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1
Introduction


My job was to amend existing topics and draft new ones according to the existing style, format, and structure. This meant that I made minimal design decisions. Thus, in this chapter I evaluate the organization and usability of the existing LBMS online documentation. I also discuss the special design issues for online documentation.

2
Organization: Individual Topic Design

2.1
Grouping


Consistent groupings and a highly structured page can be an effective aid to usability. Readers get to know where to look for specific types of information - what Brockmann calls "'page parsing' expectations" [5, p163]. The LBMS help files are organized into the following groupings:

0
Volume, ie, the overall Help file 


comprises several hundred individual topics 

1
Module, ie, the individual topic


comprises up to five discrete types of section depending to on what type of topic it is (ie, procedural or reference)

2
Section


comprises:


2.1
Non-scrollable main heading


2.2
Non-scrollable graphical menu bar


2.3
Introduction or overview


2.4
Procedural steps, or a description of the interface features


2.5
"See also" cross-references to other topics

3
Sub-section


comprises indented sub-steps or sub-section descriptions

2.2
Text-Structuring, and Layout

2.2.1
Within these broad groupings, text-structuring is a more detailed design feature that aims to aid scanning and, thus, is a useful access aid:


users are likely to rely heavily on quick access tools: headings, tabs, tables, bulleted lists, and numbered procedures. They exploit devices that promise needed information with minimal effort [9, p115].


Many LBMS topics use lists - bullets and, for the procedural topics, numbered steps. The procedural topics also include supplementary "checkpoint" information. This is not clearly separated from the steps themselves, resulting in a dense and cluttered feel (see the example in Appendix J, page J3). 

2.2.2
Because the screens are resizeable, there are problems when the help topics use tables. Figure 5.1 shows the standard size help window (ie, about a half of the total screen space). As you can see, users do not have access to part of the information in the table. This forces the user to maximize the screen, which in turn prevents the user from viewing both the topic and the software at the same time. The same problem applies to the graphical menu bar - the buttons on the far right of the topic are obscured from view.

Figure 5.1

How information on a table is not available 

in a standard size help window




2.2.3
Resizeable screens also means that there is no limitation to the number of characters on a line. I did, however, follow Horton's advice to try to keep paragraphs brief (often to just a single sentence) because they seem longer on screen [15, p273]. 

2.2.4
LBMS topics are often long, which necessitates scrolling. This limits the use of white space. When scrolling, white space can suggest to users that they have reached the end of the topic, resulting in the loss of information. Also, as Horton points out:


Although sparse screens are easier to scan, there are problems... [They] may purchase a 10 per cent increase in reading speed with a 300 per cent increase in the number of screens [15, p236].

2.3
Coding and Conventions

2.2.1
Coding is the use of font, size, and spacing to emphasize or separate textual features. The main features in SE/SB are:
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bold - for identifying menu commands

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
colour - for identifying glossary words or hypertext links (in green)
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underlining - as above: a dotted line for glossary items, and a solid line for links

2.2.2
Green, underlined words can be difficult to read - especially if there are many scattered around a single topic. Thus, most links are in the "See Also" section at the end of the topic. However, this creates other usability problems, eg:
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users lose the context as to why there is a link

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
users are often presented with far too many choices (sometimes over 20), which, because of all the underlining are extremely difficult to scan


I discuss these points in more detail in section 5.4 below.

2.2.3
There is little differentiation between levels of heading, which is typical of the overall poor layout. (Both Farkas [14, p27] and Weiss [45, p60; 46, p14] observe that a typical Windows topic is poorly laid out and difficult to use - a view with which I agree.) As can be seen from Appendix J (page J2), there are only two different font sizes, although indentation also indicates different levels of heading.  However, more than two sizes can be distracting online; users are unable to scan the whole "page", or group of pages simultaneously (as in a book). 


Appendix H includes the LBMS guidelines for topic design.

3
Organization: Sequencing 

3.1
Author-Defined Sequences

3.1.1
Horton raises the issue of whether the idea of a sequence is even appropriate to online documentation:


Traditional rhetoric decrees that a work have a beginning, middle, and end. But an online help document can have many beginnings, and it ends as soon as the user is satisfied or gives up [15, p162].


However, users still:


expect the writer to lead them through the jungle of information... Experience has shown that users follow trails easily and enjoyably, but has not established that they can forge useful trails with little guidance [15, p160].


Online documentation, therefore, should still offer a preferred path, which users can choose to follow or ignore according to what benefits them most. 

3.1.2
In SE Help, each topic is part of one of the following categories: Forms, Properties, Diagrams, Tools, Keyboard and Mouse, or How To.  Within each category, the sequence is alphabetic, except for the How To topics, where it is chronological - ie, the sequence follows a "typical" database design life cycle. There are similar categories in SB help - How To, Mapping Information, and Tools (frequent to specialized, alphabetic, and frequent to specialized respectively). However, users are unlikely to browse through alphabetic sequences. More useful are topic clusters, which I discuss next.

3.2
Topic Clusters

3.2.1
Figure 5.2 shows an example of the Triggers cluster in SE help. The user clicks on the mini-contents button to display this pop-up menu or table of contents (however, cf 2.1.4, above: users who do not maximize their screens can miss this button). This pop-up menu groups together both reference and procedural topics relating to a specific subject area. Each item on the menu is a "hyperlink" to that topic
Figure 5.2

Triggers form help topic showing 

graphical menu bar, mini-contents button, and mini-contents pop-up




Clusters like these imply a logical relationship between the separate topics. It follows that users should be able to access each topic sequentially [15, p189]. This, however, is not possible here. To get from one topic to the next requires users to go via the mini-contents button each time, which means irritating extra button clicks.

3.2.2
A more fundamental flaw is that not every topic in the cluster has a mini-contents button, which quickly leads to disorientation. The reason for this idiosyncrasy is that certain topics are re-used in more than one cluster, and unless these topics are duplicated, it is impossible to put a different mini-contents pop-up menu on each one. This is easier to maintain, but it forces the user to work out an obscure logic. If a topic has no mini-contents button, then he or she must use the back button. This adds a burden to a probably already burdened user. I suggest an alternative in section 7 (illustrated in Appendix K1).

4
Task-Orientation


Task-orientation is an integral component of effective computer documentation [5, p91]. It is, however, a more complex concept than what initially seems. As such, I discuss task-orientation and the LBMS help systems in my special area (chapter 7).

5
Access Mechanisms

5.1
Context Sensitivity


Insofar as online help should support users who are in the middle of a task [34, p301], seamless access from the software is paramount. In SE/SB, each screen has a "software link" to the relevant help topic. Users can access it by either pressing the f1 key, clicking on a help button on the graphical tool bar, or selecting from the Help menu. 

5.2
Keyword Search

5.2.1
The standard Windows keyword search facility functions as an electronic index. Improving keyword access was one of the project sub-tasks (U10) for this release, and I spent the last week of my placement working on this. For paper indexing, Oatey [31] suggests organizing by nouns rather than general verbs (eg, "triggers: create", rather than "create triggers"). I took this on board, but an advantage of online, scrollable indexes, is that they can be much larger, and so I incorporated both methods, as well as variations on the topic title, for as Horton points out:


In one test, increasing keywords (from 2 to 32 per topic) increased search success rates from 21 percent to 76 percent [15, p277].

5.2.2
There are, however, limitations to this facility. Although it suggests a fast, direct access mechanism, it is actually rather laborious. Price and Korman suggest that users should be able to reach Help topics in a maximum of four actions [34, p311], but using this facility takes at least seven steps. Also, highly detailed indexes make scrolling through the list more laborious and more difficult to find the items.
.5.3
Tables of Contents

5.3.1
A Table of contents (TOC) typically provides an outline of the material that subsequently aids scanning and skipping to the relevant material. This is not relevant with hypertext links. Horton, however, suggests that online TOCs can still show 


how topics are organized and the relationship among them. It can easily establish a mental model of the document's content [15, p67].

5.3.2
The SE/SB help systems include a rich array of menus and TOCs:
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main, top-level TOC (Appendix I, page I1)
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second and third level TOCs (Appendix I, pages I2 and I3)
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pop-up menus from the graphical menu bar (Appendix I5)
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mini-contents (see section 3.2 above)


Together, they partly succeed in establishing the system's grid structure. However, I found the How To TOCs confusing. There are actually three levels, and this hierarchical structuring is not clear from the main TOC. For example, starting with Appendix I (page I1), note that there is a "hyperlink" titled "Designing Your System", which takes us to page I2 - another TOC. Clicking on "Designing the Database" takes us to page I3 - yet another TOC. Only now can users get to the actual topics (page I4). It would be better to display this three-level organization, with indenting, on the main TOC. The counter argument, of course, is that this would then make the menu far too long for an online medium.

5.4
Cross-References ("Hyperlinks")

5.4.1
Each topic includes a comprehensive list of "See Also" hypertext cross-references. It is these "hyperlinks" that makes hypertext a powerful tool. However, they also tend to cause the "lost in hyperspace" syndrome [39, p125]. Take, for example, Appendix J (page J1). The brief for this topic was to  provide a conceptual overview of the granularity of the Create RI Trigger Tool - a potentially useful topic because this tool is somewhat abstruse, to say the least. However, I feel that the topic fails because to get the complete picture, users are forced to jump around the system, increasing the chances of becoming lost, and ultimately giving up. The explanation is fragmented. There is a clash here between the need for brevity and making topics autonomous. As Horton observes, this commitment to chunking does not necessarily improve usability: 


Once users find a topic that answers their question, they read in detail. They do not want to plod through three or four screens to read what could be presented in one [15, p236].

5.4.2
Secondly, there is a lack of context. Users are not told why they are being invited to "see also" other topics. As it is, users are forced to either guess which topic is the most appropriate, or laboriously navigate to every one. Appendix K (page K2) illustrates a possible alternative convention.

5.5
Orientation Aids


Brockmann ascribes online disorientation to "a lack of a sense of text":


A book's physical appearance is an analogue to its conceptual organization and structure... ; [eg], progressing three fourths of the way through a book can be physically verified by the number of pages passed. On-line documentation, however, has no inherent physical analogue to its organization and structure. Thus, readers are lost much more easily... [5, p70]


Brockmann suggests reference or navigational aids that mimic this sense of text. This does not mean creating online documentation as though it were a book. It does, however, involve giving the users an idea of the organization of overall document together with a series of  checkpoints that can include book-like features such as page-numbering [5, pp14ff; see also 26]. There is no page-numbering in the SE/SB systems. Appendix K (page K1) illustrates a possible improvement to the SE/SB help systems using these ideas.

5.6
Glossary


The documentation contains an extensive listing of key concepts that allow access to definitions. However, this is rarely possible from the topics themselves. This is because, as pointed out in paragraph 2.3.2, green, underlined words detract from readability. The glossary, therefore, functions more like a separate dictionary that users access via the permanent Windows glossary button. As such, I did not identify any glossary terms in my topics.

5.7
Other Standard Windows Access Aids


History is a record of each topic the user visits in a session. However, this can quickly become no more than  a meaningless list. Bookmark and the Annotate facilities allow users to "tag" important topics and to write their own comments respectively. Although. I find it more useful to print topics out and write annotations on the hard copy, these can be useful if users want to keep the material online

6
Minimalism

6.1
Minimalism is essentially a training paradigm with an emphasis on discovery learning, and as such, does not seem relevant to online help systems. However, Oatey and Pollard [32] see minimalism as a framework that is a useful reference point in designing any usable documentation. This framework covers the more common sense ideas such as bulk and word count as well as more technical ideas such as reducing obstacles to use.  

6.2
Because of the computer's storage capacities, issues such as bulk and duplication should not really matter for online documentation (although, as I mention in section 3.2, topics are not duplicated). At the topic level, brevity is paramount. In this vein, many authors tend to characterize online help as being intrinsically of a "quick reference" variety:


An online help facility should supply only that information that lets the user get on with his or her immediate task. In the paper world, online help might be analogous to a quick reference card [6, p361;  see also 5, p72].

6.3
LBMS help topics are more detailed than this. However, LBMS help also includes "step-by-step" pop-up windows (see figure 5.3). These contain briefer versions of the main procedural topics and are fully cross-referenced to them so that users can access more elaborated information if they want to. Personally, I think these topics are much more accessible - and thus helpful - than the main help topics.

Figure 5.3

Step-by-step pop-up topic and its "parent" main help topic





6.4
Interestingly, minimalist ideas underpin Microsoft's guidelines for Windows 95 help. For example, Microsoft now advise the use of:
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smaller screens for procedural topics with no overviews (indeed, very much like LBMS's step-by-step help) 
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brief, field-specific, pop-up screens that users access directly from the software itself for reference information; this removes the need for dense, cluttered "main" topics [27; NB: there are no page numbers in this collection of papers]


For SE/SB, I believe that the implementation of both these guidelines would improve the "co-ordination between system and manual" (a minimalist objective) [8, pp115-6], reduce the size of the help file (and thus the navigational overhead), and as a result, remove obstacles to accessing the user information system.

7
Redesign of Help Topics: Some Ideas
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Include a mini-contents button on all topics even if this involves duplicating topics (see 3.2). Appendix K (page K1) illustrates a compromise solution
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Use topic numbering within a cluster to help establish a sense of text for the user. Appendix K (page K1) illustrates this
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Provide better context for cross-references (see 5.4.2). Appendix K (page K2) illustrates this
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Convert interface descriptions to software-based pop-up screens, or "interface help" (see 6.4)

8
Summary
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I had little input to the design of the documentation I produced; individual topic design, such as page layout and text structuring was, for me, a "given" (see Appendix H)
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I produced browse sequences that are consistent with existing LBMS help file structures. However, there are serious usability problems; the lack of a mini-contents button on every topic is particularly confusing
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Although there are a rich set of access mechanisms, users can easily become lost in hyperspace
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I feel the implementation of a more minimalist style (which is also the preferred style for Windows 95 applications) would improve usability
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