Observations from testing the SPP Local installation at EEVL 

 May 2003.

Observations from the SPP testing sessions at EEVL grouped under the following general headings;  Error Messages/Technical problems,  Terminology Used,  Help and background Information,  Cross Searching, and Results Display.

Error Messages/Technical problems. A number of problems and error messages were experienced during the testing sessions;  Specifically:

· NAS(SSO) Login – This was not working properly.  No one using the NAS login was able to login using this username and password. Errors included ‘HTTP status 404 - /spp2/images/portal/, The requested resource is not available’ and ‘Page not found’
· Leaving/Returning  to Portal – the error message ‘warning page has expired’ was observed on a number of occasions when users were attempting to return to the portal using the back button on their browser.

· Horrible exception error – observed a number of times in different situations including after trying to submit a search, when trying to store records, and after resuming a session when it had been not used for a longish time period.

·  Icons not displaying – The portlet control  icons which did not display for some testing sessions which impaired the interface for the participants.  In some sessions icons would be present and then disappear without  apparent reason.

· Customising of Portlets -  Some testers managed to customise the display to various degrees.   This resulted in some confusion for later users using the same login.

Terminology Used.  The terminology use in the demo is confusing, technically orientated and in places inconsistent.  For example ;

· ‘Collections’  - inexperience users have no idea what this term refers to.  Novice respondents thought that they might be such things as ‘subscription lists’,  ‘tables of contents’  or ‘directories’ etc.

· ‘Search Profile’  - again this caused confusion among inexperienced users. 

· Inconsistent term usage  - On some screens e.g. ‘previous search’ the terms used are inconsistent  (e.g. ‘Search Landscape’ is used in place of ‘search profile’). 

Help and Background Information .   Almost all respondents commented on the lack of any form of help or guidance.  Issues raised included;

· Lack of general introduction to the service – inexperienced users clearly had some difficulty with the general concept ‘cross searching’.

· Help pages are required to explain various aspects of functionality such as search syntax, profiles etc.  A number of  users mentioned using help or ‘information’ type icons.

· Collection Descriptions – Information about collections and their content needs to be more easily available.  Many users did not find the link to descriptions which are available on the search profiles page.

Cross Searching
· Main Cross Searching Page.  The step wise approach to cross searching (e.g. 1. Specify a Query,  2. Select a profile OR….) might well be a good way of doing things however in the prototype it was quite confusing as users could ended up with two radio boxes selected at the same time (e.g. ‘collections to search’ & ‘default search profiles’) .  The division of  the ‘select a profile’  OR ‘select Collections to search’ option could be made clearer.

· Information about Basic Search Functionality.   Users tended to automatically type in various operators into the search box e.g. quotes for phrases “report on superconductors” , * for truncation, or use natural language searching.  The majority of users commented on the fact information should be provided about how the portal is dealing with search queries and that functionality such as truncation and phrase searching should be supported.

· Automatic Creation of Search Profiles - Automatically creating search profiles after searches and  naming these after login names e.g. ‘turbine1’ raises some issues e.g. What will happen to these profiles? Will they need to be deleted? It is very easy to quickly come up with a large list profiles which pushes the default profile off the screen!

· The text links above the cross search box (last search, new search, …etc) seem not to be very visible to  users.  A least 2 users I observed took a long time to find these links and consequently had problems storing records or creating search profiles.  The list is quite long and could perhaps be edited down.

Results Display.

· Results Summary.  The results summary box presented at the top of the results pages is ineffective. A number of participants in the testing simply did not see the fact that some of the databases being searched were still in progress.  They simply scrolled down and assumed that the results they received were the full results.  A better way of conveying that databases are still being searched (perhaps like Xgrains moving timer icons) and an automatic rather than manual way of updating the results page is necessary.

· Displaying Full Results.  The [+] icon on the results page raises some issues e.g. users are unable to see their search terms highlighted and may therefore be confused as to why this record has been displayed, users are unable to print out their stored list of full records.  When viewing the full record users are taken away from the results list onto a separate screen. Upon returning to the results their scrolling position is lost.  It may be better to allow the [+] icon to expand to the full record within the results page rather than taking users to a separate screen.

