
Midterm
Please read all the problems carefully.  Do everything we ask for, neither more nor less.  
If you have any questions on what a problem means, don’t hesitate to ask.  ere are 
50 points possible.  Don’t get bogged down on any one problem; if you have trouble 
on a problem, go on to the next one.

In answering these questions, you may use any paper materials that you brought with 
you.  You may not share any materials with classmates during the exam and you may 
not use any electronic devices.

Use the correct HCI terminology wherever possible in your answers and describe how 
those terms and principles apply to the speci"c facts stated in the problem.

Please write your answers clearly and neatly—we can’t give you credit if we can’t deci-
pher what you’ve written. Use the backs of the pages (or any other paper) for scratch 
work, but cross out any work that you don’t want us to consider as part of your answer 
(and if your answer doesn’t appear entirely within the indicated answer space for a 
question, indicate clearly where the rest of the answer is).  We’ll give partial credit for 
partially correct answers, so writing something is better than writing nothing. But we 
will also deduct for irrelevant, extraneous information, even if the correct answer is 
buried somewhere within it, so don’t just write down everything you know. We have 
given length guidelines for many answers; ignore them at your own risk (but aim for 
clarity and conciseness more than a speci"c number of sentences in your answer). Un-
less your handwriting is huge, the space we provide for an answer should be more than 
enough. It is generally best to think more and write less.

Good luck!

Problem 1  (6 points) Nielsen’s principles

(a)  e date-selection feature of an airline web site displays a small calendar; the user 
can click on a date to select it.  Which of Nielsen’s usability principles does this em-
body?

Match between the system and the real world.  It could also be “consistency and standards” 
(the calendar is a standard form) or “recognition rather than recall”.

(b)  A backup program, before it starts its work, displays to the user a dialog box esti-
mating how long it will take (e.g., “is may take 95 minutes”) and asking whether 
the user wants to do it now or postpone it until later.  Which of Nielsen’s principles 
does this illustrate?
User control and freedom

(c)  A backup program shows a progress bar indicating what proportion of the "les 
have been backed up so far.  Which of Nielsen’s principles does this illustrate?

Visibility of system status.
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(d)  In most applications, when you try to close a document without saving it, you see a dialog box that 
asks if you intend to discard the changes you’ve made.  Which of Nielsen’s principles does this illustrate?

Error prevention.

(e)  Why does Nielsen advocate using “minimalist design”?  What’s wrong with inessential decoration, 
particularly on the web?  

(2 points for this one)  It distracts the user and/or we can’t spare the real estate on the screen (screens have lower 
resolution than paper).

Problem 2  (10 points)  Organizational Schemes and Structures

Suppose you’re designing a university’s web site.

(a)  (2 points)  Give two examples of some data that it would make sense to organize alphabetically (and 
if it’s not clear, say what data you’re alphabetizing).

Academic department names, faculty/staff/student names in a directory, building names in the index to a campus 
map

(b)  (2 points)   Give two examples of data on the site that it would be good to organize using a differ-
ent scheme—chronologically, geographically, numerically, or using searchable database.  Say which 
scheme you’re giving an example of and clearly describe the data and organization for each example.

Chronological:  calendar of events; history of institution; academic/exam calendar.  Database:  class schedule (like 
websoc), find me a doctor with certain characteristics.  Geographic:  building locations on a map.  Others are cer-
tainly possible.

(c)  (6 points)  List three different categories of users for this university site; for each category, list two 
tasks that members of that group might perform on the web site.  Don’t list the same task for more than 
one category of user.

Current students:  find faculty office/phone, explore financial aid, register for classes, use learning environment

Prospective students:  learn application procedures, explore available programs

Current faculty:  Find colleagues, find contact info for administrators, find exam schedules

Prospective faculty or staff:  Find out how to apply for jobs, see what the place is like

Visitors:  Visiting hours, how to find campus resources

Public:  Get info about events or research activities, learn how to donate, buy event tickets
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Problem 3  (5 points)  Affordances

Below is the home page of AirTran, an airline:  

(a)  (3 points)  Identify three common web features that serve as affordances on this page (don’t choose 
two instances of the same kind of control).  For each, say (in just a few words) what action or function 
it affords.  Text box for entering text.  Go or Search or Book Now buttons for clicking.  Underlined hyperlinks for 

clicking.  Tabs for clicking/selecting.  Words between vertical bars for selecting (like buttons).  Pull-down menus for 
selecting.  Radio buttons for clicking.  [SCORING:   Answer must be in terms of affordance---i.e., what action/
function it makes obvious.  ]

ANSWER TO (b):  They have to have web browsing experience (“computer experience” should be worth at least 
1.5).  It’s also okay if they say something about visual acuity or not being vision-impaired.

(b)  (2 points)  Most people in the U.S. will recognize the affordances you listed above.  But there are 
many people in the world, including in the U.S., who would not recognize them.  What kind of people 
are those?  (In other words, what characteristic describes people who would not recognize those web af-
fordances?)

ICS 4  •  WINTER 2012  •  DAVID G. KAY  •  UC IRVINE MIDTERM  •  PAGE 3



Problem 4  (2 points)  Pre-attentive and memory tasks

For each of the user tasks below, indicate whether it’s an example of using long-term memory, short-
term memory, or pre-attentive processing.  

(a)  An on-line restaurant menu lists appetizers, main dishes, drinks, and desserts, each in a separate 
column.
Pre-attentive  (1/2 point each)

(b)  A web-based video rental sit displays a "ve-digit product number for a movie; to rent it, the user 
has to type that number on the next screen.
Short-term

(c)  An instructor tells a class that the midterm will be postponed two days.
Long-term

(d)  Registration on a web site assigns a new user an initial password, but the user can’t log in until he or 
she responds to a registration-con"rmation e-mail message, which isn’t sent for at least an hour.
Long-term

Problem 5  (3 points)  Colors and Vision

Jordan and Pat are designing a web site for electricians.  Part of their site will display detailed wiring 
diagrams.  Jordan wants the diagram page to use different shades of blue, like a blueprint.  Pat wants to 
use black and white, with red where additional color is needed.  Who has the better design, and why?
Pat is right; Jordan is wrong.  Blue is no good for fine detail because there are few blue receptors (cones) cones in 
the fovea, where detail work happens.

Problem 6  (7 points)  Fitts’ Law (Bruce Tognazzini)

(a)  (2 points)  According to Fitts’ law, what two factors affect the time it takes to move your pointer to 
a given target on the screen?

Size of the target and distance to the target.

(b)  (2 points)  Why is it faster to move the pointer to an area on-screen that contains an icon with a 
label below it than it is to move to an area with a same-size icon but no label?

The labeled icon gives you a bigger target.

(c)  (3 points)  If your pointer is positioned at the very center of a large screen, there are "ve points on 
the screen that can be reached much faster than the rest.  What "ve points are they, and (in terms in-
formed by Fitts’ law) why?

1 point for saying the center, where they are right now.  1 point for mentioning at least one corner (1/2 point for 
saying an edge).  1 point for the idea that the edges of the screen are unmissable, effectively infinite in size, be-
cause you can run headlong into them without having to slow down.
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Problem 7  (8 points)  HCI Design Process

(a)  (3 points)  Why do we involve the current or intended users of our web sites in (many aspects of ) 
our design and development process?  Give at least three reasons.

The developer doesn’t typically know anything about the user’s job or its needs; the user has to help define the 
requirements.  We can’t get the design perfect the first time—there’s no formal validation or theory—so we need 
to keep evaluating it against actual users.  Involving users increases their buy-in of the final product (it makes 
them active stakeholders).  Involving users manages their expectations.  It gives a head start on training, commu-
nicating system details without sales hype.  Any three are OK.

(b)  (3 points)  Why does evaluation play such a central role in interaction design?  In other words, why 
does testing out our designs play so much bigger a part than other ways of determining how good our 
designs are?

Interaction designs are uncertain (we can’t know for sure by looking at them that they’re effective).  We have to 
check them out at every stage.  We don’t have other means of validating HCI designs:  There ARE no other ways 
that work worth a darn.  [They don’t have to say all of that in exactly that way, but the gist is that there’s no other 
method than testing/eval to determine effectiveness]

(c)  (2 points)  You are redesigning WebReg, the UCI course registration web site.  You have two alter-
native designs:  One involves a two-paned window with a dozen separate controls and an updating 
status display; the other involves a series of windows, each with just a few controls, that the user clicks 
through.  In running user tests on these design alternatives, would you be likelier to use a low-"delity 
prototype or a high-"delity prototype and (in at most two sentences) why?

Low-fidelity.  What matters is the gross organization, the clicking pattern, whether the broad layout and set of 
steps makes sense.  The fonts and colors and artwork and other aspects of the final high-fidelity version aren’t 
relevant here.

Problem 8  (5 points)  Conflicting HCI Goals, Knowing user characteristics

You’re designing a form that includes a pull-down menu for the user to specify his or her country of 
residence.  e menu would list all the world’s countries in alphabetical order.

(a)  (2 points)  Why might you decide to list the United States out of order, at the top of the list?  In 
other words, what usability goal would you be promoting by this choice?

It’s more efficient for the majority of users (assuming they’re American).

(b)  (2 points)  Why might you decide to keep the list strictly alphabetical, with the United States near 
the end?  In other words, what usability goal would you be promoting by this choice?

It’s more satisfying/less frustrating/more culturally sensitive to non-American users by not assuming that the US 
should come before every other country.

(c)  (1 point)  What characteristic of your population of users might it be helpful to know as you make 
this design decision?Their nationality:  If most are Americans, maybe you’d choose (a); if may are international, 

maybe (b).
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Problem 9  (4 points)  Web design and guidelines

Above is the official web site of the author J. K. Rowling.

e butter%y under “e Daily News” %ies around the screen and lands on the keyboard, %apping its 
wings.  e spider also moves.  Some of the objects light up or display some text when the mouse rolls 
over them; some of these are links to other displays.  e box at the upper right (“Car driving past”) de-
scribes the sound effect currently playing.

Below, list two separate HCI %aws of these pages (one sentence each) and for each %aw, list the guide-
line from Nielsen or Farkas and Farkas that the %aw violates.
For each of the 2 flaws, 1 pt. for describing the flaw and 1 pt. for citing the guideline.  Could be any two of: 1.1 links 
don’t indicate, 1.3 links don’t show dest., 2.4 doesn’t reveal info structure,  3.1 no orientation, inefficiency.  Could 
also be 4.1 no site map, 4.2 no search/index.  The important thing is that they relate the Farkas/Nielsen point to 
something on these pages.
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