the task -- 4 minutes

○Post-task questions -- 2 minutes

●Scenario 2

○Moderator introduction -- 2 minutes

○Participant executes the task -- 4 minutes

○Post-task questions -- 2 minutes

●Scenario 3

○Moderator introduction -- 2 minutes

○Participant executes the task -- 4 minutes

○Post-task questions -- 2 minutes
Subjective Measures
Subjective opinions about specific tasks, time to perform each task, features, and functionality were solicited. At the end of the test, participants rated satisfaction with overall system. Combined with the interview/debriefing session, data was used to assess attitudes of the participants. These subjective measures included:

●Determine if the participants can complete the scenario tasks satisfactorily

●Collect participants’ satisfaction level on using the Department of Education website. 

●Collect verbal/narratives of user experience

Problem Severity
To prioritize recommendations, a method of problem severity classification will be used in the analysis of the data collected during evaluation activities. The approach treats problem severity as a combination of two factors - the impact of the problem and the frequency of users experiencing the problem during the evaluation.

Impact

Impact is the ranking of the consequences of the problem by defining the level of impact that the problem has on successful task completion. Impact can be high, moderate, or low. The following severity scale will be used to measure impact: 

·Severity 1– High impact problems that often prevent a user from correctly completing a task. (critical errors)

·Severity 2– Moderate/high frequency problems with moderate/negligible impact. Typically, erroneous actions that participant recognizes needs to be undone. (non-critical errors)

·Severity 3– Either moderate problems with low frequency or low problems with moderate frequency; these are minor annoyance problems faced by a number of participants. (non-critical errors)

·Severity 4– Low impact problems faced by few participants; there is negligible risk to not resolving these problems. (non-critical errors)
Frequency

Frequency is the percentage of participants who experience the problem when working on a task.
·High: Three or more of the participants experience the problem

·Moderate: Two participants experience the problem

·Low: One of five (or fewer) of the participants experience the problem
Limitations
The limitations of this usability testing activity include the following:

Small Sample Size

The applicability of our findings is limited due to only have 3 people in the sample. Small studies are going to share in this sort of limitation. The demographics of our participants are similar. All have previous college coursework and so this would skew against the actual demographic of the site users

RESULTS 
Scenario summary

-Success rates for scenarios

100. No participant had any difficulty in completing any of the scenarios. 

This design seems to be very error tolerant. 

-Time completion for scenarios

Sub 5 mins for all. Within targets for time on task.

Participants’ rating of difficulty in scenarios

Scenario 1

2, 1, 1
[image: image2.png]25

15

o5

Difficulty Rating on a 1-5 scale

person1 person2

mRating.

person3





Scenario 2, ratings of difficulty

	Participant 1

4
	Participant 2

3
	Participant 3

4


Scenario 3, difficulty ratings

1, 1, 1

-Participants’ reaction to DOE website

‘Webpage is pretty solid.’
 ‘Texas tech website is good because it is Texas Tech.’ 

‘Not frustrating to use’

‘Clean and simple’

‘One task was unclear’

‘Cannot think of what would need to be added to the site’

‘Texas tech is positive’

‘No frustration in using site’

‘Not approachable for first-time students’

ANALYSIS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Summary of Analysis
 Issue 1.1 Search results not immediately responsive

Issue 1.2 Most users go right to the search bar in order to find their information
 Issue 2.1 Need to navigate to multiple pages for common entries

Issue 2.2 Page is focused on advertising rather than utility

Our test was synchronous and remote, with real-time feedback available via the thinking out loud method.

The design is effective and efficient, as well as engaging.

Based on our analysis, at least four issues are apparent. 

Firstly, we are dealing with issues related to the search bar. Most users go right to the search bar. The search bar needs to be fixed so that it is responsive to user inputs immediately. Often search bars can have this problem, but we have been conditioned via habitual use of google to expect search bars on sites to work the same way. Would include fine tuning the search feature to find the queries that users are searching for. There would have to be wider surveying and testing to indicate what the most common search terms are, and what steps are going to be necessary for this to happen.

Most of the useful information to the actual students at the school is buried beneath advertisement. Texas Tech is already a well-known and respected school. While primarily known for science and technology (hence the name of the school), even a liberal arts program is known to have its own prestige. 

Navigation to objectives is convoluted. Contacting an adviser should be simpler for both graduate and undergraduates. 

Additional testing, of course, with an eye towards fixing the issues in the second scenario. The second scenario was regarded as confusing. It is particular to graduate students but can be reached multiple ways. Most usability problems can be observed by seeing users navigate to the same goal through multiple paths. 

Appendix A: Individual Heuristic Analysis

Team Heuristic Evaluation Ratings

Prior to this usability test, I prepared a Heuristic Evaluation. It is included:

Usability Heuristics
1. Visibility of system status

The system should always keep users informed about what is going on. We would not want a web page that entered an error state without some sort of notification that this was happening. The page, while responsive, is not responsive to positive actions other than what we would expect from a computer browsed web page. We land where we intend, or we do not. 

This is an example of navigating away from the page. We do not get a notification that we are leaving a TTU site.

2. Match between system and the real world

You should speak the user's language. We should not have a website not speaking in a natural language. The site clearly speaks English, and simple English at that. There appear to be no technical terms on the splash page. Given that this is aimed at people looking to become education majors, I would not expect too much technical language, thought a layperson with no knowledge may find some of the acronyms difficult.

I have included an example of a program on display, which is not explained. This could be improved.

3. User control and freedom

Users often choose system functions by mistake and will need a clearly marked exit. The must be able to leave the unwanted state. This is accomplished by the back button. The float-over menus give the user a freedom to navigate to different portions of the site. The float-over options allow reference to other sections without direct navigation to them.

4. Consistency and standards

Users should not have to wonder whether different words mean the same things. The website has a consistent visual layout. There are no major deviations in dialect or displays of tribal knowledge. 


5. Careful design prevents problems

Present users with a confirmation message before an error occurs. This is difficult in the domain of a website. You can easily enter parts of the site you are not trying to get to. 

As mentioned, there are no confirmation messages even when navigating away from the site


6. Recognition rather than recall

Minimize the user's memory load by making objects actions and options visible. The user should not have to remember. We know that the action of short-term memory has limitations. Expecting a user to encode information in long-term memory, even as a skill, is a bit much. We have navigated web pages before, so we are just looking for the site to be like others. 

The academic calendar section follows the standard format of every calendar page. 


7. Flexibility and efficiency of use

Accelerators may often speed up the interaction. Effectiveness is the completeness and accuracy with which users achieve their goals. Effectiveness and efficiency are closely intertwined. 

This site is efficient because we can click on something and reach it. This is the news section.


8. Aesthetic and minimalist design

Dialogues should not contain info which is irrelevant or rarely needed. Every extra unit of information competes with other info. The site is flooded with logos. The point of the site is branding, not to convey information. The information is secondary in purpose. 

This is an example of useless information being blasted across the screen:


9. Help users recognize, diagnose, and recover from errors

Error messages should be expressed in plain language. The only message I have ever seen on Texas Tech site is the equivalent of a bad request. I could not generate them in simple navigation on the page, and it is possible to blindly navigate to the wrong field. 


10. Help and Documentation

Information should be easy to search. With complex devices, manuals and instructions provide discoverability and understanding. These are subjective experiences of the user. User experience is the subjective experience of users with a said product. The search feature on the site is from google. 

It does have flaws. Subjectively, I have a terrible experience with it:
Appendix B Test Disclosures
Title of Study: Texas Tech Department of Education

You are invited to be in a research study in which you are asked to test the ease of use of a particular product:

either a web site or a software program. You have been identified as a participant because you are a [university name] student, faculty, or staff members. We ask that you consider this research opportunity and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in study.

This study is being conducted by students in User Experience at Texas Tech University under the instruction of Dr. Jason Tham in the Department of English at Texas Tech University.

Background Information

The purpose of this study is to observe persons interacting with a product to gain information about the ease of use of that product.

Procedures

If you agree to be in this study, your participation will consist of a questionnaire about your experience with the software product, the completion of specified internet tasks using a specified web site or software program, and a short debriefing interview about your experience completing the specified tasks. Your participation will not exceed one hour of your time.

Risks and Benefits

There are no foreseeable risks associated with your participation in this study. Participation in this study may benefit you by encouraging you to think about the ways in which web sites and software products could be improved to suit user needs and preferences. Your participation will also help students, program developers, and instructors learn more about product design improvements.

Voluntary Nature of Study

Your participation is voluntary, and you are not required to participate in this study. You can withdraw from the study at any time. Your decision to withdraw will have no effect on your relationship with the university.

Confidentiality

The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of report that may be published, no information will be included that will make it possible to identify a subject. Pseudonyms or numbers will be used in place of your real name to protect your identity. If you agree to participate in interviews, your interviews will be recorded (either audio or videotape). Only student researchers will have access to these data.

Contact and Questions

The researchers conducting this study are [list all team member names here]. You may ask any questions you have about the study now. If you have questions later, you may contact any of us through e-mail at [list all emails here].

Dr. Jason Tham is instructor of this class. You can contact Dr. Tham with any further questions at jason.tham@ttu.edu.

Statement of Consent

I have read the above information. I have asked questions and have received answers to my questions. I consent to participate in the study.

Signature Date

Signature of Investigator Date

Participant’s Bill of Rights

1. You are not being evaluated

The term “usability evaluation” refers to evaluating a software product (an application or Web

service), not a person. The usability team considers you a partner in the design of the product. Any difficulties you encounter during this session help us identify which parts of the product need to be improved.

2. You may leave at any time

You are taking part in the evaluation as a volunteer. You have the right to interrupt the evaluation or withdraw from it at any time, for any reason. You do not need to give a reason.

3. You will be informed that you are being observed

You will be observed through a one-way mirror by one or more people on the usability team.

Usability team members may include Usability Services staff, technical team staff, and business

experts. If you are a University employee, you will not be observed by your supervisor without your knowledge and written consent. You have the right to have any relevant questions answered.

4. You will be informed if and how you are being recorded

During this session, the usability team will observe and may record your actions, your voice, your computer screen, and/or where you look on the computer screen. These may be video, audio, or eye-tracking recordings. The equipment we use has been certified by the manufacturers as safe for long-term usage. You have the right to ask and receive answers to any relevant questions about the process, equipment, and recordings.

5. Your identity will be kept confidential

Usability team members have signed Code of Conduct agreements that contain their promise to

keep your identity confidential. Any reports resulting from this session will protect your anonymity. Any records from this session which might identify you will be kept confidential by the usability team. These include forms, notes, and recordings which could identify you. You may be recognizable on video or audio recordings, but this session will not be recorded without your written consent. You have the right to be informed what the session records will be used for. The records may not be used for purposes other than those you have agreed to unless your additional written consent is obtained.

6. Video and Audio Recordings will be destroyed upon request

When no longer needed for design purposes, any video or audio recordings containing your picture or voice from this session will be destroyed. You have the right to request that the recordings from the session be destroyed, whether you complete the session.

7. You will be treated with respect

You have the right to be treated politely and with respect during the evaluation. Humor is allowed, but you are invited to set the tone that you feel most comfortable with.

APPENDIX B: Background and Questionnaire

1. What is your age?

□ 18-23

□ 24-30

□ 30-50

□ 50+

2. What is your occupation (check all that apply)?

□ Faculty

□ Administrator

□ Student

□ Community partner

□ Other ______________________________

3. What is the highest level of education you have completed?

□ High school

□ Vocational program(s)

□ Some undergraduate

□ Undergraduate degree

□ Graduate/professional degree

4. How often do you use a computer?

□ Less than once a month

□ At least once a month

□ At least once a week

□ At least daily

5. Have you used any Department of Education services previously?

□ Yes

□ No

If you answered “Yes” to question 5, please answer questions 6-8. Otherwise, skip to question 9.

APPENDIX D: Participant Briefing Script

1. Introductions: Thanks for attending It may seem weird that I am reading this to you from a script, but we do this to ensure that consistent direction is given to all participants in our study, so please bear with me.

2. Agreement Form: You just completed our agreement form for usability evaluators. Did you have any questions about anything on the form?

3. Who I am: I am [Brandon Stanley] and we are helping the Texas Tech Department of Education design team gather feedback for their new web site design. One of the design team’s goals is to make the web site as intuitive and easy-to-use as possible.

4. Give intro to design: Today you will be trying out the Department of Education website and helping to evaluate its usability. The Department of Education site is a web site that provides information and services to prospective, current students and alumni.

5. Typical tasks / Think out loud: To give you some context for evaluating the site, I will give you some typical tasks to complete using the modern design. And while you are doing that, I am going to ask you to think out loud. What does this mean? I would like you to tell me what you are trying to do each step of the way. Like if you were playing an online game and explaining your moves to a friend who does not know the game. And tell us what you are thinking when something is different than you had expected, or whether it is exactly what you thought it would be. And give us your impressions as you go along—what you like and do not like about the way it looks, or anything that is confusing or hard to use.

6. Bill of Rights: You read your Bill of Rights? Did you have any questions about it?

7. The most important thing is that you are doing the evaluating and you are not being evaluated.

8. We do not expect anyone to know how to use the modern design of the site, and nothing you could do would be wrong.

9. If you happen to have any trouble using the web site, any struggles you experience will help us to identify usability issues so they can be fixed, and other users will not have to struggle later.

10. Also, please note that you are here voluntarily and may leave at any time if you need to.

11. The usability team will be observing your session and we will be making audio and video recordings.

But your participation is confidential with the usability team, the audio and video recordings will be kept confidential, and notes and reports about the evaluation will not reveal your identity.

13. I will provide you with three separate scenarios that ask you to complete specific tasks. For each scenario follow the direction given to complete the task. You will be left alone in the room while you complete the tasks.

14. So just start with your first task and remember to think out loud.
