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ABSTRACT

Inthisarticletheauthorsdescribehowtheyincorporateeyetrackinginahuman-computerinteraction
(HCI)coursethatformspartofapostgraduateInformaticsdegree.Thefocusisonaneyetracking
assignment that involves student groups performing usability evaluation studies for real world
clients.Overthepastthreeyearstheauthorshaveobservedhowthisexperiencepositivelyaffected
students’attitudetowardsusabilityanduserexperience(UX)evaluation.Theythereforebelievethat
eyetrackingisapowerfultooltoconvincestudentsoftheimportanceofusercentereddesign.To
investigatethesoundnessoftheirinformalobservations,theauthorsconductedasurveyamongst
2016HCIstudentsandanalysedstudentcourseevaluationresultsfrom2014to2016.Thefindings
confirmthatstudentsregardtheeyetrackingassignmentasamindalteringexperienceandthatit
ispotentiallyaneffectivetoolforconvincingfutureITprofessionalsoftheimportanceofusability,
UXandusercentereddesign.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

Human-computer interaction (HCI) concepts such as usability and user experience (UX) have
becomeanacceptedpartofinformationtechnology(IT)systemsdesign.Includingtheseconceptsin
informationsystemsdevelopmentmethodologiesisregardedasbeneficialtotheperceivedusefulness,
ease-of-use,andqualityofsoftwaresolutions(Karat,2005;Shneiderman,Plaisant,Cohen,Jacobs,
Elmqvist & Diakopoulos, 2016) and may consequently lead to improved user satisfaction, user
adoptionandloyalty(VanderHeijden,2004;Weinschenk,2005).

InlinewithreportsfromEurope(e.g.Cajander,Eriksson&Gulliksen,2010andArdito,Buono,Caivano,
Costabile,&Lanzilotti,2014),SouthAfricanorganisationshavebeenslowintheiradoptionofusabilityand
UXdesignandevaluationasacrucialaspectofthesoftwaredevelopmentprocess(Pretorius,Hobbs&Fenn,
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2015).AlthoughHCIistaughtatmosttertiaryinstitutionsinSouthAfricaandhencetheITprofessionals
producedbytheseinstitutionsshouldhaveknowledgeofHCItechniquesandprinciples,therestillseems
tobeashortageoftheseskills.ThequestionariseswhythestudentswhoaretaughtHCIandsubsequently
fulfilrolesofbusinessanalystsandITprojectmanagersdonotenforceHCIprinciplesinthedesignand
developmentoftheirITproducts(Beukes,Gelderblom&VanderMerwe,2016;Pretorius,etal.,2015).

Apossiblereasoncouldbethatthewaytheyweretaughtabouttheseaspectsdidnotmakea
largeenoughimpressiononthemtoconsolidatetheprinciplesintheirmentalknowledgebaseon
systemsdesign.Tolearnaboutandbeassessedonusability,UXandinteractiondesignprinciples
fromaprimarilytheoreticalperspectiveandthroughtraditionallecturebasedteachingpracticesmay
notbethebestapproachforstudentstointernalisethisknowledge.Analternativeapproachwouldbe
experientiallearning(Kolb&Kolb,2005).Whenstudentsexperiencefirst-handhowusersstruggle,
howdifferentusersapproachthesameinterfacedifferentlyandhowtheirownbiasescomeintoplay,
theywillreallyappreciatethevalueofproperuserevaluation.

IncorporatingrealuserevaluationexperienceintoanHCIcourseischallenging.Someofthe
difficultieswehavehadtodealwithare:

• Userevaluationrequiresspecialisedskillsinobservation,datarecordinganddataanalysiswhich
areacquiredovertimeandthroughpractice.

• Translating the results of the evaluation into design recommendations is a skill acquired
throughexperience.

• Assessmentofstudentperformanceistimeconsuming,sincetheyhavetobeobservedwhile
doingtheevaluations.

ToaddresstheseproblemswedesignedanextensiveUXandusabilityevaluationassignmentthat
postgraduateInformaticsstudentsdobyperformingeyetrackingexperimentsoveraperiodoffour
weeks.Eyetrackingprovidesastructuredwayofcollectinguserdata(Poole&Ball,2006)andwith
thecorrecteyetrackingsoftwaretododataanalysis,studentscandothiswithalimitedamountof
instruction.Thestudythatwereportoninthisarticlesetouttoestablishwhetherouraimwiththis
assignment–toconveytostudentstheimportanceofUXandusabilityinITsystemsdesign–hasbeen
fulfilled,especiallyfromthepointofviewofthestudents.Thespecificquestionweaddressis:How
doesincorporatingpracticaleyetrackingexperienceintotheHonoursInformaticsHCIcurriculum
impactstudents’perceptionofHCIconceptssuchasusabilityevaluationandusercentereddesign?

Overthepastthreeyearswehaveobservedapositiveeffectoftheassignmentonstudents’attitude
towardsusabilityandUXevaluation.Itisclearfromtheformalcourseevaluationsaswellasfrominformal
verbalreportsthatmoststudentsareinterestedinthetopicandenjoydoingtheeyetrackingassignment.This
ledustobelievethateyetrackingcouldbeapowerfultooltopersuadestudents(andconsequentlyfuture
ITprofessionals)oftheimportanceofusability,UXandusercentereddesign.Totestthisproposition,we
conductedasurveyamongstthe2016HCIclassandreportontheresultsinthispaper.Theseresultsare
complementedbyananalysisofthestudentcourseevaluationdatafrom2014to2016.

Beforewegivethedetailsofourcourseandthewayweincorporateeyetrackingintothesyllabus,
weprovideasurveyoftherelatedliterature.Then,afterdescribingouruseofeyetrackingtoteach
HCI,weexplainourmethodsforinvestigatingthesuccessofourapproachandfinallydiscussthe
resultsandconclusions.
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