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Heuristic Evaluation of the NJIT Website


The New Jersey Institute of Technology (NJIT) website provides valuable information to current and prospective students of the university. This website is especially important for students that need to find a professor’s email address, their degree program outline, and various other student resources.


Recently, there was a change to the NJIT main website. The university hired consultants, mStoner, to redesign the main page. As a student of the university, I have conducted a usability evaluation of the new design based on the Nielson’s 10 Heuristics.
Visibility of System Status


Upon entering the website (http://www.njit.edu), the main page loads quickly. The attention is immediately drawn to the center, where a new image is loaded whenever the user enters or refreshes the main page. This image showcases a part of the campus, such as the Campus Center, or a particular faculty member or student. The image also allows the user to view information regarding the photo.

The bottom of the main page is outlined by the “News & Events” heading. Below this, the page presents links to current information about the university, both on and off-campus activity. The “Events” link provides information for upcoming on-campus activities. The remaining layout of the front page is very user-friendly, as the information is spread out accordingly and not cluttered; it is easy to navigate from this main page.


Only the Admissions section has the new style applied, as the other sections titled “About,” “Academics,” “Student Life,” and “Research” still have the old templates. There is no back button on these links, although one may click the NJIT logo in the top left corner at any time to return to the main page.
Match between System and the Real World

The language used on the main page is no different from what a user would find at another technical university, such as MIT or Virginia Tech. The NJIT website follows these language conventions; the user is not confused by unfamiliar terminology since words such as “innovations” are commonly associated with technical universities. 
User Control and Freedom

Only the Admissions page allows a user to return back. The remaining links still have the old template, but this will changed soon. As for an “emergency exit,” the top left of the page features the NJIT logo that will bring the user back to the main university web page, but it is not labeled as “back” or “return.”  Most users will probably use the back button on their browser or mouse.  

Consistency and Standards


Although each department website has not received the new template, there is consistency with most of the content. I found that the “Student Life” section did not have navigation at the top, like the other links had, but this will most likely be added when the page is updated.

I used various browsers to visit the website, and it loads and views properly in Internet Explorer 7.0, Firefox 2.0, Opera 9.0, and Netscape Navigator 7.2. 


One particular link that looks much different from the main page is the Distance Learning site (http://cpe.njit.edu). I feel the style used on this page is fine the way it is because it is used to find course lists in the Distance Learning program. It is intuitive and easy-to-follow, but the only design change should be the top banner for appearance consistency with the main NJIT website. 

Error Prevention

The only errors I found throughout the pages were some “404 Document not Found” errors, but these are dead links from the previous template. After using the different browsers (mentioned in the above heuristic), I received no errors while navigating the different sections from the main page. The search on the main page is powered by Google, and when I typed in the name of a few professors, their personal sites were loaded. I also tried the Campus Directory and found no errors either.
Recognition rather than recall

With the exception of the Distance Learning and department pages with the old-templates, a user will be in consistent view of the NJIT logo and new branding slogan, “The Edge in Knowledge.” As more pages within NJIT are updated, it will be much easier for the user to recognize where they are located, but as it stands, it is not difficult to navigate back to the main page.
Flexibility and Efficiency of Use

The home page features a variety of options for the user. There are links for those visiting the website, current students and alumni, as well as a search feature that allows a user to use the built-in Google search at NJIT.

Some improvement is necessary for efficiency. One example is on the Current Students page, where a couple of the subheadings have lists in alphabetic order, but the others do not. This must be changed to conform to a properly listed standard.
Aesthetic and Minimalist Design


The colors of the main page are consistent with the university’s color scheme. When the user chooses a link from the main page, they are not bombarded with useless information, but instead, the re-written content of the new design that provides easy navigation. The overall design is simple, and not intensely elaborate. I feel this is a great asset to the website because this is not an art school, it is a technical university. By using overly complex images and banners, the webpage would probably appeal to a smaller audience than one done with a simple, convenient design.
Help Users recognize, Diagnose, and Recover from Errors

Recently, there have been maintenance issues with the website, primarily MyNJIT. Maintenance updates were provided through this website regarding email and on-campus connection issues. As of now, they have been resolved and I have not received any errors, with the exception of the 404 as previously mentioned. This, again, is probably due to the new templates being applied and has not been finished. By the end of the Fall 2006 term, the department links should have the new templates applied and broken links fixed.
Help and Documentation

After searching throughout the entire website and its internal links, I was unable to find a section dedicated to helping the user or any documentation. This will be a significant problem if visitors begin to complain about any of the website’s features. There should be a section that has procedural steps or external links to help sites.
Conclusion


Overall, I feel that the new design for the NJIT website is successful. The navigation has improved and the aesthetic styles have been updated to meet conventions. There is room for improvement in the departmental links, but these should be completed by the end of the Fall 2006 semester. Although I personally like the design, I do not feel that NJIT needed to hire an external consultant, as there are many students with design experience that probably could have collaborated on a similar result.
