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1
General Observations on the Project

1.1
SE/SB successfully integrates the Windows shell with typical methods of working for systems analysis and design teams. The use of 3D tabbed forms, direct manipulation diagrams, and tools for manipulating designs effectively use typical users' prior knowledge and experience. Overall, the screen layout is consistent, visually appealing, and organized into meaningful groupings and sequences. Together, these features undoubtedly contribute to the product's market success. Even with my limited exposure to the principles of systems analysis and design, it is easy to see how SE/SB improves productivity, taking much of the drudgery out of the work (such as drawing diagrams in long hand, then using these diagrams to create the actual code by hand).

1.2
However, despite these overall successes, the product does have significant usability flaws, betraying, perhaps, its incremental evolution. There is a lack of feedback for some user actions, navigation can be complex (which places a burden on users, and so undermines the benefits of menus), and there is a subtle difference between tools and forms that may be lost on users. I think LBMS get away with this, though, because of their emphasis on human, "hand-holding" support, which includes training, consultancy, and an efficient and responsive customer services department (ie, hotline and second line support).

1.3
There are extensive online help files that complement this human support. These provide reference and procedural information, and on the face of it they fulfil Horton's advice to 


Cross-reference how-to-do-it information with how-it-works information so each can elaborate the other as needed [15, p129].


However, the dominant method of organizing this information is feature-based: topic clusters are organized around features, while the procedural topics concentrate and how these features work, rather than concentrating on the real world objectives that users can accomplish with these features. Insofar as LBMS emphasizes human support, I do not consider this a problem. The product is fully user-configurable, and as such, it would be a mammoth task to include all variations in the help file. Also, the target users are expert users who need to create and design other customized applications. As such, users need to know how the product works, not simply follow a set of commonly used procedures.

1.4
More problematic, however, is the overall organization and structure of the help files. I, like many people, find hypertext baffling; I am often lost within three to four mouse clicks. SE/SB help does help users in this, and, in fact, almost guarantees that users become lost because of the inconsistent (or rather the obscurely logical) use of the mini-contents button. Also, Windows help topics are intrinsically poorly laid out; but as Microsoft defines the industry standards, there is probably little that Windows help authors can do about it. I do have hope, however, that Windows 95 guidelines will improve matters - it certainly would for SE/SB, if LBMS chose to implement them.

1.5
SE/SB version 6.1 - Chaplin - is due for "roll-out" on 30 November 1995. The project began in March, while my placement began on 5 July. Thus my 12 week placement fitted in neatly with the bulk of the documentation cycle. It was not an easy placement, however, for two main reasons:

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
the difficulty in understanding the software and the specialized tasks it supports - exacerbated by the specifications that tended to presume a lot of prior knowledge of the system's functionality and behaviour

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
the lack of any design work (I was merely amending existing topics or drafting new ones to fit in with an existing design framework and style of writing) - a situation exacerbated by my general dislike of a typical Windows hypertext file

1.6
I felt my "output" (ie, what I actually drafted and got signed off) did not reflect the extensive "input" (ie, steep learning curve) I put into the project. On reflection, it may have been better to spend less time trying to understand the software before drafting, and simply begin drafting at a much earlier stage. As Brockmann says: Write poorly but edit well [5, p187]. 

2
Benefits from the Placement Experience


I did learn about, in more concrete terms, issues such as needing to develop relationships with developers, and I am more convinced than ever of the need to be highly structured in planning and executing the project. Also, despite my general dislike of Windows, it is undoubtedly useful to have experience of producing online help. And finally, writing for expert users was an interesting learning process as I felt the taught part of the course concentrated on novice users. I constantly had to check that I was not simply writing for myself (and so reflecting my own ignorance). However, whether I, or anyone at LBMS, gets this right is impossible to assess as there is no usability testing or customer research on how well the help files are received.

3
What Still Needs To Be Done


At the end of my placement, some topics were still awaiting technical review. Otherwise, all my tasks were completed. The new sub-project I started in the last week is only about 50% complete, and when I return to LBMS as an employee in October, I shall complete this. The milestones (see Appendix E1) show a software freeze on October 9, while the writing team have until October 30 to complete all documentation. 

4
Summary

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
SE/SB is complex software that supports expert users in specialized tasks; it is a market leader, but with scope for improvements in usability 

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
SE/SB user support is comprehensive with an emphasis on the human medium; the main documentary support is online help, which is primarily product oriented, but which, given the nature of the software, its users, and the total user support system, is appropriate
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SE/SB's help system, however, does require improvements to its usability, especially on navigation

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
For me, the placement made the course more "complete" - ie, I experienced writing online help and what it is like to work in a integrated developer-writers team
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