Search and Bookmark Usability Testing Results

Testing Overview

On December 30, 2009, usability testing was completed by Andy Trus in the Upper Saddle River, Pearson Education office on the Search and Bookmark portlet.  The goal of this test was to gain feedback from college students on their general thoughts about our portlet, uncover any usability issues, and learn more about their process for writing research papers to ensure our tool is meeting their needs.

Three college students with no previous experience with Portal participated in the testing.  These three students, after signing a participation waiver, were asked general questions about their experiences with the research process.  Using the DevQA server, students were then asked questions many screens featured within the portlet.  The testing took approximately 30 minutes and subjects were given a $50 gift certificate in return for their feedback.
Executive Summary
· Students were impressed with the simplicity of creating bibliographies with our tool and this part of the interface was clear to them.  We now need to ensure as many websites are supported as possible to avoid disappointment from students seeing our engine fail.

· There were varying expectations regarding what our portlet would search, as some expected Wikipedia and some did not.  However, all users expected to see scholarly results that they could confidently cite in an academic paper.

· The intent of the bibliography and sources tabs was very clear to the students.  However, we need to better explain the capabilities of this tool in the initial portlet view as most students did not fully realize this was a bibliography tool until they saw these tabs.
· Text for the portlet was mostly clear to the users.  Add URL to new project text within the add to folder lightbox was the only point of confusion.
· Usability for the portlet proved to be decent.  However, minor issues with the add to folder link, add notes section of the add to folder lightbox, citation checkbox, and a few other small points of interest were discovered in the study.
Pre-Test Questions

1.1 
What year in school are you and what is your major?

Two students were juniors and one was a senior.  Majors of the students included pre-vet, biology, and communications.  Two students were males and one was a female.
1.2 
About how many major research papers do you write per semester?

Two of the students write about 3 papers per semester and one student only writes about one.
1.3 
Suppose you were completing a 5 page research paper on a topic you knew nothing about.  About how many sources would you expect to review and how many of those that you reviewed would you put in your bibliography?

One student said they’d look at 3-4 and use all of them, one student said they’d look at about 8 and use half of them, and the other student said they might look at 5 to 10 and use 3-5 in the bibliography.

Insight: Students seem to adhere to a “good enough” principle with sources.  Therefore, they are not likely to add more sources than necessary to our system and bibliography lists are unlikely to get so long that all the sources would not fit easily within one screen.
1.4 
What websites do you usually visit to complete research for your papers?

All three students stated that they begin the research process with Google and branch out from there.  One student also mentioned using their library website and another mentioned referring to their textbook.

1.5 
Is there a difference in how you complete research for short papers and large papers?  What about by discipline?

All three students stated that the length of the paper would determine the seriousness of their research and the types of sources they would use.  For example, for a shorter paper, Wikipedia would suffice as a source, whereas, for a longer research paper, more trusted academic sources would be necessary.  Students also stated that whether the course was a part of their major would affect their effort as they would work much harder on a paper related to their course of study than research for another course.

1.6 
How do you currently organize your research for different classes?

One student organizes bullet points related to a general idea and puts all the quotes related to that idea together.  Another student claimed to use a notebook to write down everything that catches the eye as being interesting and integrating those quotes as he writes the paper.  The other student claims to write the paper as they go along and only look up sources as needed.
1.7 
On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest, how would you rate your knowledge of bibliographies?

Two students rated themselves as a 5 and the other as a 7 or 8 depending on the type of source.  Essentially, students have some knowledge of bibliographies, but are not experts.
1.8 
What do you use now as your guideline for making your bibliography?  What is good and bad about that process?
One student uses EasyBib.com and the other two students use Google to search for guidelines for each format of each source type.  All students claimed that ensuring all periods, commas, and other punctuation is exact can be tedious and confusing.

1.9 
What bibliographic style do most of your teachers ask for?  How familiar are you with the different styles?

All three students were able to name the MLA format and two were able to name the APA format.  None of the students were familiar with the differences between the formats; they merely were familiar with the names.  

Initial Portlet View

2.1 What is your initial reaction to My Bibliography Builder?
All three students claimed that the portlet appears to be straightforward and simple to use.  Two students specifically noted that they appreciated that the portlet includes little clutter, few choices to make, and little text to read.  One student asked if our tool included links that were already filtered to include only the best sources for varying research topics.  

2.2 On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest, from first glance, how likely would you be to use this rather than Google if you were starting a research paper? 
There was a wide range of answers with one student claiming they would be a 5 or 6, another as a 3 or 4, and another as an 8.  The student rating it as a 5 or 6 said the portlet looked interesting, but they were already very comfortable with Google so it might be hard to convert them.  The student rating it as a 3 or 4 gave a similar answer, and said they might have rated it lower, but because it is from Pearson, they thought it would at least be worth a look.  The student who rated it as an 8 assumed we could filter out all of the unnecessary and poor research websites so our tool would be especially valuable.

Recommendation: From an initial impression, students believe our tool looks simple to use and the interface is clean, but our value proposition is somewhat in doubt.  We need to more clearly define to our users what this portlet does and why they should use it after only seeing the initial portlet view.  This may be achieved through a brief description of the product workflow, a picture of a bibliography from our tool, or saying something along the lines of “Find research sources and get bibliography information with only 2 clicks!” under a bibliography picture.
2.3 If you were to visit this page and saw My Bibliography Builder, what would you do first?  Why?

All three students claimed that the first action they would complete would be a search.  When considering prior research that shows users are extremely search dominant, it is expected that this would be the first action rather than creating a new project or clicking the other link.
2.4 There is a link to create a new project.  What do you think that means?

All three students were generally correct in their assumptions of this feature.  One student believed we might go further in depth than we do and also ask a few specific questions about the project as a way of getting them started on a search targeted to them.  However, it still seems it is fairly clear to the user the intent of this link.  
2.5 Is the “Learn about the Research Process” link helpful to you, or do you already know enough?  What would you like to learn in that link?

Two students claimed they would not read it at first, but that they might look over it if they needed help with their research and had a question about something.  The other student stated his goal is to get his research finished as quickly as possible and most likely would not have time to visit the link.  Two students could not think of anything they specifically needed help on, but one mentioned their difficulty in finding good keywords for searches and determining a logical order for arguments within the paper.
2.6 If you were to type in a search, what search engine or engines would you expect us to be searching?  What search engines would you like us to search?

Two students claimed to expect some sort of educated version of Google.  Essentially, it would return Wikipedia, journals, newspaper articles, and other .edu websites, but not untrustworthy .com websites.  The other student had a similar expectation, but did not expect to see Wikipedia, Yahoo Answers, or anything that is not considered academically credible.  

Insight: The students’ expectation of a “filtered Google” is obviously unrealistic.  However, it can be gathered that because this is an educational tool, we have built in the expectation that the sources will be academically credible, so implementing JSTOR and similar search engines is extremely important.

Search Results

3.1 As you can see, our tool uses the Yahoo search engine.  Is this what you expected or is it disappointing?

Two students claimed it was not exactly what they were expecting, but that they were certainly satisfied with our choice of a search engine.  One of those students was especially pleased to see Wikipedia as the top search result.  This same student also claimed they would not have noticed the Yahoo icon and therefore, would not have realized that this was the source of our search results. The third student claimed that the search results were exactly as expected.  However, this student was under the impression that we were filtering Yahoo results for better content, even though we are obviously not doing this.  This was interesting, and the fact that this student believed our search engine is much smarter than it is could be considered a good thing.   
3.2 Now that you know we’re using the Yahoo search engine, would you continue using our tool or would you leave and go to Yahoo.com or another search engine website?

None of the students claimed they would leave.  One stated that they would keep using our tool because they were already here so why not.  One student claimed they wouldn’t have even known we were using Yahoo, thus would not have left.  The other would not have switched because they thought our search engine is a smarter version of Yahoo, even though it really isn’t.  
3.3 Suppose all 8 search results looked relevant to your research.  Would you open and read them 1 by 1 right now, or would you just save the ones that look interesting and read them later?

One student stated they would read each result 1 by 1 and complete all their research in one sitting.  The other two students claimed they would open them all in different tabs, save the ones that seem interesting after quickly skimming them, and then read them later.  
3.4 What do you look for in determining which links are relevant?

All three students read titles and skim descriptions quickly.  If the source looks mildly related, they open it up and skim it to see if it is.  The amount of description information we provide for each source seems to be perfect.  
3.5 Are you generally able to find what you are looking for from your first search, or do you have to generally use many different keywords?  How many different keywords might you use to find research on the same topic?

All three students claimed to use on average 3 to 4 keywords.  They may view 2 to 3 pages of results, but then use a new keyword if the results being returned do not appear to be pertinent.  It seems that the first keyword searched is wrong more often than not, and if we could provide help towards using better keywords, this might be welcome.

Recommendation: A “did you mean” type feature that recommends keywords to students could be an area to explore for the future.  However, a more simple solution for now might be to list recent searches.  Students state that they do indeed search for many different keywords, and a mechanism for switching between those keywords could be extremely helpful to them.   

3.6 Suppose you wanted to save a link from the search results to review later, how would you do it?

All three students said they would bookmark the result through the browser.  One of those students also suggested that maybe they would open Microsoft Word and save the link inside of the program.  Eventually, all three users saw “Add to Folder” within our search results.  One took about 15 seconds, and the other two users took 20-30 seconds.  One user explained that because all other contents appeared to be exactly from Yahoo, they didn’t even notice it.
Recommendation: Change alignment, color, or boldness of link to ensure users can find the link.  The current link is too well integrated with the search results.  Additionally, change text to say “Add to My Projects”, as a way of further linking adding sources to our left side navigation.
3.7 Is it clear what is meant by Add URL to new project when adding a search result to a folder?

All three students were confused by this wording.  One student assumed it was a new project name, but had to guess.  One student left this blank twice when completing the form, and eventually copy and pasted the URL into this box to make the error message go away.  The other student interpreted this box as a place for notes about the source and used a title such as “top choice” for the project name.

Recommendation: The “URL” part of the text is confusing.  Change title to read “Enter a name for this project” as this is the text we use in our create project lightbox.  If the user has already created a project, remove the “URL” part of the text so it reads, “Add to the following project”.
3.8 Did you notice the notes section?  What do you think that is, and would you have used it?
None of the students noticed this part of the form, though after pointing it out, all three were clear about the intent of the field.  Two claimed they would likely use it and the other was not sure, but did note that they are used to highlighting things they are interested in.  
Recommendation: Expand notes by default, but place “(Optional)” text to ensure students know they are not required to input this information.  Students are in a rush and are not likely to take enough time to notice the arrow next to the notes field if it is not expanded.  
Sources View

4.1 
Suppose you wanted to delete a link from the list, how would you do it?

All three students quickly noticed the Delete icon after hovering over the source.  Two of the students clicked the Cite checkbox before clicking the delete button as they did not realize this checkbox was not related to deleting.
Recommendation: All students later proved to understand the relation of the check box to citing.  However, students believed this checkbox had multiple purposes and also related to the delete button.  This problem is minor, but a solution may be achieved by attempting to make the checkboxes appear as a column under the Cite All text. 
4.2 
At this point, you can see the links you have saved to the folder.  Would you expect us to have already saved bibliography information about these links?  Why or why not?  

This functionality was not expected originally, but was after seeing this screen.  One user saw the “Cite All” checkbox and figured that would likely add citation information.  Another user saw the bibliography tab with a 0, and from that, figured he had to do more work later to finish the bibliography, but that this could indeed be done.  The last user first saw the bibliography tab with a 0, but quickly correlated checking the box with increasing the number in the tab.
4.3 
Go ahead and try to view the bibliography information for the top link.

Two of the students had no problem with this at all, and one specifically noted how much easier our system is to use than EasyBib.  The other student tried going to Add New Source and looked around, but was not able to complete the task.  They saw the checkbox, but had first noticed the bibliography tab with a 0, and did not notice that clicking the checkbox increased the number to a 1.  

Recommendation: We are planning to change the color of the number on the bibliography tab when a source is checked, but it wasn’t implemented at the time of testing.  The user who failed the task claimed they would have easily noticed that the bibliography had been updated if they had seen the number had increased.
4.4 
What do you think is the difference between the sources and bibliography tabs?

All three students were very clear that the bibliography tab listed the citation information for sources you would like to cite in your paper.  The names of the tabs and numbers properly clued the users into this, and students commented that they appreciated the simplicity of the two tabs.

4.5 
Suppose you wanted to add a link to the list that you previously found.  How would you do it?

Two of the students found the “Add new source” link with little trouble.  The final student, however, went to research resources, then went to search results, then gave up.  The user said the reason they didn’t see it was because they had already read from top to bottom and didn’t move their eye back up to the placement of the link.

Recommendation: This does not seem like a major issue as 2 users found it, but the fact that 1 user missed it might mean a minor adjustment to the font size or font strength is necessary.  
Add New Source

5.1 
On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest, how would you rate the ease of completing the form?  Why?

Two students rated the ease of the form as a 10 and one of them rated it as an 8.  The student who rated it as an 8 said the Add Citation Details button was slightly confusing, and that possibly dropping the Details part of the form would help it.  One of the students who rated it as a 10 actually struggled with the form, and thought that Web Address was Book Title because he saw Book as the top source type.  After clicking the button, it did nothing, and he was confused.  After I explained it to him, he blamed himself for not reading and that it was his fault and not the forms.


Recommendation: One user didn’t seem to notice the Book dropdown box and another mistook its meaning.  Creating more separation between that field and Web Address may bring more prominence to the importance of both and help.  Additionally, pre-setting the dropdown to Book may be causing users to overlook it because the field is already set.  Instead, we should consider having the default set at “Choose a source type” as a way of eliciting an action.  Also, we should add help text within the Web Address box that disappears when the user clicks inside of it.
5.2 
As you can see, we filled out many of the fields, but not all of them.  At this point, would you go to the website to lookup the missing fields or would you just click save and be fine with what our engine found?

One user stated that if they had the book or source in their hand and it was easy, they might try to find the additional information, but otherwise, they wouldn’t bother.  The other two users also said they wouldn’t bother.  One of them said that if the computer couldn’t find the information, they doubted they could either.  One student also said the number of fields seemed somewhat excessive.
5.3 
What types of fields would you try to find the data for and which ones would you ignore?

The students said they would likely fill in any important basic information that was missing such as an author or URL, but wouldn’t bother with the rest of the form.  Our current separation of fields seems to be exactly what they need.
5.4 
What could we do to improve the form?

None of the students had any suggestions for how to improve the form.  The one user who had the most problems still believed his troubles were his own fault and had no suggestions for how those troubles could have been avoided.

Manage Projects

6.1 
If you wanted to rename one of your projects, how would you do it?
All three students initially expected inline editing.  Two of the students clicked on the left sidebar, hoping that would edit it.  The other student first clicked on the name within the actual folder on the top hoping that would edit inline.  When he noticed that did not work, he then tried clicking inline on the left sidebar.  All three users ended up noticing the manage button without too much trouble, but it was not their first instinct.
Recommendation: Inline editing has proved to be technically complicated, but allowing for this on the left sidebar is the expected behavior.  Our current implementation is fine, but we should consider tackling this challenge in the future.
6.2 
As you can see, the folder is listed as MLA style.  If you were to change it to Chicago Manual of Style, what would you expect to happen?

All three students understood the general concept that any change made to the project folder would affect all sources within it.  None of the students had any difficulty with this question.
6.3 
On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest, how would you rate the ease of managing your projects?

Two students rated the ease as a 10, and one as an 8.  The student who rated it as an 8 lowered his score due to a slight difficulty in finding the page.  However, once he found it, the rest was easy for him.  All students had no trouble with the edit or delete buttons within the manage panel.
6.4 
What could we do to improve the page?

Two students had no suggestions and claimed the panel was very simple and easy to use.  One student, the one who had the most difficulty finding the panel, claimed that possibly a hover effect on the left sidebar similar to what we have over sources within the project folder would be easier.  However, given that the manage panel will not be often used, this is probably unnecessary.
Bibliography Tab

7.1 
Suppose you realize you want to add 1 more link to your bibliography.  How would you do this?

All three users clearly understood that checking an item within the sources tab would add it to the bibliography.
7.2 
How would you expect to use this page?  Would you use it when you are finished writing your paper, or would you use it to add a couple sources at a time?
Two students claimed they might use the tool as they go, and add a couple of sources to their bibliography at a time.  The other student said they wouldn’t use it until the end of the paper when writing their bibliography was relevant.  It’s probably likely that students may use the tool both ways.  

7.3 
Is it at all confusing that this page looks slightly different than the sources tab?

None of the users were bothered that the two tabs appear to be different in the content they provide.  In fact, students seemed to actually appreciate these differences.

7.4 
On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest, how useful would a copy to clipboard button be?  Why?

Two students rated this feature as a 9 and one rated it as a 10.  All students said this would be easier than right clicking to copy and providing this feature would help as all students will do this anyway.  One student made a good point that this would especially be helpful for long lists that are difficult to select to copy.   
Post-Test Questionnaire
8.1 
At what point in the process did you realize that this tool was not only a search engine, but could grab bibliographic information for the links you chose?  Was this clear early enough in the process?
All three students did not realize that they were building a bibliography until they got into the sources view and saw the bibliography tab.  All three were very impressed with the power of our portlet, with one student even saying she was completely shocked we could do that and would definitely use the tool after seeing what it could do.  This is the most powerful part of our portlet, so we need to ensure as many users as possible are aware of this functionality as early as possible in the process or we risk them not using the portlet.  However, once they started using the tool, they did get it.  

8.2 
What are some of the toughest or most frustrating aspects of the research process?  What could we add to this tool to address some of those frustrations?

The first student noted that writing the bibliography is frustrating, but also organizing research can be challenging.  She noted that she thought our tool addressed all of those frustrations quite nicely and didn’t have any new ideas.  The other two students noted that paraphrasing can be difficult.  The main reason for this is because it can be confusing knowing how much a quote needs to be altered for it to not be considered plagiarism so suggestions for this would help.  Additionally, research from academic sources often contains high-level language that can sometimes be confusing.  Any help we can provide to put quotes in layman’s terms would be very welcome according to both students.  Finally, one student suggested we had something that could copy highlighted areas of other websites and automatically copy that to the notes section of our tool.

Insight:  Paraphrasing complicated language is clearly a challenge for students.  Offering a help link on this within our Research Resources would be a simple first step.  We should also think to see if there are any feasible solutions we can provide to help with this problem in the future.
8.3 
What were the biggest problems you saw with our tool?

All three students mentioned problems they had previously mentioned before.  One noted the confusion of the “Add to URL” text within the add to folder lightbox.  Another student noted that the bibliography tab blinking when new sources are added would help, and the final student mentioned that “Add to Folder” was hard to find.  All students could only name one real problem, so as a whole, usability for the tool tested pretty well.
8.4 
On a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the highest, how likely would you be to switch the way you do research to this tool if it was available to you?  Why?

Two students rated their likeliness as a 10, and one as a 9.  All three students said this tool would make organizing their research and more importantly, citing their research, far easier.  The student who rated it as a 9 did not give it a 10 because we’re still not Google, and switching from one service to another is always difficult.
