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1. Executive Summary 
This usability report documents, analyzes, and summarizes the findings from an evaluative test 

of the MnOnline website (http://www.mnscu.edu/online/index.html).   

More effort tuning search results and further work on the navigational architecture is needed to 

ensure prospective students can locate information. 

Based on the results and averages from completeness and accuracy, as well as the overall 

satisfaction level on the information and website in general, I think participant #4’s final comment best 

describes the current MnOnline website: “ The website is ok but the main info should be on the main 

screen. Tuition, classes and schedules”.  

Below are the completeness and confidence averages for Task 2 – Task 4 for all the participants. 

Overall, the participants rated very highly the completeness of the information and their confidence in 

that information. This reflects the individual data that is presented in this report for each task and how 

once a participant was able to find the correct information, the content was highly satisfactory.  

 

However, the same perception is true for the navigation of MnOnline as a whole. The data 

below are averages for all the “satisfied” questions. On average, participants are not satisfied with the 

general experience on MnOnline, regardless of the good content found therein. Of course, it must be 

taken into account that those who could not find the task information would probably rate low 

satisfaction and this should not be applied to both content and MnOnline navigation.  

 

2. Methodology 
This usability report analyzes the quantitative data from 19 participants. Additionally, qualitative 

data gathered by observing 2 of the participants is included (and the quantitative data from these 2 are 

included in the 19 as well). These participants are identified as P3 and P4 in this report as placed in the 

“MnOnline2011 results 20111121” spreadsheet.  

Info complete - Average Confident info is accurate - Average

No -- 1 3.33 No -- 1 3.33

2 3.33 2 1.00

3 1.67 3 0.33

4 1.33 4 3.00

5 3.67 5 4.00

Yes -- 6 5.67 Yes -- 6 7.33

Satisfied with info - Tasks Average  Satisfied with info - All Average

No -- 1 6.5 Not satisfied -- 1 4

2 2 2 2.5

3 0.5 3 3

4 0 4 1.5

5 3.5 5 4.25

Yes -- 6 6.5 Very satisfied -- 6 3.25

http://www.mnscu.edu/online/index.html
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To protect the confidentiality of the participants, each participant was required to meet the 

eligibility requirements found in the “Consent Form for Participation in a Research Study” approved by 

the Institutional Review Board (IRB form) and distributed on the behalf of Dr. Roland Nord. Each 

participant was required to read and sign the form. See Appendix A.  

2.1. Testing environment 

 The testing environment for 17 of the participants on which the quantitative data was collected 

is unavailable in this report. Please contact Dr. Roland Nord for this information (if available).  

 For participants P3 and P4, the data collection and observation was performed at the 

participant’s own desk using their own equipment. The participants determined the start of the usability 

test.  

2.2. Pre-test 

 IRB forms were collected prior to the start of the test. 

 A “Pre-evaluation Questionnaire” (MnOnline_codes_pre-eval_20111121) was administered 

at the desks of participants P3 and P4. See Appendix B for the questions and task number 

identifiers.  See Profiles of participants for the profiles summary.  

2.3. Test 

 Participants were given instructions for performing 6 navigational tasks on the MnOnline 

website (including finding the website) using the Internet. See Appendix C for the task descriptions. 

Participants’ actions were observed and navigational choices (e.g., clicks and search terms) and 

verbal/nonverbal reactions were recorded (e.g., comments and notable physical reactions).  

2.4. Post-test 

After finishing tasks 2 – 6 (successfully or unsuccessfully), each participant was asked to 

complete a “confidence” questionnaire that measured their opinions on the “completeness” 

and “accuracy” of the information that they found. See Task results and findings for the results 

or Appendix C for the questions.  

2.5. Post-Evaluation Questionnaire  

Participants were presented with 2 Likert questions that dealt with the entire experience as a 

whole navigating the MnOnline website and 1 open-ended question. Last, participants were 

given the opportunity to provide additional questions or comments. See Post-Evaluation 

Questionnaire Summary for the results or Appendix C for the questions.  

2.6. Profiles of participants 

7 demographic questions were collected from each participant using the “Pre-evaluation 

Questionnaire”. See Appendix B for the form.   

1. Are you currently a student? 

 2 of the 19 were students and attend “SDSU” and “SCC”.  

 1 was a “Senior”, 3 identified as “Grad” students, and 8 were “Other” 

2. What is your major or profession? 
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 1 Interior designer (retired), 1 barrista [sic], 1 Musicology, 1 Music Education, 2 CIS, 1 

Spanish, 1 Business, 2 Education, and 9 unknown.  

3. Have you ever visited the MnSCU website? 

 No: 17 

 Yes: 2 

4. Have you ever visited the MnOnline website? 

 No: 17 

 Yes: 2 

5. Typically, when you use a search engine (such as Google or Yahoo!), how frequently, do you 

find the information you are seeking? [Likert scale 1 – 6, 1= Never, 6=Always]. These results 

show that the participants are comfortable searching the Internet. 

 
6. Typically, when you use a search engine (such as Google or Yahoo!), how confident are you 

that the information that you find is correct? [Likert scale 1 – 6, 1= Not Confident, 6=Very 

Confident]. These results show that the participants trust that the information they find 

meets their search goals. 

 
7. What browser do you use? 

 

3. Task results and findings 
This section presents and analyzes each task, the participants’ comments, and the data from the post-

task questions. Usability issues will be identified using 3 graphics (Free use copyright, see here) and 

represent the corresponding level of problem: 

 

http://www.easyvectors.com/browse/other/firefox-extension-html-validator-icons-clip-art
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 Critical usability problem  

 Minor problem that may need further research 

 No problem or a suggestion for improvement 

3.1. Task 1 

Question: Using a search engine of your choice, locate the MnSCU website (homepage). 

MnSCU stands for Minnesota State Colleges and Universities. 

Then, navigate to the MnOnline website. 

Results: Success 1=Yes, 0=No 

 

 

 Summary: Success rate for this task was 79%, which shows that some participants had difficulty 

reaching the MnOnline website.  

 Analysis of the search terms used by the other participants is necessary to determine if the problem 

is with the participants’ search terms or if MnOnline needs to work on their SEO.  

Participants P3 and P4 both used a Google search and P3 searched for “Minnesota State 

Colleges and Universities”. P4 searched for “mnscu”. Both searches display the same search results for 

the http://www.mnscu.edu/ website and both clicked “Online” to complete Task 1 successfully.  

 This shows proper SEO for the search terms listed in the task question. 

3.2. Task 2 

Question: Imagine that you’d like to pursue further studies in technical communication through 

entirely online study. Using the MnOnline website, identify the degree or certificate programs 

available to you through MnSCU. 

Results: Success 1=Yes, 0=No 

 

Participant 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19

T1 time 269 257 70 210 4 29 30 60 70 78 60 60 60 45 60 20 15 19 19

Success 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

Task 1

success 15 79%

~success 4

mean time 76

Participant 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19

T2 time 234 188 80 140 34 30 180 180 182 239 30 60 60 90 100 240 300 63 45

Success 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

http://www.mnscu.edu/


Usability testing of the MnOnline website ENG 674 
 

Page 7 of 27 
 

 

Summary: Task 2 had a slightly lower success rate than Task 1 and the mean time almost 

doubled. Not unexpected, those who were unsuccessful also spent the longest time on this task.  

Both P3 and P4 successfully completed Task 2. This task began from the MnOnline page and 

from here, both P3 and P4 clicked Academic Programs & courses, which is the correct action.  

 

 

Both clicked the Search programs button. P4 commented, “Another button? This doesn’t make 

sense.”  

 At this time, the participants are already 3 clicks in and still have to do a manual search. If 

the intended action of the “Search programs” button is to have users perform a “Keyword  

search”, why not just have the keyword search instead of the button? 

P3 searched “technical communication” as listed in the Task 2 description.  

 Searching “technical communications” displays different results. These searches should 

display the same results. 

Searching “technical communications” 

 

 

 

Task 2

success 13 68%

~success 6

mean time 130
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Searching “technical communication” 

 

It took P3 about 30 seconds to identify the expand button to see the drop-down options. P3 

commented, “Oh, here is an expand.”  

However, P4 searched for “online” and there were 37 matches. P4 then clicked Advanced 

search options and clicked the Make a selection drop-down menu. P4 commented, “No 

technical communication in drop-down? Is technical communications a communications 

degree?”  

 Here, P4 is referring to the “Media and Communications” option. There is no “Technical 

Communications” option.  

 

P4 then used the Advanced search options and chose “Online” from the Program delivery 

options and “Minnesota State University, Mankato” from the School drop-down menu. Note 

that P4 chose this school because the “MnOnline_IRB_tasks_20111027” PDF has the school 

name as the header. This could be a testing mistake—if the header was not present, P4 probably 

would not have chosen a school to search for.  

As before, both “Technical Communication” and “Technical Communications” result. P4 control-

clicked each one to view in new tabs.  

Overall, the participants viewed the information that was found as being accurate, but as both 

P3 and P4 demonstrate from the qualitative data, it is unclear if the information is complete. P4 

recorded accuracy and completeness ratings of 2 and P3 did not rate completeness much better 

at 3. 



Usability testing of the MnOnline website ENG 674 
 

Page 9 of 27 
 

 

3.3. Task 3 

Question: Before beginning an online program, you’d like to see what courses are typically 

offered online in any given semester—to get a sense of the number and kinds of courses 

offered by all of the MnSCU institutions. Using the MnOnline website, identify the online 

courses offered this spring semester 2012 in technical communications. 

Results: Success 1=Yes, 0=No 

 

 

Summary: Task 3 had the lowest success rate (tied with Task 5). Both P3 and P4 began this task 

from the last page they were one after Task 2. P3 then clicked Online to return to the main 

page. P3 realized that the same link is used for courses and again clicked Academic programs & 

courses. P3 commented, “But this is courses too?” 

 This link is for both Programs and Courses but the next page has a large Search Programs 

button, which would be confusing for those coming here expecting Courses. 

P3 clicked the Search programs button again and made the comment, “I just did this.” P3 then 

typed the letter “t” and the previously typed choices were available to click. P3 clicked 

“technical communication” and then clicked Go. P3 clicked expand and then clicked the first 

“Technical Communication” option. 

Searching for courses, P3 clicked the first “Technical Communication” option 

 

 

Confident info is complete? Confident info is accurate?

No -- 1 2 No -- 1 1

2 2 2 1

3 2 3 1

4 2 4 3

5 5 5 4

Yes -- 6 6 Yes -- 6 9

Participant 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19

T3 time 178 257 147 120 252 173 180 180 245 228 180 180 180 87 110 200 260 82 71

Success 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 1

Task 3

success 9 47%

~success 10

mean time 174
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The blue pop-up window displayed but this does not show courses.  

 This window does not have the View more program details link that the other Mankato 

option does, “Technical Communication -> CERT”. It would be beneficial to have the same link 

at the least to http://english.mnsu.edu/techcomm/tcugcert.html so potential Mankato-

interested students will find the Mankato website. As Task 3 showed, those who made it to the 

website were very likely to find the Courses navigation menu on the left.  

P3 clicked the X to close the pop-up.  

 

P3 then clicked Online again and then clicked Admissions & registration. After quickly scanning 

the page, P3 made the comment, “Nope” and then clicked Student services. P3 was not 

successful finding courses.  

P4 still had the two tabs open from Task 2 and the first one visited for Task 3 was the 

undergraduate certificate in Technical Communications program 

(http://www.mnscu.edu/collegesearch/index.php/program/profile/7253/0071/modal). P4 

clicked View more program details and this directs to the MNSU “Undergraduate Certificate” 

page http://english.mnsu.edu/techcomm/tcugcert.html. Clicking Courses from the left 

navigation expands the courses menu and P4 then clicked Online Courses.  

http://english.mnsu.edu/techcomm/tcugcert.html
http://www.mnscu.edu/collegesearch/index.php/program/profile/7253/0071/modal
http://english.mnsu.edu/techcomm/tcugcert.html
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The completeness and accuracy of the information was almost equally divided by those who 

found the information and those who did not. Since there were slightly more participants who 

did not find the course information, 11 did not find the information very complete.  

 

3.4. Task 4 

Question: For the previous task, you located all of the online courses that are appropriate to 

your studies and that are offered by all of the MnSCU institutions.  

Repeat that task again, but this time narrow your search to a specific MnSCU college or 

university, such as Minnesota State University, Mankato. So, using the MnOnline website, 

identify the online courses in technical communication offered this fall semester at Minnesota 

State University, Mankato (or at some other appropriate college or university).  

Results: Success 1=Yes, 0=No 

 

 

Summary: Overall, Task 4 fit in the middle for success, completeness, accuracy, and mean time. 

This is probably because it is the completion of the previous task so conceptually it is easier for 

participants to understand quicker what is being asked of them.  

Confident info is complete? Confident info is accurate?

No -- 1 4 No -- 1 5

2 6 2 1

3 1 3 0

4 0 4 4

5 3 5 4

Yes -- 6 5 Yes -- 6 5

Participant 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19

T4 time 9 280 65 na 281 437 120 210 249 183 60 120 60 135 220 300 420 80 46

Success 0 0 1 na 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

Task 4

success 12 63%

~success 6

mean time 182
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P4 did not complete this task because, as stated before, P4 performed the course search for 

Mankato because of the task sheet header.  

P3 was not successful finding the courses page in Task 3 so P3 was directed to the correct page 

to begin this task. P3 commented, “It’s under master program popup NOT BA!?” Once on the 

MNSU page (http://english.mnsu.edu/techcomm/tcugcert.html), P3 was able to quickly find 

the online courses by clicking Courses -> Online courses. P3 commented, “Done”, and Task 4 

was complete. P3 performed this task very fast as did 5 other participants who completed this 

task in around 60 seconds.  

 Once participants make it to the MNSU, Mankato page (any page—undergraduate, 

graduate, CERT), they are able to find course information quickly because of the left-hand 

navigation.  

As Task 2 demonstrated and is reaffirmed with Task 4, once participants find the MNSU, 

Mankato page, the belief that the information is accurate is very high. One possible reason for 

this is the difference between MnOnline having several different pages for each program and 

MNSU, Mankato combining the information for several programs onto one page (e.g., courses).  

 

3.5. Task 5 

Question: Before taking any online courses, you’ll want to be sure that you have the 

appropriate hardware and software to take online courses. Using resources on the MnOnline 

website test your computer and your browser to confirm that they meet the MnSCU 

requirements.  

Results: Success 1=Yes, 0=No 

 

 

Summary: This task seemed to pose the greatest difficulty—more than half failed the task and 

the mean time for completion was the highest of all the tasks. Both P3 and P4 began on the 

page they ended from Task 4. P3 had no problem locating the correct information but 

Confident info is complete? Confident info is accurate?

No -- 1 4 No -- 1 4

2 2 2 1

3 2 3 0

4 2 4 2

5 3 5 4

Yes -- 6 6 Yes -- 6 8

Participant 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19

T5 time 76 167 34 90 116 371 180 180 243 230 60 60 120 140 360 480 420 n/a n/a

Success 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 1 1

Task 5

success 9 47%

~success 10

mean time 196

http://english.mnsu.edu/techcomm/tcugcert.html
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statistically, P3’s time would be removed (as the fastest) to find the true average. P3’s method 

is the most efficient and correct way to complete Task 5. P3 clicked Online Courses FAQ -> MSU 

hardware & software standards and the run a system check link is displayed at the top of the 

screen. P3 commented, “Done.” P3 was asked if more time was needed but P3 replied with 

high satisfaction (6) that the information was complete.  

P4, on the other hand, looked to the primary navigation bar that is horizontal across the top of 

the page and clicked Technology Services. Note that from this page, the most efficient method 

is to click Online Courses FAQ.  

 

 There is too much information displayed on this page. Even though the information is 

categorized with headings (e.g., “Forms”), if you do not know what you are looking for or what 

applies to you (i.e., as a graduate student, faculty member etc.), it is difficult to look through 

everything. Perhaps grouping the content by use (such as “I’m a grad student”) would help. 

Some information might be doubled for groups but this way at least users can find the 

information.  

P4 clicked Computer standards in the Getting started section and then clicked Windows 

Hardware Recommendations.  
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P4 commented, “This is for faculty?” referencing the “Staff” examples on the page.  

 

P4 clicked Orientation from the left-hand navigation and commented, “No.” Task not 

completed.  



Usability testing of the MnOnline website ENG 674 
 

Page 15 of 27 
 

 Testing one’s system may not be a priority to prospective students. After ending this task, 

P4 remarked that Task 5 is not something P4 would normally be interested to know. However, 

if this information is deemed useful from other studies, then providing more links to the test 

URL (https://mnsu.ims.mnscu.edu/d2l/tools/system_check/systemCheck.asp?ou=1706) is 

recommended.  

Another post-task question asking participants of the usefulness of this information may be 

needed. This report cannot determine if being dissatisfied or satisfied correlates to task 

completion or not. 

 

3.6. Task 6 

Question: Before taking any online courses, you’ll want some further sense of what online 

courses may be like. MnOnline provides at least one sample course to familiarize you with 

some features of online courses. Briefly examine one or more modules from a sample course. 

Results: Success 1=Yes, 0=No 

 

 

Summary: Task 6 had a positive success rate with just more than half of the participants 

succeeding. Interestingly, even though 8 participants failed, 12 rated their satisfaction as “very 

satisfied” (5 or 6 on the Likert scale).  

 

P3 began Task 6 from the “System Check” page and clicked the back arrow to return to 

http://www.mnsu.edu/ext/online/technical.html. P3 then clicked Courses from the left-hand 

Satisfied with info?

No -- 1 8

2 3

3 0

4 0

5 2

Yes -- 6 6

Participant 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19

T6 time 151 267 75 180 240 511 150 147 254 206 120 60 180 134 240 300 300 83 75

Success 0 1 1 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 1 1

Task 6

success 11 58%

~success 8

mean time 193

Satisfied with info?

No -- 1 5

2 1

3 1

4 0

5 5

Yes -- 6 7

https://mnsu.ims.mnscu.edu/d2l/tools/system_check/systemCheck.asp?ou=1706
https://mnsu.ims.mnscu.edu/d2l/tools/system_check/systemCheck.asp?ou=1706
http://www.mnsu.edu/ext/online/technical.html
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navigation and on realizing that the options were the same, clicked Online Courses FAQ again 

to return to the same page as before. P3 clicked Is online learning right for you?, which links to 

http://www.minnesotaonline.org/ and then clicked Online Course Demonstration. Task 

completed successfully. However, this page and the Online Course Demo page both seem to be 

correct results. Both have “demo” information.  

P4 began Task 6 from the incorrect “Computer Standards” page (where left off from Task 5). P4 

clicked the back arrow 3 times and commented, “Where am I now.” (P4 was now on the Online 

Courses FAQ page). From here, P4 searched for “sample” in the Website and directory search 

field. No relevant results displayed on the page. P4 commented, “No good.” P4 then searched 

for “sample course” but the correct page did not display. 

 

 Proper search tuning for the search term “Sample Course” should display results for the 

Online Learning page http://www.mnsu.edu/ext/online/. Searching for “Online demo” gives 

the correct results and other searches (such as “sample course”) should yield the same results. 

http://www.mnsu.edu/ext/online/onlinelearning.html
http://www.minnesotaonline.org/
http://english.mnsu.edu/techcomm/onlinecoursefaq.html
http://english.mnsu.edu/techcomm/onlinecoursefaq.html
http://www.mnsu.edu/ext/online/
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4. Post-Evaluation Questionnaire Summary 
Each participant was asked 2 Likert questions and given the opportunity to provide comments 

concerning their use of the MnOnline website. 

1. Overall, how satisfied are you with information that you found? [1 Not satisfied – 6 Very 

satisfied] 

2. Overall, how satisfied are you with the MnOnline website? [1 Not satisfied – 6 Very 

satisfied] 

 

 None of the participants were “Very satisfied” with either the information or with 

MnOnline. From the results of all the tasks, it seems clear that the information itself is fine but 

finding the information can be a challenge.  

Both participants P3 and P4 rated both categories poorly, 4/3 and 2/3 respectively.  

Satisfied with info found Satisfied with MnOnline

Not satisfied -- 1 1 5% Not satisfied -- 1 2 11%

2 4 2 2

3 3 3 8

4 3 4 3

5 7 5 3

Very satisfied -- 6 0 Very satisfied -- 6 0
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3. What changes would you recommend to improve the MnOnline website? 

 You need larger, easy-to-read and maneuver bullet points on your site. 

 Make things much easier to find. 

 Better tabs, better headings, better graphics. Quote: "This looks like a website from 

Windows 98." Too many links, not enough clear navigation. 

 More efficient links as several links did not lead to the desired information. 

 Page too cluttered, purple & yellow need to be adjusted, search engine is not efficient, 

needs new fonts. 

 Scrap it and start over. It is not user friendly. 

 P3: It was hard to tell where I was after completing each task. There should be a better 

navigation at the top that says “graduate” or “undergraduate” or “graduate online” and 

so forth so you know what you’re looking at. 

 P4: If the page for something is more than 2 clicks away, I think it should open in a new 

window so I can get back to where I was. 

Additional Questions or comments from P3 and P4 

 P3: The tasks from the study aren’t necessarily the kinds of information I would be 

looking for when deciding what school to attend. 

 P4: The website is ok but the main info should be on the main screen. Tuition, classes 

and schedules 
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Appendix A: MnOnline IRB consentform 

(MnOnline_IRB_consentform_20111027) 
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Appendix B: Pre-evaluation Questionnaire (MnOnline_codes_pre-

eval_20111121) 
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Appendix C: Usability test tasks (MnOnline_IRB_tasks_20111027) 
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Appendix D: Post-Evaluation Questionnaire 
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