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Philosophy

Applications should be clean without extraneous information so people are not distracted from the purpose of the application.  For example, I prefer the white spaciousness of the Google search engine page over any other engine.  Usability must be kept in mind throughout the development process, from the initial request for the application to the final product.  According to Jakob Nielsen in his article Usability 101: Introduction to Usability (http://www.useit.com/alertbox/20030825.html), there are five essential components: Learnability, Efficiency, Memorability, Errors and Satisfaction.  I agree with Nielsen and I seek to apply these components throughout the design and development process.

Identify the Audience

The first step is to identify the primary and secondary audiences.  I examine their needs, their comfort level with technology and the internet, and any special circumstances which would strongly influence the design, such as if the primary audience were senior citizens or users with disabilities.
Gather Information
The next step is to interview the clients and if possible, potential users.  For example, if I were going to build an internal application, I would meet with both the people requesting the application and the staff members who will actually be using it.  I would interview them to see their needs and their vision for the application.  At this time, I would also look at any existing similar applications to see their strengths and weaknesses.  I would try them to see how effective they are and make notes on what to include and what to avoid for the new application.
Create Clear Site Architecture

Now that I am aware of the audience, the purpose of the application and possible models, it’s time to design an outline of how the directories and pages will work together.  I would set up a structure that makes sense to the other developers who may be working on the application and follow common procedures such as storing graphic elements in a directory named images.
Do Rapid Prototyping

For the next step, a simple prototype is made and tested on a few people to see their reactions.  Can users find the information they need to use the application easily and do they like the look?  If yes, then the original design can be refined but if not, another angle is tried and a fresh prototype is created.   After the redesign, the results are checked again to see if the interface works more effectively and looks attractive to the users.  This aspect relates to the essential component of Satisfaction.  After a prototype is defined, the application can be more fully developed.
Clarify Application Tasks

Most web applications involve adding, reviewing or deleting data; many applications require a log-in.  In an effective design, users understand what they can do as a choice, what they have to do as a requirement and what the results of their actions will be.  This aspect relates to the essential components of Efficiency and Memorability.
Make the Application Consistent

Consistency is one of the most critical components of good design because it is connected with the essential component of Learnability.  If one page refers to Zip Code and the next page refers to U.S. Postal Code, or if navigation switches from the left-hand to the top, users might have a confusing experience. As I learned during a design course taught by David Jonassen, bad design that is consistent can still be used but design that is both bad and inconsistent becomes so frustrating that users find it impossible to go on.
Build a Flexible and Forgiving Application

People will change their mind or make mistakes while using applications.  For example, if a form requires data in a field and the user tries to submit the form without the requirement, keep the information already entered and clearly show the omission.  This aspect relates to the Errors component in Nielsen's article.  
Follow Experts and Successful Models

My own experience with building applications and usability testing is limited but through following the advice of usability research experts such as Jakob Nielsen and Don Norman of the Nielsen-Norman group, reading books such as Don’t Make Me Think! by Steve Krug, talking with other Web experts on campus, and using powerful sites such as Amazon, Google and Yahoo, I can broaden my knowledge and skills.  
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