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We are exploring what help approach might be best suited to improve the learnability of tools available to the general public to find, browse or manipulate statistical information.  The public access context implies that most users will be first time users of the interface, and that they will have limited time or interest in learning to use the system. Users will want an answer to their question, not necessarily learn all that a tool can do for them.

We chose to focus our work on the investigation of multi-layered application design and a new help method called Integrated Initial Guidance (IIG or “sticky note” approach).  Multi-layer designs structure an interface so that a simpler interface is available for users to get started and more complex features are accessed as users move thru the more advanced layers.   Integrated Initial Guidance is a new method of providing help from within the working interface, right at the start of the application.  Using the metaphor of  “sticky notes” overlaid on top of the functional interface it locates the main widgets and demonstrates their manipulation and explains the resulting actions using preset activations of the interface.  Additional sticky notes lead to example tasks, also being executed step by step within the interface itself.

We choose Dynamap as a case study. Dynamap is a relatively simple interactive visualization tool developed at HCIL and to be released by the Census bureau with Census information on CDs.  Our countless demonstrations of Dynamap made us confident that users could understand and use dynamap after a minute of demonstration, but usability test at Census with novice users and no training revealed that users had difficulties getting started with Dynamaps.  We implemented a prototype of Integrated Initial Guidance in the Visual Basic Dynamap environment. The help interface was revised iteratively while we collected feedback from eight users.  We then tested the revised interface with 6 additional users who were also presented with an alternative - but now commonly used - form of help consisting of a separated short video demonstration of the interface.  
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Pop - percent Hispanic (may be of any race), 1936 28|
Vital statistics (NCHS] - biths per 1000 resident pop 1334 17.5|
Vital statistics (NCHS) - deaths per 1000 resident pop 1934 7.4
Vital statistics [NCHS) - infant deaths per 1000 live births, 1934 71
Local govemment finances - per capita property taxes (dollars). 1992 736.0|
Civiian labor force (BLS) - unemployment rate, 1336 5.6





Our current results highlights the benefits of the Integrated Initial Guidance approach but also the challenges in designing and implementing this new approach.  User feedback also highlights the benefits of the video demonstrations, which are simpler to implement. Guidelines for the design and use of both techniques are being refined.

