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ABSTRACT

We describe an evaluation tool used by teachersand resear chersto study
the impact of computer-mediated collaborative and communication
technologies used in K-12 education. Standard usability engineering
methods and tools focus on individual users at a single workstation.
Networked collaborative systems, however, present the challenge of
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multiple usersinteracting at a variety of times and places. We devel oped
aWeb forumtool to capture and display user critical incident reportsand
threaded discussions of these reports by users, evaluators and system
developers. Our Collaborative Critical Incident Tool (CCIT) is effective
at evoking detailed usability evaluation information, aswell asreflective
analysisof usabilityissuesfromdiver sepointsof view among stakehol ders
in the system.

| ntroduction

Inthischapter wedescribean eval uationtool used by teachersandresearchers
tostudy theimpact of computer-mediated col | aborativeand communication
technologiesusedinK-12 education. Standard usability engineering methods
and tools focus on individual users at a single workstation. Networked
collaborativesystems, however, present thechallenge of multipleusersinter-
acting at avariety of timesand places. We developed aWeb forum tool to
captureanddisplay critical incident reportsand threaded discussionsidentified
and reported by users, evaluatorsand system devel opers. Our Collaborative
Critical Incident Tool (CCIT) iseffectiveat evoking detail ed usability evalua-
tioninformation, aswell asreflectiveanaysisof usability issuesfromdiverse
pointsof view among stakehol dersinthesystem.

Evaluating the quality and effectiveness of user interaction in networked
collaborativesystemsisdifficult. Thereismorethanoneuser, andtypically the
usersarenot physically proximal. The*session” to beevaluated cannot be
comprehensively observed or monitored at any singledisplay, keyboard or
processor. Itistypical that noneof thehuman participantshasanoverall view
of theinteraction (acommon sourceof problemsfor suchinteractions). The
usersarenot easily accessibleeither to evaluatorsor to oneanother.

Thereisno simplesolutiontotheeval uation problemfor networked col labo-
rative systems. To a considerable extent, evaluation work in this domain
focusesoninvestigationsof techniquesinisolation (for example, substitution of
multi-user widgetsfor singleuser widgets; Begole, Rosson, & Shaffer, 1999)
or onrather coarse, aggregate assessmentsof systems(for example, quantita-
tive measurement of volume of accessesasanindicator of user acceptance;
Rosson, Carroll & Messner, 1996). Itwould beuseful to supplement these
sourcesof evaluation datawith detail ed, qualitativereportsof personal usage
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