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Abstract: This chapter discusses the value that user experience (UX) can 
bring to programmatic assessment and design. After exploring previous 
work on assessment, we turn to UX as a methodology that can help expand 
the scope of assessment practices to cover not just learning outcomes and 
curricula, but the entire range of programmatic work. We next discuss the 
implications of this shift, particularly in viewing our programs as products 
and students as users. Through this discussion, we show the relevance of 
various UX methods for programmatic research, with a particular focus on 
Guo’s breakdown of four UX fundamentals: value, usability, adoptability, and 
desirability. We conclude by describing interface mapping as a UX method 
applicable to programmatic research and discussing how further UX meth-
ods could be deployed.
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UX and higher education

Key Takeaways:

	� Faculty and administrators can use a UX lens for programmatic design, 
assessment, and redesign, framing the program as the product and the 
student as the user.

	� To enact this lens, faculty and administrators can study a program’s inter-
faces: the various ways that students interact with a program’s representa-
tives, spaces, activities, and artifacts.

	� When assessing a program, we can ask questions about four aspects of UX: 
value, usability, adoptability, and desirability.

	� Multiple UX approaches can be combined depending on program needs—
surveys, focus groups, journey maps, and participatory design—but initial 
approaches, such as student and alumni surveys, can provide simple but ef-
fective feedback on a program’s value, usability, adoptability, and desirability.

As undergraduate technical and professional communication (TPC) programs 
have continued to proliferate (Melonçon & Henschel, 2013), discussions of ap-
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proaches to program design, redesign, and assessment have also continued. As 
TPC administrators consider the range of available approaches to building and 
improving programs, we argue that user experience (UX) methods can provide 
an innovative approach to program redevelopment. In this chapter, we explore 
how UX approaches to program redesign differ from existing approaches, and we 
forward the idea of program as “product” and students as “users” to theoretically 
ground this shift to UX-based research methods. Next, we offer a preliminary 
study that explores student interaction with program “interfaces” at two univer-
sities: a public liberal arts university in the southeast United States with an es-
tablished TPC program and a public research university in the northeast United 
States with a young TPC program. Through this research, we demonstrate the 
value that UX-grounded research brings to program redesign, and we offer sug-
gestions for initial and extended programmatic research based on the idea of 
students as users of programs.

Approaches to Program Redesign
Numerous scholars have addressed assessment both as a required element of uni-
versity-level programs and as an opportunity to redesign TPC programs. Tammy 
Rice-Bailey (2016) points out that, at its core, assessment at the programmatic 
level is concerned with “assessing student learning outcomes against program 
learning objectives” (p.1), and much of the literature on assessment in TPC pro-
grams demonstrates this focus. Researchers have taken a theoretical approach 
to this task (Gulbrandsen, 2012), used evidence-based approaches (Allen, 2010; 
Hundleby & Allen, 2010; Thomas & McShane, 2007), and emphasized the value 
of portfolio assessment (Cargile Cook & Zachry, 2010; Rice-Bailey 2016). While 
much research on assessment has focused on learning outcomes and objectives 
and corresponding curricular elements, some scholars have branched out to con-
sider additional program elements and approaches to assessment (Coppola et al., 
2016; Lam et al., 2016). Yet traditional learning outcome-centered program as-
sessment models remain typical. As Joanna Schreiber and Lisa Melonçon (2019) 
acknowledge, however, traditional assessment methods typically do not address 
larger programmatic issues. Focusing on whether or not learning outcomes have 
been met does not allow opportunities to reflect on the complexities of writing 
programs, for example, those related to staffing, faculty development, marketing, 
and internship programs. Schreiber and Melonçon (2019) as well as Meredith 
Johnson et al. (2017) propose integrating continuous improvement (CI) practices 
into program administration.

While applying continuous improvement paradigms to program design can 
be beneficial and productive, we argue that program design could be enhanced 
further through the application of UX models. (See Kelli Cargile Cook’s chap-
ter in this collection for more on CI.) CI models resemble UX models in that 
they work towards the systemic improvement of processes and designs. As Sch-
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reiber and Melonçon (2019) note, “Continuous improvement, because it treats 
the workplace like a system of relations, can help uncover, credit, and situate a 
range of work processes that are often invisible and overlooked” (p. 8). Similarly, 
UX has the potential to illuminate the invisible or overlooked experiences of 
the users of an organization’s product or service. Many programs include alumni 
when gathering feedback on program design processes, yet only including alumni 
in these processes may cause programs to miss out on gathering current or future 
students’ perspectives. Feedback from alumni, who may have forgotten what it 
was like to be a student or may only recall program elements relevant to their 
current work, does not necessarily illuminate the full range of student experience 
as a continuous journey through an educational program from beginning to end. 
(Indeed, such surveys are susceptible to recall bias—a well-documented phe-
nomenon especially in retrospective medical studies.) Michael Salvo and Jing-
fang Ren’s (2007) positioning of students as valued stakeholders in a continuous 
improvement process and Jeffrey Jablonski and Ed Nagelhout’s (2010) stakehold-
er focus that relies on the “complex use of assessment strategies” (p. 173) stand as 
strong examples of our larger vision for incorporating UX into programmatic 
assessment and revision.

UX methods can be applied to systems as well as to specific products, not only 
in profit-driven businesses, but also in non-profit organizations and governmen-
tal agencies. Nonprofits, hospitals, municipal offices, and other public entities 
have implemented UX methods to improve the experiences of the people they 
serve. Emma Rose et al. (2017) use UX strategies in working with a nonprofit or-
ganization, improving immigrant populations’ access to health insurance. Lacey 
Kruger (2014) specifically argues that nonprofits should borrow UX strategies 
from for-profits by tailoring messages to donors as website users with the goal of 
convincing them to make online donations. In such a scenario, the website con-
tent on nonprofits’ websites may be geared primarily toward donors, but the main 
“products” are the services that the organizations provide. In another hypothetical 
example, a soup kitchen’s products would be the free meals that they serve to the 
public. Improving the user experience of people who receive the free meals would 
involve making sure that clients’ needs are valued and met. UX researchers could 
gather information on areas such as how clients perceive the quality of food to 
how they are treated by staff and volunteers. The organization’s primary mission 
may be to offer free meals, but how those meals are delivered and experienced by 
clients impacts how clients as well as donors perceive value in the organization. 
From these examples, we can see how nonprofit organizations of all kinds can use 
UX to improve stakeholder experiences of their products, whether those products 
are informational materials, goods, or services.

In higher education, our products are the programs that we offer to students. 
In this setting, an approach towards students as customers often carries through 
to student services personnel who arrange housing; offer tutoring, advising, and 
counseling; organize first-year-experience programs; and provide a range of other 
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programs that are designed to guarantee student satisfaction and success. These 
student services programs help to keep retention rates high. However, the em-
phasis on improving “student experience” per se usually stops before it gets to the 
level of academic programs. Here, and rightly so, faculty members as well as pro-
gram administrators relate to students primarily as learners, not consumers. At 
the classroom level, the idea of regarding students as consumers seems ridiculous 
and out of place; the two identities of learner and consumer seem to inherently 
conflict. We argue, however, that applying UX to academic program design can 
respect students’ roles as learners while also acknowledging their roles as “users” 
of educational products. The programs we shape and develop as educational ex-
periences are products with perceived value from a student’s perspective.

Why “Product”?
Should educational programs really be framed as products? Understandably, 
faculty members may feel strongly that consumerist attitudes do not belong in 
higher education. We are committed to providing students with rich learning 
environments. We expect that programs of study will challenge students to grow 
as human beings, to develop their capacities for critical thought, and to experi-
ence broad cultural ideas in addition to subject-area knowledge. A high-quality 
educational experience cannot be neatly packaged because it consists of many 
variables, including the variety of electives offered and the unique perspectives 
that individual faculty members share with students. A degree program is not 
a product in the sense that it can or should be manufactured or standardized. 
However, looking at a specific program as a product can help to identify what 
it offers students apart from other academic programs and from the larger uni-
versity. While a program exists within a larger university system, it is a distinct 
entity with its own appeal and has its own specific kinds of students. Focusing on 
programs as products could help us to identify areas of student-user experience 
that we are able to influence and change as program administrators. For our pur-
poses, a program-product could be viewed as a type of designed experience that 
has a structure, a brand identity, and a number of associated artifacts. Students 
encounter the idea of the TPC program-product and perceive it as having a cer-
tain worth or value.

Programs are products associated with university brands, and they are mar-
keted to prospective students who have many choices about where to enroll. It 
may be a question of semantics, as Eric Stoller (2014) argues, yet “calling our-
selves anything but a business seems unfair and untrue. Students pay a great deal 
for the product that is higher education” (n.p.). Almost all students and/or their 
families contribute at least some of their own funds towards their higher edu-
cation. Students pay for opportunities to take classes and earn degrees, and they 
should understand that there is no guarantee as to whether they will pass, fail, or 
get a job just because they paid for an educational experience. However, because 
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they invest financially in these educational experiences, students are more than 
clients or the recipients of services; they assume roles as consumers, to a certain 
extent, in addition to their roles as learners. As program administrators, if we 
focus exclusively on students in their roles as learners, we may miss opportunities 
to enhance our programs in ways that could improve students’ user experience of 
our products.

Emphasizing students’ roles as consumers, university administrations often 
employ many of the same strategies used in businesses. Kevin Elliot and Marga-
ret Healy (2001) found “student-centeredness” or “the extent to which students 
feel welcome and valued” as the most important factor in student satisfaction (p. 
7). Studies like this one, while not explicitly framed as part of a user experience 
initiative, could represent a type of UX methods application in higher ed. Simi-
larly, Bridget Burns (2016) has called for more institutions to adopt the practice 
of “process mapping” to improve student experiences. She makes the point that 
“[a]s consumers, we expect that retailers or service providers have designed the 
experience around the customer. We become frustrated when things are coun-
terintuitive, bureaucratic, slow, difficult or painful. So why should we tolerate 
flawed processes that frustrate our students?” (n.p.). She gives examples of process 
mapping initiatives conducted by Georgia State University and Michigan State 
University that assisted students, especially first-generation students who lacked 
external support, with navigating university processes such as those surrounding 
admissions and financial aid.

Despite the apparent realities of higher education as a type of business, fram-
ing students as users for program development purposes does not mean that 
we should encourage students to identify primarily as consumers. Louise Bunce 
et al. (2017) found that students who identify as consumers tend to have “pas-
sive, instrumental attitudes to learning,” “may have little interest in what is ac-
tually being taught,” and “show reduced responsibility for producing their own 
knowledge” (p. 1959). However, the researchers also speculate that “students with 
a lower learner identity may develop a consumer orientation because they do not 
identify strongly as learners, and not because they necessarily come to university 
with a pre-existing higher consumer orientation” (p. 1970). Also, the researchers 
determined that more mature students and those who were involved in extracur-
ricular or volunteer activities identify less strongly as consumers. As experienced 
teachers recognize, students’ willingness to engage in active learning or see them-
selves as learners greatly depends on their own orientations, abilities, and access 
to the resources that they need. Improving student experiences could help them 
to identify as learners instead of as consumers and thereby improve learning out-
comes.

Student experiences with an academic program may be influenced by a range 
of issues that are not apparently related to learning outcomes but that nonethe-
less may impact them indirectly. For example, the way we deliver specific program 
information in the course catalog, in the student portal, and in various materials 
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circulated by departments can impact how students understand program require-
ments and electives, how they understand what will be covered in individual 
classes, and whether they will enroll in our courses. Students may be affected by 
other concerns; for example, when joining a program or declaring a major or mi-
nor, they may not know where to go for advising. Student satisfaction also can be 
greatly impacted by access to extracurricular offerings within the major, such as 
workshops and clubs. Yet, while program administrators may be able to influence 
some of these concerns, larger institutional systems and processes are also in play.

Viewing student experience as user experience forces us to view programs 
from a new angle. Adding UX to our continuous improvement practices can 
challenge underlying assumptions about what education means—in a beneficial 
way. Framing students as users can be a disruptive and innovative program design 
practice ( Johnson et al., 2017). UX in program design positions students as active 
learners who already possess valuable knowledge sets, even as they seek more 
skills and knowledge from an educational program.

Users and Interfaces
Students are the users of our products—the educational experiences facilitated by 
our programs. Yet, our unspoken assumptions may resemble the reverse scenar-
io—we may tend to regard students as the products of our programs. However, 
programs cannot take all of the credit for creating professionals; rather, students 
take what they learn in courses, internships, and other related experiences and 
then determine their own career paths. By framing the program as the product 
and the student as the user, we are highlighting students’ roles and responsibilities 
in their own learning. Program mission statements define our products, which 
are specific educational experiences designed for specific users. The continuous 
improvement and UX processes that we apply in program design can increase 
the quality of these educational experiences, but students ultimately determine 
how they interact with the product and how they use it in their lives and careers.
Because students obviously enroll in academic programs to learn what they do 
not already know, it is easy to overlook areas where they do have expertise. Tra-
ditional assessment strategies that measure learning outcomes do not necessarily 
acknowledge what students already know outside of the program’s content. UX 
research can reveal valuable insights that students have on topics such as how 
courses are being taught (not just what is being taught), whether accommoda-
tions for student needs are being addressed and met, whether advising practices 
are effective, how the program approaches the practicum or internship process, 
and how the program is marketed. Program design, ideally, would include re-
searching how current and even future students view a wide range of issues relat-
ed to their educational experiences at the program level.

Many students are already expert users of educational systems, and their ori-
entations toward any aspect of a learning environment are based on what they 
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already know from their extensive careers as learners—from pre-K through their 
initial years of college. In this vein of valuing what students already know, Na-
tasha Jones (2018) acknowledges that students are, in fact, “expert end-users” of 
course syllabi, and she discusses ways that syllabus design can impact student 
success in a composition program. Jones underscores how a human-centered ap-
proach could possibly reveal “concerns about accessibility, cultural and linguistic 
diversity, and varied learning styles,” and she also emphasizes that human-cen-
tered design (HCD) is not necessarily a “magic bullet to be instituted without 
critical reflection, genuine collaboration, and careful implementation in an itera-
tive and ongoing manner” (p. 34). A human-centered methodological approach is 
especially suited to doing UX design in professional and technical communica-
tion programs because it allows us to practice what we preach and apply the UX, 
HCD, and usability concepts that we teach in our courses.

As a first step in applying UX principles to program redesign, we now turn 
to our study of the various ways that students interact with a program’s rep-
resentatives, spaces, activities, and artifacts. These sites of interaction may be 
viewed as interfaces. Identifying these allows us to create a map of all the sites 
where students encounter the idea of an individual TPC program. These in-
terfaces may fall into some of the “programmatic landscapes” as defined by 
Schreiber and Melonçon (2019); however, the focus for a UX methodology will 
be on how students experience these areas, which will be completely different 
from how a program administrator experiences them. Because we are, in fact, 
program administrators, we expect that this preliminary map of interfaces will 
be iterative; it may continue to change as we gather information from students 
about their actual experiences through methods such as surveys, focus groups, 
and interviews. Mapping out interfaces is important because the process iden-
tifies potential sites where students encounter anything program related. For 
example, students may encounter the idea of our programs through artifacts 
(such as promotional materials, web portals, or course catalogs), through talking 
with programmatic administrators (advisors and faculty), and through experiences 
(such as award ceremonies or student club events). With this understanding, 
we can then look more deeply at how individual students interact with and 
perceive various aspects of a program.

Employing UX Research Methods: A Preliminary Study
As explored in earlier chapters, professionals and academics have many models 
and frameworks available for thinking through user experience. In our prelim-
inary study, we focus on an extremely simple and practical UX framework that 
can be applied to program development. This simple framework was created by 
industry expert Frank Guo (2012), who conceptualizes the four fundamental el-
ements of UX as “value, usability, adoptability, and desirability.” While Guo’s ap-
proach is geared towards business products, these four elements of UX may also 
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be applied to the design of any system. Guo simplifies the purpose behind each 
element with a question:

	� Value - Is it useful?
	� Usability - Is it easy to use?
	� Adoptability - Is it easy to start using?
	� Desirability - Is it fun and engaging?

While Guo’s examples usually involve actual consumer products like iPhones, 
his elements and their associated question can help us think about improving pro-
gram design from a UX perspective. Our preliminary study, therefore, examines 
user (student) experience with our programs by asking the following questions:

	� Through which interfaces do students encounter our programs?
	� What are students’ experiences with our programs and program interfaces 

like in terms of value, usability, adoptability, and desirability?
	� To answer these questions, we employed surveys of current students and 

alumni; this data will assist in identifying what specific interfaces need to 
be redesigned and in what way. In this section, we explain our methodol-
ogy for creating the survey questions, and we report our results in the next 
section. Our research protocol was reviewed by the Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) at Francis Marion University and declared as exempt un-
der the federal human subjects protection regulations (reference number 
Masters-08-12-2019-001). These initial survey findings will direct us to 
refine more detailed questions for future focus groups and interviews.

To explore Guo’s four UX elements in our programs’ interfaces, we have de-
veloped and administered a survey to current students and alumni at our respec-
tive programs that have some similarities and many differences. Gracemarie’s 
program at an R2 university (formerly a regional comprehensive university only 
three years prior) has recently developed a minor, certificate (for non-writing arts 
majors), and concentration (for writing arts majors) in technical and professional 
writing. These programs came in response to calls for increased marketability and 
improved writing skills in students as well as new faculty expertise. Despite this 
growth in the program and the addition of new courses such as Scientific Writ-
ing and Rhetoric, Medical Writing and Rhetoric, and Writing for Nonprofits, 
it remains largely under enrolled, especially when compared to creative writing 
courses in the writing arts department, which are nearly always at capacity. In-
creasing student awareness of these programs is a major concern of faculty, so 
we focused the survey to collect data about students’ interactions with artifacts, 
people, and experiences that helped them learn about the program and choose to 
enroll. Surveys targeted writing arts majors, non-writing arts majors who enroll 
in technical and professional writing courses, and program alumni.

Christine’s program, in contrast, is situated at a regional comprehensive uni-
versity and has a well-established major and minor in professional writing. En-
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rollments have remained fairly constant over the last 15 to 20 years. Currently, 
the program advisory committee is in the process of evaluating course offerings, 
deciding whether adding more electives would be welcomed by students, and 
considering whether these course additions would be feasible and sustainable. 
The program would like to investigate how current students experience the pro-
gram as well as gather alumni opinions about the program.

Absent a baseline model for this type of survey, we combined elements of 
other types of surveys used in our programs and in academia more broadly. Our 
survey is different from the type of “alumni relations” surveys that Schreiber and 
Melonçon (2019) describe, not only because its target audience is both alumni 
and current students, but because the questions center on perceptions of the pro-
gram on a broad level rather than seeking specifically to gather opinions about 
course content or about the workplace importance of specific skills and knowl-
edge that are taught in the program.

Similar to the work of Salvo and Ren (2007), our survey elicits student feed-
back as a valuable source of information about the program, rather than relying 
only on “expert” feedback common in more traditional approaches to program-
matic assessment. Like Salvo and Ren’s survey, our survey questions determine 
basic information about participants’ progress through programs. Our survey di-
verges from this model, however, in the focus and scope of our questions. While 
Salvo and Ren focus on students’ individual experiences with technologies, 
genres, and skills developed in specific classes and student approaches to learning, 
our survey takes a more open-ended approach that invites participants to share 
the program experiences that they found to be most and least valuable, practical, 
and useful. As a result, our survey focuses far less on curriculum and more on the 
overall interaction a student has with a program.

Through this survey, we seek to identify the multimodality of student inter-
actions. Some interfaces are concrete artifacts, while some interfaces are immate-
rial—they involve exchanging ideas about the program by talking to people and 
participating (voluntarily or involuntarily) in experiences. We must also keep in 
mind that the interfaces through which students encounter our programs actual-
ly involve varying degrees of programmatic involvement (and therefore control). 
For example, some interfaces may be experienced in a non-university environ-
ment (such as a brochure distributed at a college fair) or a non-program sanc-
tioned encounter (such as students talking in a lounge about the easiest courses to 
take in a program). While we may not have the ability (or desire) to control each 
of these interfaces, the experience of mapping an individual program’s interfaces 
is an essential step in moving toward a robust analysis of user experience.

Questions About Participant Identity

The first set of survey questions asks students four questions about their insti-
tution, major or minor area of study, and how far they have progressed in their 
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program. In our analysis of survey results, we evaluate significant differences in 
the answers of current students versus alumni across both institutions. Responses 
from current students and alumni of each institution’s technical / professional 
writing program are considered valid. A complete list of questions for each sec-
tion may be found in Appendix A.

Questions About Value

Of course, we want our students to perceive value in our programs as well as in 
our institutions. High school graduates interested in going to college have many 
choices for where they will enroll and what they will study. Therefore, the per-
ceived value of a program is important to prospective students as well as current 
students and alumni. Keshab Acharya (2016) argues that users should define a 
product’s value by participating in the design process. As current users of a pro-
gram, current students can become co-creators of value in an educational setting 
when they give feedback. This section of the survey includes five questions that 
center on value in terms of how useful students perceive the program to be. It 
is similar to marketing surveys that assess brand loyalty and perception of value 
by asking whether or not customers would recommend the product to others. 
Here, we purposely stay away from leading questions about course content, the 
evaluation of specific courses, or the assessment of specific learning outcomes. 
However, there’s nothing preventing our respondents from mentioning those 
topics in their open-ended answers. This UX survey focuses on general attitudes 
about the program’s worth or usefulness, but the primary focus is not on evalua-
tion of program content. Survey questions about perceived value from students’ 
perspectives should complement, not replace, alumni and employer surveys that 
help determine which TPC curriculum areas are valuable in professional settings.

Questions About Usability or Use

The term usability can refer to a product’s usefulness as well as to the research 
methods that measure user experience at specific points in time. Guo chooses 
the term usability to refer to the stage of user experience after the adoption of a 
product when users become engaged in active, regular use of the product. In other 
words, this category refers to experiences that users have while they are interact-
ing with the product. We adopt Guo’s “usability” category because we want to 
measure how easy it is for students to “use” our programs without encountering 
practical or logistical problems. This category is separated from user perceptions 
of value and desirability, although somewhat arbitrarily—user perceptions about 
value and desirability cannot be completely divided from the more practical as-
pects of use. With a physical product such as an iPhone interface, users could 
have difficulties if they did not recognize an icon or know where to press on 
the screen. However, their inability to navigate an interface will also affect their 
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perceptions of the product’s value and desirability. With our programs, students 
could have difficulties, for example, if they could not find and understand the 
program requirements. UX methods that focus on “usability,” understood as stu-
dents’ “use” of a program, can help us to identify and remove any barriers that may 
hinder students’ progress through these requirements. Our survey asks five ques-
tions concerning usability that focus on how easily students progress through 
the program. In contrast to the adoptability section, which deals with how easy 
it is for students to learn about and enter the program, this section focuses on 
students’ progression as program users. In order for the program to be “usable,” 
students should easily be able to find information about how to complete the 
program and then make effective progress toward completing the program.

Questions About Adoptability

Questions around the idea of adoptability center on whether students have access 
to information that allows them to know that the program exists and then to eas-
ily understand what they can expect to learn in it. This section asks five questions 
that help to establish how students perceive what we have called the program 
interfaces—the sites where the idea of the program surfaces for students. Becom-
ing aware of the program and what it entails allows student to evaluate whether 
it suits their needs. This section of the survey also measures how easy students 
thought it was for them to join the program by declaring it as their major/minor 
(or certificate, if applicable). The first question in this section helps us to identify 
where students interface with the idea of the program. Respondents are given a 
list of sites that they can check off to indicate where they have heard about the 
program. In the survey, this list appears as continuous, but we have identified the 
answers as possibly belonging to three distinct groupings: artifacts, people, and 
events or activities (see Appendix A for a complete list of options). Respondents 
also may write in their own answers in the “other” response.

Questions About Desirability

The element of desirability involves students’ satisfaction with the program. Ed-
ucation is not entertainment—it is not supposed to be “fun.” Nonetheless, as 
we address in our discussion of UX methods, there may be ways to evaluate 
whether students are engaged and satisfied that go beyond data usually gathered 
through traditional course evaluations, which come with their own controversies 
about gender bias, racial bias, and general ineffectiveness in evaluating personnel. 
The four questions in this section assess student attitudes about general program 
characteristics, including program names, course titles, related activities, and lo-
gistical or other aspects of the program. Desirability questions specifically allow 
us to gather data on student attitudes towards potential program changes that 
may be in the very early brainstorming stages. As with the other survey sections, 
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the data gathered from these questions should be used in combination with other 
expert and professional sources when considering program improvements. The 
survey concludes with an open-ended question asking for additional comments 
or ideas regarding program improvement. Although the responses may touch on 
any of the areas discussed previously, we include this question in the desirability 
section.

Survey Results
After receiving IRB approval, we distributed our survey link via email to student 
and alumni lists, department Facebook groups, and LinkedIn messages in late 
August and early September of 2019. Based on student and alumni lists that we 
compiled as program administrators, we attempted to directly email or message 
40 of the approximately 140 current and former professional writing students 
from Francis Marion University. However, others may have found the survey 
link on social media, even though we did not message them directly because we 
had no current contact information. At Rowan University, we directly contacted 
22 students and alumni of the estimated 27 individuals who are either program 
alumni or current students. After keeping the survey open for approximately 
three weeks, we received a total of 39 responses. Of these 39, we discarded three; 
one was a duplicate made by a software error, and two were from students not in 
the program who answered only questions about their major and minor before 
abandoning the survey. The total 36 valid responses gave us a response rate of 
58 percent across both programs from the 62 individuals to whom we directly 
reached out and a response rate of 22 percent out of the estimated total current 
students and alumni across both programs. In the next sections, we report the 
survey results following the participant identity, value, adoptability, use, and de-
sirability groupings. 

Participant Identity

Francis Marion University students and alumni comprised 58 percent (21) of the 
total responses, and 42 percent (15) of the total responses were from Rowan Uni-
versity. Of the 36 responses, 44 percent (16) reported that they graduated prior 
to Fall 2019. The earliest graduation year reported was 2003, and the most recent 
graduate earned a degree in August of 2019. Fifty-six percent (20) of the partici-
pants reported that they are current students, and of these, three expect to grad-
uate in the current semester (Fall 2019), 12 expect to graduate in 2020, and four 
expect to graduate between 2021 and 2023. Of the current students, five indicated 
that they needed one to two more classes to graduate, three needed three to five 
more classes, five needed six to nine more classes, and one needed ten or more 
classes. Two responded that they have finished all of their classes, 12 responded 
that they are not current students, and eight (all Rowan students) indicated that 
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they were not sure how many classes they needed to graduate. Of the program 
graduates, five were from Rowan and 11 were from Francis Marion. Of the cur-
rent students, ten attend Francis Marion and ten attend Rowan.

Survey participants represent a range of writing majors and minors. Francis 
Marion professional writing majors numbered 17 and were the largest group of 
respondents; Rowan writing arts majors submitted eight responses. Eleven “oth-
er” majors participated in the survey (four from Francis Marion and seven from 
Rowan). A total of eight writing minors, collaterals, concentrations, or under-
graduate certificate students participated—four from Francis Marion and four 
from Rowan. Four students reported that they currently were not pursuing a 
declared major, minor, or certificate in writing (all from Rowan). We considered 
these responses as valid because the students had attended classes in the program, 
had knowledge of the program, and potentially could still declare the program in 
their plan of study.

Value

Feedback on the value of both programs was positive. Sixty-nine percent (25) of 
participants said that they would recommend “Technical / Professional Writing 
as an area of study,” and 28 percent (10) said “maybe-it depends.” One respondent 
(3%) left the question blank. None of the participants indicated that they would 
not recommend Technical / Professional Writing as an area of study. When asked 
to explain the reasons for their answers, 11 respondents (31%) explicitly comment-
ed on the value of the program in preparing them for future careers; a number of 
others talked more vaguely about “skills” that their programs provide.

When asked “What could be changed to make the Technical / Professional 
Writing program more practical, useful, or valuable to students?” responses were 
largely class-centered, with multiple students suggesting the following:

	� adding more classes that speak to specific skills needed for technical and 
professional communication, such as graphic design, typography, Darwin 
Information Typing Architecture (DITA), resume writing, and grammar

	� providing more experiential learning opportunities, including service 
learning or client projects

	� providing more opportunities for cross-disciplinary study
	� removing required courses, such as creative writing and literature, that felt 

irrelevant to technical and professional writers
	� allowing more flexibility in classes for students to apply their own interests

Beyond courses, respondents offered four additional suggestions. One par-
ticipant requested help with internship placement, one requested help with job 
placement, and one sought help with developing a broader understanding of 
what the field of technical and professional writing encompasses. A final com-
ment suggested running more classes in the summer.
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The most valuable qualities of the programs reported by multiple respon-
dents included both course-related and broader aspects of the program. In terms 
of course-related feedback, respondents appreciated client projects that gave the 
opportunity for real-world writing experiences and the variety of classes available 
(one respondent in particular noted the value of literature and creative writing 
classes for their current jobs). More generally, students noted the value of having 
“good” professors; the benefits of developing real-world skills, such as document 
design, workplace communication, HTML, professionalism, and grammar/
punctuation; the breadth and applicability of these skills; and the family-like 
feeling the program had.

In regard to our question about least valuable qualities of the programs, we 
received far less data, with 67 percent (24) of respondents either not responding 
or stating that everything they learned was valuable. The only common response 
among respondents who provided commentary on the least valuable aspects was 
required coursework in creative writing and literature.

Use

One of the primary ways students “use” our programs is through classes, so it is 
critical to understand how students learn about what courses are available during 
a given semester. A healthy majority of 43 percent (15) of the 35 respondents who 
answered the question indicated that they consulted their advisors first when 
figuring out which classes to take. The remaining respondents consulted course 
catalogs (31%, 11), an online student portal (11%, 4), the semester schedule (9%, 3), 
and a department website or advising sheet (6%, 2).

Most students reported that it was easy to progress through their courses and 
understand course requirements. Of the 35 responses to the question “How easy or 
difficult was it to progress through your Technical/Professional Writing courses?” 
40 percent (14) responded “5” on a scale of 1 to 5 (with 5 indicating highest level 
of ease), 26 percent of participants (9) answered “4,” 29 percent (10) answered “3,” 
and 6 percent (2) answered “2.” When asked how understandable they found the 
program’s course requirements, 43 percent (15) of students answered “5” on a scale 
of 1 to 5 (with 5 indicating the highest level of ease), 34 percent (12) answered “4,” 
20 percent (7) answered “3,” and 3 percent (1) answered “1.” Notable obstacles to 
progressing through the program or understanding course requirements included 
the limited availability of course offerings and course times, particularly for respon-
dents who noted they were working in addition to attending school full time.

In response to the question “How could we make the Technical/Professional 
Writing program requirements clearer?” there were ten meaningful responses (i.e., 
responses other than “everything is clear” or “N/A”). Out of these, eight requested 
that clearer documentation about plans of study be provided, particularly by advi-
sors or online. Several students noted that they found the course catalog complicat-
ed, and they requested simplified documents with more clearly stated requirements.
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Adoptability

For a program to be adoptable, students must first hear about it, become interested, 
and decide to declare its offered credential within their plan of study. Our survey 
found that students heard about the program from a range of sources, and we 
consider these sources as interfaces for the idea of the program—the sites where 
students see or hear the program mentioned by people, through artifacts, or at 
events. When asked the question “At any time in the past or present, where do you 
remember hearing about the Technical/Professional Writing program?” students 
most often mentioned “professors” (17). The second most common way students 
heard about the program was through sources that list courses offered, including 
catalogs, schedules, and student portal sites (16; see Table 13.1). None of the partic-
ipants indicated that they had heard about the program from student showcases, 
high school counselors, or high school teachers. Overall, when grouped into the 
categories of artifacts, people, and events, students most commonly heard about the 
program through artifacts (55), followed by people (41) and events (7).

Table 13.1. Number of Times Students Heard about 
Programs from Artifacts, People, and Events

Interface Artifacts People Events Grand Total

Professors 17 17

Catalog, schedules, or student portal 16 16

Department or program website 14 14
University website list of degrees and 
programs 13 13

University staff 8 8

Advisors 8 8

Brochures, flyers, or marketing handouts 7 7

Current students 5 5

Department or program social media pages 4 4

Alumni 3 3

Student clubs and activities 2 2

Open houses or orientations 2 2

Department workshops or events 2 2

Major requirements sheet 1 1

College fairs 1 1
Grand Total 55 41 7 103
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Sixteen out of the 36 participants indicated that they first heard about the pro-
gram from a faculty or staff member (15) or another student (1). Twelve respondents 
reported that they first heard about the program from an artifact such as a catalog 
(5), website (5), email (1), or flyer (1). The other eight respondents gave vague or 
non-applicable answers, or they left the question blank. When asked who or what 
was the biggest influence on their decision to study technical/professional writing, 
survey respondents reported advisors as having the biggest influence (33%, 12). The 
second biggest factor was a desire for skills or opportunities (22%, 8), followed by 
a passion for writing (11%, 4) and practicality of the program and its requirements 
(8%, 3). Just one respondent named “interesting classes” as a top factor, and another 
student named “other students.” The remaining respondents left the question blank.

In terms of ease of declaring technical/professional writing, students rated 
their experience on a scale of 1-5, with 1 being “Difficult” and 5 being “Easy.” An 
overwhelming majority of participants, or 24 out of 36 (67%), rated their expe-
rience as a 5. Another 22 percent (8) were split evenly between a 4 and a 3. Only 
two respondents (6%) selected 1, believing the process to be difficult. Interesting-
ly, most students responded to the question “What made declaring Technical / 
Professional Writing as an area of study easy or difficult?” by describing their per-
sonal reasons for choosing technical and professional writing as an area of study, 
rather than describing the physical process of formally declaring the program 
through the university.

Desirability

Gauging desirability is important for helping program administrators build pro-
grams that appeal to students. In responding to the question “Do you prefer an 
open plan of study (with many course options) or a well-defined plan of study 
(with fewer course options)?” of the 32 respondents who did not leave the ques-
tion blank, most prefer a balance between an open plan of study and a well-de-
fined plan of study (61%, 20). Approximately 15 percent (5) favored an open course 
plan, and 12 percent (4) favored a more rigid plan of study. One respondent, an 
alum, noted their opinion that the course plan itself ultimately wasn’t that im-
portant: “What’s most important, I think, is that students are able to connect the 
dots between course trajectory and future job prospects.” 

The courses that sounded the most interesting or engaging to survey par-
ticipants were Editing, Writing for Nonprofits, and Writing for the Workplace, 
with 67 percent of respondents (24) rating themselves as being “very interested” 
in these courses. Twelve of the remaining courses listed received “very interested” 
ratings from 50 to 59 percent of respondents, and nine additional courses re-
ceived “very interested” ratings from 33-47 percent of respondents. Three remain-
ing classes—Video Production for Tech Comm, Writing for Engineering, and 
DITA/Structured Content Authoring—received “very interested” ratings from 
just 25 to 28 percent of students. (See Appendix B for more detailed information 
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on rankings.) Ratings for most classes were approximately proportional to the 
number of respondents from both programs, with a few notable exceptions. The 
Rhetoric of New Media “very interested” ratings were broken down into 21 per-
cent from Rowan and 79 percent from Francis Marion. User Experience Design 
had a similar distribution, with 25 percent of “very interested” ratings coming 
from Rowan and 75 percent from Francis Marion. The most striking difference 
in ratings, however, was for Advanced Business Communication, which received 
“very interested” ratings from seven percent of students from Rowan and 93 per-
cent of students from Francis Marion. 

Turning to major names that piqued student interest, the major that par-
ticipants perceived as most interesting was Professional and Technical Writing, 
which earned “very interesting” ratings from 75 percent (27) of participants. Tech-
nical and Professional Writing received the next highest rating of 61 percent (22). 
The remaining categories received “very interesting” ratings from approximately 
50 to 58 percent of students, with the exception of the three lowest-rated major 
names: Creative Writing (47%, 17), Rhetoric and Writing Studies (42%, 15), and 
Digital Writing and Rhetoric (39%, 14). (See Appendix C for additional infor-
mation on these ratings.)

In addition to opinions on naming, participants gave feedback on changes 
that would make a technical/professional writing program more interesting and 
engaging to students. Out of the choices we provided, participants most often 
answered that adding more career preparation workshops would make the pro-
gram more interesting and engaging to students (72%, 26). The next highest-rated 
options, both at 47 percent (17), were “Offer a greater variety of electives” and 
“Offer a wider variety of class times” (which could also fall into the Use catego-
ry). Garnering fewer, but still substantial responses were “Teach a wider range of 
software and technology” and “Allow students more choices for projects” (both 
at 44%, 16). Thirty-one percent of respondents (11) thought that existing course 
content should be updated, and the same percentage thought that more social 
activities should be provided for students. Only eight percent of participants (3) 
responded “Nothing—keep everything the same.”

At the end of the survey, we provided a space for respondents to comment 
regarding ideas for program improvements. The 15 non-blank responses were 
widely varied. In terms of overlapping responses, two respondents requested 
that the program name be changed from “Professional Writing” or “Professional 
Communication” to “Technical Communication” to clarify to employers the type 
of writing students were learning. Three respondents also expressed interest in 
taking a medical writing course. 

Discussion
In reflecting upon this data, we can garner a number of insights from each of the 
four fundamentals of UX that can be used as a starting point for additional re-
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search. In this section, we discuss the most significant of these for our programs, 
modeling how a UX-based survey can provide helpful input for technical and 
professional writing program administrators. Though this analysis is particular to 
our own programs, we hope that our discussion of our findings will help faculty 
and administrators gain insight into the iterative process of UX methodologies 
(Nielsen, 1993), with each iteration helping to enhance the user experience. Un-
derstanding this approach is helpful as administrators map out their own plans 
for engaging in program (re)design.

One of the consistent findings of our survey was the importance of people—
particularly professors and advisors—and artifacts as program interfaces. Professors 
were mentioned, often by name, in questions surrounding program value, and ad-
visors were cited as an essential component of ease of use. Professors also played a 
large role in adoptability by introducing students to available programs, and advi-
sors contributed through their assistance in helping students go through the steps 
of formally adopting their program. At Francis Marion, where faculty members 
function as student advisors, a professor and advisor may be the same person. At 
Rowan, however, faculty advisors have been recently replaced by professional ad-
visors. The significant role played by both groups highlights the importance of un-
derstanding when and how students interact with professors and advisors through 
their journeys in our programs, and it speaks to the critical need for both groups to 
be well informed about their programs. To further study the role that non-technical 
and professional writing faculty and advisors can play in helping students shape 
their programs of study, we envision also interviewing a few students individually. 
These interviews could build on survey questions and result in journey mapping (a 
tool to visualize a user’s process accomplishing a goal) that could pinpoint key op-
portunities where we could introduce more students to our programs.

Artifacts also played a large role in respondents’ experiences in their programs, 
particularly in the areas of adoptability and ease of use. Though students’ first ex-
posure to the program was typically through a person, artifacts more commonly 
provided information throughout students’ experience in a program. As artifacts 
also came up as a highly requested way to clarify program requirements for ques-
tions regarding ease of use, we need to seriously consider the role of documents in 
helping students understand and navigate our programs. Learning what specific 
artifacts were most impactful would be an aim of additional research; follow-up 
interviews and focus groups should certainly focus on students’ experiences with 
encountering and using various program documents to determine how specifi-
cally artifacts impact students. Questions regarding content, design, and access 
to these artifacts would all be relevant. Participatory design projects, as described 
by Salvo and Ren (2007), could follow, perhaps assigned as course projects where 
students would develop engaging and useful program artifacts. Depending on 
administrators’ expertise and available resources (including time), methods such 
as eye-tracking of web-based artifacts, participatory design (in which partici-
pants actually help create their ideal experience), card sorting (in which partici-
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pants organize topics according to categories), or tree tests (in which participants 
demonstrate how they would work through a site map) could also be implement-
ed. Whichever methods are chosen, the priority should remain on understanding 
users’ experiences and taking their feedback to heart during the redesign process.

In sum, artifacts play an important role in advertising and helping students 
move through programs; however, our survey results underscore that people are 
often the first site of encounter, or interface, for potential enrollees in our pro-
grams. Our field acknowledges and discusses methods to improve the user ex-
perience of artifacts such as websites and documents; however, we think it is 
important to also acknowledge how people serve as sites of encounter with our 
programs. As program administrators, we would like to strategize how to better 
equip professors inside and outside of our departments, as well as university staff 
and advisors, with more knowledge about and familiarity with what we have to 
offer students. Implementing UX tools such as interviews, focus groups, or ob-
servations would be a starting point for additional research to help us learn more 
about student-faculty/advisor interactions. Methods such as think-aloud testing 
could also be implemented with faculty and advisors to help improve the usabil-
ity of the documents from which they draw their knowledge. 

In considering the value of our programs, respondents often mentioned ca-
reer readiness and specific skills for use on the job, indicating, perhaps unsur-
prisingly, the connection most participants felt regarding the value of studying 
technical and professional writing. Along these lines, it is also unsurprising that 
participants would express negative views toward literature and creative writing, 
which have less explicit applicability to most workplaces. This emphasis on jobs 
is also useful in thinking about how Rowan, with its goal of expanding student 
enrollment, might better convey the value of its program. In the next stage of 
research, we can use this data to develop journey maps of program users and their 
experiences, delving into exactly when in their experience as students job prepa-
ration becomes a priority.

In reflecting on the ease of use of our programs, the results of our survey 
indicate a conflict between respondents’ reports. On one hand, most respondents 
reported that progressing through a program is relatively easy; on the other hand, 
it is remarkable that 8 of the 20 students who participated in the survey didn’t 
know how many classes they needed to finish their programs. This data further 
points to the importance of pinpointing how students access information about 
our programs and providing resources—whether through people, artifacts, or ex-
periences—that help them confidently navigate through their course of study. As 
a next phase of research, task analysis, which examines the actions users take as 
they work toward completing a task, would be a particularly helpful research tool 
to implement. In the case of our programs in particular, task analysis relating to 
advising and course selection would provide helpful insights into the ways that 
various people, artifacts, and experiences come into play as students navigate the 
course registration process.
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In terms of desirability, we see interesting similarities and differences in how 
Rowan and Francis Marion students favored courses. Editing, one of the top 
three courses students expressed interest in, had not been offered at Francis Mar-
ion prior to 2020, and it is a new course at Rowan that was first offered in Fall 
2020. While we could speculate about student interest in this course as perhaps 
being connected to perceived workplace usefulness or a reflection of participants’ 
acknowledgement of editing as an area in which they lack expertise, there is no 
way from our survey to draw these conclusions. Instead, further research should 
be done to understand how an editing course fits into what students desire from 
a technical and professional writing program. Similarly, participants’ slight pref-
erence for the major name “Professional and Technical Writing” over “Techni-
cal and Professional Writing” is noteworthy, especially given a few participants’ 
beliefs that the degree title “Professional Writing” was unhelpful for job seek-
ing. While we could again speculate about students’ reasoning for preferring one 
variation over the other, additional research could more productively illuminate 
students’ perceptions regarding this distinction. Interviews or focus groups could 
be particularly helpful for learning more about major and course preferences.

Next Steps
As indicated through our discussion in the previous section, UX methodologies 
are best enacted as an iterative process. The survey discussed here is an example 
of what an initial step in applying a UX perspective to programmatic design 
might look like. Keeping in mind the iterative nature of UX design, after this 
initial round of user data collection, the next stage is to employ additional UX 
research methods that will be helpful in more deeply investigating the key areas 
illuminated through survey responses. Our plan moving forward, and our ad-
vice to other programs who choose to conduct a survey as the first step in a UX 
research and design process, is to identify one to three insights from the survey 
for additional research.

Yet, we also want to emphasize that reflecting on insights and deciding on 
how to proceed takes time—these processes cannot happen all at once. Admin-
istering programs while teaching and advising students is a challenge in itself, 
and over the past several months as the COVID-19 pandemic has hit, this 
challenge has intensified. After completing the work of compiling and analyz-
ing survey data, we found it challenging to take time to reflect on the results 
and ask ourselves exactly what we wanted our follow-up research questions and 
methods to be. 

For both programs, a shared follow-up question was “Which artifacts are val-
ued most by students and which artifacts could be improved?” This question was 
posed in a focus group at Francis Marion after the initial survey was conducted. 
When asked which artifacts made an impact on students, one student mentioned 
that she remembered being struck by a small, quarter-page handout that she 
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found on a professor’s door. The handout listed jobs for professional writing ma-
jors. Seeing these potential career paths helped to convince the student to major 
in professional writing. The handout was not one of the official program mate-
rials—the professor independently provided it. So, while the program’s website 
lists potential careers as a way to advertise the major, students actually may pay 
more attention to other types of artifacts, especially when they are presented by 
professors (even when just on their office doors). In the focus group, students 
indicated that they are influenced more by offline materials than by online ma-
terials. This response leads us to question whether faculty members and adminis-
trators may be overestimating the impact of websites and social media pages on 
students’ decision-making processes. A next step would be to work with students 
to develop more appealing offline materials and figure out how to distribute them 
in ways that will have a personal impact.

While we believe that UX methods have the potential to transform program-
matic assessment redesign, we recognize that this approach also comes with its 
own challenges. One of the most obvious is the commitment of time and re-
sources that is required when including users in the assessment process. Espe-
cially given the layered nature of UX methods and the breadth of user interfaces, 
a single initial user survey can end up spiraling into dozens of distinct projects. 
While it may be possible to incorporate this work into existing demands for as-
sessment or even use these areas of investigation as class research topics, it is also 
likely that administrators will need to prioritize what can be studied and what 
must wait for future work. We hope that other programs might improve upon our 
survey questions if they decide to use this method as a first step in an ongoing UX 
program design process. However, programs could also gather valuable feedback 
from students by skipping a survey and holding interviews or focus groups as 
their initial UX-based research method.

In designing both the initial and follow-up portions of usability-based pro-
grammatic research, it is vitally important to be attentive to the ethical dimen-
sions of our research methods. Given its focus on people and their experience, 
user-based research provides the opportunity for radical inclusivity as we seek 
to learn about the range of user experiences with our programs. Nevertheless, 
we must take care to ensure our research designs do in fact allow us to engage 
with the diversity of program users, taking care both to not exclude as well as 
purposely include. For example, holding a focus group in the evening hours may 
prohibit students who are parents or students with jobs from participating; 
choosing to run a focus group during a class period instead would ensure that 
students with diverse backgrounds, life circumstances, and experiences could 
contribute. Similarly, we must intentionally seek out perspectives of minority 
or marginalized students (as well as faculty or administrative collaborators) as 
we incorporate user experience methods, not only to ensure a representative 
research sample, but to ensure we have the information needed to build wel-
coming, inclusive programs.
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In a similar vein, we must keep in mind that UX methods for programmatic 
(re)design are not a “one and done” approach. Just as program (re)develop-
ment is a continuous process (Schreiber & Melonçon, 2019), UX research is 
a continuous process. As our students, institutions, and worlds change, so too 
will student needs and experiences with our programs. For example, in a pre-
COVID-19 world, Christine’s focus group finding leads us to reassess the value 
of physical artifacts. In the world in the midst of a pandemic (as of this writ-
ing), however, when students may not be physically on campus, such physical 
artifacts will obviously shift in importance in students’ experience. As we move 
to a post-pandemic world, there will surely be lasting changes on institutions 
and departments that make it necessary to reconsider students’ experience in 
our programs. All of this is not to discourage user research in the present mo-
ment or to demand incessant research that never allows us to make changes, but 
simply to encourage faculty and administrators using UX-based approaches to 
programs to adopt an attitude of continual curiosity toward user experience, as 
advocated by Schreiber and Melonçon, and to be attentive to context and time 
in planning and analyzing data. 

Finally, we want to emphasize that UX shouldn’t be seen exclusively as a 
problem-solving or trouble-shooting methodology. While it is natural to begin 
our programmatic work with consideration of known trouble spots in our pro-
grams, we view user involvement as a method that can truly transform what 
we conceive program administration and assessment to be. The involvement of 
students as co-producers of our programs is the ideal to strive toward, even if not 
immediately practical. 
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Appendix A: Survey Form
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Appendix B: Course Names Table

Appendix C: Majors Table

Note. The green shading indicates the highest-rated responses from each program.




