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ABSTRACT

“Usability” addresses the relationship between tools and their users. Such a
relationship is generally considered as independent of any contextual, social
or cultural aspects. Usability criteria relate to “human factors’ taken as
universal. But users do not live or act in an abstract world in which they are
alone with the tool they are using. Users, as human beings, live and act in a
world which is at the same time social and material. This paper provides some
clues on how teacher’s or trainer’s epistemological stance, learner’s motivation,
organisational learning culture and environmental factors interact to produce
conditions determining the use of online learning programs. As a consequence,
usability has to take into account the user’s social and material environment.
This is why, according to the author, usability has to be “ situated.”

INTRODUCTION

Initsbroad sense, “ usability” addressestherel ationship betweentoolsandtheir
users. Usability dependsonanumber of factorsmeasuring how well thefunctionality
of thetool fitsuser needs. For software, thismay include how well the flow through
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the application fits user tasks, how well the response of the application fits user
expectations, etc. Generally, thisrel ationship between ahuman being and an artifact
or anobject isconsidered asindependent of any contextual, social or cultural aspects:
Usahility criteriarelate to “human factors’ considered as universal.

Fromadesigner’ sviewpoint, usability isseenasarel ationship between ahuman
being and an artifact which measures the productivity of a user using the artifact
(Nielsen, 1994). This global approach may appear confusing, since it does not
distinguish between two usability-related concepts, “ ease of use” and “ usefulness.”
Therefore, | prefer to usetheextended notion of usability proposed by Notess(2001),
following Norman and the “user-centred design” school of the University of
Cdlifornia, whichdistinguishesclearly betweenthistwo usability-rel ated conceptsbut
takes them both into account into its notion of “ usability.” Thisalso respondsto the
guestions crossing “ utility” and “usability” raised by authorslike Grudin (1992) or
more recently Tricot and Tricot (2000) and Tricot and Lafontaine (2002).

I will makethe casefor astrong dependenceof “usability” onsocial and cultural
aspects, because the use of any object isasocial activity, implicitly implying social
relationsbel ongingtodifferent registers(Blandin, 2002). | will demonstratethat there
arenouniversal “humanfactors’ onwhichtobuild usability criteriaand that, for this
reason, we have to take into account contingency factors, for which we need
appropriateconceptualisation.

Thediscussioninthischapter will focusonusability of onlinelearning programs,
but I dothink that thethesisinthischapter appliesmoregenerally andthereisageneral
issueat stakehere: Usability eval uation should not belimitedto consider “simply ease
of useof atool” criteria, but shouldal sotakeinto account all theconditionswhichlead
auser to actually use atool. Technology museums are full of products that people
found easy to use, but which havenever been used (Jennings, 2001), and many current
e-learning programs seemto be good exampl es of such products, if wefollow Quinn
(2001)!

This chapter is rather theoretical and therefore targets first those who are not
only lookingfor practical guidelinesto devel op usableonlinelearning programs, but
are also looking for thought-provoking discussions of the notion of usability. | will
present and discuss both the narrow and extended notion of “usability” used in
software design and engineering, in order to show that “ usefulness’ isasocial issue
and that eval uation of usahility hasto takethisfact into account. | will then propose
enhanced usability heuristics, illustrated by casestudies. Then, | will put forward some
hypothesisonsacial factorswhichimpact usability of onlinelearning programs. And
finaly, | will proposeto devel op asociological standpoint on usability and on “ user
experience,” asnamed by Norman (1988). At the end of thischapter, the reader will
understand:

e why usability should takeinto account social and cultural factors,
e which factorsimpact on usability of e-learning, besides the interface-design-
related factors which are the more commonly cited,
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