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Usability Testing: Some Guidelines 

1. Summarize “focus group” discussion. Although you 
didn’t interview potential users about their needs and 
preferences, you did base some of your design decisions in 
terms of usability.  

• What factors did you consider?  
• Which parts of the instructions are you unsure 

about?  
• Which parts might trip up your users and why? 

Record these now since they are expected in your 
report. 

2. Review test objective(s). Frame your purpose in 
terms of what’s measureable and observable, perhaps in 
terms of completeness, time, resources, energy, attitude, etc.  

• What do you want to know? Why? 
• Will your realizations lead to a better instructional design? 

3. Pick test readers who represent target readers. Realistically a Lego project like this 
would be designed for children, but since most of you don’t have access to them on a regular basis, 
let’s assume your target readers are college students.  

• How do those target users vary? 
• How will you select test readers so that they adequately reflect that variation? 
• How many tests are necessary for reliable results?  

4. Agree on methods. Here are a few we’ve discussed. You can’t use ‘em all, but using more than 
one is encouraged as long as the tests are consistent. 

• Performance v location v understandability tests. Anderson discusses these in detail on pages 
432-36. It makes the most sense to do performance testing, but the others might apply to 
you as well. 

• Silent observation. Just like it sounds. You sit at a distance and observe while the test user 
works through your instructions. If multiple group members are conducing this test, be sure 
they all agree on the rule: no helping the user (otherwise your data will be corrupted). 

• Participant-observer. Allows you some ability to intervene when the user is stumped. Again, 
group members have to agree on what that means (and when) “to get involved.” 

• Talk-aloud protocol. Instruct users to say out-loud what they are thinking as they attempt to 
follow your instructions. You will need to remind them of this often. 

• Entrance interviewing. Background knowledge about your test subjects might help interpret 
certain missteps or indentify user patterns. You can prepare a questionnaire with questions 
about their preferences such as visual, verbal, or hands-on learning styles. This way you can 
better weigh conflicting needs of different users.  

• Exit interviewing. Exit polls, such as satisfaction surveys, can give you overall feedback on your 
document/product as well as gauging their attitude toward the process (see Guideline 4 in 
Anderson, on page 436). 



5. Standardize data-gathering process. You are welcome to take notes, use audio or video 
recording equipment, screen-casting software, or some combination of these.  

  
• Even if you record the process, you’ll need to take notes. 

When you are taking notes, you’ll need consistency. One way 
to do this might be to make a time/notes table, like the one 
to the right. You might write “T” when the subject stops 
reading and does not perform any action to signify that they 
were thinking, “F” when the subject flips or clicks back and 
forth to locate something within your instructions and “A” 
when the subject performs the assembly. 

6. Collate data. On page 434 (Figure 16.3) Anderson has some a common template for testers 
moving from observation notes to analysis, like the one below. In the end, your report must contain 
facts and figures on the times and actions of your users, so develop a logical way to represent this 
in-text and visually. Chapter 13 in Anderson might help here. 

7. Interpret results. As the textbook mentions, your challenge will be to understand what 
constitutes an idiosyncratic hiccup vs. a user-wide problem. If all of your test users struggled with 
the same step, well, that’s easy enough to interpret. But what if each user struggled with something 
different? Looking at the number of readers, gaps between the tester/target user, your users 
attributes, and the context of the gaffes can all help. See page 438 in Anderson for more on this. 

 

 

Time Notes 

:10 
 

:15 
 

:30 
 

1:30 

  F -- looked for title and step 
 
  A -- started with first piece 
 
  T (long pause) 
 
 Problem -- could not find  
 Hex piece 


