USABILITY TEST NOTES:  www.usmint.gov/kids
Introduction

For this test, the users were two girls, each nine years of age.  The girl who was originally going to test the site was more comfortable having her friend do the testing with her.  I think this worked out well, because the users were not nervous, and I was able to observe the reactions and behavior of two users within one testing session.  This arrangement also seemed to provide a realistic user experience, because I have noticed that it is not uncommon for children in this age group to use the same computer to view websites as a joint activity, usually for recreation.  Both of the test users were familiar with operating the computer and using the Internet.

The website being tested was www.usmint.gov/kids.

For the structured part of the test, the users were asked to select and play some of the games that are available on the site.

The computer used for this test was a relatively new model with excellent performance, connected to a high-speed Internet service.  However, I found in separate testing that the site worked fine when accessed by an older computer (Pentium 3, 450 MHz, 256 MB RAM, Windows 2000) with a dial-up Internet connection.  

Unstructured Tests

The test users were not really interested in the purpose of the site, or its “value proposition.”  To them, it was just an attractive and fun site, useful only for the recreation and entertainment it provided.  However, they did seem to learn historical facts in the process of playing the games and browsing the site.  Over time, I think they would learn quite a bit about history, currency, and coin collecting.

When they first viewed the site, their immediate reaction was very positive.  The first thing they saw was the kangaroo cartoon character in the upper-left corner of the home page, which seemed to delight them.  They also liked the colors, and were excited by all the choices.  They understood the navigation tools located along the left side.

The first thing they wanted to click on was the games icon.  Their expectation was realized – after clicking on the games icon, they were presented with a colorful selection of games.  The colors attracted them, but what they really loved most within the various games was the sound effects and the animation.  On the main games page, for example, they were thrilled by the appearance of a pig jumping rope.

I noticed that these young users tended to not scroll or look below the fold, which was consistent with Jakob Nielsen’s research.  However, the users did know how to scroll, and did so when I suggested that they might see more game selections if they scrolled down.

They were willing to read some instructions, but only after they couldn’t figure out a procedure beforehand.  They skipped large amounts of text, unless they determined there was a need to read it.  Within a page or window having a lot of text, any obvious “continue” or “close” tab or button was often clicked before the text was read.  In a few cases, there were no such obvious escape routes, and the users read the text because it appeared there was no alternative.  In these cases, the last words in the text were “click to close” and they didn’t see these words until after reading all the text.  After finding the button to proceed, they said, “We didn’t have to read that!”  One time, after having caught on that the “continue” or “close” button was sometimes at the end of the text, they skipped the text and proceeded, only to find that they were confused as a result of having skipped the text.  They were interested in the activities, primarily, and not the reading.  There was no automatic curiosity among these users about what the text had to convey.  One design suggestion might be to reduce text block length, and increase typeface size, to make it a little easier for young users to want to read the text items.  Or, present educational facts more often using sound and animation rather than blocks of text.

In one area, the users were annoyed with needing to position the pointer exactly over an icon, and keep it hovered there, in order to read the needed information.  Mystery Meat Navigation like this should be avoided.

Structured Tests

The structured tests involved having the users select and play a few games.

The users understood the navigation on the main game page, which was quite simple.  All they had to do was click on large, attractive icons that started a game in a new window.  Within the games, they had no problems using the various procedures and controls.  They knew how to close the separate windows once they were done with a game.

The first game they chose was the Lewis and Clark Adventures.  When they selected it from the main games page, the game did not launch, and the top of the game page was displayed.  It turned out that pop-up blockers needed to be turned off.  There were no apparent instructions explaining this requirement, and if the kids had been on their own, they would have given up and left the site.  After disabling pop-up blocking, the games worked.

They had some familiarity with the Lewis and Clark game, because they had seen something like it in school.  They actually read the four introductory paragraphs!  They could see how to close the introductory message box.  

In the first main page of the adventure, there was some difficulty figuring out what to click on when there was just a map with the compass points.  They found by “mine sweeping” that the compass points were clickable and activated each activity within the adventure.  It might be better to give some more visible clues for how to start the activities.

The users both exclaimed “Oh, wow!” when they saw the “Catch the Magpie” activity start.  They loved the sounds, especially the voice saying “Oh, boy!” every time they missed catching a bird.  It was a fairly challenging hand-eye coordination activity.

In the next activity called Flora and Fauna, they did not immediately understand about mousing over the items to see their description, although they quickly learned.  

The users tried clicking on the box in the lower-right corner labeled “Next Clue” but only the small arrow to the right of the words was clickable.  It would be better if the user could click anywhere in the box, and not just on the small arrow.

When they found the items in the drawing (for example, the coyote), they did not bother to read the informational text window about the item, but just went on to the next clue.  These users were more interested in the activity than the reading of text.  Maybe shorter blocks of text would be more useful?  However, some kids might like reading the longer descriptions.  Maybe next to shortened text blocks there could be a button to click for more details, allowing activity-oriented students a better chance to absorb some knowledge while giving others the option to read more details.

Again, the users really liked the sound effects!

When they started the canoe activity, their first comment was, “Oh, cool, we get to use the arrows!”  In this activity, they had to use the arrow keys to navigate a canoe down a river while minimizing the number of items lost overboard in collisions.  They just pressed the arrow keys, learning through trial and error how to improve their score.  They had fun with it.

After finishing the Lewis and Clark Adventure, they selected the  “Winter Coin Olympics” and played the “Nero’s Slalom” ski game.  It was very exciting to them, and they quickly figured out how to use the control.  

The users ignored the awards they earned in each game.  The awards were designed to teach them something about coins.  
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