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Case Study for Usability Engineering Examination: May 2009

Background

Swansea Metropolitan University is setting up a Student Learning Project to further enhance the student learning experience by application of suitable technology, and to evaluate the effect of this technology. This project will build on the use of the Blackboard Virtual Learning Environment to expand into mobile learning. It is up to the designers whether to start with the existing Blackboard interface and add extra features or to start again from scratch. Working in groups is an important part of the student learning experience, and the student learning project will introduce technology to support this, both via the VLE and through on-site facilities. Consider the needs of the whole range of students at Swansea Metropolitan University (such as overseas students, Masters students, those studying different subject areas): you may also try to make life easier for staff!    

The Virtual Learning Environment

The Blackboard VLE has made life easier for lecturers and students and has enhanced the learning experience, for example through the use of blogs and wikis. The Student Learning Project  will consider  ways in which this tool can be expanded, both by improving and adding Web based features and by adding an M-Learning feature. Consider the tasks that are required by users of the VLE, not forgetting new features that could be added for M-Learning. A good starting point is to analyse use of the existing VLE, including the blog tool used for part of the assessment of the Usability Engineering Assignment, but be sure to consider further features, including M-Learning. Techniques of Usability engineering must be applied to ensure ease of use.  

Group Learning

Students do not learn in isolation, and some assignments specifically require students to work together in groups. This can be catered for both within the VLE and with specialised hardware and software in the University and elsewhere (for example student houses or Halls of Residence). Some facilities can be provided within a Learning Suite in the University. Consider the applications of Groupware/Computer Supported Collaborative Work which could support the student learning experience.

Usability Guidelines and Accessibility

Applying usability guidelines is an important step in ensuring the ease of use of systems. The University is keen for staff and students to make use of the tools provided by the Student Learning Project and usability and accessibility guidelines will be applied. Specific examples of interface features need to be given here. The accessibility of the tools provided is important, both to comply with legislation and to make sure the learning tools are available to all students and staff. A challenge here is that most accessibility guidelines are Web based, so their applicability to mobile and classroom or learning suite tools needs to be investigated.

Evaluation of Tools within the Student Learning Project 

You should be familiar with a range of usability evaluation techniques. Consider how these could be applied to the range of learning tools in the Student Learning Project. A particular issue in Usability research is the evaluation of mobile devices, and groupware can also present a challenge for usability evaluation. It is important to find examples of usability evaluation techniques used in relevant research literature to  come up with and justify ideas for the evaluation of the range of learning tools for this project.
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