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Built-in sources of help documentation

Learning to use computers is not simply matter of being shown basic operations and then gradually becoming better at doing the same set of tasks. Most computer users find that their learning does not stop, even after years of familiarity with their preferred set of software applications. 

As computers have become faster, software has evolved, becoming larger and increasingly more complex and feature-packed. It has become almost impossible to discover all of the features included in software such as Microsoft Office by trial and error alone. 

Most software comes equipped with built-in help information. This is a reference resource designed to assist with learning the features of the application, to suggest better ways of working and to provide troubleshooting solutions. 

The quality of built in help can vary dramatically with every software product and is usually provided by the manufacturers of the software. Pressing the Help key (F1) will normally provide what is called ‘context-sensitive’ help. That is, you will see information about the task that you are currently working in. 

While built-in help is primarily aimed at users, it is essential that IT support personnel are also fully familiar with the help systems in computer applications that users are operating. 

As examples of built-in help resources we will be looking at the help resources included with the Microsoft Office suite of applications including Word, Excel, PowerPoint and Access. However, you should investigate the similar Help resources you’ll find in your own software where they exist. Note that almost all commercial applications will have built-in help resources. These may be delivered in a variety of formats, for example:

· database of topics where you can search by keywords or questions

· index (contents list) where you can browse for topics

· ‘balloon help’ or ‘assistant’ tools that give you information or feedback in the context of your document/screen

· tutorial where you can follow steps to do specific tasks with the software

· website information, FAQs, searchable databases that are linked to software help.

Help resources will be listed under a Help menu or found under another menu as a menu item. You can also try the function key F1 on your keyboard to load a Help utility, and check dialogue boxes for help buttons.

Microsoft Office built-in help 

The MS Office suite uses the following common set of tools for providing help and information: 
· Office Assistant 

· Help Menu (without the Office Assistant) 

· What’s This? 

· Help buttons in dialogue boxes 

· Office Update.

If you are using more than one of the Office applications simultaneously, you can swap between the programs and the same help tools remain available to you. 

The Office Assistant 

Computers can be intimidating for those unfamiliar with using the technology. New computer users are also the group who most need to access and use help and support resources. In an attempt to make computers more ‘human’, MS Office has given its built-in help a friendlier face. 

The Office Assistant is an animated character that offers help whenever you ask for it (and even sometimes when you don’t!). You can choose a variety of characters and set options to stipulate how you want your Office Assistant to behave. 
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Figure 1
To use this form of built-in help in Word, take the following steps: 

· Open Microsoft Word.

· If the Office Assistant character is not visible, click on Help on the Menu bar.

· Choosing Show the Office Assistant will bring up the animated character.
· Click on the character to bring up a yellow dialogue box: ‘What would you like to do?’ 

· Enter your question in as seen in the figure below ‘sort data in a table’ (the highlighted text) and then click on the Search button.
· Use the Options button to customise the Office Assistant to your requirements. 
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Figure 2
The search function in the Office Assistant allows the use of natural language in its search. For instance all three of these queries will bring the same response: ‘data table sort’, ‘sort data in a table’ and ‘How do I sort data in a table?’

Help menu (without the Office Assistant) 

Once you become more familiar with the Office suite of applications, you may find that you use Office Assistant feature less as your knowledge grows. You may also find the animation a distraction whilst working. You can access comprehensive help features that allow you to do your own search through the Help feature without using the Office Assistant. 

Firstly you have to turn the Office Assistant off—this example uses Word but the process is common to all of the Office applications: 

1
Click on the Office Assistant.

2
Choose the Options button.

3
Deselect Use the Office Assistant and select OK (Figure 3).
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Figure 3
4
Click on Help on the menu bar.

5
Choose the first option: Microsoft Word Help.

You will then be in the Help dialogue box where you can choose from: 

· Answer Wizard 

· Contents 

· Index. 

Answer Wizard 

This works in exactly the same way as the Office Assistant but without the animated character. It allows you to enter either keywords or ‘natural language’ questions (ie in your own words), such as ‘sort data table’, ‘How do I make a template?’ or ‘Tell me about footnotes’. 

Moving from using Word to using the spreadsheet application Microsoft Excel, you can access the Answer Wizard by taking the following steps: 

1
Open Microsoft Excel.

2
Double-click the Help button on the standard toolbar.

3
Click the Answer Wizard tab.

4
Type in your question and select Search. 
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Figure 4
5
In the top box, type in your question such as ‘How do I make a pie chart?’ as shown in the figure above. 

6
Continue to double-click on the topics presented until you find exactly what you are after. 

After reading the required information click on the Close button in the Help dialogue box. Alternatively, leave the Help application running in the background while you return to your Excel document.

Contents Sheet 

The Contents Sheet works in the same manner as a table of contents at the beginning of a book. The Contents Sheet groups help topics by general categories. You would use it when you only have a rough idea of what you are looking for. 

To access the Content Sheet in any of the Office applications, follow the directions below. We will use Microsoft Access in this example.

1
Open Microsoft Access.

2
Choose Help from the menu bar then choose Microsoft Access Help.

3
Click the Contents tab. 

4
Double-click the Book icon with the topic about which you want information as shown in Figure 5. 
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Figure 5
5
Continue to double-click on the topic on which you want information until you find exactly what you are after. In this instance we were searching for information on ‘editing data in a field’. 

After reading the required information click on the Close button in the Help dialogue box. Alternatively, leave the Help application running in the background while you return to your Access document.

Index Sheet 

This is similar to an index in a book. You use it when you know exactly what you want to find or at least a word or maybe the first few letters. To access the index sheet in any of the Office applications (we will use PowerPoint for this example), you need to take the following steps—: 

After reading the required information click on the Close button in the Help dialogue box—alternately leave the Help application running in the background while you return to your PowerPoint document. 

1
Open Microsoft PowerPoint 

2
Click the Help button on the standard toolbar. Note that this button is included in all Office applications. See Figure 6. (This could also be achieved by pressing the <F1> key.)
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Figure 6: Help button in all Microsoft Office applications
3
Click the Index tab. 

4
Type in keywords about which you need help in the text box eg ‘template’ as in Figure 7, then select Search. 
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Figure 7
5
Select the required topic from ‘3. Choose a topic’ at the bottom, eg ‘Ways to design and give your presentation a consistent look’. 

6
Note that the information presented often contains hyperlinks to other relevant topics within the help files. 

‘What’s This?’

When working with any computer application, questions often arise about unknown buttons and features. A mouse over (pausing the mouse over the button) will display the name of the button like this one: 
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Figure 8
· The ‘What’s This?’ function allows you to point and click on an item for information about that tool or button, etc.

We will use Word in our example but to access the ‘What’s This?’ function all Office applications use the same method.

1
Open Word.

2
From the Help menu select ‘What’s This?’. Or, as it shows below, key in <Shift> + <F1> to activate the What’s This? function. The cursor changes to an arrow with a question mark as depicted in the Help menu.
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Figure 9 

3
Point and click on an object or some text. Depending on the object you select you will see a pop-up box with further information.
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Figure 10
4
Click outside the box to clear the screen and continue working. 

The Help button in dialogue boxes 

In an effort to make relevant help available at any time, the Office suite of applications attempts to provide help at all points in the workflow. 

For instance you are using Excel and want to change the style of the fonts in your spreadsheet. You go to Format in the Menu bar then select Style. A dialogue box appears but you are not sure what is meant by the term ‘Alignment’. 

Help is built into the dialogue box: in the top right corner of the box there is a Help button labelled with a question mark—for example, see the Style box in Figure 11. This help feature works in the same way as the ‘What’s This?’ command.

1
Launch Excel. 

2
From the Menu bar select Format then select Style. 

3
A Style options dialogue box opens. 
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Figure 11
5
Click the Help button at the top right corner and a question mark appears next to the cursor.

6
Select an option such as ‘alignment’ and a yellow box will appear explaining the purpose of the option. 

7
Click anywhere outside the yellow box to return to your work. 

We will now look at the final method of accessing help within Office applications. 

Help in other applications 

There are many thousands of other software makers around, however they do not all provide built-in help in exactly the same way. The common denominator is that almost always they do use the word ‘Help’ as the final item in the menu bar — for example, see Dreamweaver (an HTML editing package) below. 
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Figure 12
Getting help from the software vendor’s website

There may be instances where you find that the information you are seeking is not covered by the built-in help. You may also be interested in downloading updates and patches (for fixing software ‘bugs’) from the software vendor (software maker). You can go to the software vendor’s website, for example: www.microsoft.com or www.adobe.com and find specific pages for updating and troubleshooting, or getting tips and training. For example at the Office Update website you can access technical resources and download free product enhancements for Office applications.

Most recent software will incorporate help resources with websites. Some software only allows you to access Help resources via the Internet. 

As a significant cost-saving initiative for software makers, the provision of built-in help resources and access to web-based help resources means that they save money by not providing printed resources with their software; resulting in lower postage and packaging costs as well as much lower printing bills. 

Using print resources 

Types of printed resources available 

Printed help materials for computing come in a variety of forms. It is important to ensure that users have access to a variety of material and for the IT help department to keep resources in order and available for quick reference. Different formats and styles of writing are created to suit a wide variety of needs, skill levels and learning styles.

Using manuals and textbooks

Using manuals and textbooks is the traditional method for computer troubleshooting and learning more features of software. There is a large array of books written about different software ranging from pocket notebooks and quick tips to detailed manuals and comprehensive technical references.

User manuals and books have an advantage over using web-based resources because they are instantly accessible — text is easier to read on paper than on-screen and books are transportable. 

Disadvantages of hard copy manuals and books include the capacity to go out-of-date, purchase costs (if not initially included with your software) and bulk. A search of many libraries will turn up Help manuals for software long out–of-date and irrelevant. 

While many advanced computer users choose not to refer to manuals, relying instead on troubleshooting instinct and experience, the role manuals play as a reference resource justifies having them around. 

Manuals 

Manuals included with software by the vendor are often the first point of reference in introducing new applications. They focus on changes and updates and some seek to provide introductory tutorials. 

Often Help manuals written by a third party are far more useful than software manuals written by the developers themselves. This is evidenced in the wide variety of self-help books for popular software applications. 

Textbooks 

These range from targeting the absolute beginner to the guru; in fact you can find a textbook on almost any computer subject at the level that you are at. 

Beginners: There are times when you might need a book to quickly bring you up to speed on a topic. The ‘For Dummies’ or ‘Complete Idiot’s Guide To’ series of books are very useful for quick learning or referencing.

Intermediate: There is no generic title used for these books but most will pick up where the Dummies series left off; providing tutorials and guides to the more advanced usage of an application. 

Advanced: The ‘XYZ Bible’ type books are reference or encyclopaedia-type books; they will not teach you specifically about using the application, only how to reference or program items within the application. O’Reilly (http://www.oreilly.com) publishes a large number of ‘Missing Manual’ and ‘In a Nutshell’ guidebooks that often fall into this category.

Trade magazines 

These are a very useful source of information. There are numerous ‘specialty’ publications ranging from games only to programming languages on all type of computers. The vast majority of these publications cover the general computer industry. These publications (along with their websites) offer value including: 

· accompanying CD-ROM that offers demonstration software (time/function limited) applications, freeware applications or shareware (try before you buy) applications.

· reviews of new and similar products that maybe helpful in deciding whether or not to purchase or upgrade to the product

· a help section where people write in about particular problems they are having

· a tips section on how to use an application more effectively 

· an ‘archive’ section where you can view an article in previous issues of the magazine.

Newspapers 

All major newspapers offer a computer section, for example, The Australian Tuesday’s IT section (http://australianit.com.au). The IT section offers information about events that have happened within the computer industry over the past week. It also is a good source of job vacancies within the IT industry. 

The Sydney Morning Herald (http://www.smh.com.au) offers a lift-out in the Saturday edition. This lift-out lists several websites based on a similar theme, new websites that have just been launched, and business and games software and hardware reviews. 

The Age (http://www.theage.com.au/technology) is also part of the Fairfax news group and offers similar services including e-Mag which looks at new consumer technologies. 

Finding appropriate printed resources 

Libraries 

Despite the rise in information available over the Internet, libraries are still an important way for people to access hard copies or electronic versions of publications like books and journals. 

Local community libraries may only carry more general texts without specialising in any particular area. However, they are interconnected and a search at your local branch may turn up material at another branch that can be obtained on an inter-library loan. 

TAFE and university libraries tend to concentrate on the fields of study available on a particular campus. Again, material can be sourced from a wide network of regional libraries using the catalogue at your local library. 

The Internet 

The Internet has a big part to play in making printed materials accessible. Large databases like the Education Resources Information Centre (ERIC) are now available online (see: http://www.eric.ed.gov/) and can prove an invaluable guide to published resources. 

Also on the Internet, many people search for texts on the commercial book websites like Amazon (http://www.amazon.com) or Australia’s Angus and Robertson bookstore online (http://www.angusrobertson.com.au/). Books can be purchased online from these websites, or information about books can be used to search local libraries or to order books from a local bookshop. An advantage of online bookstores is that they are quick to search, provide you with an overview of a book, and may have reviews by people who have purchased the books. 

Readme files 

A ‘Readme’ file is included inside most software applications’ folders.

The content of this will vary but often includes version information, known bugs and conflicts; and release, version and copyright information. 

For example, the ‘Real One’ plug-in ‘Readme’ file contains the following table of contents: 

· System Requirements

· Installation

· Network Issues 

· Known Issues 

· Manually Configuring Your Browser 

· Troubleshooting 

· Using RealOne Player through a Firewall 

· Full Screen and Video 

· Reporting Feedback

Readme files are also used widely in custom applications to provide user assistance and information. 

To explore some Readme files under the ‘Start’ menu, simply do a search on your own hard drive specifying ‘readme’ in the document title field. 

Location of central resources 

In a business environment where there may be a substantial IT support system, or where software is purchased under group licensing arrangements, responsibility for and access to vendor manuals is often held by the Help Desk rather than the individual user. It is important that a reliable control system is in place to keep track of centrally-held resources. 

Accessing online technical support 

As well as software help tools and print resources, you also have the option to use the Internet to access a range of group forums on topics of interest and for troubleshooting. There are many websites devoted to providing online solutions to technical problems. A few of these are listed at the end of this resource and a plethora of sites can be found by simply entering some key words into any of the major Internet search engines. Some useful search engines include: 

http://www.google.com.au/ 

http://www.au.yahoo.com/ 

http://www.dogpile.com.au/ 

Or, search through the websites of major companies like Microsoft if help is required with a Microsoft product:

http://www.microsoft.com/technet/default.mspx
http://support.microsoft.com/
Then again there are many large websites or Internet gateways (known as portals) like ‘The Information Centre’ which have links to over 2000 hardware and software manufacturers’ help sites:

http://www.compinfo-center.com/support.htm 

Identify types of basic software problems

Computer users in a business environment need access to timely and reliable technical support services. To expedite such support it is equally important for users to be able to give complete and accurate information regarding the need/problem to the relevant IT support staff.

Typical problems solved by help desk support

The help desk is a central contact point for users experiencing problems with their computer systems. It may be part of an organisation or an external company contracted to provide ongoing support. Users may contact the help desk by phone, email, intranet, the Internet or personal contact. Some problems may be solved immediately, others will have to be registered and worked on at a later time. 

The types of problems handled by the help desk will vary from one company to another. A help desk is normally involved with solving: 

· Hardware problems — these include devices not working, power failure, noisy disk drives, an empty screen or disk drive failure. 

· Software problems — these may involve the operating system, the application software or the many utilities that users use. These problems could be bugs in the software, incompatibility between the software and the operating system, inexperience or user error.

· Network problems — these relate to the network components of the computer system and may include problems with cabling, cards, bridges or routers. 

· Training problems — these relate to the expertise of the user. An employee may be unfamiliar with the equipment and software. 

Describing a software problem

In order to clarify what a problem is (so that a solution can be found) it is helpful to be able to describe a problem and reflect on the problem. For example, consider the following aspects to a computer-related problem: 

· whether it is a new problem or a recurring one 

· when the problem occurred 

· how often the problem occurs, if relevant

· what you were doing when the problem occurred 

· an outline of the problem 

· how significant the problem is 

· any efforts you have made to fix the problem yourself.

Capturing alert messages 

When encountering computer problems, alert messages explaining what the problem is are sometimes displayed on-screen. However, they are often written in what to the average users is, a foreign language of jargon; for example ‘Run-time Error’, ‘Fatal Exception’ and ‘Script Error’.

These alert messages provide critical information about what is going wrong and the information needs to be captured to pass on to technical support staff. 

There are two main ways of capturing the information presented. 

The simplest method is to write down what the dialogue box says when you see it. Do not press ‘OK’ or ‘Cancel’; just write it down on a piece of paper. Pass this information along with your request for assistance. 

The second involves taking a ‘screen shot’ or ‘screen grab’. This is a snapshot of what is showing on the computer monitor at the time of the error. The advantage of this is that all the information is captured. The disadvantage is that the screen shot may not work if the computer is frozen or in the process of crashing. To take a screen shot, press the ‘Print Screen’ button near the top right of the keyboard. This commits a screen image to computer memory. Next, open an application that accepts images, such as one of the MS Office applications, and select ‘Paste’. The screen image should now be pasted into the open document or window. Either save this file or print it out to pass on with your request for assistance.

Summary

Help resources come in a variety of formats and media and are widely available from resources ‘built-in’ to software, to online readings and discussions focussed on specific software applications.

For example, built-in help features may be in the form of:

· database of topics where you can search by keywords or questions

· index (contents list) where you can browse for topics

· ‘balloon help’ or ‘assistant’ tools that give you information or feedback in the context of your document/screen

· tutorial where you can follow steps to do specific tasks with the software

· website information, FAQs, searchable databases that are linked to software help.

Print resources that can be found at libraries, bookshops and sometimes online include:

· manuals

· textbooks

· trade magazines

· newspapers (IT inserts).

Software makers have websites that provide further tips, tutorials and links to more resources and online technical support sites.

To be able to communicate your software problems to technical support you need to be able to clarify what the problem is. Reading and saving on-screen alert messages is one way to do this.
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