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Introduction  I created instructions for the GitHub Desktop application. GitHub Desktop integrates with Git on 
your computer and GitHub online. Git is based on the idea of repositories, or folders, that you 
store a project in. GitHub places these repositories online so others can view and edit your 
project. These projects are typically some type of software. The instructions that I created specify 
how to clone, create, share, and commit changes to a repository. The document is intended for 
people who have some familiarity with coding, but are new to Git and GitHub. I conducted 
usability tests to assess the clarity of the instructions. The usability tests functioned to identify 
the problem areas in the instructions so that I could develop improvements. 
 
 
Methods The only equipment required for the usability tests was a computer with GitHub Desktop and a 
screen recorder installed. I used Flashback Express Recorder. Before the recording began, I 
explained the purpose of the test to the user and emphasizes that they think aloud throughout the 
test. Additionally, I explained the procedure of the test and noted that I would not be answering 
many of their questions. Then I started the recording and asked preliminary questions from 
Rocket Sugary Made Easy to assess the ability with computers and familiarity with 
GitHub Desktop. 
 
These are the questions I asked: 

 What is your occupation? 
 How many hours a week do you spend on the internet? 
 What is the split between email and browsing? 
 What kind of sites do you look at? 
 Do you have any favorite sites? 

 
After completing the questions, I continued into the tasks. I gave the tasks in this order: 

1. You are working with a classmate on project for Artificial Intelligence. You want to look 
at and edit the code he has already created. Clone the repository called AI under the user 
nbgraham. Place it in your Documents folder. 

2. You are starting a programming project and you want your friend to be able to view and 
edit your code. Before you start, you need to create a Git repository. Using GitHub 
Desktop, create a repository called pastebinApp in your Documents folder. 

3. Now that you have created your pastbinApp repository, share that repository on GitHub 
so that your friend can access the code. 

4. Add a file called mainSite.txt to your repository. In practice, this would have code in it, 
but you do not have to do that for these test. Just put some text in the file. Commit the 
new file to your repository. Make sure the change is synced to the GitHub repository so 
your friend can access the new file. 
 

The first user did not attempt the first task. I added the first task after conducting the first 
usability tests for reasons that will be discussed later. 
 



I read the task description to the user and gave them a printout of the task to reference. As they 
completed the tasks, I prompted them to give their thoughts. In response to requests for 
assista
user would do if they were working through the instructions on their own. 
 
After the user completed the tasks, I asked these post-test questions: 

 Were the instructions helpful in completing the tasks? 
 What parts of the instructions were difficult to understand? 
 Were the concepts of Git hard to understand? 
 Were there too many or too few pictures? 
 What could be changed to improve the clarity of the instructions? 

 
 
Results  The first user was a mechanical engineering student very familiar with Windows, but completely 
new to GitHub. This user was very verbose as he completed the tasks. He struggled for more 
than ten minutes with the command line portion of the commit to repository task. Moreover, he 
was confused by the generic notation such as <repository> and <filename>. Although the task 
asked for a file called mainSite.txt, he named the created file index.html like the example in the 
instructions. 
 
The second user was a pre-dental student familiar with Mac, but totally inexperienced with 
GitHub. This user did not say much as she completed the tasks, even with continual prompting. 
This made it somewhat more difficult to identify struggles with the instructions. When cloning 
the repository, this user followed the instructions to the letter and cloned Simple_Image_Viewer 
although the task specified that the AI repository should be cloned. Later in the instructions, she 
was confused by the instruction to skip to step 7 in the publish repository task. Because step 6 
dealt with the description, she questioned whether she needed to include a description.  
 
The third user was a psychology graduate student familiar with Mac, but unfamiliar with GitHub. 
This user never looked at the interface description, skipping from the home page straight to the 
first task, Clone a repository. Because he read everything aloud, I noticed that he stumbled over 

The instruction to navigate to 
Navigate to your repository 

by clicking the appropriate folders
The last task confused hi

 
 
 
Discussion The struggles of the first user revealed that the command line is difficult for inexperienced users. 
Confusion over my generic notation showed an assumption that I had made in the instructions. In 
other coding instructions, I had seen notation like <filename>, but the users of my instructions 
may or may not have seen anything like that. However, I realized that the generic notation served 
an important role. The first user followed the example in the instructions instead of generalizing 
to the task because I stopped using generic notation in the last section. 



 
Similar to the first user, the second user also followed the example in the instructions instead of 
completing the task. Even though the task specified to clone the AI repository, the second user 
thought she should clone the Simple_Image_Viewer because that one was cloned in the example. 

 
 
Because the third user skipped over the interface summary near the front of the document, he 
stumbled through some of the terminology in the instructions that referenced that initial section. 

main sequence of instructions, but 
belonged on a separate decision branch. The dialog box only appears if the user changes the file 
to an extension other than .txt. Therefore, clicking OK is only applicable in some situations. I am 
not sure why this user struggled to find the repository in the File Explorer. It may have just been 
a m
because he could not find anything called index.html. He had named the file mainSite.txt, 
according to the task, not index.html like the example in the instructions. Although he was able 
to figure out that he should check the box next to his filename, this should be clearer. 
 
 
Conclusion The most obvious step after the first usability test was to remove the command line. The 
command line allowed the user to navigate to the folder and create a file. Although it is very 
flexible, it also proved to be confusing. I replaced the command line with the file explorer. In 
order to combat confusion of generics, I added an explanation of the notation at the beginning of 
the document. A warning notation precedes this explanation to direct 
body of the instructions, I added of examples what the generic phrase would look like when 
filled in. 
 
Because the second user had a similar issue with generics as the first user, the previous fix will 
solve the problem. This fix consists of an explanation of the generic notation and examples what 
could be used. Specifically, I made sure the instructions to clone the repository were more 

Select the repository that you want to clone. (e.g. 
Simple_Image_Viewer)

 
 
To resolve the 

Otherwise, skip to step 
7. I do not have any planned revisions to help with file navigation. Most users have this skill 
and it is not something that should be taught in a GitHub Desktop instruction set. Along a similar 
theme as the fixes from the two previous users, I generalized the commit instructions to say 
Make sure the checkbox next to your filename (e.g. index.html) is selected.

index.html is only an example, and the file that the user created should be selected. 


