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OAC Usability Test Summary (October 2001) 
 
1 Summary 
 
Two rounds of usability tests were conducted; the first round was with four Berkeley library staff members 
and the second with three graduate students. All participants were asked to complete a set of tasks using the 
OAC (Dynaweb software) and Michigan’s Bentley Archive (DLXS software). Berkeley staff members were 
experienced users of archives and finding aids (three out of four had considerable OAC Dynaweb experience).  
For the most part, they were able to complete the tasks with little difficulty. The students only had minimal 
experience with online archives and virtually none with the OAC. They were able to complete most of the 
tasks, but in varying amount of time and with varying difficulty.  See Appendix A for the task sets for Round I 
and Round II. 
 
Both teams discovered major usability problems with the OAC Dynaweb interface and they pointed out 
features that were unclear and confusing. In addition, participants identified aspects of the Michigan site that 
they found useful and would like to see incorporated into the Dynaweb interface.  
 
After Round I, the Dynaweb interface was modified slightly, incorporating some of the recommended changes 
(see Figure 4: Revised Dynaweb Interface). However, the changes were primarily minor interface changes and 
did not alter the underlying functionality or the overall navigation of the site. During Round II, we found that 
these changes did not greatly improve the participants’ ability to interact with the site. The areas where 
participants encountered major usability problems during Round I continued to be problematic. These areas 
included: 

• The search engine performs an exact phrase search (most participants assumed it was a keyword 
search)  

• It is unclear which repository is being searched; most participants thought a search would be 
conducted over the entire collection regardless of where they were in the hierarchy.  

• The interface contains unclear labels and icons  
• For the most part, participants did not notice/use the links to “Virtual Archive” and “Electronic Texts”  

 
 
Summary of issues/ problems raised during Round I (roughly ordered by frequency of occurrence): 
1. Search – All participants commented that, at times, it was unclear which collection/repository was being 

searched; unlike Michigan (and most other web sites) regardless of where you are on the site, your search 
is conducted over the entire collection/site. 

2. Search – There was a disconnect for all participants between what they thought the search engine was 
doing and what it did. They were all unaware that it was an exact phrase search and not a keyword search. 

3. Search – There are no (readily evident) advanced search features; all participants liked the fielded search 
option at Michigan. However, several commented that fields such as place and name could be problematic 
if the finding aids are not encoded to the same level. 

4. Buttons/Icons – All participants found them unclear (the most confusing/problematic were the house icon 
and the print icon)   

5. Labels –  “Expanded Search” and “All Collection” were unclear to all participants 
6. Search Results – Several participants noted that there was not enough information provided to help users 

choose a finding aid from the search results list (two suggested including dates of coverage; and one 
suggested spelling out acronyms). All participants liked the results screen at Michigan (see Figure 1); it 
includes a few key fields and an abstract, but they noted that it would be more helpful if the search term(s) 
were highlighted in the text at the initial results screen. 
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7. Navigation – In the Michigan interface, all participants liked the “outline view” (see Figure 2)  (although 
they would have liked to have the option to collapse the TOC to the series level) and several liked the 
“keyword in context” view (see Figures 3)  (particularly, the fact that the finding aid was collapsed, 
showing only the sections where the search term occurs).  

8. Search – There is no help/guidance on the search page for entering search terms. This was particularly 
problematic with personal names since different results are returned when “first name last name” vs. “last 
name, first name” are searched; in addition, there is no indication if truncation is allowed. 

9. Navigation – The distinction between OAC, Virtual Archive and Electronic Texts was unclear to the 
participants; only two chose Virtual Archive for Task #3 (finding information about Japanese Americans)-
-one of whom already had extensive experience with JARDA; and only two chose Electronic Texts to look 
for oral histories. However, three participants commented that they liked the new, descriptive labels. 

 
Summary of issues/ problems raised during Round II (roughly ordered by frequency of occurrence): 
1. Search Input Box – most participants, either didn’t see the search at first or it was unclear to them when 

they did spot it, that it was a search box (one noted that the box and button are too far apart) 
2. Search  - all participants thought the search engine conducted a keyword search (when in fact it is an exact 

phrase search) 
3. Home Page Icon Button – all participants took quite a while before they spotted the home icon (for one it 

had to be pointed out). But when they found it, they chose that to return to the top level (this was a change 
made after Round I testing) 

4. Search – two participants did not understand that you needed to return to the top level in order to conduct 
a new search over the entire collection 

5. Search results (OAC) – two participants found the multiple clicks that are needed to drill down through 
the search results confusing (and annoying); (e.g. when you click UC Berkeley, finding aids, that goes to 
the left frame and you then have to click again in the right frame to get your results) 

6. Search Results (Bentley) – Two participants found the KWIC option odd/confusing 
7. Other Buttons/Labels – “+” confusing (added after Round I); blue navigation arrows unclear; the purpose 

of the book icon was unclear 
8. Labels - “all collections” and “expand search” were unclear 
9. Full Text/Images – Participants commented that it would have been helpful if at the top level of a finding 

aid there were some indication that it contained images and/or full text. (Note: the task to find a 
photograph was not given during Round I.) 

 
2 Purpose 
 
Gather comparative data that will inform functionality and design decisions regarding the replacement of the 
OAC interface. 
 
3 Methodology 
 
During Round I, four Berkeley library staff were observed while performing a set of tasks using the OAC and 
Michigan’s Bentley Archive (transcript of each session are available on request). Due to system-wide network 
problems the day of the test, we experienced slow connections to the Internet, particularly with the OAC. For 
this reason, we were not able to complete all the tasks. However, we used the downtime to debrief –asking the 
participants to discuss specific features and give us general feedback about the interfaces. 
 
During Round II, three graduate students from San Francisco State University were observed while performing 
a set of tasks using the OAC and Michigan’s Bentley Archive (transcript of each session are available on 
request). 
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Prior to the test, each participant was asked to fill out a demographic questionnaire (available on request).1  An 
experimenter and an observer were present at each one-hour test session. The experimenter conducted the test 
and the observer recorded the participants' "click trail" and any comments about the system. Each task was 
given to the participants in writing to ensure that, for each participant, the task was described in the same way. 
While the participants were completing the tasks the experimenter encouraged them to "think out loud" 
(verbalize their thoughts as they completed each task).  
 
A potential problem when testing two interfaces with one participant is the “learning transfer” effect; that is, 
participants can potentially learn how to use the second interface more effectively based on having used the 
first one. In our tests, we limited this effect by alternating the order of the interfaces the participants tested.  
 
3.1 Users Profile 
 
Round I 
All participants were archivists; therefore all had extensive experience with primary source materials. For 
three of the participants, their area of study/interest was Arts and Humanities; one was Science /Engineering. 
When asked how often they used finding aids online, three responded “6-10 times/month” and one responded 
“more than 10 times/month.” Only one of the four participants did not have extensive experience with the 
OAC finding aids. All four said that they were “very comfortable” accessing information on the Internet. 
 
Round II  
All participants were graduate students. For two of the participants, their area of study/interest was Social 
Sciences and one Arts and Humanities. Two had used archival collections before. None of the participants had 
used the OAC extensively (only one had looked at it for the first time a few days prior to the test). Two 
participants said that they were “very comfortable” accessing information on the Internet and one was 
“somewhat comfortable.” 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 The questionnaire change slighted during Round II; a question regarding specific usage of OAC was added.  
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Figure 1: Michigan – Search Results  
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Figure 2: Michigan – Outline View 
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Figure 3: Michigan - Keyword in Context  
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Figure 4: OAC – Revised Dynaweb Interface  (available at: http://akkri.ucop.edu/dynaweb/ead) 
 
 
 
 

 

Replace “?” with 
text 

Replaced 
print icon 
with text 

Removed stack of 
books icon 

Links the House icon to 
the Dynaweb home 
page, instead of to the 
CDL OAC home page 
(as it does now) 

Links CDL logo to OAC 
home page, instead of to 
the CDL home page (as it 
does now) 

Replaced the 
arrow icons with 
“+” and “-“ icons 
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Appendix A – Usability Tasks 
 
Round I  
 
OAC – Tasks 

1. Find the Hans Hofmann papers 
2. Locate at least 2 collections/papers containing records about the experience of Japanese Americans in 

World War II 
3. Find instructions/guidelines for the correct way to cite the Louisa M. Sweetland Papers 
4. Find Paul S. Taylor’s Oral History 

 
Michigan – Tasks 
 

1. Find the Buell Family Papers 
2. Locate at least 2 collections that contain records related to banking 
3. Find instructions/guidelines for the correct way to cite the James J. Blanchard Papers 
4. Find the box number for a letter from Sinclair Lewis 

 
 
Round II 
 
OAC – Tasks 

1. Find the Hans Hofmann papers 
2. Locate at least 2 collections/papers containing records about the experience of Japanese Americans in 

World War II 
3. Find the box number for a letter from Hans Suess to Carl Sagan 
4. You are doing research on the California Gold Rush era, find a photograph from that period.  

 
Michigan – Tasks 
 

1. Find the Buell Family Papers 
2. Locate at least 2 collections that contain records related to banking 
3. Find the box number for a letter from Sinclair Lewis 


