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Past work and interest in the topic

One of the earliest usability projects I worked on was for Pfizer’s Clear Health Communication guidelines on making web-based health information usable and accessible for those with lower literacy skills as a graduate assistant to Kathryn Summers. 

In the usability and accessibility work that I’ve done for clients since then, I see constant reminders of how the guidelines that make sites easier for people who don’t read well also remove barriers for others: those who use assistive technologies as well as those who have no impairments. 
Current motivation for the workshop

As part of my doctoral research, I recently conducted an observational study of the search strategies of adults with low literacy skills. Most read at a 7th to 8th-grade level, but there were some reading at a 4th to 6th-grade level. I’m still analyzing the sessions, but here are some of the findings from the study so far: 

· When asked to use Google to answer a specific question, (e.g., Will it rain tomorrow? What does Metformin do to treat diabetes?) are more likely to fail than succeed.

· Have difficulty, sometimes severe, coming up with useful search terms 

· Sometimes misspell a keyword even when given the correct spelling
· Often enter partial URLs in the search box (e.g., wwwbaltimore weather.com or verizoncom)

· If given the choice between search and browse, many low-lit users—particularly those with little experience using search engines—prefer to browse. 

· Tend to scan only the titles on search results pages, not the descriptions. The exception is for sponsored links, possibly because these descriptions are written more simply (fewer words, complete phrases, etc.)
· Often forget their original task before finishing.
· May not notice suggestions in a type-ahead list because they’re looking down at the keyboard to type. 
· Often choose from type-ahead list, even though the suggestions may be narrower than the topic they were asked to find.
· Will click on previously visited links—sometimes repeatedly—when they believe a piece of information should be on a particular page. 

· Often get sidetracked by Google Ad links on the destination page.
· May be looking for a literal answer to their question. If they land on a page that doesn’t immediately answer their question, they leave quickly.

· Will sometimes return to the search results page to navigate within a site. (For example, visiting the ADA’s Type 1 Diabetes page, then returning to Google search results page to click on the link to the Type 2 Diabetes page instead of navigating within the ADA site.)
· Will sometimes read the text aloud to themselves or move their cursor along the text as they read. 
· Once they notice type ahead, will type in a few letters (“we” for “weather”) to see if the keyword they want comes up
· Are unlikely to recover if they miss (or misinterpret) the answer to their question on a particular page
Part of my motivation for attending the workshop is sharing these findings and discussing what, if anything, can be done to support low-lit adults when they search for information online.

Critical issues

Recognizing that low literacy is a barrier to using the web, just like blindness, low vision or motor impairments. A barrier that web and content developers have in their power to minimize, even remove. Also recognizing that making sites easier for those with low-literacy skills will have the added benefit of make them easier for everyone else.

Issues to avoid

Those that are beyond a content developer’s control, such as causes of low literacy or the need for poor readers to improve their reading skills. 
