Usability Recommendations from the Task-Based Discussion Groups

During the week of November 26-30, the usability team held a series of task-based discussions (TBDs) with five to seven participants in each session from our target constituent groups: faculty, staff, current students, prospective students and alumni. During the sessions, we asked participants to
· Take a look at the five sample designs and answer short aesthetic questions for each one

· Choose one favorite design and answer a longer set of task-based questions concerning their activities and ability to navigate the site using that design

· Participate in a 30 minute discussion section where we solicited open comments and asked for their feedback on specific architecture issues

The designs we showed participants are at http://www.utexas.edu/work/wgb/tbd-mockups.html. They are numbered one through five, and we refer to the designs by their numbers in our review and recommendations. (If you are interested in seeing the raw data or the spreadsheet of all the data collected, let Mairi Reyer or Windy Barrett know.)
Design Reviews
One: Participants did not strongly like or dislike design 1.  While they found it fairly attractive, it was described as resembling a "news site," or "fashion magazine."  They felt it had a commercial look that was pleasant, but not appropriate for a university and not very representative of UT.  They also felt the main graphic was too large, wasting useful screen real estate.
Two: Many participants liked the idea of the color-delineated link categories found in design 2.  They reacted negatively, however, to the specific colors used, finding them too saturated and "in your face."  The concentration of links into one long list gave a cramped "laundry list" feel.  The tower image overlaid with text was almost universally liked, but the text would need to be chosen carefully.  Overall, users like the idea of the design and some of its elements, but were not fond of the final execution as a whole.
Three: Participants strongly favored both the navigational design and color scheme of design 3.  As with design 1, they found the image to be too large, wasting screen real estate.  Many also had a negative reaction to the highly sports-oriented nature of the image, illustrating that main graphics must be chosen carefully (preferably with an academic emphasis).  While participants almost universally reacted negatively to the image in design 3, they strongly endorsed the navigation, color scheme and layout feeling that it had a UT look.
Four: Participants felt design 4 succeeded in emphasizing the student and prospective student audiences by the use of call-out boxes.  They were also fond of the muted Tower image overlaid with secondary or subnavigation information.  Overall, they disliked the shade of orange used ("too red") and felt the design did not have a strong UT look.  Several found the design a bit too "jumbled" or "busy" making it difficult to find some links.
Five: Similar to design 3, many participants approved of the navigational structure of the design.  They found the navigation clear and highly functional.  Many strongly disliked the stylistically-blurred image and found it aggravating to their eyes.  They liked the news features on the design, but cautioned against too much news causing a "busy" feel.  Overall, the design was liked, with reservations about the colors used ("too muted," "not UT"). Some participants were not sure if the site had an overall UT look or not.
Aesthetic Recommendations

concrete things participants would like to see incorporated into the final designs
· All constituent groups expressed an interest in having a clear, sharp representation of the Tower somewhere prominent in the design. The Tower graphic should remain static and should not change even if other graphics on the page do.
· Graphics must be chosen very carefully and they should be moderately-sized.  Graphics should never consume the majority of screen real estate and should complement information, not interfere with it. Participants also felt it was very important that graphics and the content of the front page in general reflect UT’s academic and research focus, and while athletic-oriented graphics could be used, they should not be the primary focal point. (One participant felt so strongly about this that he wrote us a personal letter after his session.) The site should look “engaging” but “dignified.”
· Graphics should be clear. Participants disliked blurred images, particularly those who wore glasses.  

· Use a color scheme with a palette similar to design 3. Many participants felt that those shades best defined UT orange and were appropriately saturated.
· For backgrounds in subnavigational mouseover text or secondary information, use muted graphics (such as the Tower in design 4). Participants liked the use of an attractive UT image with simultaneous display of useful text. 

· Show people in graphics. All participants enjoyed seeing humans featured prominently, but not in extreme close-up shots.
· Create a distinctive, non-generic UT look that distinguishes our site from a commercial or other professional site. Elements that comprise a UT look are the Tower and the color burnt orange.
Architecture Recommendations
elements to consider in layout and nomenclature
Design Elements

· Use the navigational structure exemplified by designs 3 and 5.

· Ensure student and prospective student audience links are prominent. Participants liked the call-out box element of design 4 and felt that this showed we are a student-oriented university.

· Use of news items in screen real estate should be between two and six items. Four news items would be average. Participants felt more than that gave the page a “busy” feel.
· Keep a link to the x500 directory prominent on the page. Participants from each group mentioned that they used this often.
· Keep a visible link to UT Direct. 
  Nomenclature Problems and Comments

Corporate Community: Participants were unclear what this comprised. Was this supposed to show how to donate to UT? How to hire student interns? How to find a job? Also, participants disliked the word “corporate.” 

Action: IA team has suggested “Industry Partnerships” as a possible alternate term.
Community Outreach: Participants were initially confused by this term, but later supplied exactly what was in this section.

Action: Keep the term as it is.

Legislature: No one understood what this meant or what would be on this secondary page.

Action: This item will likely be removed from the page.
Arts and Entertainment: Participants were confused—did this mean UT arts or arts around Austin? Also, some people wanted to see the Daily Texan here.

Action: Keep the term as it is. It includes both UT and Austin arts links. We will also link to the arts section of the Texan.

Research: Several participants across constituent groups thought this term meant how to do research, rather than research projects going on at UT.

Action: IA team is considering changing the term, but haven’t made a final decision yet.

Athletics: Participants were unclear what this included. Is it just UT varsity sports? If so, it should say so clearly. Otherwise, they expected to find intramural sports, RecSports, etc. here.

Action: IA team is considering making a secondary-level page for Athletics instead of directly linking to http://www.texassports.com.
Alumni and Friends: Participants disliked the use of the word “friends,” as it implied that other constituent groups are not friends. 

Action: Will suggest the use of the word “donor” to the IA team. 

Parents and Visitors: Participants liked linking parents with visitors, and felt that prospective students should be separate from visitors.

Action: Keep the term as it is.

New category: Some participants suggested we create a new category called Extracurricular Activities which would include student organizations, RecSports, intramural sports, etc.

Action: IA team will discuss. 
