Printed Manuals, Online Help, and Tutorials



1 Introduction

Forms of paper user manuals:

· Brief getting-started notes 

· Introductory tutorial 

· Thorough tutorial 

· Quick reference card 

· Conversation manual 

· Detailed reference manual 

Online materials

· User manual 

· Help facility 

· Tutorials 

· Demonstrations 

One way to classify paper and online materials (Duffy):

	 User's Goal
	Medium of Delivery


	 
	 Paper
	 Online

	 I want to buy it.
	 sales brochure, fact sheet
	demonstration program

	 I want to learn it.
	 tutorial manual
	guided tour

	 I want to use it.
	 user's manual
	online help, online document


2 Reading from Paper versus from Displays

Potential Disadvantages to Reading from Displays

· Poor fonts, especially on low resolution displays 

· Low contrast between characters and the background 

· Fuzzy character boundaries 

· Emitted light from displays may be more difficult to read by than reflected light from paper 

· Glare may be greater on displays 

· Screen flicker can be a problem 

· Curved display surface may be problem 

· Small displays require more frequent page turning 

· Reading distance can be greater than for paper 

· Displays are fixed in place 

· Display placement may be too high for comfortable reading 

· Layout and formatting problems 

· Reduced hand and body motions with displays as compared to paper may be fatiguing 

· Rigid posture for displays may also be fatiguing 

· Unfamiliarity of displays and the anxiety that the image may disappear can increase stress

3 Preparation of Printed Manuals

Traditionally, training and reference material often written by junior member of development team 

· manuals were often poorly written 

· were not suited to the background of the users 

· were delayed or incomplete 

· were not tested adequately 

Foss, Rosson, Smith experiments on manuals: 

	 Standard Manual
	Modified Manual

	 all command details presented at once
	spiral approach presenting subsets of concepts

	 abstract formal notation to present syntax
	showed numerous examples of syntax

	 used terse technical prose
	used readable explanations with little jargon


Sullivan and Chapanis used iterative process for refining a manual: 

· rewrote original manual 

· conducted walk-through test with colleagues 

· performed tests with secretaries 

Allwood and Kalen realized improvements by 

· keeping sentences short 

· avoiding jargon 

· using a new paragraph for each command 

· emphasizing tasks, not syntax 

Use of OAI Model to design manuals

Introductory tutorial 

· task training first 

· learn the hierarchy of objects, from high level down to the atomic 

· recognize the range of high-level intentions down to specific action steps 

· learn about the interface representations 

· start with familiar objects and actions 

· link these concepts to high-level interface objects and actions 

· show syntax needed to accomplish each task 

Conversion manual 

· users knowledgeable about task domain, but unfamiliar with specific software 

· need presentation showing relationship between metaphors and already known plans and the new ones required by the new software 

Quick reference 

· user knowledgeable about task and interface objects and actions 

· needs details to convert their plans into detailed actions 

Sample sessions extremely helpful in giving portrait of system features and interaction styles. 

Flow diagram provides visual overview that orients users to transitions from one activity to another. 

Organization and writing style

· Precise statement of educational objectives 

· Present concepts in a logical sequence with increasing order of difficulty 

· Ensure that each concept is used in subsequent sections 

· Avoid forward references 

· Construct sections with approximately equal amounts of new material 

· Need sufficient examples and complete sample sessions 

· Choice of words and phrases important 

· Writing style should match users' reading ability 

· Learners prefer trying out commands online rather than just reading manual 

· Minimal manuals encourage active involvement with hands-on experiences 

· Carroll's guided exploration 

· choose an action-oriented approach 

· anchor the tool in the task domain 

· support error recognition and recovery 

· support reading to do, study, and locate 

· Show numerous well-chosen screen prints that demonstrate typical uses (predictive model) 

· Table of contents and index required 

· Glossaries for clarifying technical terms 

· Appendices for error messages 

Nonanthropomorphic descriptions

Metaphors used in describing computer systems can influence users' reactions. 

· Emphasize user's role, especially in introductory sections 

· Choice of verbs when referring to computer important 

· Avoid verbs such as know, think, understand, and have memory 

· Use verbs such as process, print, compute, sort, store, search, retrieve 

· When describing what a user does with a computer 

· Avoid ask, tell, speak to, communicate with 

· Use terms such as use, direct, operate, program, control 

· Better to eliminate reference to the computer and concentrate on what user is doing 

· Focus on user's initiative, process, goals, and accomplishments 

Development process

Start early! 

· allows adequate time for review, testing, and refinement 

· manual can act as a more complete and comprehensible alternative to formal specifications 

· Manual writer becomes effective critic, reviewer, or question asker 

· Enables pilot testing of software's learnability 

· Allows for reviews and suggestions by designers, etc. 

· Informal walkthroughs with users possible 

· Field trials with moderate numbers of users facilitated 

Brockman's process for writing user documentation: 

1. Develop the document specifications: 

· Use task orientation 

· Use minimalist design 

· Handle diverse audiences 

· State the purpose 

· Organize information and develop visualizations 

· Consider layout and color 

2. Prototype 

3. Draft 

4. Edit 

5. Review 

6. Field test 

7. Publish 

8. Perform postproject review 

9. Maintain 

4 Preparation of Online Facilities

Positive reasons for making manuals available online: 

· Information is available whenever the computer is available 

· Users do not need to allocate work space to opening up manuals 

· Information can be electronically updated rapidly and at low cost 

· Specific information necessary for a task can be located rapidly if the online manual offers electronic indexing or text searching 

· Authors can use graphics, sound, color, and animations that may be helpful in explaining complex actions and creating an engaging experience 

Potentially negative aspects of online manuals: 

· Displays may not be as readable as printed materials. 

· Displays may contain substantially less information than a sheet of paper. 

· The rate of paging is slow compared to the rate of paging through a manual. 

· The display resolution is lower than that of paper, which is especially important when pictures or graphics are used. 

· The command language of help systems may be novel and confusing to novices. 

· The extra mental effort required for navigating through many screens may interfere with concentration and learning. 

· Splitting the display between work and help or tutorial windows, reduces the space for work displays. 

· If users must switch to a separate application then the burden on the user's short-term memory can be large. 

· Users lose their context of work and have difficulty remembering what they read in the online manual. 

Advantages of online help facilities (Relles and Price): 

· Successively more detailed explanations of a displayed error message 

· Successively more detailed explanations of a displayed question or prompt 

· Successive examples of correct input or valid commands 

· Explanation or definition of a specified term 

· A description of the format of a specified command 

· A list of allowable commands 

· A display of specified sections of documentation 

· A description of the current value of various system parameters 

· Instruction on the use of the system 

· News of interest to users of the system 

· A list of available user aids 

Kearsley's guidelines for online help systems: 

· Make the help system easy to access and easy to return from. 

· Make help as specific as possible. 

· Collect data to determine what help is needed. 

· Give users as much control as possible over the help system. 

· Make help messages accurate and complete. 

· Do not use help to compensate for poor interface design. 

Online Manuals

· Reproduction of printed manuals online 

· paper page layouts may not convert well 

· dealing with figures problematic 

· attractive if users have large enough display (full page) 

· close match between printed and online versions useful 

· Enhanced by special online features 

· string search 

· multiple indices 

· multiple tables of contents 

· tables of figures 

· electronic bookmarks 

· electronic annotations 

· hypertext traversal 

· automatic history keeping 

· Most effective if manuals redesigned to fit electronic medium to take advantage of 

· multiple windows 

· text highlighting 

· color 

· sound 

· animation 

· string search with relevance feedback 

· Properly designed table of contents that can remain visible to side of text page vital 

· Novices need tutorials 

· Intermittent knowledgeable users can handle concise descriptions of interface syntax and semantics 

· Keyword lists improved by clustering into meaningful categories 

Types of help systems: 

· User can set level of detail and kind of information they obtain from system 

· Lists of help keystrokes or menu items 

· Context-sensitive help 

· Balloon help 

Online tutorials, demonstrations, and animations

Online tutorials can be effective because the user (Al-Awar et al) 

· Does not have to keep shifting attention between the terminal and the instructional material 

· Practices the skills needed to use the system 

· Can work alone at an individual pace and without the embarrassment of mistakes made before a human instructor or fellow students 

Demonstration systems: 

· Distributed on disk, CD-ROM, or over Internet 

· Designed to attract potential users 

· Typically show off system features using animation, color graphics, sound, etc. 

· User-interface requirements are to 

· capture and maintain user interest 

· convey information 

· build positive product image 

· Typical controls 

· automatic or manual pacing 

· length of demonstration (short versus in-depth) 

· stop 

· replay 

· skip 

Helpful Guides

· May be well-known personalities or cartoon figures to lead user through information 

· Help networks using email 

· sent to designated help desk or staff person 

· sent to general list within organization 

· users must publicly expose their lack of knowledge 

· risk of getting incorrect advice 

· Frequently asked questions (FAQ) lists for newcomers 



