Ensuring Usability
for Online
Courses

Thisjob aid is designed to help you develop an online course that applies principles of good web
design and makes optimal use of WebCT tools. It will:

@’deﬁ newhat ismeant by usability in the context of an online course
@’expl ain how to ensure that your online courseis usable by students
A~ describe the process of a usability review

@’ provide tips on improving the web design of your online course

@” provide checklists to use when reviewing your online course.
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Usability and your online course

Usability refersto the user’s experience of aproduct whether itisalight switch, acar, achair, or a
website. In the case of an online course, usability addresses the question, “ Can students accomplish
what they set out to do in your course?’ This can range from anything as simple as contacting their
instructor to doing collaborative assignments online. By applying the principlesset forthinthisjob aid,
your online course development will account for the users’ (students’') experiences and attend to their
needs beforethey are compelled to call for help.

An online course environment should not pose abarrier to learning. Thiscan only be achieved by tight
organi zation, clear unambiguousinstructions and directions, and assiduous course maintenance. Asan
online course devel oper, you can use thisjob aid to anticipate troubl espots and act upon them
accordingly before acourseislaunched for delivery. Thiswill not only savetimein the devel opment
processitself, but alsointhe actual delivery, asstudentswill spend lesstimefiguring out how to
interpret thelearning environment and more time learning the content of and participating in the course.
It ischallenging enough to take any course; thefact that it is online shouldn’t add to the workload. Good
usability ensuresthat the challenge remainswith the courseitself, not the web-based environment used
todeliver it.

Process of a usability review

There are two waysto review your online course for usability.

1. Youcanusethechecklistsinthisjob aid whiledevel oping your online course.

2. You can also have someone conduct areview of your course to get amore objective view of your
work.

If you choose the latter method, contact the Learning Resources Unit to get in contact with an
appropriate reviewer. Thereviewer will scan the entire course, touching on all of theitemsin the
attached checklist. Thereviewer will take the student’s perspective and follow the flow of the course as
astudent would be expected to do.

If anindependent usability review isrequested, recommendationswill be made based on the desireto
decrease student frustration and increase compl etion rates aswell as customer satisfaction. However,
thefinal decisionwill beleft to you asthe course devel oper to implement those recommendations or
not.

Best use practices

Thisjob aid isbased on the experiences of

» countlessonline course devel opersthroughout theworld

» morethan one hundred developersat BCIT over the past seven years, including instructional
devel opment consultants, instructors, and technical support staff.

Checklistsare provided, covering both the standard principles of web design that you should be aware
of asyou develop your online environment and the technical implementation of some of thetools
offered in WebCT.
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Web design usability issues

Course content

The usability of course content refersto the written materialsin the coursein terms of organization and
presentation. Reading on the screen ismuch less effective than reading printed materials. Therefore,
applying principles of good web design will maximizethe effectiveness of your content for students.

Organization
1. Page titles accurately describe the contents ............cccccveeeiiiiiiiinnnn. u

2. Labels, titles, and subtitles for repeated information are
consistently employed throughout the course .............cccccccevviiiiiinnnen. u

3. Information is “chunked” appropriately to allow for easy scanning...... u

Writing

1. Thetone is personable and friendly ...........cccooveiiiiiiiiii e u
2. Writing is free from errors of spelling and grammar ........................... u
3. Writing is neutral in terms of age, sex, racial origin, religion, etc. ....... d
4. First person writing is avoided in the content pages and used only

in the dynamic areas of the course (e.g. the discussion area) ........... u

Learning Outcomes

1. Learning outcomes are clearly stated..................oooe e u
2. Outcomes are provided at the course and module, unit, or

[E€SSON IEVEIS ...ttt e e e e e e e e e e u
3. There is a clear link between outcomes and course contents ........... u
Resources
1. Web-based resources are reliable, trustworthy, and up to date ......... d
2. Resources have been chosen discriminately

(i.e. avoid information overload) ...............eeeeeiiiiiiiiiiiiieiieeee e u
3. External web links are annotated for easier and more

Selective DIrOWSING ....cooo i u
4. External web pages are set to open in a new browser window .......... (|
Copyright
1. Course ownership and copyright status are indicated ........................ u
2. Copyrighted information has been cleared for use in the course ....... (|
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Instructions and directions

Thisrefersto information about the courseitself, not the actual content. Instructionsand directionshelp
the students work through the course and guide them through technical processes. Therefore, itis
essential to keep thisinformation accurate and up to date.

Early inthe course, navigational instructionsare critical . Finding aspecificlocation in the course or
accessing atool must be clearly indicated and repeated in different parts of the course where
appropriate. Ascertain activitiesreoccur inthe course, it islessimportant to repeat instructions. The
studentswill hopefully understand how to navigate and access different parts of the course by this point.

It ishelpful to consider two questionsthat students may ask themselves on any given web page:

1. Whatdol dofirst?
2. What do | do next?

1. Instructions are clear, concise, and uptodate ....................oeee e (]
2. Aduvice is provided for completing specific activities ........................... (]
3. Expectations have been set for the course .............cccccceeeiiiiiiiiiiien, (]
4. Directions are provided for completing online activities ...................... (]
5. Assessment criteria are provided for assignments, exams,

QUIZZES, BIC. 1oiii it e e e e e e e e e e e e aaaaaaas (|
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Screen design (style and layout)

Browsing isthe primary activity on the web. For thisreason, it isimportant that the content be
organized for studentsto find and retrieve information without wasting time. Successin thistype of
design involves knowing what you want your studentsto seein order of importance. At the same
time, careisrequired not to overload or distract studentswith an excess of visual clues and prompts
or by overusing and thus diluting the effects of typography, colour, and graphicsthat agood screen
design can provide. A good navigational interfaceisclear, intuitive, and enhances accessto content
and contributes to an attractive, professional layout that creates a good impression.

1. Information is scannable using the following techniques:

» Instructions and directions stand out from the body text with the

course contents, using tables, colours, or font styles .................... (|
* Fontsizes and styles are used appropriately to distinguish titles,

subtitles, body text, e1C. .....uuuuriiiiei a
» Colours are used to improve the layout of the screen

(titles, important text blocks, etC.) ... d
* White space is used to visually separate information .................... d

* Indentations and bulleted lists help to organize specific content... U
» Text, images, and background are contrasted for easy reading ...U

2. Images are of good quality and illustrative of ideas, directions, and
other text explanations ............cooioiiiii e d

3. There is accommodation for various needs of students with sight
disabilities — colour blindness, jaws readers, transcripts of audio
{1 LTSI <] (TR a
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Site design

Along with good screen and content design, awebsite’ susability will increase with sound overall
organization and information architecture. Good site design ensures consistency and enables studentsto
moveeasily through the site.

Information architecture involves the “back end” of a course. i.e. how you structure the course files.
Thisincludes naming conventionsfor your files. For example, your course web pages may have names
such as* 3455_a9s4bteb84d.html.” That may beintelligibleto you, but if anew instructor takes on your
course or atechnical support person needsto upload new pagesto the server, these peoplewill likely
have trouble knowing how to work within your course. In thisexample, using descriptivetitleswill work
better.

1. The design is flexible for developers and instructors to accommodate
the changing needs of the course .............coo oo, (|

2. File naming and the directory structure of the course are intelligible
to others who may need to work on the Course ...........cccccvvvvvvvivernnnnee. (]

3. Information is presented in a sufficiently nonlinear organization so
that students can reach their destination in as direct a manner
AS POSSIDIE ..o (W

4. Help information is clearly indicated
(e. g. tech support, admin qUESLIONS) ......vevveeiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeee e, (]
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Technical issues

Usability is meaninglessif nothing works or students aren’t able to use the technology. While there are
general standards for file sizes and types for the web that need to be followed, the most important
aspect of this sectionisthat students are aware of the technical requirements of the course before
registering and that they are not surprised with additional requirements upon registration.

1. Allthe links within the course are in working order ................ccooeeennee d

2. File sizes are kept to acceptable standards for sending,
downloading, and VIEWING .......cooeeiiiiiiiie e u

3. Files are compatible with the software used by widest range of users
or according to prescribed hardware/software requirements ............. a

4. Hardware/software requirements are in accordance with previous
EXPECTALIONS .iiiiiieeiee e aaaaaae s u

5. The course is functional using both Netscape and Explorer,
PC AN MAC .....coiiiiiiiiiice e a

6. Multimedia components of the course are functional for the widest
range Of STUAENTS ... e e e e e e e e e (|

7. Technology is incorporated for the widest range of users, and
alternatives provided ...........ccoooiiiii e u

8. Access to support (Online Student Help) is indicated for the use of
technology within the COUrse ..., u
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