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Introductions included the following items described by participants as the most important challenges for providing ‘help’:

· Partition groups into subgroups – how to identify user groups to focus help since it is not possible to target all users equally

· Defining the appropriate level of help to offer

· Identify the questions that are most workable and put them in a theoretical context

· Getting experts to volunteer expertise for providing service and make people aware of service

· How to allow user control of help tools – how to keep it from being patronizing

· Making help context sensitive 

· Motivate people to invoke help

· Make interface “invisible” to the users – integrate with task

· Intuitive understanding – how to define characteristics that can be explained visually – reduce text associated with providing help

· Move away from functional help to a more information-oriented version – there are differences and information help is more important

· Lack of research and good models that we can use for this stuff – and we need to learn more about triggers

· Cost that it will take organizations to design this help – how much they are willing to invest and benefit for users

· May need to rethink using the word “help” – challenge of metadata – data ferret (MURI – minimum unit of retrievable information) – naked data is no good, need a minimum set of information – some aspect of the meaning of the data, integrated in a seamless way

· Meta challenge – how to invigorate colleagues to do research; multi-layered design; allow people to gracefully acquire information (never get into trouble)

· Standardization – how to help people develop an expectation for what they will get (or get into) when they press help – emotional preparedness

· Better framework for thinking about the relationships between the user and task and the content that is in the system and how the various states (problem states, gaps) come and go – a matrix of factors with an idea of which problems we might be able to work on – some way to think about this problem. It is more than the interface, but includes the knowledge state and task and system.

· How to trigger help, make user aware that it is available, behaviors that the user takes on when he/she needs help – identify the behaviors and use that as a trigger for help.

· What we should do instead of context-sensitive help; some kind of situated help that could apply to a task, but not allow the system to guess.

Goals of the symposium

· What is context and how can help be considered in context?

· How can we get people to use it at the right time?

· How can we investigate and evaluate?

· What do we do next?

“Mantra” for help:  “Find what you need, understand what you find (no naked data)”

Notes from Jack’s (Jack Carroll) overview

· Historically, help was an online reference manual with a primitive table of contents and limited navigation capability – one would have to know a lot about the answer you are seeking for the manual to be helpful.

· Help has evolved into a disaggregated set of information services, such as: Tool tips such that mouseover provides a definition of an object; online reference books; and reliance on search (convenient – easy to build, can continue to throw chunks into it, leaving the user to sort through what is in it – unsatisfactory and worse than manuals because it leaves so much for the users)

· State of the art – where expectations and practices are now: help was about using the interface and the user was a domain expert – now things are more general and the domain is less clear. Govstat domain is complicated, users may not know much about it. Help challenges with respect to the technology AND the context. This aggravates the traditional problem – people don’t know they need help – and when they get it, may not know how it relates to their problem.

· With respect to context, there is a long history in studies of help. In information system interactions, it is hard to guess user’s context – chance of being wrong, adding to frustration would be considerable. Help as stories by analogy may help to make statistical data more meaningful – a scaffold, or guide for someone to get started (example of the CMU site, http://lib.stat.cmu.edu/DASL/). There is a “down” side – when people seek help – adding stories may seem perverse because it may add to cognitive load. 

· Help is definitely related to learning – depends upon what people need and want to learn. Learning occurs in the context of doing. Help is an informal context and a learning interaction.

Jack’s remarks led to further discussion and questions: 

· Gary: how to chunk learning into small parts? FAQs as help system.

· Ann: is there research on FAQs? 

· Jack: Human communities – smaller communities, other users are helpful – a social interaction, mediated by people. Social rewards in building relationships. 

· Pseudo FAQs on Census Web site – questions at top – questions are seeded by the agencies. Later, they become faqs because questions rise on the list as they are “asked”. Applied research – data on what is accessed. Answers are not static – may get a continually updated link as the answer. [blends search with faqs]

We looked briefly at: 

https://ask.census.gov/cgi-bin/askcensus.cfg/php/enduser/std_alp.php

· What is the issue? [Iddo] Mapping users and products – help that relates to tables? Other? A press release, for example, is a simple document that may answer questions people have. Statistical agencies put out reports, too. Iddo has looked at products of statistical agencies – and has found great diversity. Some make use of reports – report is a self-contained statistical system. Interaction with a document and the document needs to carry with it a help system (glossary, appendix, etc.) – but sometimes it isn’t very helpful. Metadata is often already there – data are not naked. Are we considering the knowledge that is contained in products as well as the raw data? Answers may be embedded in the reports.

· Ben: data, reports, web pages are important elements. Do we have FAQs for doing faqs? NASA Web site has a good way of targeting different audiences. National Cancer Institute also targets different groups. 

· Laurie: A comment on tool tips: There are limitations on what can be included in the ALT tag – sighted user, blind user have different needs. W3C tags have been usurped for accessibility. There is a table attribute to specify a row group to stay on screen as one scrolls down rows, but the attribute can also be used for accessibility.  Dual use attributes currently are a problem.

(Example, for the blind a table might be read as follows:)

County: Mecklenberg


Men:  Total


Women: Total

County: Forsyth


Men: Total 


Women:

(but, we would not want to display it this way for sighted people because it is repetitious and inefficient)

· Problems with technology in other ways – help that appears in popups, for example, gets lost when the browser disables popups.

· Gary: one problem may be how to connect the help that already exists. When do we remove one set of training wheels and move to the next? Not every information domain is such that it can be organized this way. But there may not be a better alternative. 

· Collaborative learning – mentor relationships? [John Bosley] “People are going to get our data wrong.” Maybe examples of goofs should be included in the stories. Link data to publications that use the data – make that part of the metadata. 

· Jack: link to news stories provides a context – the stories link to examples. [user interface hall of shame – examples of bad as well as good – engages learning]

· There are distinctions between “learning mode” versus simply trying to get an answer in the type of help that is needed

· Table browser – naked number in a table, what one would need to know to understand that number (unit of measure, column/row heading, where did the question come from – other specific things that could help with a table), then how to map to interface questions – the mechanisms are problematic. Discussion of press release – what makes it work is that it builds context, is layered, has a headline. May need to think about how to make use of data that is already there, hot to mine data for more information.

· Promoting use of the releases may be worthwhile; detecting when people get stuck and pointing to the releases. 

· Sheila: Hierarchy of metadata that could be added – focus has been what is doable technically – but how can we connect levels of metadata to Bloom’s taxonomy for example. Hierarchy that comes from understanding – how to evaluate it? Need to explain how it will help the user to understand the information – a framework. Is it worth the cost? Is it “better” enough to justify costs? 

· Ann: from analysis of questions, the questions are specific and the news releases are not very specific, so added Fast Stat site in response. 

· Jeff: pathfinders and press releases are self-help things.

· Sheila: interpretation in the report/release is good, but other questions are not covered there.

· John: Tabular format is a “pernicious dinosaur” in the world of statistical data. Is it time to blow off the table? May need to move beyond. Alternatives? Disambiguate information in the table. Approach the data through the limitations? Interpretation of the table needs more. 

Summary:


Idea of layers of help, making use of information that already exists to provide help, and we raised the possibility of getting rid of tables

Discussion of Context:

· What the user knows coming in

· What is help? 

· Something for meaning and understanding; 

· something to repair a problem; 

· something to avoid a problem; 

· something to assist learning

· Requirements and constraints for each? “How to” versus “definition” are needed to understand what context is.

· Cannot anticipate, guess all of the users’ contexts. How will it get us anywhere?

· Procedural, process vs. basic knowledge – find what you need, understand what you find – recognize what you need. Accept that you have a problem.

· Ben and Gary’s model for help conditions:

· Recognize need, 

· State goal 

· Initiate process

· What to do next?

· Going somewhere and getting stuck

· Coping with error messages

Positive examples, safety in backing out, prevention of danger (training wheels) – recognizing need, stating goal, and initializing are the hard part. Tables may be exemplars – exemplars are good; multi-step process as well as multi-layer. Examples: photo systems (first process is get the photos from the camera, second process is to touch them up, third is to print or save).

Second dimension: types of tasks – comparison, help conditions under which people might need help and goals they might have, identification, retrieval, computation dimensions related to task. Then can focus on particular cells in the table. Tasks are more approachable. Can speculate about the task context and level of granularity.

· Putting user in the center vs putting the task in the center. Putting the task in the center makes it feasible to do – story, analogy as a guide to how data might be used.

· There are almost too many tasks and levels of granularity. User task / taxonomy. Even “finding” is at multiple levels of granularity. It is possible to get distorted views of information. 

· How to get people behind the data that the agency has chosen? 

· Granularity – are goals and tasks the same? Comparison might be a level of granularity of task. Help on making comparisons might be done at a general level. 

· User-task taxonomy might include 5 data sources for a prototype – explore/learn; verify/find; judge/compare; refer to other sources/routine lookup; plan/forecast 

· What process will get us to the right level of granularity? What can we ignore?

· Can we say that we are not interested in expert users? Leave them out?  Should we lop them off as models as well? Too motivated! Jesse: opposite example. Agencies have an understanding of the experts – do not even know who the others are! 

· Task-centered or user-centered? Should maybe be more task-centered.  Contract escalation clause lookups at BLS – one of most common tasks. Groups that may need to use data: people writing grants and students. 

· Difference between the private and public sector is the education role. Not just the help, but other educational aspects of the agencies. 

· Motivation for learning statistics may come from community efforts (Baltimore statistics program, etc.) and from agencies – to broaden use of statistics.

Summary from morning

· Will not worry about experts


· Focus on tasks instead of users, focus on specific, obvious; which to prototype (level of granularity?)

· Interface as help – promote existing useful things (press reports, Fastfacts, etc.)

· Removing boundaries between agencies

Discussion about triggering help

· How do you let people know what is available?

· How do you encourage people to give something a try?

· Integrate so tightly that people can’t escape from it?

· Show me more – Instructions (Choosing a style to replace HELP)

· Help needs to be welcoming, give a sense of control, “show me,” feeling of privacy/independence; how to create motivation (engage interest through color, etc.); support and reinforce effort  [John will check govbenefits site for data and feedback]. What kinds of people and what kinds of help do people get when they are really in need?

· Triggers may need to be more “in your face” when people need help at top level; less “in your face” and more for user to take initiative further down -- internal conditions set to trigger, but cues present to allow the user to decide. 

· Techniques other than Welcome include tool tips with mouseovers and press F2 for more (progressive disclosure on demand); how to link to underlying help in a unified way?  (Fade in/fade out discussion about bringing information forward as needed.)

· “About” pull down for agencies as a test? Open up a help window?  We will continue to worry about motivation.

· Flux (macromedia) produces animations on the fly? May be a tool for customizing context for the user? Would include the number they found in the definition and not just the definition.

Help in Govstat

· Carol Hert: Checklists – what to be aware of in making comparisons, things that change over time – taxonomy of help presentation. (Carol provided handouts and notes for a working paper)

· Catherine’s presentation: Narrated deomos - Dynamaps help; levels (3) – sticky notes were opened and closed in a way that showed where the help button was so that users can get back to it easily. Sticky notes helped, but it is hard to do – easy to put notes on the screen, but integrating with the interface is harder. [Easy to create because of multiple levels, but the number of sticky notes were limited.] Demos were easier to do and worked well; integrated help worked well but were difficult to do.

· Help taxonomy – (from slide, from Ben & Catherine’s book); online help, communities, chat and discussion around it [800 most valuable programmers] Collaborative tools online are “favorable” at BLS now at least for internal use. Leveled structures make it much easier to design help – know that a base level of knowledge exists. Enables novices to begin easily, give experts full power – graceful evolution. Need more research.  Cognitive theory of skill acquisition. Layers in other fields – by feature, by function, by application – NASA, National Cancer Institute have examples. Layers are a potent approach. Layered design in other venues. What about layering information?  

· Sheila: Metadata and levels of help: Metadata is key to knowing what you are bringing together. Integration tasks: discover kinds of metadata helpful; build schema using them; build interfaces based on it.  Hierarchy of integration / low level of integration – start with little metadata moving up to complex and large quantity of metadata. Built schema makes it possible to link contextual information, data values, searching rows, columns, titles, but not linking row/column headings to underlying variables or link analysis units and statements, definitions and documents across agencies. Next steps: does going up levels improve user abilities to find information, understand it, use it; how does it map to Bloom? How to build prototype metadata-based interfaces 

· Gary: Portal help – camtasia help for operations in the new portal. Looked at most common tasks people do when building a portal – arrange something - less than 20 seconds for support and well-defined tasks. Limitation of this is that it works well with procedural tasks – what does “mean” mean? What are seasonal adjustments? Narrations that deal with concepts.  [Is there a level of help that “freaks people out”? – Carol Hert – do people expect consistency in look and feel of help?] Maybe the cue should be similar-looking, but may not be an issue beyond – may need to fit in some ways 

· Stephanie’s presentation: Glossary help – on the spot, instantly available, precise definitions that can help someone to make the right decision. Three levels: text, still graphics with text, and animations. User study in the summer of 2004. Could they answer a question that they could not answer before? Were they more confident about the answer? Attractiveness was an issue, too – how likely to click on that link. A lot of these things seemed to work. They were not doing real tasks, but prescripted tasks. Format did not make much difference. Personal preferences expressed for all three. For basic definitions, text was efficient – but when it involved how things worked, animations or graphics were more helpful (process). Which words or terms benefit from the animations and which are gratuitous? They take a long time to produce and refine, so it would be beneficial to focus on the presentation that is necessary to convey the concept. [Lisa: a study found similar results – process was more important for recall than definition].  John – bringing something into being may need to be explained – whereas mean, median exist and are characteristic of the data. Iddo – everyone develops their own definitions of those terms – would be helpful to seek consistency – what should literacy level be? 

Perhaps the goal is to build help that is always present, but with more “personality”

Can we build a theory of help? How do we get there from here? A theory of help may be modulated by limitations of the technology, the organizations, the application. Need to think of it as more than “help” 

Ways forward 

· Build good stuff; establish a research agenda; rely on HCI theories and models

· Subtheories – methods, etc. – Jack:  descriptive theories (we have some); explanatory theories (what goes on? How does it work? Some theory there, too – come in with knowledge, etc. – possible to enrich this); prescriptive theories (have some); predictive theory (we do not have); generative theories (don’t have – what is missing in theory)

How to proceed? Let’s have a book of collected papers? Let’s have a journal of online assistance? One-page research agenda, listing 6 or 8 things – what would you do if you have a million dollars? What are the grand challenges in online help? Do you want NSF to develop/fund? Loss of productivity, focus to develop citizen participation, how many people find what they need? National need for more work? 

Jack: NSF unlikely to create a program in online help, but maybe a center or a workshop – make it an issue if you are on a program committee – user interfaces, a help component. People are struggling – go to the NSF program managers. Write the statement without the word “help” in it. Supporting users – supporting self-efficacy – smarter citizens and better security. A one page list of challenges – help challenges – a manifesto of sorts. 

Support for agencies – presentation might be helpful – replication of tools/presentation via seminar series might be helpful. Need to demonstrate an active community. Focus on processes. 

SATURDAY, JANUARY 22, 2005
Themes for a research agenda:

· Progressive exposure, starting with info tips

· Animated and (marinated?) approaches

· Control seem to help – engagement

· Studies of animation

· Multilevel, multistep approaches

· Procedural tasks

· Declarative tasks

· Mixed tasks (e.g. comparison)

· Evaluation

Re-examine learning theories


e.g. zone of proximal development (Bloom)

Avoid help clutter

· Foregrounding/backgrounding/fading

· Coordinate with task stages

· Coordinate with content of work window
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Promote help as integral part of providing information online


Specific tasks that show clear benefits



Task hierarchy characteristics to help identify?

Connections with (statistical) education community

Evaluation [above]


Alternate metrics to baseline of problems from logs, etc.


Mechanism at BLS for experimental sections


Principal indicators: Economy at a glance (are there problems with it? Covers a spectrum of things – attach experimental help with that, for example?)


How many different purposes are we trying to serve?




Academic research (how interactions work)




Publicity, persuasive role 

John: Track waves and cycles, what is happening on the Web site. At BLS there will be a redesign. (changing to NA classification system drained resources) – need to be aware of those trends. 

Other tools – online survey of original relation browser (9 mo.) – anecdotal evidence, email interaction, 

[Evaluation of demos: a brief discussion followed about how Govstat animation demos may be used and evaluated at NCHS and SSA. This is a wonderful opportunity. Ann is planning to place them on the part of the NCHS site that she controls, the NCHS definitions and eventually hopes they will be linked to FastStats. Laurie indicated that Quick Facts might be a good place to try them on the SSA site.]

May be able to rely on classes (poli sci, journalism, etc.) for feedback

NC employment security commission – particular things to test via the employment offices around the state to collect data; 

Internal concerns about the science behind the studies in agencies

Satisfaction surveys are problematic to the agencies because the samples are unreliable.

Organizational cooperation is an issue, seeing results, follow-up often never occurs – or one agency volunteers 


People who do the content nuggets are not the decision-makers – when it affects only part of the web site, it is less an issue

Specific agenda for Govstat 


Looking for success stories (specific task issues)


Consolidate notes


Share photos


Funding: small grant for targeted workshop from NSF; community support; would someone be willing to lead that effort? Outcome would be a white paper delivered as the final report. Significant event in 9-12 months is possible – can have influence; is do-able. 


Synthesize: research agenda – tech report – executive summary; raw notes (appendices, notes of meeting) – package to allow people to examine/reflect. Agency partners can benefit from at least a one-page summary. A summary and an agenda of questions – two one-page products. Highlights, see details, and a ten-page tech report for the Web. [There are other tech reports on help to aggregate and synthesize]. 


John Bosley could benefit from screen shots of tools, URLs of tools; 

Jesse’s comments: visual representation of kinds of things that could be done – information road maps, task maps across agencies.  Functional representation of model, schematic arrangement (Cristina)

Jon: best practices focus instead of trying to capture context.  

Retrieve paper and URL references from the help symposium list and consolidate  (Jung Sun)

Develop a potential “to-do” list for the agencies.

WHAT SHOULD BE ON THE AGENDA – Summary of Symposium

Help is an integral part of delivering information online.


Eliminate help as a separate entity  [enrich the meaning for others]


Conditions under which help might be required include recognizing the need, stating a goal, initiating a process, deciding what to do next, getting somewhere and getting stuck, and coping with error messages


Help is best provided in layers – identifying those as part of the research agenda?

Help is dynamic. Layered, “meaning making rather than meaning in position” (John Bosley)

RESEARCH AGENDA

How can help be promoted in a positive way? What are the problems / obstacles associated with “help”?

What are the target groups of users for help? (characteristics for which tasks are known)

What are the target tasks for help?

How to design help (how it is used) to design products?  Matching skill/ harvesting the information to improve products.

Create a matrix and prioritize what can be done – more general sets of questions 

Best judgment of user needs/help – cognitive issues? The agencies know the tip of the iceberg. 

What is the ecology/dialectic/relationship between information resources and help? 

Help is not remedial, but is a kind of learning (part of the information ecology) but is part of being human, part of the information process, part of the human condition. [it is not bad] – making sense of the world 

Statistical agencies cannot easily create multiple instantiations of the same materials, so the help is needed for varied populations to use it – so it is a type of learning. 

Identify users of the press releases (non-journalistic) and find what they use. (nutritional supplements for various species?)

Education theories around constructivist learning


Triangular framework – information/people/learning – help as integral to all – help ourselves, help each other.


There is no help? Just learning? Negotiation? 



How do you convince an agency that help is needed?

Gary’s manifesto:

Whereas we believe that Help is an important component of the information ecology;

· Help is not separate from the information production enterprise

· Help is an integral part of providing information online

Whereas we believe that help is an important component of the human effort to make sense of the world;

· e.g., Remediation is only one type of help

 Whereas the web has made statistical products available to much broader portions of the population; and

 Whereas statistical literacy is low worldwide;

 We therefore aim to make help an integral part of statistical information creation and dissemination and use at all levels of government and call for a concerted international effort to make statistical information accessible and understandable by all peoples of the world.


Subparagraphs: we have an enriched sense of what help is – factors of the problem


Interaction is manifest in terms of tasks (focus, context, prototype tasks, stories) and technologies – help through the interface


Government statistical information provided by organization, and goal of SKN is to help people use it

Sheila Denn’s Notes:

Challenges:

· Partitioning user groups into subgroups – how do you decide on which subgroups to focus?

· How to find the way to appropriate levels of help? Balance between help focused on beginners and on experts.

· How to put help in a theoretical context.

· How to get experts to volunteer their expertise (in a digital reference context)? How do you make users aware that a service is even there?

· Emotional factor in user interactions with tools.

· Making help context-sensitive.

· Motivate people to use help. High literacy folks invoke help, low literacy folks do not – how to get help to those who need it most.

· Interfaces that are invisible to users – so help integral to main task, not separate (like wizards, for example).

· How do you make help attractive to people? Need to make it intuitive. What are the characteristics of items that can be explained visually? Most help very text-heavy.

· Functionally oriented help vs. information-oriented help.

· Lack of research and good models for help. Need more work there. Need to understand triggers, that will help with what kind of help, where it needs to be, and how to present it.

· How do organizations create/rely on help to help people working remotely do their jobs?

· Challenge of the costs of designing help and researching help. Will organizations be willing to shoulder that cost? Is the benefit worth the cost?

· Difficulty of using the word “help” to refer to what we’re doing. May have counter-productive shades of meaning. Challenge is continuing alienation of data from metadata. MURI – minimal unit of retrievable information. People should not get naked data. There must be a minimal set of metadata (question that was asked of the respondent in a survey, for example). That gives insight into meaning of data. Need to fix legacy systems to associate data with metadata.

· How do we invigorate people to renew interest in online help research? (Multi-layered design, kind of like the idea of integrating help into the task). “Graceful evolution through design.”

· What is the role of standardization? How do you help people get an expectation of what they are going to get when they invoke help?

· What is a good framework for thinking about the relationships between a person interacting with a system, and an information corpus, and a task. Where are the gaps, problem states, how do they come and go? Is there a “help matrix” we can create to frame this problem?

· How is help triggered, how do you make the user aware of it? What kind of behavior is the user engaging in when she has a need for help? Maybe identifying these behaviors would help us tailor the delivery vehicles of help.

· Skeptical of context-sensitive help – so what can we do instead? Situated help – help comes with a story or some kind of context of its own. Lightweight enough for user to apply to current task so that system not trying to guess what user task is.

· “Context” and “help” are sloppy words. Help has an undeservedly bad reputation.

Initial Questions for Symposium

· Context and help: How can (should) help be connected to its context? What context(s) should we consider?

· Triggering help: How can we get people to use the right help at the right time?

· What are the hot topics or pressing problems in help (see above)?

· How can we partner to address the above?

SKN (2003-2006)

· Create SKN prototype with agency partners

· Integration

· Horizontal across Federal agencies

· Vertical through to state/local/non-profits

· Emphasis on non-expert users

Interface prototypes we have:

· Relation Browser

· Multilayered help: treemaps, video help

· Animated Glossary

· Contextualizer

· PairTrees

· Spatial audio for maps

· Missing data

Jack Carroll:

Historically, help is an online reference manual with some primitive table of contents navigation capability. But of course you can’t find something if you don’t know what it is. Over the years help has evolved into a disaggregated set of information services (like tool tips, which are underutilized in interfaces). Not like a reference manual, and doesn’t require any more of the user than seeing an object on screen and wondering what it is. Contemporary help systems rely on search. Easy to build for developers, but the user is on her own to sort through what’s presented. Unsatisfactory, doesn’t even provide way to see relationships between chunks of information in the help.

One way to think about help is to think about the state of the art. Another way is to think about what is special about the GovStat Project/SKN. One interesting thing is that the classical help situation is for the interface function; it is assumed that the user is a domain expert. Less true where domain is less clear. In GovStat, the domain is both very broad, and the information domain is very complicated, and users may have little knowledge. This is unusual. There are help challenges both with respect to the user interface machinery and also with the content. People don’t know about statistics, and they also don’t know about which agencies collect which data.

This aggravates an old help problem, which is that people don’t know they need help. But when they get help, they may be confused about the help relates to their own personal concerns, interests, and tasks. Makes it an interesting help domain, having these two layers of concern.

With respect to context, there is a long history of context in studies of help. The problem is the difficulty of guessing context. In information systems interactions, it is especially difficult to guess at interests. Not sure what the idea of being sensitive to context would mean. The risk of losing credibility and losing the user’s trust is considerable.

The notion of adding context – like CMU’s idea of embedding statistical data within a story (URL?). This kind of thing might make interacting with statistical data more meaningful, might provide a scaffold.

Help systems are unique information systems in that people want to interact with them as little as possible. So adding stories might be seen as perverse, as it keeps the user in the help longer and runs the risk of having little relationship to the task the user is trying to do.

Q: Continuum between formal learning and help (which is embedded in a task). Is it really a continuum, or are these two different things? What are the relationships?

There can be a wide gap, but help is definitely related to learning. Sometimes people don’t want to learn – and sometimes that’s appropriate, it’s not the right use of their time. Help is an informal learning context. It’s best for us to think of it as learning.

Q: So how do you chunk learning into really small parts?

Q: Is there research on FAQs?

They obviously have downsides; not much actual research.

Q: Census has pseudo-FAQs on their website. It’s a customer management system that has seeded questions from each division. They do this because the division has determined which point is the best entry point to get to that particular division’s information. Also FAQs not static info – but link to the spot where that info is automatically updated. So FAQ as a more integrated blend of search and FAQ.

Q: Basic problem definition – what is the issue? Work done mapping users to data products. When we speak of help, are we talking about help for raw data tables, or for other products (press releases, etc.). Very often the press releases have the information in the easiest ways for people to understand. The mix of data tables vs. reports varies by agencies. Reports are self-contained system of statistical information. So you need a glossary and other help within the document. So the problem is that these documents are often not well designed – no good links to appendices, glossaries, footnotes, etc. When we think about SKN, are we talking about just the data, or the broader network of different kind of objects? Lack of links between data and reports where data has already been interpreted.

[Ben answers]

Lots of kinds of objects. 

Q: Hands can be tied in development for things like tooltips for government developers because of accessibility requirements. Happens particularly with tables – there is an attribute where you can specify a scope as a row group. The thought is that down the road that would stay on the screen as you scroll down the rows. The row group is also used for accessibility. So overlaps in tagging between W3C and ADA is causing problems in tables.

Q: Which bits of help can we make non-technologically merged? How technologies operate influence how help works in the technology?

The table problem above represents miserliness with metadata fields. A good idea is getting used in too many ways and is getting watered down. 

Q: How do we deal with the constant change in technology in dealing with help systems?

Q: Continuum: press releases, reports, technical reports, scholarly papers, raw data in statistical world. There may be a way to connect the stuff that already exists in the agencies instead of needing to create all new help. To take advantage of the materials that are already there?

Q: Training wheels idea: how do we remove one set of training wheels and replace it with a more advanced set?

Not clear that every information domain is organized in such a way as to make that approach work. You have to analyze the information domain.

Training wheels idea – easier to ride, but you can’t use all of the advanced functionality. Idea is to make some functions inaccessible to make it easier to use – downside is there are some things you can’t do. In some application areas, more frustrating to users than it would be useful. Can you trust the user to know when to take off the training wheels?

Multi-layered design is a “soft” training wheels design. Layering allows you to engage information and probe for more whenever you want it. If it’s going to be a user-driven process, which is probably desirable, it should probably work that way.

Q: Has problems – what are best practices in building layering systems? How do you deal with the layering when you’re just dealing with short-term learning? How big are the jumps? How many layers should there be?

Q: To what extent do we want to attempt a collaborative learning approach? We need to bear in mind that people are going to misuse data, and there is nothing we can do about it. Maybe we should show examples of mistakes with data, where people did get it wrong.

[Idea of linking data to publications that use the data (scholarly articles, news stories, etc.) Problems with linking – proprietary sites, changing of hyperlinks, etc.]

Different modes of use – learning mode vs. “just getting an answer” mode. May be good to think of learning as a background mode behind all of the tasks that users do.

Gary: When first working on table browser, tried to figure out what you needed to know to understand a number. What’s the unit? What’s the row heading/column heading (especially column)? What was the actual question asked? 

So how do you map these onto interface functions? The mechanisms are problematic – but what are the classes of things that will help us understand?

Pursue the notion of press release – maybe they are a good source of help. Maybe icons that link to press releases.

Q: Why do press releases work? Attempt to provide context (interpretation), address things people “always ask about”, some comparison about why you should care about a number across time, resembles other things people are used to reading.

Gary: Maybe we should focus on extracting things from press releases.

Stephanie: Maybe we can mine the sites for other useful information.

Carol: Metadata group has worked on developing hierarchy – how do we evaluate this hierarchy.

Catherine: Think about news reports, press releases, etc. – as high impact things to tag.

John Bosley: Tabular format a “particularly pernicious dinosaur” – it obscures and mystifies the metadata behind the data. Needs to be blown up! If we are talking about new things to consider, maybe we should talk about what we should move beyond. At least self-constructed tables. The important thing is to disambiguate metadata. And the table makes it difficult to see the metadata. If you can interact with the metadata, then the table is constructed from it.

Barbara: Some help is for process/function, some for meaning/understanding. Affective aspect: A lot of help is to repair a problem that exists. There may be help to avoid a problem. There is the possibility of assisting learning. These describe in some sense “What is help”.

Do each come with their own requirements/restraints? Impacts context discussion – context is different for process help than it is for content help.

Discussion II: Context

Where is context? Is it for each kind of help? Does it overarch?

Is context impossible? You cannot hope to anticipate all of the users’ context. 

“Find what you need, understand what you find” – but initial step is “Recognize that you have a need, know what the goal is”.

Exemplars, templates, processes – ways to enter into help data.

Tasks – levels of abstraction/granularity. To what extent is data applicable? How can we detect and help users contextualize the use of data within a broad task?

User in the center vs. the task in the center. More appropriate to put the task in the center. The reference interview is to define what the user’s context is in great detail – can’t be automated. But characterizing task context is more tractable.

But how do you get users to the right task? Closely tied to annotation.

In analysis of questions to BLS, not much task-oriented questioning – more of finding information. Comparison task – but in this case, how do I know how much the CPI rose between one period of time and another (for contract negotiations, etc.). The BLS site is not very useful for this kind of task.

People in the field have designed their own tools for helping users – but the central agency organization has not captured these tools in an organized fashion.

Tasks are scary – too many of them, too many levels of granularity, where do we go with them? There is a subset of tasks that are very concrete – but a whole set of tasks that are more nebulous and much more difficult to support.

Better interfaces are help!

Idea of granularity – we’ve been talking about goals and tasks as if they are the same. Goals are high level (like writing a paper), while tasks are more like making a comparison.

Eleanor Rosch’s idea of a taxonomy of things – is there really a taxonomy of tasks?

Topic vs. presentation.

Task taxonomy (verify in Carol’s publication)

Explore

evaluate

refer to other sources

plan

forecast

How do you understand the granularity? What processes do we need to go through in terms of modeling that tells us what the right granularity is. 

This is the design problem – build the framework of typical tasks – set of more fine-grained subsets of these tasks. 

Is there general guidance to resolve this design problem – Gary says “Build It!”

One of the problems is that we know what the pieces are, but we don’t know what pieces we can safely ignore.

We’ve been assuming we need context – what if we don’t need that information? There will be people who want the “naked data”, we may not need to know their context. How can we design systems to pull information out of the user, and then how we can use that information and push appropriate information out of the user.

Do we really need to know why a user wants what she wants? Can’t we just refine based on relevance feedback techniques?

We are here because we share a fundamental belief that there is a context around the data that is useful to provide. But for us, maybe there needs to be an awareness that we won’t always get that information, and we need to know what to do in those situations.

If someone comes in with a specific question, context is not so important. If they just have a general idea that they need something, the context can be very important to heading them in the right direction. Maybe some prompts, or candidate tasks perhaps.

But sometimes a very specific question is an indication that they don’t know what they need, can have a whole lot more behind it. Depends on whether it’s an expert user or not. How do you evaluate the level of the user? But this takes us back to users not tasks!!

How do the questions “What is the CPI”, “What is the rate of inflation”, “What is the cost of living” relate to one another?

To focus the discussion, we agreed to talk about casual, non-expert users. However, we have talked about using their use as a model for how we should try to get non-experts to use the system. Is this valid? Or are expert uses different enough that it’s not a good model? Expert users have too much tacit knowledge to make that reasonable. Expert users also put up with crappy systems because they are highly motivated to get at the data they need.

How important is emulating an expert in learning? And how central is learning to help?

Agencies served primarily expert users for many years – they know these users pretty well. But the non-expert user have only been able to “stumble onto” the statistics site for a few years, and the agencies do not know so much about them.

Task-centered vs. user-centered: Lop off the user context that concerns setting, situation, (prior knowledge?). Leave the context that deals with particular tasks.

What are the limits of how much the interface can help on its own? Where do we need to insert help elements in addition to improving the interface?

Two kinds of users where there is a need for data that is not as well-specified as needing a single number: grant-writers, students, people needing financial planning help.

Where do our user groups go to find help outside the websites? Probably mirrors the classic studies on information seeking – personal contacts, {personal resources, the web} (order is questionable).

What’s different about providing help in a public access/service environment than in a commercial environment that we can leverage? There’s the education aspect – “create a space in which a citizen can grow” and develop broader skills and understanding. How do you put in links to a broader educational component?

Agencies (SSA in particular) haven’t necessarily made the transition in terms of users in what’s being put out. All government agencies share the fact that the taxpayer has paid for the data – so therefore they should be able to use and understand it.

There are many within the agencies who either feel it’s up to the user to know how to use the data, or actively do not want users to use the data. This administration, at least on paper, is committed to the user-centricity of government agencies. There are initiatives to try to implement the kinds of things we talk about here (although agencies might not be too happy about it).

Discussion III: Triggers

At IBM, used a layer to welcome people to their interface that didn’t necessarily announce it was help. Would something like that work for government sites?

Many sites have “Ask . . .” or “About” as places to go.

Help needs to be:

· welcoming

· user-controlled

What do you do about the low motivation – low literacy user?

Need to be aware of user stereotypes –sometimes useful, but how representative is the stereotype of the actual user population? Are there some stereotypes that are more important than others?

Triggers for the goal-less: in-your-face

Triggers for those with a goal but little direction: a little less

For more finely tuned goals, more effort required on part of the user, less help pushed at the user

Another term for trigger: cue – maybe trigger for the system to provide help, whereas cue is how the user is signalled that there is help available. When does the trigger come in?

Expandable tool tip is a nice idea.

If you start with a “Demo” or “Getting Started” mode, how do you signal to the help system to gradually fade into the background?

Help as within a task rather than outside a task – how do you accomplish that? Must either sacrifice screen space or clarity, what’s the balance? Do you explain specific tasks deeply? Or more general tasks broadly? What is your conception of the user? How much motivation does the user have? You can never provide all the help you would like – so what is important?

What about the fact that there are multiple entry points (via Google, for example)?

Motivation of the user: how do we take this into account?

Tools Session:

Carol: If we are going to use a scenario-based approach for dealing with help (particularly comparison help), what should that scenario be?

Design tension between adding in all of the things that would be useful vs. what can actually be done – what are the most important aspects of comparisons to focus on for testing systems?

How do you incorporate the built-up knowledge of the people at the agencies into the help system? It’s a problem that help systems are being built completely separately from those who are providing front-line help – those two groups should be communicating.

Continuing tension between content and presentation of help information.

Dynamap interface: If you are going to impose help from the beginning: 

· Make it easy to close

· Animate it “folding into” the help button so that people have a real sense of where the help “went”.

· Have help within the running interface

[HCIL decided that having the help running within the interface was great, but ultimately too difficult technically]

What is the role of help for drawing someone in?

Provide help when idle? Like demo mode of video games?

Ben & Catherine showed dimensions of help systems:

Domain covered by the help system (syntactic/semantic/pragmatic)

Degree of integration in the interface (from online manual through online help through context-sensitive help through animated demonstrations/guides)

Time of intervention

Medium

Extensibility

Ben:

Gaps in user knowledge strategies (to bridge the gap between what users know and what they need to know)

customer service (email, phone, help desk)

supplements (online/printed manuals, audio, video, live lectures, peer training, personal trainers)

community discussion (newsgroups, online communities, chat rooms)

Bosley: BLS may become more open to collaborative tools online – unclear if this will extend to beyond the firewall or not.

Multi-layered interfaces:

one level for complex interfaces too difficult. 

Multiple layers make it easier to design help, you’ve already stratified the material somewhat.

Enable novices to begin easily, give experts full power.

Graceful evolution based on user control

· Move up when needed

· Learn more when time is available

· Prevent errors, and speed up performance

Design challenges

Choose right layers

Redesign dialog boxes, online help, training, etc.

theory opportunities

Better cognitive theory of skill acquisition

Problems:

Difficult to make linear sequence of levels

Little overlap in command sets used

Extra burden for users to learn and manage layers

Users will not move up to higher layers

Extra burden for implementers

Document sharing problems for users at different layers

Layering for information in the help vs. layering for functionality.

Instructional design is a good place to look for how to layer/organize information.

Carol: Is there a level of diversity of help in a given environment that is too much for people? How do you make the front end of enough the same look and feel that people will not be confused?

So the cue should be similar looking – maybe framed in a similar way across the board – but the content can look somewhat different.  But this is an empirical question, we don’t know the answer. 

Stephanie: Have a nice idea of procedural help [but still not enough empirical research], but the declarative help is less well known.

Glossary is meant to provide just-in-time information for quick decision-making in navigating the information.

Issue on where a user encounters this information – within the context of a task or from without?

What does it mean for our help tools to “work”?

· correct answer

· confidence that answer is correct

· attractiveness

There were preferences for all three formats, but some common themes:

· Text is sufficient, perhaps perceived as more efficient, for basic definitions

· Animations or graphics are helpful when the presentation involves process, but annoying if not seen as necessary

Question becomes whether we can identify words that will benefit from animation. Maybe WordNet, where you can follow links up to the root, would be useful – maybe words that are rooted in “action” or “activity” are the ones that require animation.

Other research difficult to come by because most are focused on long-term learning.

Bosley: Offer to do testing at BLS! Default to the textual presentation – if it doesn’t work, maybe that shows where animation useful.

But text works just fine for some people in all cases – so would need to tease out for whom it doesn’t work, and why.

Q: What about the fact that different agencies come up with different definitions? Can it be suggested that the agencies standardize their definitions?

Literacy level required for definitions – guidelines for what the literacy should be?

Summary

What have we learned today and what should we do tomorrow?

Need a framework for addressing what we should do in the next year or so for this project.

Need a framework for proposing a research agenda for help. HOW DO WE GET TO THEORY??

How do we tell if help is good? How do we evaluate it? User studies are expensive and time-consuming, but what else is there? So what user studies should we spend our time on?

Maybe providing context-sensitive help in terms of what’s on the main page, rather than trying to get any user context.

Theories of learning – David Jonason. 

A theory of help – is it tied to the particular type of help? Are we even at the point where it is appropriate to think beyond heuristics? Maybe not?

Help may well be a creature that is too complicated to have a theory – maybe there are micro-theories on pieces of it.

Easier to think in terms of induction to theory from individual bits of practice than trying to deduct theory from the top down.

What else do we need to do to reach the research audience and get them to do more online help research?

Need to move help out of the back alleys of the website and make it a more positive, central part of the experience of the website.

Ben: Skeptical of the “build it and they will come” idea.

Descriptive theory (taxonomies, etc.  – although not canonical)

Explanatory theory (what’s going on when people use help, and how does it work. antecedent knowledge + [appropriate content] = learning? A lot of assumptions there --) Could enrich these

Prescriptive theory (guidelines – but what rationale are these based on? What data support these?)

Predictive theory (knowing antecedents can predict help outcomes)

Generative theory (here’s what’s missing in help)

Research agenda – delineate 6 or 8 things we could do in the next few years

Problem: People have difficulty with government information systems, there is an opportunity for research, etc. There is a community of researchers interested in doing this work, etc.

Political idea – do you want NSF to develop a funding program?? Need to document that current approaches have high levels of frustration, document the extent to which help could ameliorate the situation.

- Or maybe a Workshop? A Center?

But isn’t our interface/GovStat work trying to eliminate help in some sense? So that we need less of it on our sites? Need to write with no use of word help? Minimal use of word help? How problematic is the word?

Can we put together a one-page statement of 10 questions that are the grand challenges of help? We need a manifesto!

Vygotzky’s Zone of Proximal Development and Clark’s scaffolding – both express the idea that help is there to help expand our cognitive capabilities, to free up storage and cognitive load by having information that can live within the system but that we know how to get to and use.

Can we get the user (citizens) mad about the state of affairs enough to do something about it? In addition, shouldn’t help be a two-way interaction – where we learn something from the help interaction to improve the site/help?

Susan Friel – School of Education – look into her NSF studies dealing with statistics education.

NSF soliciting proposals for evaluation-focused projects – not a new directorate but cutting across directorates. Our kind of evaluation efforts may fit here –

Maybe we need to participate in something like the BLS seminar series to let the wider BLS management know about what we’re up to.

Symposium – January 22, 2005

Check out the NetLibrary interface in terms of glossary – just highlight a term and it does a dictionary lookup that shows along the left side.

Eclipse development environment (for the Mac) – nice use of tool tips – you can bring focus to them, cut and paste from them, etc.

Needs to be a mapping between content and physical action. Maybe move toward a tool tip that allows you to do multiple things – have a short blurb, but also a menu that might provide some deeper info/functionality.

Need to develop the ideas of evaluation a little further.

Points Stephanie put on the board:

· Eliminate help (as separate entity)

· improve web design (“treasures to the surface”)

· integrate help with data (metadata) – “no naked data”

· Task as focus/context

· prototype tasks

· stories

· Procedural tasks

· Declarative tasks

· Mixed tasks (e.g. comparison)

· Re-examine learning theories

· e.g. zone of proximal development

· Bloom

· Avoid help clutter

· foregrounding/backgrounding/fading

· coordinate with task stages

· coordinate with content of work window

· Promote help as integral part of providing information online

· specific tasks that show clear benefit

· task hierarchy characteristics to help identify?

· Connections with (statistical) education community

· Evaluation

Also need to consider what we should be doing for the GovStat project for the next 18 months.

Need to ask what elements need to be developed, content-wise, within a particular agency – and what can be developed across agencies. Need to analyze the content you want to address. If focusing on non-specialists, perhaps concentrate on parts of the agency websites that are particularly attractive to non-specialist users. From the point of view of adoption. How do you increase the chances that the agency will adopt what we do?

Bosley: Maybe try to improve use of Fedstats as a forum. Many new technologies get shown to the Fedstats group, but often just one agency will volunteer to investigate the technology. Maybe change the Fedstats paradigm so that follow-up happens on a more cross-agency basis (instead of no follow-up or single agency follow-up). Part of the problem is the people who sit on the Fedstats board are not the decision-makers in terms of adoption.

Evaluation

Maybe some alternate metrics. We can analyze logs to find out what the problems are, address those problems, and then evaluate how well those problems are solved, but are there other ways?

How many different purposes are we trying to serve with the term “evaluation”? There’s the research interest on the academic side, there’s wanting to provide evidence to organizations we partner with that there is some cost-benefit advantage. Can we use the same research design to address both? External validity vs. internal validity. Maybe a staged design – do a pilot study, more theoretically based. Evaluation for the agencies has to include a cost of implementation – and methods for implementation.

Agencies can help monitor when there are windows of opportunity when funding might be available for research institutions to come in.

Are there other evaluation measures? Besides log analysis, drop in questions? Online surveys, for experimental interfaces. But this is a lot of effort for (perhaps) a small return. Maybe mine email to agencies for comments (would need clearance – and would need to maintain confidentiality). Depends on what you’re looking for.

Maybe at BLS could work with some of the program offices to develop a reply template that would pre-process the text to anonymize, strip out sig blocks, keep the question with the answer, etc. (Could use HPAA guidelines for privacy?)

How can we help SSA? Maybe in the Quick Facts area on the SSA Policy, Research, and Statistics site (http://www.ssa.gov/policy). Small, visible, doable, just a 10-18 table area. Maybe monthly snapshot. Also more likely to get comments than other things on the site. What kinds of enhancements would help? Maybe more options for definitions, links to related documents, etc. Maybe clustering, because some of the subjects on the page were developed by analysts, and they may not be helpful for users.

One of the most powerful kinds of help we can provide is to give a sense of what things are related. Which would be providing information context or domain context.

Again, the idea of putting the help up front into a welcoming kind of entry point, instead of an intimidating entry point (like the BLS home page now).

Maybe get in touch with a political science professor who can assign students to get some data off of a statistical site. Then perhaps we can do some in-depth interviews with the students on their experiences. Should also think about journalists as a user group.

Other user group we haven’t followed up on is job-seekers through the NC Employment Commission. If we had particular things we wanted to test, we could go into employment offices around the state.

Ease of creating help tools as an evaluation issue for the agencies. (This is an implementation issue.) What’s the learning curve, how can we look at our tools and make it easier to implement our ideas. The challenge is estimating from an academic environment how long implementation will really take. But probably worthwhile to try to do.

Since BLS has to do a customer satisfaction survey on the Occupational Outlook Handbook anyway, is there anything we can do with that? The OOH gets a very large number of BLS hits, so making improvements to it would get a lot of management attention.

In terms of task integration, maybe the OOH is a good place to link in state information (or vice versa).

A Digital Government panel is a possibility, an ASIST panel is a possibility.

Another issue in terms of funding. It’s fairly easy to get a small grant from NSF to do a targeted workshop ($25K - $40K). Maybe can get it from Interactive Systems and Accessibility, or Digital Government, or Education Directorates. Would someone be willing to lead that effort? You would have a white paper delivered as a final report, which could have a lot of influence. Would be highly likely to be possible to do such a thing in 9 months to a year.

What are the products of this workshop? Our notes. What’s the best way to synthesize? One-page research agenda? Summary of notes? Can we turn our notes into a tech report (10 pages, based on the notes)? We should also have a manifesto, or an executive summary. One-page summary is important for agency people to have. One summary of what we talked about and decided, and one that details questions that would drive a research program for the next 10 years. BLS would also like either to have link to demos or screenshots of some of the tools we have shown.

Maybe some lists and descriptions of things we think we could do and might want to do.

Best practices of help might also be a good product.

Collect all citations/urls that were sent to the list.







The interaction between humans and information is manifested in the tasks that humans try to do with information.

Need to address procedural help as well in the manifesto. Need to address technological change in terms of how that impacts how statistical information is presented.

3 levels:

· help in general

· statistical help

· interface and information system help

Need to try to get the agencies to think about help much earlier in the dissemination process.

What are the {10} things we want to put on our research agenda?

· What is the relationship/ecology between the information resource and the help?

· Why do people have such a negative opinion of help, and how can we help make it more positive?

· What are the characteristics of the different user groups that use help?

· How does what we learn about the use of help inform the design of information products?

· How do we match the content of help to the numeracy (and literacy) of the users?

· What are the conditions under which help might be needed? Includes a consideration of user characteristics, goals, states within the information seeking process.

· How can organizations gather knowledge of areas in which users need help? 

· What’s the line between help/public relations/interpretation? What are the different roles that help can play?

· What is the strategy needed to make progress on these questions?

What are the {10} most important ideas that came out of this meeting?

· Help is an integral part of providing information online – eliminate it as a separate entity. 

· Improve web design.

· Integrate help with data and metadata (“no naked data”)

· Help should not all be outgoing – we should be harvesting information about the way people use help so we can integrate this into our information products.

· Help is a kind of learning – it is not only remedial. It is a natural part of doing any kind of task to look for ways to do the task better.

· Help is not static – but rather dynamic and fluid and can be changed based on different task and user needs.

Jon Elsas’s Notes:

Notes from the Help Symposium:

1/21/04

9 AM -- S. Haas: welcome, introductions

What's the most important challenge in help: now & in the future?

Iddo Gal -- Haifa, Israel.  Greatest challenge: stop thinking of user groups as homogenous.  Focus on sub-groups.

Laurie Brown - SSA -- Challenge: multi-level help.  Is what I need there?  Don't scare off introductory user

Carol Hert -- U. Wash, Tacoma.  Challenge: How to partition world of "help theory."  

Jeff Pomerantz - Challenge: getting experts to volunteer services to lend to help.  How to make users aware that service is there.

Cristina Pattuelli -- Challenge: emotional aspects of offering help, like patronizing, frustration, boredom, lack of control, annoyance. Emotional & cognitive aspects.

Jung Sun -- old problems w/ help become more complicated now.  context-sensitive help.  (what is context?)

Barbara Wildemuth -- Challenge: motivation to invoke help.  ex. low-literacy users.

Junliang -- Challenge: integrating help into interface in a way that users don't think of it as separate from the main task -- "invisible" help.

Jesse -- Challenge: how to make help attractive enough so people want to use it & create some sort of intuitive understanding.

Sheila -- Challenge: move beyond functional help (how do I do...) to informational help (educational)

Ann Aikin -- NCSH -- Challenge: Lack of research & models for help theory.  Understand triggers.

Deborah Barreau -- Challenge: remote help & contextual help

Ron Brown -- Challenge: Cost of research, design & implementation of help systems.

John Bosley -- BLS -- Challenge: concept of "help" needs to be expanded -- "help" is a weighted word.  MURI -- Minimal Unit Of Retrievable Information.  What are people really looking for.  A number? no.  Need metadata to tell user what a piece of data is.  Ex. needing a question that was asked in a survey.  Integrating the metadata & data would be the big enabler in help systems.  "No Naked Data"

Ben Shneiderman -- UMD -- Challenge: How to renew interest among research community in online help research.  Multi-layer design.  Improve interfaces so that users don't need help.

Catherine Plaisant -- UMD -- Challenge: How to standardize (across GovStat, or greater) the meaning of help, and what help actually does.  Ex. search functionality has expectations across web sites.  Help should be equally standardized.

Gary Marchinoini -- Challenge: create a better framework for thinking about a person interacting w/ a system, how that person addresses "gaps" in their information seeking.  Break down types of help needs so that we can attack one small part, not the whole thing.

Jon Elsas -- Challenge: Tailor help triggers & delivery to user behaviors.

Jack Caroll -- Challenge: "context-sensitive" help - we won't ever have this.  "Situated help" -- help that has a context of its own, a story that goes along with it.

----------------------

Haas -- presentation.....

share your notes & slides.  through GovStat web site

"find what you need, understand what you find (no naked data)"

----------------------

Jack Caroll:

historically: help is an online reference manual, primitive TOC, navigation, find/search
can't find it if you don't know what it is.

evolution over the years: dis-aggregated set of information:



ex: tool-tips -- often underutilized

historically: "there has been a differentiation of help concerns"


focused on UI help, user is a domain expert

now: reliance on search -- type anything & you might get what you need


easy to build now, keep throwing stuff into it, user is on their own to sort through what's presented


but... it may be worse than the online reference manuals -- you lose how objects are connected, where they came from

what's special about the SKN/GovStat project?  


information domain complicated, many user don't know much about it


help needed for UI machinery & content (data fields)

two traditional problems


1) users don't know they need help


2) when they get help, they don't know how it relates to their task, esp. w/ complex domain & tasks like GovStat data


those concerns for GovStat make help here an interesting research problem (as opposed to help for MS Word)

Context: in a simple domain, there may be markers for guessing context for help


hard to guess what people are interested in an information context


what does a help system being "sensitive to context" mean?  potential to add to user's confusion & frustration are big problems.


embed context into the help -- ex. CMU "stories" as statistical queries



this sort of thing could provide guidance/support for a person to get started on an interaction w/ a statistical information system



downside: people don't want to interact w/ a help system at all -- so, providing stories adds more information that's not on the user's critical path & could add to frustration

Gary: continuum          learning <------------------> task help


problem-based learning

Jack:  do people want to learn all the concepts?  or just how to find the info. they need?

help is a learning interaction, informal learning context


instead of signing up for a topic/tutorial, you're still learning

Gary: do we just need better FAQ that addresses all the tasks?

Ann: is there research on FAQ effectiveness? 

Jack: pairing FAQ w/ live-help


mediated/social FAQ -- expert providing their expertise -- social rewards/relationships

John: pseudo-FAQ on Census web site: "Questions"


but, different divisions seed the questions, not real FAQ



they use the q's as entry point into their division



re-ranked based on clicks --- good mining can be done w/ this info



answers aren't static -- mostly links to various parts of a site



prompted search



includes a search box, also

Iddo -- What is the issue?  problem definition


what do users need help on?  tables?


exec. summaries, reports & press releases -- self-contained statistical system



interaction w/ a document, that needs whole help system self-contained



includes glossary, index, etc.


this is an instance of marriage of data & metadata already in a system

Laurie --- accessibility


tagging for accessibility interferes w/ some interface 

Carol -- what parts of help can we make "non-technologically merged"


how does tech. influence how help works


ex. marriage of help to a particular tech. function

Gary -- Iddo's point: press-releases are readable, contain end-user targeted information


connect stuff that already exists in agencies to newer help delivery


Jack -- training wheels -- when do remove one set of training wheels & add another

Jack -- not a general way to identify when training wheels can be removed


not every information domain is organized in a way that make training wheels a good approach


training wheels -- make some functions inaccessible to make system easier to use


could this frustrate users in application areas?

Ben -- can it be up to the user (or their parent) to remove the training wheels?

Jack -- does the user use good judgment on removing the wheels?


layering of functionality provides this



starts as an easy system, user probes for more functionality as needed

Ben -- layering is the only thing that seems to be workable.  other ways are stuck


giving user control to move on.


what are best practices?


difficult to impose on an existing system.

Stephanie -- what is the starting point?  what if people stop at a less powerful layer?

Ben -- in all fields (violin, judo, scuba) there is this layering effect.

S.H. -- how much do you want to make the layers visible?

Ben -- they must be visible.

John -- mentor approach to help.  


should we make available some "goofs" where people get the data wrong


idea: linking data to publications, news stories

Jack -- think about UI hall-of-shame, this engages learning,


could there be an analogous thing for statistical data?


learning is a background objective for the agencies, not necessarily for users.

Gary -- table browser -- what do you need to know in order to understand a number from a table



ex: unit of measure, col. & row heading, what is the question



can we take advantage of press releases to provide this information

Stephanie -- what is it about press releases that works so well?


writing style, concise, provides "why you should care about this" info



resembles other things, like news stories

Gary -- focusing on Press releases could be good tactic for remainder of project

Carol -- table browser: metadata we could add.  how to connect levels of metadata to the data & to each other

Sheila -- more this afternoon...


need to provide an evaluation framework for what all the metadata provides


what's the cost.

Ann -- started working at agency answering ??'s over the phone, never referred anyone to a press release.


is it a different user base?

Jeff P.  -- the key is to put the press releases & more general docs. in a user's path before calling a person/going to a reference librarian

Sheila -- press releases may be good "bang for the buck" to tag, but it doesn't provide any level of detail

John -- tabular format is a "particularly pernicious dinosaur ... that obscures the data"


table is an artifact of when that was the only way to present > 2 dimensions of data

what's next?  

Gary -- do we care about the presentation (map, table), or the data?

------------- BREAK ------------

Stephanie -- Context and Help (or the-C-word and the-H-word)

what provides context


task


prior knowledge

Barbara -- what is help?


how-to process/function vs. meaning/declarative


help to repair a problem


help to avoid a problem


help assisting learning

S.H. -- do all those types of help provide their own constraints?

Carol -- their own contexts?

Gary -- can we actually do something about it?  what does knowing "context" give us?

Ben -- find what you need -- process


understand what you find -- meaning


understand what you need?  


another breakdown of types of help:


recognizing need, setting goal


initiating process/search


mid-process help


get stuck, can't go forward


error messages


safety, prevention of danger, is an important aspect of this. 

Gary -- a second dimension to this breakdown:


types of tasks:



comparison,



identification/definition



retrieval (known item)



computation


what are the conditions that people need help?  (Ben's list)

S.H. -- tasks can be more approachable (ex. wage calculator)


task-centered design?  (instead of user-centered)

John -- level of granularity of task


why is the user doing X?


how do we trigger to the user that some comparison can be made?

Laurie -- paper at UN-ECE conference on illiterate vs. innumerate people

Jeff -- user vs. task in center of design


if task in is in center, these can be enumerated & targeted better than users

Ron -- closeness of annotation & task -- presenting things w/ supplemental information, how numbers are used, could pull in more users

Iddo -- pilot study in BLS looking at tasks, at users' emails.  


??'s were like: do you have this info?  where do I find it?


asked ??'s like "what do you have trouble with" to get at task


people in the field often have design their own tools to help users



we may be able to capture that info for help systems

Gary -- are there a manageable number of tasks to address?

Iddo -- talking to individuals can give a hint to what 'pesky' tasks, possibly technical, that users have problems with

Ben -- building on the existing Quick-Facts, At-A-Glance, stuff to take care of lots of tasks

Catherine -- standardization of terminology would be helpful 

Gary -- "treasures to the surface"  like "latest numbers" in BLS -- could push important helpful stuff to the top



Goal vs. task



ex writing a paper = goal




detailed comparison = task


can we focus on more general tasks to get this job done?

---

Gary -- types of tasks in an old BLS proposal


explore/learn


verify/find


judge/eval./compare


...

these higher-level tasks maybe are do-able, and not much lower level

Carol -- how do we understand what that granularity is?  what level of detail do we need?

Gary -- we've got to build things & test them.  there's no other way.

Ron -- do we really need context?  

------

Gary -- lets focus discussions & NOT talk about:



expert users



no statisticians or economists

S.H -- we were looking at experts as models for how we'd like novices to operate.  should we stop that?

Jon -- experts can put up with bad interface to get what they *need*

Jesse -- no!  take chess game teaching SW which steps user through a grand master's game.


also -- we shouldn't impede expert users when targeting novices

Laurie -- we've been dealing w/ experts for 50+ years, its the novices that we have trouble with

Iddo -- statistics for usage support this.  

Gary  -- lets also focus on task-centric design, instead of user-centric



remove user-level context, needs, preferences which simplifies things

Barbara -- focus on 3-5 typical tasks in ea. task type

Jon -- what can the interface help & where does that end?  the interface can only help so far.

Jesse -- where do people go to find help?

Gary -- Peers, web, library

---- 

Gary -- different level of concern w/ govt. agency & business



business -- did user buy it?



agency -- did they find/understand/use/use correctly?


are there ways to empower users or some way to get users to use help?

Iddo -- 

---------

S.H -- narrowing scope:


look @ task, esp. prototypical task on the hierarchy


done away w/ experts

-------------

S.H -- Triggering help discussion:  what can we focus on & what can we throw out?

John -- this is where the "unfortunate connotations of help rear their ugly head"

Jesse -- at IBM, moved help content from help system to "welcome" page


includes show-me's & other multimedia content


forced new users to do this -- takes "startup tips" to another level


don't call it help.

Ben -- the words we use are important to this  -- "show me" not "teach me"...

Jeff -- like "ask a librarian" -- too commanding

Ron -- need to test whether words do matter, what are the effective words?

Ben -- can't just be crummy old stuff with a different label

Carol -- "help" needs to be welcoming, a sense of command, user control, repeatable, done at any time

Ben -- how do we create motivation to pursue help?

Gary -- different level of users -> different levels of help (screen real estate, pro-activity of help, in-your-face)


cue vs. trigger

Ben -- cue should always be there.

Ben, Laurie, Ann --- discussion re. sighted & blind users, tooltips, etc.

Sheila -- game environment help

----

Gary --- spend some time defining an "about" pull down for an agency -- w/ agency help, task help, etc.


bring help window up front

John -- scaffolding in the 60's

--------

DEMOS

--------

Carol -- templates for help for making comparisons.  what metadata needs to be there for comparisons?


modeling of scenario for comparison help


helpful?

Catherine -- showme demo.


show people how to access help


let them get rid of it whenever they want


keep real interface visible


animation helps when interface changes -- calls attention to changes


having help completely integrated into the interface is great, but hard to do



show-me's OTOH, were helpful and not as hard

S.H. -- this works well for procedural help

Catherine -- resolution & accessibility problems with this sort of thing


ordering of notes -- sometimes its too strict.


notes sometimes hide what's behind them.

Ben's presentation -- help taxonomy


collaborative help


when you make a level structure, its easier to design help



there's less to explain at ea. step



you know the user has acquired some knowledge at the higher steps

Jon -- How different is this than the existing modular toolbar approach

Ben -- try out the layered approach on some interfaces

Catherine -- television is an approach to this --- start w/ 1 button, there's a door w/ more buttons

Jesse -- how do you apply this to concept learning?

Ben -- look @ textbooks


there's a TOC, advanced organizer for chapter, etc...

Sheila -- Metadata presentation

Gary -- MyPortal customization presentation

Carol -- is there a level of help that "freaks people out"?


what happens when you mix together all sorts of types of help?

S.H. -- Glossary & Animations


its an entirely different animal -- concept vs. procedural help


glossary -- on-the-spot help w/ a word you're interested in *now*

1/22/04
Gary -- what are we going to do over the next year.

Iddo -- think about the content, not just the structure.


E.g. specific agency content, vs. generic cross-agency content


think about agency's evolving needs -- 2, 5 years out

S.H. -- we need to discuss evaluation, specific GovStat agenda

[[on board]]

Eliminate help (as separate entity)


improve web design ("treasures to the surface")


integrate help with data (metadata)



("no naked data")

Task as focus, context


prototype tasks


stories

Procedural Task

Declarative Task

Mixed tasks (e.g. comparison)

Re-examine learning theories


e.g. zone of proximal development




Bloom

Avoid help clutter


- foreground/background/fading


- coordinate with task stages


- coordinate with content of work window

Promote help as integral part of providing information online


- specific tasks that show clear benefit



- task hierarchy characteristics to help identify?

Connections with (statistical) education community

Evaluation***

[[]]

Evaluation:


how many purposes will the "activity" serve.


can the academic evaluation & evaluation for the purposes of showing the agencies be the same thing?


need to show agencies what the cost will be, but that's not necessarily what researchers want to do

Jesse -- what tools are out there?

Gary -- original RB -- we did a 9 mo. online survey for RB evaluation


needed OMB clearance, 70 people responded, lots of work


can also collect email -- that's a bit easier

Jeff -- separating question & answer in an email is nearly impossible

Gary -- if looking for just strongly opinionated language, this might be easier

John -- could impose some template for replies

Jeff -- anatomizing message could be important -- just "from" & "sig" may not be enough

Gary -- researchers can get personal census data, but may need to be on site

Ann -- if its tied to the product, maybe evaluation could be easier -- a specific email address w/ the product

Gary -- what's the plan for operationalizing Jesse's animations

Ann -- "NCHS definitions" on the web site, clarifying terms used in studies


have graphic artist develop an indication on that web page to show there's an animated definition


then, tie Jesse’s animations to those definitions


eventually... "Fast stats" -- connect some terms to fast stats site


but, that would be more approval process

Gary -- this is a big win for the project.  


But.... how can we help SSA?

Laurie -- we're playing a lot of catch-up... so we can't probably do things immediately


needs some internal pushing within the agency


"Quick Facts" -- might be a good area to try out a few of these things

John -- axe-ing the experts goes along with this.  targeting the "fastfacts" things will address the average users

Laurie --- maybe should look at the clustering to identify useful terms -- terms that identify topical areas of the site

Gary -- possibly should look at most frequent terms in the site.

Jesse -- use clustering terms to generate & inform which terms would be useful for help


maybe the most useful thing we can do is tell people what we think is related

John -- we know most web sites are "in-and-out"


maybe providing this type of guidance or welcome page could keep visitors

Gary -- first BLS site analysis showed about 1/2 of the visitors abandoned, so went for the information intensive design.


given current design, those quick facts may be all the visitors want.  so, leaving fast may not be bad


think about evaluating Poli Sci students for a particular assignment.  possibly get more analysis

Barbara -- journalists, too

Gary -- also... NC Employment Security Commission -- we could go into employment offices to seek very different users

Ann -- management doesn't go for user studies because science behind it isn't very good

Laurie -- online surveys may be better

Jon -- what about the cost side?  implementation & deployment cost?

John -- what about focusing on OOH in BLS?


for clustering or other type of analysis

------------------------------------------------

Gary -- what next?  another small symposium?  where?


topic: Dig. Gov?  general online help?


when: 9mo - 1year

What's the product of this workshop?


merge the notes...maybe


one-page research agenda, summaries


tech report -- its cite-able, on the web


manifesto capturing the notes


notes could be part of the tech report


important for agencies to have the 1-page summary



1) summary of what we talked about & decided



2) research questions on the issue of help

go through all citations for papers & urls that went through the list


collect for an appendix for the report (Jung Sun)

develop functional requirements for parts of the help model (Cristina)

Gary -- come up with some things to go on the 1 page tech reports

Research Agenda & questions

1) How do we enrich the meaning of help for other people?  


Why do people have bad connotations with help?

2) Is there a need to identify sub-groups to target help towards?


What are they?  What are their skills & needs?

3) What are the target tasks?

4) How to use help to reflect on the design of the information products?

5) How do we match help to skill & literacy & numeracy level of the user?

6) Help & Design process.

7) What are the conditions under which help is needed?


5 levels: (from Ben's slide)

Summary of ideas

1) Help is an integral part of delivering information online.  


Eliminate help as a separate entity.


There shouldn't be a boundary between help & information

2) Help is integral to people, making sense of the world, part of being human.

3) Help is an important part of the information ecology.
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