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QA for Web Sites

What is Quality?

Quality is very difficult to define and is different for each Web site created because it is based on judgements by an individual or by an organisation. One of the most common understandings of quality is that it corresponds to a rating. This understanding is however problematic because we are often unsure of what the rating measures and how objective the measurer has been. Other definitions of quality include the absence of problems, acceptable performance, fit for purpose, meeting goals but again have issues attached. For example what if the goals set are not achievable.

A simple definition in the context of quality for Web sites is that ‘quality is meeting requirements’. This definition works because by creating technical specifications and requirements that describe various attributes of a Web site as well as how it should function you have set yourself goals to achieve and have determined specific indicators of quality. Quality can then be measured by testing various aspects of your Web site and the complex relationships between all areas of the site at intervals.  

What is Quality Control?

Quality Control in the context of quality for Web sites is the implementation of regular testing procedures against your definitions of quality and more specifically the refinement of these procedures. It is a formal use of testing and acting upon the results to your tests. It involves being reactive. Good Quality Control requires planning before tests, test plans and structures, good documentation. For software companies this may mean adherence to a formal accreditation system such as ISO 9000 however there is currently no such standard for Web sites. 

What is Quality Assurance?

Quality Assurance goes beyond Quality Control by examining the processes that shape the Web site in the first place. It is the process of enforcing Quality Control standards and working to improve the processes that are used to create the Web site.

With Quality Assurance the emphasis is on process, Quality Control focuses on what comes out of the web site creation process, Quality Assurance focuses on what goes in to the Web site creation process as well as the process itself. However there is also a goal of improving output too by implementing processes everything should be improved. When good Quality Assurance is implemented there should be improvement in usability and performance and lessening rates of defects.

Quality Assurance focuses on a sites ability to meet a benchmark it should be involved in development stage of a Web site and throughout its life. 

Levels of QA

It can be useful to have a timescale for QA.  QA Focus is using the following model:

Strategic QA  establishing best methodology for your Web site, now and into the future, choice setting up of standards - objective

Workflow QA  Establishing and documenting a workflow, processes etc. – mainly subjective (formative)

Sign-off QA  Establishing an audited system where everything is reviewed – mixture (summative)

On-going QA  Establishing a system to report check, fix any faults found

How Does This Apply In A Web Management Environment?

It is important to realise that quality can’t just be added in to an end product. A good Web site needs to have quality designed and built in.

Quality Assurance For Web sites

What can ‘fail to work’ on a Web site?

· Domain names – should be memorable, meaningful, unique, easy to type. Shouldn’t be lengthy, complex, unpronounceable.

· Broken email.
· Broken links.
· Server load – too many hits on the site.
· Client side performance – pages take too long to down load.
· Security isn’t working.
· Content is out of date.
· Browser incompatibility.
· Interface – navigation, link colour – should be intuitive, offer choice, use predictive logic, not be obstructive, bear in mind common behavior, be appropriate.
· HTML doesn’t validate.
· Graphics missing or too large.
· Do scripts work? – CGI programs, applets, JavaScript, ActiveX etc. forms.
· Databases.
· Accessible to those with disabilities.
How do you test for these areas?

· Functional testing – does it function with the requirements in mind 

· Compatibility testing – different browsers.
· Load/performance testing – Test system under a range of loads, various conditions – client side is out of your control.
· Stress testing – predictions about load to your site.
· Usability testing – may involve getting users in to try out your site.
· Security testing- test protection against unauthorised access.
· Integration of unit testing – If your site is connected to any other applications.
· Regression testing – continual retesting.
· Link testing – Internal and external.
· HTML Validation – do you adhere to standards.
· Reliability testing – Is your site always available. Emergency scenarios.
Many tools are available including those which test pages (for HTML compliance, page size, etc), performance and load testing, etc.  Testing tools may be desktop software or Web-based services.
What procedures do you put in place for fixing it?

· Mission statement or statement of direction - mark out explicit goals (what is the purpose of the site, information architecture).
· Define your audience– researching your audience will allow you to design for them and enhance for them, use statistics.
· Testing suite – a test is a tool that measures something in a formal way with the intention of finding the answer to a question. Define what you are testing (predefined a standard of quality e.g.  Images should not be bigger that 60k, the page should download in 10 seconds on a 28.8 modem), from what point of view are you testing, what are you testing for, what are the limits to the test. Remember that testing is not Quality Control. Firstly because it is only valuable if your standard of quality is reasonable (if your standards have holes then your testing will have limited scope) and secondly Quality Control requires further action.
· Make sure you are using the right authoring tools etc.

· Tracking problems - How do you deal with problem reporting? Make sure that all changes/defects are reported and passed on to the appropriate person. Log of problems.  What about some signing off process. Ownership of problems, progress made with resolution of problems. Schedule for fixes.
Issues

· The goals for testing will be related to the kind of site you have.

· Testing time is limited – You need to test for major problem areas using automated tools if possible.
· Motivating/persuading people to have a QA culture.
· Having a great team.
· Role of documentation is critical – to make sure practices are repeatable.
· Implement QA procedures slowly over time using consensus from people this will avoid stifling productivity. Keep processes simple and efficient. Maybe more days of planning less of fixing things at the end.

Glossary

Requirements  Objectives for a Web site project that must be met. What it should do and what the user should be able to achieve. This should be in the form of formal documentation. A useful tool for evaluating the quality of a site at a later date, though you need to bear in mind that requirements change and quality is not just based upon them. (User requirements, system requirements, functional requirements).
Specifications  How the requirements should be implemented. This should be a document that guides the Web developer through the work of creating the site. (Functional specification, design specification, technical specification).
Standards  What the acceptable range of performance is. Allow you to set a definition of quality for your site.
Style  The ‘voice’ of your site.
Usability  Analysis of the ease with which a function or interface can be understood.

Validation  Adherence to standards, such as DTDs.
Useful URLs

The following URL may be of interest.

Understanding Quality
URL: <http://www.philosophe.com/qa/quality.html>

Testing Without A Formal Test Plan
URL: <http://www.philosophe.com/testing/without_testplans.html>

Software QA and Testing Resource Centre
URL: <http://www.softwareqatest.com/qafaq2.html>

Web Site Test Tools
URL: <http://www.softwareqatest.com/qaweb1.html>

W3C Quality Assurance
URL: <http://www.w3.org/2001/06tips/>

Web Watch Benchmarking Articles 
URL: <http://www.ukoln.ac.uk/web-focus/webwatch/articles/#latest>
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