
USABILITY TESTING 
FOR DEPARTMENT 
WEBSITES 



WHAT IS USABILITY TESTING? 

> Watching one person at a time try to use something to 
do typical tasks so you can detect and fix the things 
that confuse or frustrate them. 
 

> Not (like focus groups) just listening to them talk about 
wants, needs, and likes in the abstract. 



HOW DID WE TEST 
OUR SITES? 



USERS: TWO STUDENT VOLUNTEERS 

 
 

 



REPRESENTATIVE SITE 

 
 



OBSERVERS: WEB AND MARKETING 
TEAM MEMBERS 

 
 



FORMAT 

> Each session 40 minutes 
> Facilitator walks through testing script 
> Background questions 
> Homepage tour 
> Sample tasks 
> Follow-up questions 

 



RESULTS 

> Each observer notes top three usability problems per 
session 

> Compile list and rank problems 
> Discuss at debrief lunch 
> Develop action plan 

 



WHAT WERE THE 
TASKS? 



SCENARIO 1 

> You are taking a class with Professor Dubrow, and you 
want to go to her office hours.  Find out when they are 
and where.  Also find her email address so you can send 
her a message to let her know what you’re coming to 
talk about. 



SCENARIO 2 

> You have an interest in film and cinema studies, and 
you are looking for faculty in this department who 
might teach classes in that area or supervise an 
independent study on that topic.  Look for two faculty 
who specialize in film and you might want to work with. 



SCENARIO 3 

> You are registering for 
classes for winter 2015 and 
you want to take a class 
that fulfills your VLPA 
requirement.  Find out if 
this department if offering 
any classes you could take 
for that requirement in 
winter 2015. 



SCENARIO 4 

> You’re a Korean major in 
this department, and you 
can’t remember if you 
need to complete a 
capstone project your 
senior year. Verify the 
major requirements.  



SCENARIO 5 

> Your parents are asking, “What do people in Asian 
Languages and Literature actually do? What kind of 
career prospects are there?” Find some information on 
the website that explains what people do in this 
department and/or what type of jobs they get after 
graduation. 



SCENARIO 6 

> You heard there is going to be a symposium in honor of 
your favorite professor, David Knechtges, and you think 
you might want to go. Find out if and when the 
symposium is taking place. 



SCENARIO 7 

> You want to talk to the 
adviser to make sure you’re 
meeting all the 
requirements needed to 
graduate.  How do you 
contact them? 



SCENARIO 8 

> You are considering applying to 
graduate school in this 
department, and you are 
curious what the current 
graduate student community is 
like.  Find the page listing all the 
current graduate students and 
give us your impression. 



SCENARIO 9 

> You have decided that 
you want to apply to 
graduate school in this 
department.  What 
should you do next?  
Find information about 
how to apply. 



SCENARIO 10 

> You are a social media fanatic 
and want to start following the 
department on Facebook and 
Twitter.  Do they have a 
presence on these services? If 
so, can you find how to follow 
them? 



NEXT STEPS: 
WHAT’S OUR 
ACTION PLAN? 



Issue #1 – Home page image not clear or 
purposeful 

> Encourage departments to use clear, explanatory 
captions, so people understand what the image is and 
why it is on the department website. 

> Add option (on sites that have static or evergreen 
slideshows) to include a call to action link after the 
caption. 

> Continue educating departments about choosing good 
images; reach out to departments when we notice an 
image that is particularly weak or problematic. 



Issue #2 – Courses hard to browse and 
navigate 

> Change main courses page to show upcoming, not 
current + upcoming; ensure display changes before the 
next registration period begins (check dates). 

> Add color key at the top, to help students understand 
what quarter info they are looking at. 

> Add sticky headers, so they can tell what quarter they 
are in as they scroll. 

> Ensure courses page has prominent link or button from 
undergrad section. 

 



Issue #3 – Events hard to find 

> Ensure there is always a link to More Events on front 
page, even if there aren’t any more events. 

> Add People Involved field to events, to facilitate people 
finding related events via profile pages (some 
departments already have this). 

> Move related news and events to tab area on profile, 
not sidebar. 

> Encourage departments to use People Involved field 
consistently. 
 



Issue #4 – Purpose of language 
buttons not clear 

> Add heading above language buttons on sites that use 
them; consult with department about best language to 
use (Areas of Study, Language Areas, etc.). 



Issue #5 – Can’t tell if views filter was 
applied 

> Add visual feedback when views exposed filters are 
used, so students can tell that they are seeing updated 
results. 
 



CONCLUSION 

> Overall we are doing well! Students are able to find the 
most important/frequently used information without 
much effort. 

> We found several areas for improvement, even for 
things we weren’t specifically testing. 

> The quality of your content matters. 
> Next time, make the tasks harder, and/or test a 

different audience (faculty, alumni, donors…) 



QUESTIONS? 



COURSES FEATURE DISCUSSION 

> Why aren’t editors adding course lists? 
> Is the courses section meeting needs? For whom? 
> How can we improve it for: 

• current students? 
• prospective students, peer instructors, and public? 
• course editors/managers? 

 



COURSES PAGEVIEWS – Q4 2014 
Not including  lists that appear on front page or profiles 

 Asian L&L 4,263 5.92% Dance 1,110 3.8% 

Classics 2,414 9.91% Drama 1,883 2.41% 

CHID 3,158 9.75% DXARTS 4,196 11.36% 

Comp Lit 3,424 11.33% Music 2,133 1.33% 

French & Italian 1,582 7.39% 

Germanics 1,680 6.57% GWSS 1,140 5.52% 

Linguistics 1,864 4.62% LSJ 995 4.63% 

Scandinavian 1,962 8.14% 

Slavic 1,705 9.53% 

Spanish & Portuguese 2,326 3.22% 
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