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Working Paper Purpose

In this paper, we present a series of questions and issues about help that have emerged in our use of a particular scenario to investigate help.  We start with a brief overview of the process of developing and employing the scenario for this purpose and then highlight questions and issues in several areas.

Our Scenario and the Scenario-based Approach 

In the fall of 2004, several threads of research on the GovStat project had started to converge, all with a common component of help. These were:

· Development of the SIG and related templates to support term presentation development: as part of these efforts, a usability study was conducted. 

· Development of a metadata model to support location, presentation, and to some extent, understanding of statistical information (in a variety of formats). (Available at ils.unc.edu/govstat)

· Completion of a study on how experts performed statistical comparisons (and the types of metadata needed to support comparison tasks). (Summary of findings available from Carol.)

These were connected in several ways to help.  Our understanding is that metadata is necessary to support understanding and thus by extension bears a relationship to issues of help. The SIG is a help tool and its development and the usability study pointed to a number of aspects associated with developing and presenting help. Additionally, definitions are a key entity of our metadata. The detailed study of one particular task, making comparisons, suggested to us that we might look at building help templates to support that task (as had been done with the SIG definitions), and thus further our understanding of template components in this domain.  

Our initial forays into template development (see work by Haas and Johnson) attempted to extend the taxonomy of templates developed for the SIG project.  However, the initial work was not adequately tied to our understanding of comparisons (as that had developed separately) and we decided instead to pursue a scenario-based approach to understanding help and the taxonomy of templates.  We decided to model the comparison process and articulate help components throughout.  The flowchart associated with this document represented a late version of the comparison scenario.

ISSUES/QUESTIONS RAISED

Our modeling of the comparison task as a flowchart enabled us to identify stages when help might be “helpful” as well as  identify our assumptions about the underlying tasks (comparisons and associated information retrieval) and associated issues.  These issues are listed below.

Our conclusion is that the scenario-based approach has enabled us to get a richer picture for the types of help for the task but that we need to draw on other sources of knowledge (such as theories of help) to address the questions that were generated.

The Scenario-Based Approach

· To what extent does using this approach lead to generalizable insights into the role of help, how to design help, and so on?

· Where should a scenario begin (or end) to provide a useful picture of help?

· How can a scenario be modeled to provide a systematic represention of help issues/tools?

· What level of simplification of the task leads to the most useful insights into help?

· To what extent does ones underlying theory of a task influence the insights into help that are derived in this approach?

Help
· Should/could help differ at a particular step in the process depending on where they started the process?  For example, users employing Google as a first step might retrieve individual sites or the SKN.  Should help be different for an individual site (e.g.) if the person got there via Google or via the SKN first?

· Is a role of help to induce uncertainty (in those who may think they know but actually have inaccurate knowledge)?  How can help assist with issues associated with user confidence?

· How is help triggered? What are the features that determine the trigger?

· How does the theory associated with a task influence help?  In our case, different models of the information retrieval interaction might suggest different help components?  Is this always the case?

· What types of help are generated by the scenario, can we build a taxonomy of help, would it be generalizable to other tasks?

· Throughout the model, at each user action step, the question is raised: how to we enable users to understand that these are the “preferred” actions or questions (based on expert models of how to accomplish the task)?

· How can we facilitate negotiation activities via help?  (Relevance feedback has been one strategy used in IR.)

