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Question


According to a member of the Oregon State University (OSU) Student Affairs Assessment Council, “the majority of assessment projects at OSU assess brick and mortar programs and services” (R. DeBellis, personal communication, April 19, 2005). I would like to assess the cultural usability of a defined set of web pages within the OSU web domain. In order to focus my study, I have decided to survey first-year Native American students at OSU. There were 39 undergraduate, first-year Native American students during the fall term of 2004 (Oregon State University, 2004). 



Thus the primary question for my assessment becomes: Are there web page design elements/“cultural markers” within selected OSU web pages that can be identified as culturally specific and do these elements present themselves in a measurable way to first-year Native American students?


Cultural markers are defined as “those elements that are most prevalent and possibly preferred within a particular cultural group” (Badre & Barber, 1998). Do these cultural markers exist on the OSU web domain? Are cultural biases present which inhibit the online usability of certain OSU web pages? This assessment will provide a model from which additional cultural usability assessments can be derived. 

Rationale



“The evolution of the World Wide Web as a medium for international communication, participation, and transaction serves as both reminder and stimulant when considering interface design for a multi-cultured environment” (Barber and Badre, 1998).


Web pages can be accessed from anywhere in the world. Web page usability testing has been an integral part of a web designers “toolkit.” Unfortunately, most usability analyses are conducted under the lens of the dominant culture. I chose to shift my focus away from a dominant paradigm to a usability assessment focusing on a non-dominant culture. Native American culture is generally seen as being “low-tech.” According to McHenry (2002), “Native Americans have to deal with a lack of access to technology before they can begin the bigger struggle – countering a history of silencing and misappropriation in order best to represent their language and culture as they determine” (p. 103).


Badre and Barber (1998) utilize the term “culturability” to describe the “importance of the relationship between culture and usability in WWW design”. They explain that culture is represented in both the real and virtual worlds. “Colors, spatial organization, fonts, shapes, icons and metaphors, geography, language, flags, sounds, and motion” represent cultural markers which effect user interaction (Badre & Barber, 1998). These markers can transmit values and ideology which could impact a user’s experience (Clarke & Ramakatane, 2003). 


Additionally, studies have observed that “designers subconsciously incorporate their ideologies or preconceived values – which are historically founded – when designing their websites” (Clarke & Ramakatane, 2003, p. 3). According to Nielsen (1993; 2002), “web designers usually assume their audiences share the same cultural background as themselves only to find later that their creations are meaningless to their users”. 
Approach, Data Collection Technique, and Rationale



For my data collection, I have chosen to pursue a quantitative analysis with surveying as the method to collect relevant information. The survey instrument will utilize a variety of question formats, including: open ended, close ended with ordered choices, and partially close ended. It is hoped that respondents will provide insight while reducing the possibility of my personal biases regarding web page usability. Another factor which adds additional strength to this method is anonymity. I am extremely protective of an individual’s right to have absolute freedom when answering a question.


Due to a lack of personal knowledge of Native American students, I am looking into both paper-based and online surveys as options for delivery method. Online surveying would allow for more efficient data collection while paper-based surveys might be more useful in achieving a higher response rate. I am currently researching Questionpro.com and the OSU Business Solutions Group as possible conduits for online surveying. I am extremely concerned with exclusion as an obstacle to using this method. Thus, a paper-based instrument could prove to be more worthwhile. I am confident that my graphic/web design skills will enable me to design a user-friendly instrument. My sampling method for this assessment will be the snowball method due to my lack of familiarity with OSU’s Native American students.


Future plans include dialogues with appropriate student affairs personnel to determine the viability of the selected method. An essential element to the success of the assessment will be in my ability to establish a relationship with students, staff, and faculty from the Native American Longhouse and the Indian Education Office. 
Activities and timeline

The next steps for my assessment project include: 

· Unfortunately, I am very inexperienced with working with Native American students. My first task will be to establish a relationship with students, staff, and faculty from the Native American Longhouse and the Indian Education Office. (Complete initial conversations by May 6th)
· I will write criteria for use in determining which pages to use in the assessment. I will utilize OSU’s DeepMetrix web statistics solution to “forage” for web pages which meet said criteria. (Complete criteria by May 6th) 

· The survey delivery method will be chosen at this stage. (Complete by May 9th)
· IRB training will be a crucial element to the success of this assessment and it should also provide me with insight into the human subject’s aspect of assessment. (Complete by May 9h)
· Developing the survey instrument. (Complete by May 9th)
· Conducting the survey. (Complete by May 12th)
· Analyzing the responses. (Complete by May 20th)
· Determining next steps. (Complete by May 25th)
Budget

Fortunately, costs for this assessment will be minimal. If the survey is delivered in paper form, I estimate a production cost of less than $20.00. The online option would be more efficient in terms of both data analysis and cost. I am going to forego the possibility of a survey incentive due to an extreme case of graduate-student-no-money-it is.
Strengths and limitations

There are several strengths to this assessment. The major benefit is focus. The scale is manageable. The caveat to a scale of this size is the potential for limited data. I plan on creating an easy to use questionnaire that should help expedite my return rate. The salience of the topic could make this assessment extremely pertinent to Native American students at OSU. The students who participate have the opportunity to make a lot of change happen. This could be thought of as a pilot which could be used to assess web pages at multiple levels within multiple populations

There are significant limitations to this assessment. The first issue is a general lack of knowledge of the population by the assessor. I will do my best to provide culturally appropriate questions but I feel very limited in this regard. This issue, in my opinion, provides for the potential for a negative experience for the student respondents. We were given the mandate of creating a culturally impactful project without the foundational aspects of cultural education.


The second issue to this assessment is the fact that it exists in the context of a homework assignment. How many individuals will utilize the data they have gathered to affect meaningful change? I personally will guarantee that my findings will be used to further a dialogue on the cultural usability of OSU web pages. 
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