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User evaluation of the e-APEL Estimator service
This study reports the results of a usability test of the Estimator service developed by the e-APEL project. 

The e-APEL project aims are to develop a system to automate aspects of the accreditation of prior experiential learning (APEL). The e-APEL project will:

· use e-assessment technology to allow potential students to self assess their prior experiential learning and receive an indication of the credit they may be able to claim.

· Gather additional information from potential students to enable a well informed discussion to take place with an APEL academic advisor

· Guide and support LTW applicants in the compiling of their APEL claim using e-portfolio services.

Two main services will be built and tested. The first is called the APEL credit estimation service (the Estimator). The second service will support making a claim (the Claim Service) actual.

At this stage of the project a user version of the Estimator has been developed and a first usability test with potential users has been carried out. Usability testing is a common way to evaluate software particularly targeted at receiving feedback on the way real users are using and interpreting the software. This way technical errors and general areas of improvement can be found. 

In this particular study four main areas of the Estimator service were evaluated:
· Navigation within and between screens

· Text quality, is it easy to read and does it make sense

· Technical issues, are links working
· User friendliness, is the software easy to use and is the layout appropriate

Procedure

The usability test took place at two locations and a total of 16 participants were involved. At the university of Wolverhampton 14 participants took part in the evaluation and at the University of Derby had two participants.

All participants were briefly introduced to the aims of this study and received clear instructions on how to use the software in combination with the observation sheets that were handed out. On the observation sheet the participants could make comments on the four evaluation areas (navigation, text quality, technical issues, user friendliness). These comments were made for each separate screen they were presented while providing evidence of prior learning in the Estimator service.
During this process the researchers were making observations and provided some technical help when needed.

Additional data in the form of screen recordings were also made to capture a real impression of how students walked through the Estimator service and to get an impression how long certain steps take. This data can also help to find out what it is exactly what students do when working with this service and what they do when they get ‘stuck’ (perhaps due to a technical problem or misinterpretation). From four students (two from Wolverhampton and two from Derby) screen recordings were made. These recordings were handed over to the technical team immediately afterwards.
Results

It took the participants on average about 30 minutes to complete the usability test. However this does not mean that providing evidence for a claim will take the same amount of time. When providing an actual claim it is likely that students will spend more time to enter several prior learning experiences and building their CV. During this test the participants completed all the Estimator tasks but only entered one item each time. 

Below the results of each screen will be presented first before making a general observation.

Screen 1: Logon Screen
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Figure 1: Number of comments made by participants (+ = No comments, - = Comments)

This screen allows the participant to logon to the Estimator service. In general there were little comments made by the participants on this first screen (see figure 1). It is a straight forward procedure and the text is clear. 

In terms of text quality some comments referred to misleading use of terms. It was mentioned that use of term ‘credit estimator’ is not appropriate and also the screen says e-APEL but in fact only mentions accreditation of prior learning. It should say experiential as well.

Some technical comments were made due to the fact that two participants had problems logging on as their passwords were already taken.

Finally some participants complained about user friendliness. They found it not easy as you have no idea what to do next. They would like to have more guidance as to what expect from this service.
Screen 2: Welcome to Credit Estimator & Home Screen
The second screen resulted in little comments as well (see figure 2).

Some comments about navigation were made about the use of the icons at the top of the screen. At first sight it might not be obvious to users that these are navigation buttons. A text label indicating this, or some help text about navigation is missing. Also the reminder about using the controls on screen and NOT the browser buttons is important but should stand out more.
Again a comment of inappropriate use of the term ‘credit estimator’ was made on the text quality of this screen.
A technical suggestion was made to link bold text to a pop-up box providing explanation.

Comments with respect to user friendliness referred to navigation. The buttons appeared to be confusing or were misinterpreted. “I did not think to float over non verbal symbols along the top”.
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Figure 2: Number of comments made by participants (+ = No comments, - = Comments)

Screen 3: Profile Screen

Screen 3 consists of three options. Below we will discuss each of them separately.

Screen 3.1 refers to the entry of contact details (see figure 3). The main concern was navigation. This page is somewhat confusing for the participants as what to do and how to proceed with the next step.
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Figure 3: Number of comments made by participants (+ = No comments, - = Comments)

Most comments received here concerned navigation. First of all it is not clear to the users where to go next. A second comment was made about the fact that the back button doesn’t work. This means that till now the participant had not seen the general comment at the bottom of the screen about not to use the ‘back buttons’ of the browser.

Comments about the quality of the text indicated that more clarification is needed about what information to enter. For overseas students for example a term like ‘surname’ might not be clear enough.

Some comments concerning user friendliness concerned anonymity. The service asks too many personal questions and what is the procedure used to preserve anonymity.
This page was found not so friendly by one participant and suggested that the text in bold could be linked or a pop-up box could be used to feature explanatory text.

Screen 3.2 is aimed at providing qualifications received. This page however did not work during the time of testing so need feedback from users was collected.
Screen 3.3  CV screen. This screen (see figure 4) triggered some more comments than the screens before. The comments mostly concern textual problems and issues related to user friendliness.
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Figure 4: Number of comments made by participants (+ = No comments, - = Comments)

In terms of navigation some participants again mentioned the problem of what to do next. Another comment was made about the high number of clicks before something was uploaded.

Textual issues were related to the CV document. This was perceived as too difficult and needs clearer instructions (help text). One commented that “on the left screen it indicates how to add an existing CV but you have to read to the bottom right screen to discover what to do if you don’t have a CV”. The help text to guide you through the screen is confusing the participant about hat to do. Also in general it was found that there was too much text.

Technical comments were made about the ‘learning link’ that does not work. Also the downloading procedure of the CV is not clear and it confuses people that this is done in a separate window. Followed by this was the question as to where this CV was downloaded. To some users it is not clear that this is done locally. They expected it to be saved ‘remotely’ within the Estimator service.
In terms of user friendliness the following comments were made. The text is perceived as dense and could be bullet pointed instead. Also the presentation could be enhanced. “It is not customary to read the right side first”. 

The left side of the screen could do with a word style format, working in the browser is time consuming. Perhaps also a choice of templates could suit users needs.
Screen 4: Learning Ambitions
Ths screen generated the most usability issues amongst the participants (see figure 5). Especially the quality and presentation of the text was mentioned as an issue of improvement.
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Figure 5: Number of comments made by participants (+ = No comments, - = Comments)
Issues related to navigation and text quality referred mostly to the way the text was presented and use of confusing terminology (references to university speak or jargon were made). So should according to some participants the text be “listed as per sequence of boxes or vice versa”. Others mentioned that it would be logical to have the assisting text opposite of the boxes. Similar to the previous screen the students felt that the order of text was mixed up, i.e. Not in line with the right side of the screen. More explanation about evidence is needed. Now you can tick many boxes, but no indication of experience level is given.
In terms of clarity of terms the students commented that this screen had a lot of confusing or unclear terms. For example, it was mentioned that students may not be familiar with term ‘accreditation’.  Some mentioned to have difficulty understanding the award levels. The tool “doesn’t list award levels in a format I understand – suggest  first degree rather than Bachelors, plus an ‘other’ choice with text box. Also the term ‘currency’ was not understood. 
Finally the way students should enter their information was not clearly instructed. My prior learning screen does not explain that one can go back and add different / additional prior learning skills developed in earlier occupations.

Technical issues were related to saving data. “When making notes to indicate my experience level, it doesn’t save the info”. Also one student commented about “why do I need to save at all, should this not be done automatically”.

Finally one participant wondered if there will be an overview screen so that one can review all entries at once.

Comments related to user friendliness mostly covered the confusion created between the left and right screen. The text is not very user friendly and could be confusing if participant has no prior knowledge of the APL process. The left hand side of the screen “seems to be in the wrong order, one would have thought this sequence would have been better: My experience, My prior learning and then Learning ambition.

Also my prior learning screen talks about prior learning which to many people is prior studying and so much prior experience related to work for example.

In order to ensure full engagement of students, this screen needs clearer general objectives of activity. It needs to be clearer that this section may lead to exemption or advancing your credit estimate.
Screen 5: Information
In general this page is perceived as too wordy and the layout looks rather daunting and overloaded. There is a lot of text and presentation in columns would be preferable. Some complained about the use of ambiguous terms and providing specific examples would be seen as helpful. One participant noted that this is the only screen that differentiates between APL and APEL. Using different acronyms could be confusing for the user and needs specific clarification. Also some complained that the text was rather small.

A technical comment highlighted the fact that the programmes hyperlink under LTW did not work.
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Figure 6: Number of comments made by participants (+ = No comments, - = Comments)

Screen 6: Logoff and log back on with Registration
This procedure did not lead to any comments, though of one participant no information previously entered had been saved.
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Figure 7: Number of comments made by participants (+ = No comments, - = Comments)

General conclusions

This study focused on usability testing as a way to evaluate and test the use of the Estimator tool. Overall the participants were able to work with the Estimator tool quite easily but did not find the tool very engaging. After getting used to the navigation buttons, there were no major issues working with the tool. There were some technical glitches but none of them were major. Most comments were related to textual issues and user friendliness. The use of terms was sometimes confusing or its meaning was unclear. Also the language is found to be top academic and needs changing in order to reach out to the target audience. In general the participants found there was too much text and they suggested using multiple choice instead (where possible) or create hyperlinks or pop-up windows with explanatory text.
One main concern brought out by the participants is a ‘mismatch’ between the perception and actual outcomes of this Estimator tool. This service does not really provide an estimate of your credits but merely collects a lot of important information that can be used to prepare an APEL claim. Also there is no indication at the beginning (or during the process) of this service about the scope of evidence required or time frame in which this needs to be done. Currently the tool is too much focused on collecting the right kind of information and little attention has been paid to the perception and needs of the user. Some more general guidance to assist and inform the user about what is going on is required. The user is in need of more feedback from the tool about every step along the way of submitting a claim. Some users commented that no information is given about where submitted information will go or how this will be used and if it is possible to update or edit the information after it has been submitted. Also it would be good to receive some kind of confirmation that the information has been received in good order by the APEL officer. The Estimator tool helps the user to get a better idea of what is required for making a claim but currently without help and clearer instruction and information the tool is found the be somewhat daunting and dry.
Some areas for improvement:

· Text is found to be too complicated (academic)

· Make the interface (and interaction) more engaging for the user

· Reverse the left and right hand screens to comply with the preferred reading direction

· Provide ongoing user feedback about progress made and what will happen next
· Award levels in the qualifications screen were difficult to understand and do not always comply with work experience

· Desire to see information given in one overview or report and option to print it off.
· Simplify working with CV’s

· A concern about anonymity was raised and an ethical procedure should be developed the inform the users 

