Usability principles employed in the SchoolSys web application redesign

A driving force behind the redesign of the SchoolSys web application was to produce a more usable application. While what constitutes a “usable” interface might depend on individual preference, some design goals are that it be intuitive, easy to use, and allow users to maximize their ability to find information, follow a process, or execute a transaction.  

ClearNova utilized many usability principles and guidelines to support these goals in the reengineering of the SchoolSys application. Among these were:

· Consistency: in the use of language, placement and design of graphic elements, and names of buttons and actions. Required fields are noted by a red asterisk in all legs of the application. Dropdowns are used for short lists (4-25 items); scrollable list boxes or dataviews are used to present longer lists. A Save button indicates an immediate save; a Submit button initiates a process that might take longer to complete.

· Visibility: The user should be able to easily see all available choices and all items that she has selected. For instance, a dropdown list should be only used for a manageable number of items, not for large lists. Labels should occupy consistent positions with respect to the items they describe.

· Learnability: The application should be easy to learn. Instructions should be brief, clear, and to the point, and be consistently placed throughout. Consistency within the application should enhance its learnability. Thus, clicking an Add button and adding a student should be similar to clicking an Add button and adding a staff member. Learning how to create or modify a program should make it easier to learn how to modify a classroom or course.

· Clear indication of current position: Page headers (“Online Enrollment: Course Detail”) identify the user’s position within the application. In the more complex transactions, headings at the top of each page indicate where the user is within a flow, and what additional steps will be needed to complete the flow. Thus, a user should never feel “lost” in an undefined or unclear sequence of steps.

Specific design principles utilized to support usability:

Consistency of Nomenclature

· Button names and actions are kept consistent throughout the site. To keep them short and promote similarity, buttons do not include the object of their actions unless absolutely necessary. A button named “Add” is used to initiate the addition of a sponsor, a notice template, or a site. Clicking a “Delete” button always brings up a pop-up window, which, in turn, always requires the user to click OK to complete the delete.

· More descriptive button names are used in the ParentChoice section of the site to clarify actions for sponsors, who are less frequent users of the site than business workers.

· Instructions: Most pages feature a brief set of instructions that explains the task and the available actions. These are usually at the top of the page, directly beneath the heading. More complex pages show instructions atop each section of the page. 

· Instructions in the ParentChoice section of the site are a bit more elaborate to support sponsors and their less-frequent use of the application. 

· Where complex flows occur in the site, headings at the top of each page indicate where the user is within a flow, and what additional steps will be needed to complete the flow. For example, in Online Enrollment, step 2, the following headings appear on the page:

1: Select from Course Catalog   2: Finalize Selections and Submit Registration  3: Confirmation 

      Online Enrollment Step 2: Finalize Selections and Submit Registration

Example of step breadcrumbs and heading

The bold highlight of step 2 at the top (and the Step 2 indicator in the page title) shows the user where she is in the flow; the subsequent text of 3: Confirmation indicates what is to come.
Item Placement and Usage

· Buttons:


Buttons that effect page transition have a consistent order on all screens. They are arranged left to right, in ascending order of likelihood. This allows the user a chance to examine all possible actions before finding the most likely one, and discourages her from selecting the most likely choice in a snap judgment. The following buttons are taken from course creation:
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The least likely action, Cancel, is the furthest to the left, followed by Delete, followed by Save and Copy, and, finally, the most-likely action, Save, is placed at the bottom right.

· Buttons that cause within-screen actions include Search, which always starts a search, Select, which enables the user to lock in a selection, and Go, which initiates an action after making a selection or changing a date or some other item.

· Hyperlinks are used to “explode” a line in a list of items to display all of its components. For instance, clicking a course’s name might show detailed information on the course. 
54321: After School      Yes    School Age Care      45       5        01/01/2004-01/01/2004

Hyperlinks are also are used to initiate actions within a list of items. These hyperlinks are usually placed at the end of a line of data and might allow the user to change a student’s status from Waitlist to Enrolled within a course, initiate delete of an item, etc.
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· Consistency of web controls and field placement:
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· Fields are displayed in a consistent manner wherever they are shown in the site, For instance, Sponsor Status is always shown as a radio button with three choices: All, Active, and Inactive. The same choice is always shown for Student Status and Student Subsidy Flag. 

· Multiple select fields such as Flag and Classification are always shown with checkboxes in scrollable views. Wherever possible, the placement of these fields on the screen is the same.

· Low-Volume Items: Throughout the site, dropdowns (pick lists) are used to select a single item from a list that is expected to have fewer than 25 choices (absent reasons, credit cards, staff members at a site), or from a list that has more choices but is ordered in a well-known manner (states of the U.S.). 

· High volume items such as students, sponsors, and messages are displayed in scrollable lists. The most identifiable field (name, date) is marked as a hyperlink which can be selected to show item details, change, or delete the item.

· Dates and Times are handled similarly in different parts of the system.

· Dates may be set by calendar objects wherever appropriate and also allow native text entry. Items that are grouped by week have forward and backward arrows to easily display the previous or following week. 

· In times and out times, in the attendance section of the site, have similar properties to and use the same Javascript code as start times and end times in the site’s fees section.

· Defaults:  wherever possible, items are populated with a default value that represents

the most likely choice for that item. For instance, the enrollment date in a course is set to today’s date. Defaults are not provided where they are not helpful, such as birth dates.

Common Models and Interfaces:


To facilitate ease of learning and consistency, several common models are used repetitively wherever applicable throughout the site. So, adding a credit card to a sponsor is similar to adding a student’s emergency contact, and also like adding a user to a group. While the individual data items are different, the interactions, buttons, and manner in which they are displayed are the same.


Common models and interfaces in the SchoolSys application are listed at the end of this document.

Visual Presentation to enhance the user’s mental model

· Multi-step flows: as mentioned earlier, step headings tell the user his location within a multi-screen flow, and let him know what is yet to come. 

· Dashboards: The key data items in the system, the student and sponsor, now have single screens, called dashboards, which encapsulate much of a person’s pertinent information on a single screen. At a glance, the site user can tell such diverse information as where the student lives, his or her age, allergies and medical records, attendance, schedule information, and courses, programs and classrooms in which the student is enrolled. This prevents the need to jump from screen to screen to find such information. 

· Graphic display of schedules and attendance: Displays of student and course schedules, as well as some attendance displays, are now presented graphically. Blue and pink rectangles mark off the schedule on a background that represents the hours between 6 AM and 9 PM for an entire week. This display is far more informative than a text display of start and end times, and eliminates the cumbersome need to read and interpret those times. 

· Now, at a glance, the sponsor or worker can see student, course, and staff member schedules for different days. 

· The graphic format is more intuitive than text times. A course’s position in the grid represents its hours.

· Schedules are presented in a manner in which we are used to viewing them.

· Schedule conflicts are easy to identify. If multiple courses scheduled at the same time, schedule displays the word “Multiple” and the background color is set to pink instead of blue, thus allowing conflicts to be seen with a glance.

· Shading is used throughout the site to note fields that are activated only under certain conditions. SchoolSys reported that some of their users did not how to interpret the presence of disabled fields on a page, and often thought that the application was broken. To counter this, we use grey shading and clarifying labels wherever conditionally-activated fields are presented in the application. After encountering these once or twice, the user should be able to recognize conditional items at a glance, feel more in control of their experience, and no longer need to call SchoolSys in this situation.

Interaction Enhancement

· Click Reduction: We have tried to reduce unnecessary clicks wherever possible to streamline the user experience. However, there is a natural tradeoff here. Fewer clicks often mean richer, and therefore complex, screens within the application. We have tried to keep a balance between excessive clicks and screen complexity. Screens for business users are more complex and require fewer clicks than those in ParentChoice, where simplicity and ease of learning are emphasized.
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