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Background

The “Special Collections @ DU” digital repository was originally developed as a

repository to be used across the University of Denver campus as a repository for course materials

and department publications as well as the home of the Special Collections & Archives digital

collections. However, many of these functionalities became redundant with the development of

the “Digital Commons @ DU” site. As a result, the DU Special Collections & Archives, along

with the University Libraries Metadata and Discovery Steering Committee is hoping to

redevelop and re-envision the “Special Collections @ DU” site in order to improve and

streamline digital services for the DU community. To this end, I worked in conjunction with

Archival Processing Librarian Kevin Clair to evaluate and complete usability testing for the site

as part of my culminating internship for the University of Denver Masters of Library and

Information Science program.

Usability Test

In order to develop a usability testing program that was effective in the context of the DU

Special Collections and Archives, I worked with archivist Kate Crowe to get a better

understanding of the various users that the archives serves most often to focus the parameters of

the study. Kate identified common scenarios for student, faculty, and community researchers, and

usability testing scripts were developed for each of these categories of users (Appendix A). In

preparation for the testing, I submitted an IRB to get institutional approval for this study.

https://specialcollections.du.edu/


Usability testing was conducted the afternoon of May 23, 2017. I was able to recruit four

undergraduate students and one graduate student to help test the site. Each test took from about

8-17 minutes and followed the script for students that was developed in conjunction with Kate

Crowe. I first asked participants to give me their initial impressions and thoughts of the site, to

click around, explore, and gain a feel for the site. I provided only a basic explanation of the site

and its purpose so as to not influence participants’ thoughts, but this lead to some confusion.

Without exception, each participant was initially drawn to the pictures on the main page that

delineate the different collections, and a few noted that the pictures were aesthetically pleasing.

However, after clicking into one of the collections on the main page (Department of History,

Emergent Digital Practices, Department of English, A Sound Model), the participants almost

always reacted with confusion - “What is this for? It doesn’t give me a lot of information, I don’t

know what to do with this” - as not a lot of context or documentation is presented to explain

what the different collection areas are for. Two participants said they thought the site seemed

“organized,” though they later had trouble finding the desired information.

The prompt asked each participant to find three primary resources they could use for an

assignment on the campus climate at DU during the Vietnam war. In 4 cases, the participants

were drawn to the images on the main page rather than search bar to start their research, which

lead each of them in an inefficient if not outright incorrect direction.

Most of the participants were also thrown off by the presence of multiple search criteria -

namely “the DU campus climate” and “Vietnam war.” Because I only gave them a basic primer

on the site and their initial explorations took them to non-DU specific items, a few of the

participants were unsure whether or not all the material on this site were related or relevant to



DU or Colorado in some way. They often tried to search “DU, vietnam war” or “DU,

1955-1975” instead of searching “vietnam war” or “student life” and using the limiters to narrow

down their search. In fact, none of the participants used limiters to refine their search. While its

difficult to say if this has more to do with research skills or with the site itself, it is worth noting.

In the end, only 3 participants were able to find usable artifacts that would be at least

partially relevant to their assignment, and not all were able to locate the three that I prompted.

While they all rated the site relatively high for ease of use, their actual success did not indicate

they had as easy of a time as they self-reported. At the conclusion of the test, I took each

participant to the library’s main website to see if they could navigate to the “Special Collections

@ DU” page from the library homepage. Though the first participant did not understand my

question, I was able to modify it for the remaining participants. However, none of the 4 that

understood the question were able to access the site from the main library page. They all get

excruciatingly close, clicking into the “Collections & Archives” section, but none going as far as

to find the actual link on the “Digital Collections” page. It is also worth noting that two of the

participants were front desk library employees and they were still not able to find the site.

Intern Evaluation

Before conducting the usability test, I performed an informal comparative evaluation of

our “Special Collections @ DU” site, contrasting it for effectiveness, aesthetics, and ease of use

with other Islandora-based digital repositories. Looking at the sites of other institutions gave me

a better idea of possible Islandora functionalities and layouts. I identified a couple sites that used

a layout similar to the one we already employ but to a better effect. The Hagley Digital Archives

has the image-based table on the main page, but the search bar is more prominent, which I think

http://digital.hagley.org/


is an especially important feature after the usability test. The PALMM Digital Collections also

uses a layout similar to ours, but instead of featuring just images for navigation, it contains more

detail on what each collection contains. While this is not my favorite as I think it gets kind of

busy, it would help to decrease some of the unsure navigation I observed in the usability test.

I think the most effective example of an Islandora site for DU’s purposes is the Barnard

Digital Collections. Their site is, overall, aesthetically pleasing, loading a different photograph

from the collection each time the page is refreshed. More importantly, however, it is incredibly

simple and clear. The search box is the most prominent feature on the main page, which, as we

observed during usability testing, would help to guide researchers in the right direction. The page

contains three other links less prominently under the search bar - “Browse all materials,”

“Browse all collections,” and “Exhibits” - each of which I think is well-thought out and useful.

“Browse all materials” takes the user to a zero search that can then be narrowed using additional

limiters and keywords. “Browse all collections” takes the user to a site that is more similar to our

home page, featuring a table of images with links to particular collections. “Exhibits” is a feature

I think could be particularly useful for our purposes - the archivists could build specific sets of

interrelated digital resources for different classes, groups of researchers, or academic interests. In

this way, the “Special Collections @ DU” repository could act like an archival LibGuide for

instruction sessions and other research.

Recommendations

Based on the usability testing and my own comparative analysis of the “Special

Collections @ DU” site, I recommend the following to improve the site:

http://palmm.digital.flvc.org/islandora/object/palmm%3Aroot
http://digitalcollections.barnard.edu/
http://digitalcollections.barnard.edu/


1. Rethink the purpose of the site.
a. Because many of the departmental and non-special collections pages are now

redundant, out of date, or just confusing for researchers, consider removing them
from the site.

b. Instead, the site should be focused solely on digital objects from the Special
Collections & Archives.

c. If keeping the same layout, make the Special Collections & Archives section of
the site the homepage to reduce confusion from clutter, as it is now hidden on the
second page of the site.

2. Develop a different layout for the site.
a. Because participants in the usability study had such a difficult time locating

artifacts, making the search bar more prominent (or the main feature) on the page
to reduce confusion.

b. Simplify - as it is, the site is cluttered and not intuitive to use. The Barnard Digital
Collections is a great example of a simpler, more intuitive layout.

3. Develop an “Exhibits” function.
a. The part of the Barnard site that has the biggest potential for DU is the Exhibits

section, which allows archivists to curate collections of objects for specific
purposes. This would be especially useful for instruction and scenarios like the
ones developed for the usability test.

b. This functionality could also support future digital humanities projects.
4. Make the link easier to find.

a. As it stands, the link to this site is a tiny, text-only link hidden in a paragraph of
text on a subpage of the Collections & Archives library page.

b. Making the link more prominent or easier to find will make it more available to
students in the future.

https://specialcollections.du.edu/islandora/object/codu%3A17451
http://digitalcollections.barnard.edu/
http://digitalcollections.barnard.edu/


Appendix A
Usability Testing Script

Overall Goal
“If users are looking for a thing can they:

a) Find it?
b) Get it?
c) If they can’t get it, can they figure out how to get it?”

Use Case 1 - Student
● Javier, veteran
● What was the campus climate like at DU during the Vietnam War?

○ locate 3 primary source items that help answer this question
○ Write an exhibit proposal (including audience, general overview, etc.) answering

this question
● Script  (adapted from Emerging Tech in Libraries):

[Introduce self and make small talk to make participant feel comfortable]
[Explain what’s going to happen:] The point of a usability test is to see if a website does all the
things we want it to. I’ll be giving you tasks to complete on the “Special Collections @ DU”
website, which is a digital repository that contains archival materials. It’s okay if you can’t find
the information to complete a task – in fact, it’s helpful, because then we’ll know where the
website can be better. It will also be very helpful if you narrate your actions as you do them – for
instance, saying Now I’m going to click this link because I think it will take me to a page with
photographs, or I’m surprised because this button doesn’t do what I thought it did. As I
mentioned in the email, I will be recording the screen and your voice, do I have your permission
to do that? Let’s get started.

1. Tell me a little about yourself… [Open-ended background questions, year, major]
2. Now, let’s go to the “Special Collections @ DU” website. I want you to give me your

immediate impressions as you look at this page. Feel free to click anything.
3. Let’s pretend one of your instructors has given you an assignment to write an exhibit

proposal about a specific historical question. The question you’ve chosen is, “What was
the campus climate like at DU during the Vietnam War?” Locate three primary source
items that help answer this question. Feel free to use other internet sources like Wikipedia
at first if you feel unfamiliar with the topic.

○ Show me how you would find photographs, documents, or records relevant to
your research.

■ Rate the process of researching on this site on a scale of 1 to 5, 1
being very hard and 5 being very easy, and tell me why.

http://emerging.commons.gc.cuny.edu/2013/04/library-website-usability-testing/


■ Show me how you would download the items you find to use in
your proposal.

■ How would you find more contextual information on this item?
○ Possible follow up questions: Were you able to find what you were looking

for? Do you think the items you found were interesting or compelling? What
could have made your search easier?

4. I have a few debriefing questions before we wrap up.
○ What did you like about using this website for primary source research? What

did you not like?
○ If you could add anything else to the website – a new feature or new

information – what would you add?
○ This is the DU Library homepage. Knowing what you do about the Special

Collections @ DU repository, how would you get to it from this page?
Thank you for your time! This has been very helpful for us.

Use Case 2 - Faculty
● Research on impact of Jewish philanthropy on TB treatment at the turn of the century,

with an emphasis on primary sources.
● Script  (adapted from Emerging Tech in Libraries):

[Introduce self and make small talk to make participant feel comfortable]
[Explain what’s going to happen:] The point of a usability test is to see if a website does all the
things we want it to. I’ll be giving you tasks to complete on the “Special Collections @ DU”
website, which is a digital repository that contains archival materials. It’s okay if you can’t find
the information to complete a task – in fact, it’s helpful, because then we’ll know where the
website can be better. It will also be very helpful if you narrate your actions as you do them – for
instance, saying Now I’m going to click this link because I think it will take me to a page with
photographs, or I’m surprised because this button doesn’t do what I thought it did. Let’s get
started.

1. Tell me a little about yourself… [Open-ended background questions, department,
classes]

2. How often do you require your students to use primary sources in their research? How
often do you use primary sources in your own research?

3. Now, let’s go to the “Special Collections @ DU” website. I want you to give me your
immediate impressions as you look at this page. Feel free to click anything.

4. Let’s say you’re researching the impact of Jewish philanthropy on TB treatment at the
turn of the century. Locate three primary source items that help answer this question.

○ Show me how you would find photographs, documents, or records relevant to
your research.

http://emerging.commons.gc.cuny.edu/2013/04/library-website-usability-testing/


■ Rate the process of researching on this site on a scale of 1 to 5, 1 being
very hard and 5 being very easy, and tell me why.

■ Show me how you would download the items you find to use in your
proposal.

■ How would you find more contextual information on this item?
○ Possible follow up questions: Were you able to find what you were looking for? Is

the object you found in a workable format? Do you think the items you found
were interesting or compelling? What could have made your search easier?

5. Before we wrap up, I’ll ask some debriefing questions.
○ What did you like about using this website for primary source research? What did

you not like?
○ If you could add anything – a new feature or more information about something –

what would you add?
○ This is the DU Library homepage. Knowing what you do about the Special

Collections @ DU repository, how would you get to it from this page?
Thank you for your time! This has been very helpful for us.

Use Case 3 - Local History/Genealogy Researcher
● You are looking for information on your grandmother, Edla Johnson (nee Wilson) who

graduated from DU in 1950. Find as many documents as possible related to her time at
DU, though you are particularly looking for photographs.

● Script  (adapted from Emerging Tech in Libraries):

[Introduce self and make small talk to make participant feel comfortable]
[Explain what’s going to happen:] The point of a usability test is to see if a website does all the
things we want it to. I’ll be giving you tasks to complete on the “Special Collections @ DU”
website, which is a digital repository that contains archival materials. It’s okay if you can’t find
the information to complete a task – in fact, it’s helpful, because then we’ll know where the
website can be better. It will also be very helpful if you narrate your actions as you do them – for
instance, saying Now I’m going to click this link because I think it will take me to a page with
photographs, or I’m surprised because this button doesn’t do what I thought it did. As I
mentioned in the email, I will be recording the screen and your voice, do I have your permission
to do that? Let’s get started.

1. Tell me a little about yourself… [Open-ended background questions, research
experience, areas of interest]

2. Now, let’s go to the “Special Collections @ DU” website. I want you to give me your
immediate impressions as you look at this page. Feel free to click anything.

http://emerging.commons.gc.cuny.edu/2013/04/library-website-usability-testing/


3. Let’s pretend you’re researching one of your relatives. Her name was Edla Johnson (nee
Wilson), and you know that she graduated from DU in 1950. You’re hoping to find as
many documents as possible related to her time at DU, though you are particularly
looking for photographs.

○ Show me how you would find photographs, documents, or records relevant to
your research.

■ Rate the process of researching on this site on a scale of 1 to 5, 1 being
very hard and 5 being very easy, and tell me why.

■ Show me how you would download the items you find to use in your
proposal.

■ How would you find more contextual information on this item?
○ Possible follow up questions: Were you able to find what you were looking for? Is

the object you found in a workable format? Do you think the items you found
were interesting or compelling? What could have made your search easier?

4. I have a few debriefing questions before we wrap up.
○ What did you like about using this website for primary source research? What

did you not like?
○ If you could add anything else to the website – a new feature or new

information – what would you add?
○ This is the DU Library homepage. Knowing what you do about the Special

Collections @ DU repository, how would you get to it from this page?
Thank you for your time! This has been very helpful for us.


