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Executive Summary 
As part of a larger usability study for Foliotek, this report outlines the heuristic evaluation our team conducted 
specifically for the Student Identity (ID) page. Our team evaluated the Student ID page using the Nielsen’s 10 
Usability Heuristics for User Interface Design. While these principles serve as general guidelines, they are 
industry standards that provided the foundation for our team to qualitatively evaluate the overall user 
experience of the Student ID page. The 10 rules are as follows: visibility of system status; ability to match 
between system and real-world; user control and freedom; effective consistency and standards; apparent 
error prevention; assistive design for recognition rather than recall; overall flexibility and efficiency of use; 
aesthetic and minimalist design; ability to assist users in recognizing, diagnosing, and recovering from errors; 
and providing adequate help and documentation. For this study, each team member independently evaluated 
the contents of the Foliotek Student ID page using the Nielsen severity ratings for usability problems. Using 
this rating system, items are rated on a scale of 0-4, with 0 indicating that there is no usability issue present, 
cosmetic issues recorded at 1, minor problems noted as 2, major challenges as 3, and 4 indicating that such 
findings are imperative to fix before product can be released and should be attended to immediately.  
 
After completing the independent review, our team compared and identified issues that were pervasive 
throughout independent research. With the information identified from comparing our data, we noted and 
developed an exhaustive list of usability issues with the Student ID page. Our team then ranked the usability 
issues from our synthesized list. As a result of our synthesis, we developed the following findings and 
recommendations and prioritized them in order from highest to lowest severity:  
 

Finding  Recommendation 

Lack of labelling for icons can causes significant 
confusion for users. 

Add appropriate labels to icons that currently lack 
them. 

Usage of non-standard icons, especially combined 
with lack of labelling, can be an issue for users. 

Research and use icons that will be commonly 
understood. 

Small or nonexistent warning messages could lead 
users to false understanding of the status of the 
system. 

Improve visibility of error messaging so that users 
are aware of system status.  

Some user interface elements in the workspace 
remain constant when the user customizes ID page 
modules.  

As the user interacts with the page, the system 
should dynamically alert the user or change 
elements in a consistent manner. 

 
As a result of completing a heuristic evaluation of the Foliotek Student ID page, our team gained a better 
understanding of the usability issues contained on the website. It is also important to note that some of the 
issues identified, have been related to issues identified in our team’s previous studies. In addition to the 
findings and recommendations, our team also identified issues related to responsive design and that if 
addressed could better support Foliotek Student ID page users. Findings, recommendations, and data 
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contained in this report will be used to support future studies and our final video.  

 
Introduction 
 
Folitotek is an education technology company specializing in building web-based showcase tools for 
students. Currently there are over 100,000 active users, utilizing the platform to showcase their experiences. 
During our initial meeting with stakeholders, our client indicated their interest in learning how it can improve 
its Student ID page to assist users in displaying their work.  
 
The goal of this study is to identify usability problems in Foliotek’s user experience through evaluating each 
relevant piece of the interface in reference to commonly accepted usability heuristics. In this case, Nielson’s 
10 heuristics were used to inform independent and group evaluations of the interface. Our group sought to 
determine immediate issues affecting page use guided by the following overarching question: “How can we 
improve the user’s experience as they build their Student ID page?”  
 
As we reviewed findings as a group, we ranked the severity of findings from 0-4. In order to provide the most 
impact for our client, we agreed the 3rd and 4th ranked findings should take priority. We discovered patterns 
within these insights and consolidated groups by themes. This data informed the recommendations 
presented in this report.  
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Methods 
Using Nielsen's 10 Heuristics for User Interface Design, the team initially scoped the parts of the system to be 
analyzed. We then conducted individual heuristic evaluations, noting parts that violated the chosen set of 
heuristics and synthesized findings from the individual evaluations. Broadly, a heuristic evaluation uses a set 
of rules that a designer applies to the system, which are then ranked by severity to discover what issues 
should be addressed in the system first. 
 
Created by Jakob Nielsen in the 1990s, the set of chosen heuristics are the most commonly used for 
analyzing digital systems. The ten heuristics cover the basic issues digital systems will encounter and allow 
for a quick way to drill down into major usability problems. The ten heuristics are as follows (see appendix for 
Nielsen’s explanations):  
 

1. Visibility of system status 
2. Match between system and the real world 
3. User control and freedom 
4. Consistency and standards 
5. Error prevention 
6. Recognition rather than recall 
7. Flexibility and efficiency of use 
8. Aesthetic and minimalist design 
9. Help users recognize, diagnose, and recover from errors 
10. Help and documentation 

 
While analyzing the system, each issue discovered was also ranked on a scale from 0 to 4, with the rankings 
described as follows: 
 

0  =  I don't agree that this is a usability problem at all 
1  =  Cosmetic problem only: need not be fixed unless extra time is available on project 
2  =  Minor usability problem: fixing this should be given low priority 
3  =  Major usability problem: important to fix, so should be given high priority 
4  =  Usability catastrophe: imperative to fix this before product can be released 

 
To start, the team decided what the scope of the evaluation should be. The section to be evaluated was the 
ID page editing screen, as this has been the main focus of the studies done to date on this system. From 
there, each group member analyzed the systems and wrote up their findings, which can be found in the 
appendix of this report. Once all team members had analyzed the system, the team sat down together and 
compared results to correlate issues and create findings around the evaluations. Issues that had been 
mentioned multiple times were aggregated into a streamlined list of issues, which the team then prioritized 
by severity. Then, the findings for this report were synthesized from the prioritized issues. 
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Findings and Recommendations  
After our group conducted individual page evaluations, we assessed our findings collectively. Each 
member identified challenges with the page from greatest to lowest severity and combined ratings into 
findings of what we believe to be the most important problems currently facing the Student ID page. Below, 
findings and scalable recommendations are listed from highest to lowest priority.  

Finding 1: Lack of labelling for icons can cause significant confusion for users. 

Labels are important to indicate what a particular icon’s function is for users who might not have enough 
experience to know already. The lack of the labels on some of the icons violates the ‘Recognition Rather Than 
Recall’ and ‘Match Between System and the Real World’ heuristics. User’s shouldn’t be expected to 
remember, or even investigate by trial and error, what an icon does—they should recognize it with a label. The 
system also needs to cater to people whose expectations for what certain icons mean may differ from that of 
the creators by providing explanatory labels. 
 

           Figure 1           Figure 2                       Figure 3 

Recommendation: Add appropriate labels to icons that currently lack them. 

Icons, such as the ones above, should have hover labels in order to help users understand the function of 
each. These labels should indicate the intended navigation. For example, the pencil icon in Figure 3 should 
note that the email field is editable and its green symbol should have text indicating completion.  

Finding 2: Usage of non-standard icons, especially combined with lack of labelling, 
can be an issue for users. 

Icons that aren’t commonly used in other digital applications, may be confusing for users when using the 
system. This violates the ‘Recognition Rather Than Recall’ and ‘Consistency and Standards’ heuristics. When 
users first encounter the system, they will have to learn what these icons mean, and remember this when 
they are using the system in the future. As Foliotek is a service that students may not be editing every day or 
week, they will encounter this issue again if it has been long enough for them to forget the icon. Specifically, 
the icons for ‘Advanced Styling’, ‘Preview’, and ‘Work’ are difficult to associate with their function. 
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          Figure 4    Figure 5                Figure 6 

Recommendation: Research and use icons that will be commonly understood. 

Research shared characteristics of standard icons commonly used throughout digital design. For example, 
the websites Font Awesome or Noun Project offer a repository of icons that could serve as an adequate 
resource for cost-effective iconography or foundation for basing icon structure. Foliotek could employ user 
testing with new icons to confirm their initial understandability for future iterations of the system. 

Finding 3: Small or nonexistent warning messages could lead users to false 
understanding of the status of the system. 

This finding violates ‘Error Prevention’ as well as ‘Help Users Recognize, Diagnose, and Recover From Errors” 
heuristics. For input on the Student ID page, there is no field indicating required character limit for items that 
could help a user prevent errors. In Figure 7, when providing a name, users are free to type in any number of 
characters—such as the letter ‘a’—to satisfy the name requirements. When errors do occur with the status of 
the system, error messaging is very small which could easily be missed by users. See Figure 8 for an example 
of error messaging received from a disrupted internet connection during the process of saving content in the 
Student ID page. This error style is consistent with regular text and does not stand out to the user. 

                   Figure 7                                     Figure 8   

Recommendation: Improve visibility of error messaging so that users are aware of system status.  

Designing error messaging to stand out within the screen by increasing font size and color should be added in 
order for users to be more aware of the issues encountered within the system. Specific to input requirements, 
character constraints should be validated before the user saves content. This would prevent users from 
making mistakes in critical areas such as name and project details.  
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Finding 4: Some user interface elements in the workspace remain constant when 
the user customizes ID page modules.  

As users customize their Student ID page, our team observed elements remaining constant as changes were 
made. In Figure 9 below, the user has updated their page’s background image to a colored gradient. In the 
foreground, Share and Preview icons remain constant with the same default styles displayed as before 
background was adjusted. Our team used a color picker to select the specific color from the gradient behind 
the Share and Preview icons. After inputting this information into a WCAG validator, we found that this 
combination fails minimum AA standards (Figure 10). This is a shortcoming that fails to meet Norman’s 
standards of helping users ‘Recognize, Diagnose, and Recover’ from errors. 
 

  
  Figure 9           Figure 10 

Recommendation: As the user interacts with the page, the system should dynamically alert the 
user or change elements in a consistent manner. 

The system should dynamically alert the user or change elements in a consistent manner. Foliotek should 
ensure that website content—including text and images—reflect an overall minimum contrast ratio. Even for 
small image text referenced above, if the user changes the background image of their Student ID page to light 
blue, then the white text associated with the Share and Preview icons should automatically resize and recolor 
to meet minimum WCAG standards. We suggest two options to rectify this issue. First, Foliotek could enable 
automatic resizing and recoloring of content that dynamically works with the user’s page customizations. For 
example, after the feature is selected, the color of the label text will be altered to a darker color if the 
background is changed to white. Our second recommendation is to provide a lightbox feature that acts as an 
alert, populating when the user’s customizations do not meet accessibility standards. 
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Discussion 
From the scope of the user building out their ID page from start to finish, our evaluations focused on 
identifying and prioritizing usability issues. Since there were only four team members evaluating the system, 
there could potentially be bias in our findings. However, while evaluating the page, issues surrounding 
responsive design that were not synthesized until this point in our study could have influenced or limited our 
analysis and assessment to date.  
 
Limitation: Responsive Design 
Our team is not working on evaluating the entire website since our primary mission is to define usability 
issues related to the Student ID page. Before starting the evaluations, we outlined user flow and tasks 
reflected in an interaction map. As we synthesized our evaluations—retracing our steps previously taken in 
the interaction flow—we noticed irregularities in element placement which are related to responsive design. 
Figure 10 shows the Share and Preview icons in the top right corner of the page with plenty of margin to 
create space between other elements. In Figure 11, the same icons overlap with the sidebar menu at various 
screen sizes. Until this point in our study, we were focused on desktop-first use cases given that we learned 
that participants interviewed preferred desktop for academic and career development work. Given mobile 
trends, we should have included recommendations for responsive breakpoint structure in order to fix the 
issue with overlapping elements. As we continue to evaluate the Student ID page, we will give responsive 
prominence in our assessments.  
 

  
                                           Figures 10 & 11    
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Conclusion 
During this study, our team was interested in learning more about the usability issues present in the Foliotek 
Student ID page. In order to identify issues we conducted a heuristic evaluation through independent review 
and group synthesis. 
  
Results from this study indicate that there are a variety of heuristics violated in the system, with varying levels 
of severity. As outlined in our report, our team recommends that Foliotek address the identified usability 
issues in order of priority. It is also important to note that during the individual evaluation, team members 
highlighted positive attributes of the system as they relate to the evaluation criteria. For these items, our 
team recommends that Foliotek continue to maintain such features. For example, the Student ID page 
prevents the accidental deletion of projects by asking users to confirm before deleting.  
 
For the next phase in our ongoing assessment, our team is considering a card sorting methodology in order to 
evaluate the Foliotek Student ID page. As we continue this study, we look forward to exploring usability 
practices to create further well-informed recommendations for our client.  
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Appendices 

Alexis Ashby  

Heuristics  Description  Severity Rating  

1) Visibility of System Status  ● Hover effect for 
additional info  

● Subtle change in icon 
color on hover  

● Loading page  
● Score for id page  
● Indication of Status when 

moving from page to page  

4 
 
2 
 
0 
4 
0 

2) Match between system and 
the real world 

● Information relayed 
through use of vague 
icons  

● Background (terms of 
inner and outer) 

● Advanced styling “BG”  

4 
 
3 
 
3 

3) User control and freedom  ● Information not as visible 
for deleting projects  

● Menu supports user 
ability to exit 

3 
 
1 

4) Consistency and standards  ● Styling is consistent as 
far as using the same 
icons to convey 
information (pencil to 
edit) however, it is not 
intuitive  

4 

5) Error prevention  ● Confirmation before 
deleting present  

1 

6) Recognition rather than recall  ● Use of iconography to 
convey information 

●  Titles not always 
consistent or  present  

4 
 
3 

7) Flexibility and efficiency of 
use 

● Multiple ways to edit 
content  

● Not optimized for 
inexperienced user due to 
titles and information not 
being visible  

3 
 
4 

8) Aesthetic and minimalist  ● Many options available  3 
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design  from the student ID page  
● Not necessarily logical 

(having edit theme higher 
than sharing ID page on 
on social media) 

 
2 

9) Help users recognize, 
diagnose, and recover from 
errors 

● Suggestions provided as 
prompts for discussion on 
project ideas.  

● Use of red and green 
circles as status symbols 
(no suggestion for 
resolution provided)  

3 
 
 
3 

10) Help and documentation   
● Support chat available  
● Help tab with tutorial and 

quick guide  
 

 
1 
1 
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Caroline Williams   

Heuristics  Description  Severity Rating  

1) Visibility of System Status 
[Does the system does keep users informed 
about what is going on through appropriate 
feedback within reasonable time?] 

Unlock icon present but what is 
purpose? Assumes this means 
that user is in editing mode yet 
icon states that the content 
cannot be “snapped” so should 
this be a lock button instead? 

 
 

3 

2) Match between system and 
the real world 
[The system should speak the users' language, 
with words, phrases and concepts familiar to 
the user, rather than system-oriented terms. 
Follow real-world conventions, making 
information appear in a natural and logical 
order.] 

Iconography hover text displays 
digestible information 
(non-system language) such as 
“edit your theme” and “change 
your background.”  

1 

3) User control and freedom 
[Users often choose system functions by 
mistake and will need a clearly marked 
"emergency exit" to leave the unwanted state 
without having to go through an extended 
dialogue. Support undo and redo.] 

When you click on an icon from 
the side menu, it is unclear that 
the user must click free space in 
order to collapse this menu. 
However, cancel/ok functions 
present when editing name 
within edit details, for example.  

4 

4) Consistency and standards 
[Users should not have to wonder whether 
different words, situations, or actions mean 
the same thing.] 

Overall, top-level iconography 
confusing. Yet, this is consistent 
throughout levels. For example, 
pencil for edit your theme exists 
on sub-edit items like name, 
profile image, description, etc. 
Green circles appear to act as 
status symbols next to 
completed fields. 

2 

5) Error prevention 
[Even better than good error messages is a 
careful design which prevents a problem from 
occurring in the first place. Either eliminate 
error-prone conditions or check for them and 
present users with a confirmation option 
before they commit to the action] 

Didn’t run into any error 
messages during testing. I think 
it would be important to add this 
functionality (e.g. required 
content needed to publish) 

4 
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6) Recognition rather than recall 
[Minimize the user's memory load by making 
objects, actions, and options visible. The user 
should not have to remember information from 
one part of the dialogue to another. 
Instructions for use of the system should be 
visible or easily retrievable whenever 
appropriate.] 

No instructions for how to build 
an ID page visible within this 
level. To find this, user has to 
exit ID page and navigate to a 
separate page within Foliotek’s 
website (e.g. No call to action; I 
found this via Google search) 

4 

7) Flexibility and efficiency of 
use 
[Accelerators — unseen by the novice user — 
may often speed up the interaction for the 
expert user such that the system can cater to 
both inexperienced and experienced users. 
Allow users to tailor frequent actions.] 

Did not find ability to save 
content (e.g. name) so that it 
dynamically populates 
elsewhere on the page. For 
images and other files, on-site 
storage/archival available.   

3 

8) Aesthetic and minimalist 
design 
[Dialogues should not contain information 
which is irrelevant or rarely needed. Every 
extra unit of information in a dialogue 
competes with the relevant units of 
information and diminishes their relative 
visibility.] 

Consistent objects, actions, and 
options visible throughout 
experience. Hover text enabled 
but no further instructions for 
use other than question mark 
icon next to ‘your score’. This is 
ambiguous.  

1 

9) Help users recognize, 
diagnose, and recover from 
errors 
[Error messages should be expressed in plain 
language (no codes), precisely indicate the 
problem, and constructively suggest a 
solution.] 

N/A (reasoning: fails to 
“precisely indicate the problem 
and constructively suggest a 
solution”) 

4 

10) Help and documentation 
[Even though it is better if the system can be 
used without documentation, it may be 
necessary to provide help and documentation. 
Any such information should be easy to 
search, focused on the user's task, list 
concrete steps to be carried out, and not be 
too large.] 

Documentation exists. Support 
rep and help tutorial visible in 
top-level nav. Tutorial and FAQs 
on separate pages. Perhaps a 
minimized video player would 
be helpful for the tutorial so that 
the user can stay on page. 
Maybe a sidebar popping out for 
the FAQs would be helpful so 
that users do not have to exit the 
page. This would split the 
Student ID page in half (e.g. 
editable workspace on left and 
FAQs with exit modal on right) 

3 
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Joshua Cutter  

Heuristics  Description  Severity Rating  

1) Visibility of System Status  + The saving and publish 
messages are super small and 
out of normal view after making 
an edit.  
(Otherwise the system does a 
good job of indicating where a 
user is and what is going on) 

2 
 
 
 
 

2) Match between system and 
the real world 

+ Some icons don’t have hover 
explanations - they rely on 
whatever the icon picture is to 
communicate what they do.  
+ There are abbreviations where 
full explanations might be 
needed (ex. B & W instead of 
black and white).  

3 
 
 
 
1 
 
 
 
 

3) User control and freedom  + When creating a project there 
is no emergency exit clearly 
visible. Users may feel stuck.  

2 

4) Consistency and standards  + The same icon is used both for 
“dashboard” and “basic” on the 
same page when the menu is 
expanded. The icon for work and 
projects are very similar.  
+ When editing specific section 
in the workspace, the side menu 
opens to styling or editing 
sections but only displays the 
few relevant inputs - and not the 
rest of the elements that may 
have been on that page.  

3 
 
 
 
 
2 

5) Error prevention  + When making major changes 
to the site, there is no “are you 
sure” dialogue that asks you 
whether or not you want to 
make the change.  

1 

6) Recognition rather than recall  + While many icons show text 
describing them when hovered 
over, there are still a few that 
don’t and it can be unclear what 

2 
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they do just by looking at them.  

7) Flexibility and efficiency of 
use 

+ Editing process is slowed 
down by making experienced 
users wait for the menu 
animation to run before being 
able to add or edit anything.  

1 

8) Aesthetic and minimalist 
design 

(I was unable to find any 
apparent issues) 

 

9) Help users recognize, 
diagnose, and recover from 
errors 

+ When given a saving failed 
dialogue, there was no 
explanation as to why.  

4 

10) Help and documentation  (There is a very comprehensive 
help section as well as quick 
tips) 
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Ian Geiman   

Heuristics  Description  Severity Rating  

1) Visibility of System Status  + ‘Saving’ and ‘Published’ are 
hard to see on the screen, and if 
anything goes wrong may be 
difficult to find. 

2 

2) Match between system and 
the real world 

+ Use of abbreviations (such as 
‘bg’) can be confusing for the 
user 
+ Some icons (e.g. the 
eyedropper, paint roller) may 
not be apparent to the end user 
depending on prior knowledge. 

2 
 
 
3 

3) User control and freedom  + There is no undo function 
anywhere, especially with 
styling changes for ID page 
themes. 

3 

4) Consistency and standards  + Icons for the ‘Work’ and 
‘Projects sections are nearly the 
same at a glance 
+ The Paint Roller icons is not 
commonly used as a styling icon 
+ Editing styles happens in 
multiple panes and can be 
confusing 

4 
 
 
2 
 
2 

5) Error prevention  + No confirmation prior to 
changing the theme, if 
customized, this erases all 
custom settings 

3 

6) Recognition rather than recall  + Nearly all icons are supported 
by text, but these often take a 
half second to come up, which 
all users may not notice. 
+ Some prominent icons are not 
labelled on the ID page edit 
screen when hovering over the 
sections. 
+ The green/red circles that turn 
sections on/off are not labelled 

2 
 
 
 
4 
 
 
 
3 

7) Flexibility and efficiency of 
use 

+ The main ID areas could be 
double clicked into and edited 

2 
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right from there 

8) Aesthetic and minimalist 
design 

+ How the user edits content 
takes up screen space and 
causes the user to scroll more 

2 

9) Help users recognize, 
diagnose, and recover from 
errors 

(Could not find any way to cause 
an error in the system) 

 

10) Help and documentation  (Help section is present and 
appears to answer many 
questions, and support is 
available past that) 
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Team Synthesis (Major Usability Catastrophes & Issues) 

Heuristics  Description  Severity Rating  

Consistency and standards 

Icons for the ‘Work’ and ‘Projects 
sections are nearly the same at a 
glance 4 

Consistency and standards 

Styling is consistent as far as 
using the same icons to convey 
information (pencil to edit) 
however, it is not intuitive 4 

Error Prevention 

Didn’t run into any error 
messages during testing. I think it 
would be important to add this 
functionality (e.g. required 
content needed to publish) 4 

Help users recognize, diagnose, 
and recover from errors 

When given a saving failed 
dialogue, there was no 
explanation as to why. 4 

Help Users Recognize, Diagnose, 
and Recover from Errors 

N/A (reasoning: fails to “precisely 
indicate the problem, and 
constructively suggest a 
solution”) 4 

Match between system and the 
real world 

Information relayed through use 
of vague icons 4 

Recognition Rather Than Recall 

Some prominent icons are not 
labelled on the ID page edit 
screen when hovering over the 
sections. 4 

Recognition rather than recall 
Use of iconography to convey 
information 4 

User Control & Freedom 

When you click on an icon from 
the side menu, it is unclear that 
the user must click free space in 
order to collapse this menu. 
However, cancel/ok functions 
present when editing name 
within edit details, for example. 4 

Visibility of System Status Score for id page 4 

Visibility of System Status Hover effect for additional info 4 
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Aesthetic and minimalist design 
Many options available from the 
student ID page 3 

Consistency and standards 

The same icon is used both for 
“dashboard” and “basic” on the 
same page when the menu is 
expanded. The icon for work and 
projects are very similar. 3 

Error prevention 

No confirmation prior to changing 
the theme, if customized, this 
erases all custom settings 3 

Flexibility and efficiency of use 

Did not find ability to save 
content (e.g. name) so that it 
dynamically populates elsewhere 
on the page. For images and other 
files, on-site storage/archival 
available. 3 

Help and documentation 

Documentation exists. Support 
rep and help tutorial visible in 
top-level nav. Tutorial and FAQs 
on separate pages. Perhaps a 
minimized video player would be 
helpful for the tutorial so that the 
user can stay on page. Maybe a 
sidebar popping out for the FAQs 
would be helpful so that users do 
not have to exit the page. This 
would split the Student ID page in 
half (e.g. editable workspace on 
left and FAQs with exit modal on 
right) 3 

Help Users Recognize, Diagnose, 
and Recover from Errors 

Suggestions provided as prompts 
for discussion on project ideas. 3 

Help Users Recognize, Diagnose, 
and Recover from Errors 

Use of red and green circles as 
status symbols (no suggestion for 
resolution provided) 3 

Match between system and the 
real world 

Some icons don’t have hover 
explanations - they rely on 
whatever the icon picture is to 
communicate what they do. 3 

Match between system and the 
real world 

Some icons (e.g. the eyedropper, 
paint roller) may not be apparent  3 
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to the end user depending on 
prior knowledge. 

Recognition rather than recall 
Titles not always consistent or 
present 3 

Recognition rather than recall 
The green/red circles that turn 
sections on/off are not labelled 3 

User control and freedom 

There is no undo function 
anywhere, especially with styling 
changes for ID page themes. 3 

User control and freedom 
Information not as visible for 
deleting projects 3 

Visibility of System Status 

Unlock icon present but what is 
purpose? Assumes this means 
that user is in editing mode yet 
icon states that the content 
cannot be “snapped” so should 
this be a lock button instead? 3 
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