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How To Buy

User Training

What type of training is best for users? Real classes with human teachers?
Videos? CD-ROMSs? Books? Wendy Grossman looks at the options
available and highlights the strengths and weaknesses of each.

ne of the biggest nuisances
O about installing new technol-

ogy is staff training, even
though IT manufacturers never stop
saying their new products will give no
trouble.

The language they use to state this
has changed over time, from "user-
friendly" to "easy to use" to "usable",
but the reality behind it has stayed the
same: learning a new product is never
straightforward.

In fact, as design guru Donald Nor-
man has pointed out, manufacturers
do themselves a disservice with these
claims. If they said honestly, "these
products will take some learning to
use effectively, but the results will be
worth it," users would not lose so
much confidence when they first
started with a new product and found
it difficult. As things are, users feel as
betrayed as the child who’s told before
the nurse gives him ashot, "Thiswon’t
hurt a bit".

But the solution isn’t as simple as
better manuals: manufacturers com-
plain, with somejustice, that no matter
how carefully they design the pro-
gram and write the documentation,
users perversely insist on using their
software in ways they never imagined
and didn’t design it for.

So you have users who twist their
spreadsheets into use as word proces-
sors and databases, or who want to
print envelopes from a personal infor-
mation manager. On the other hand,
some of those needs might have been
obvious if software were more often
designed by the sort of people who use
instead of write it, and it would also
help if manuals were better written
and designed.

We are now starting to see the de-
velopment of more intelligent online

help systems, where the user can ask
"How do | make this text larger?" in-
stead of having to look up "font -
increasing pointsize" in the index. As-
suming that it’s in the index at all.

These systems are still far from
widespread. But Lotus, WordPerfect
and Microsoft, to name but three, are
all working on them.

The solution to a user’s problem
isn’t always to call technical support.
Aside from the fact that many manu-
facturers’ support hotlines take a long
time to answer questions, teaching
users isn’t what tech support is in-
tended for. It’s fair to call technical
supportif the documentation on a par-
ticular feature is poor, or if a user has
a specific question; it’s not fair to ex-
pect technical support to teach people
to write macros, or to take a novice
through the basics of navigating Win-
dows.

A large training industry has
grown up around computing: books,
audio cassettes, videotapes, classroom
courses, and computer-based training
(CBT). Each has advantages and dis-
advantages depending on the type of
user you have and the situation in
which the products are going to be
used. (Cynics suggest that the number
of books available on a particular soft-
ware package is proportional to the
number of pirated copies of the soft-
ware which, by definition, lack
manuals.)

Choosing Training

In making a decision, the first ques-
tion to consider is the computer
literacy - or lack thereof - of a given
system’s users.

People who are already uncomfort-
able with technology may not react

well to computer-based training pack-
ages, even though CBT seems like a
logical way of showing someone how
a program works.

People in this position are likely to
feel more comfortable with familiar
types of materials - books, for
example, which can be laid flat on the
desk in front of the PC and used as
step-by-step guides, or classroom
courses that feature live humans.

On the other hand, very bright,
computer-literate people tend to be
bored by classroom courses, and may
be happier using books, tapes, or CBT,
where they can set their own pace.
Classroom courses are generally de-
signed for "average" users, which
means they’re too slow for the people
who tended to jump ahead in the tex-
tbooks in their school days, and
possibly too fast for the least experi-
enced technophobes.

Trainers do try to accommodate
various grades of user - small classes
mean they spend some time helping
each trainee come to grips with the
exercises they generally assign - but
within a two- or three-day course in-
tended to teach all of a program like
Excel they can’t do remedial teaching.
As classroom courses tend to be ex-
pensive, it’s important to make sure
you have a good match between the
type of course and the skills and apti-
tudes of your user population.

At the same time, it’s important to
think about what your users actually
need to learn. In the case of a DTP
package, for example, they may not
need to learn everything the package
can do as much as they need to learn
how to produce specific materials
such as a company newsletter, letter-
head, or memos.

Sometimes the solution to this sort
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"One of the biggest nuisances about
installing new technology is staff
training, even though IT manufacturers
never stop saying their new products
will give no trouble."

of thing may not lie in training at all
but in customised macros or style
sheets, supplemented by a page or two
of instructions for their use.

Finally, there is the matter of cost.
Of the various types of training, class-
room courses tend to cost the most.
Knowledge acquired in those courses
isn’t easily transferable from one staff
member to another. CBT packages,
audio and video tapes, and books all
have the advantage that they can be
passed around acompany and reused.
Also, they are still available later for
new staff to learn from.

Ancillary to that is the matter of
geography. Opinions vary widely on
this one. Some people find it easiest to
learn something new when there are
no other demands on them. These
people are happier going off-site to do
their training, where they won’t be in-
terrupted. Others find losing whole
work daystoo disruptive, and are hap-
pier with on-site training, particularly
using techniques where they can set
their own pace or learn just what they
need when they need it.

Bear in mind thata company is most
likely to benefit from using a mix of
methods. Also, it’s worth being a little
creative about training. It shouldn’t be
about just learning the features of the
company software packages. Today’s
computers have put onto everyone’s
desktops tools that formerly would
have been reserved for highly skilled
people. Giving the people using the
computers some of those skills helps
them make the most of the IT invest-
ment. So besides product-based
courses, look at courses that teach busi-
ness writing and the literacy skills that
secretaries used to supply such as de-
sign, and even typing.

CBT

Almost always, the first place to
start is with the manufacturer’s own
materials. These are, after all, free, or
at least included in the price you’ve
already paid. Most new products how
come with some kind of online guided
tour of the product. The best of these,
like the tour of Intuit’s QuickBooks
small-business accounting program,
offer torunautomatically the firsttime
the user loads up the program and
give the new user an introduction to
the main features.

WordPerfect in particular has for a
long time included tutorials with its
packages - even WordPerfect 5.1, in
the DOS days, had a CBT tutorial with
exercises to teach you the basics.

Some of these materials are getting
quite sophisticated: Microsoft Word
for Windows 6, for example, includes
a "switchkit" aimed specifically at for-
mer WordPerfect users, just as Lotus
1-2-3 for Windows gives old DOS
users the ability to call up the old,
familiar menus.

It’s unfortunate, though, that so
many manufacturers are moving to
online documentation. It’s easy to un-
derstand their motivation: all those
hefty manuals cost a lot to print and
ship. Put the whole thing, program
and documentation, on a CD-ROM,
and watch your distribution costs
plummet. Butit’'snotas good for many
users, even if, as manufacturers sus-
pect, few read the manuals all the way
through.

Targeting

Another problem with all types of
commercial training is that everything

targets mainstream applications,
operating systems, and programming
languages. Even the cheapest form of
training - books - focuses on the top
sellers, with hundreds of titles on Win-
dows, DOS, the Internet and the
common Novell, Lotus, and Microsoft
office applications, butalmost nothing
on well-known niche applications like
contact managers or personal infor-
mation managers.

CBT has come a long way since
scientists first started talking about the
idea of teaching machines back in the
1950s. For a long time, CBT seemed to
be limited to putting up pages of text
on screen where it was less convenient
and less comfortable to read than in a
book. These days, CBT comesin a var-
iety of interactive forms that can be
very effective in teaching people the
ropes in a new system. The one thing
to remember is that CBT can be very
intimidating to completely inexperi-
enced users. If you have never seen a
mouse, for example, a mouse-driven
tutorial will seem extraordinarily dif-
ficult and cumbersome - it’s easy to
forget that you have to practice to ac-
quire the muscular control you need.

CBT Varieties

There are two main kinds of CBT
packages: simulation and concurrent.
A simulation tutorial is exactly what it
sounds like. It simulates the computer
environment the user will be working
in and, through exercises, teaches the
user how to perform the necessary
tasks.

The problem with this approach is
that the simulation is never around
when you need it most - when you’re
actually working. Generally speaking,
people are better at remembering
things they’ve learned if they are
learned as part of doing real work.
Simulation CBT is sterile, and the les-
sons it teaches tend not to be retained
well or for long.

However, there are certain circum-
stances where simulations are
important. You don’t, for example,
want to turn a novice loose on the
company’s live financial data or on a
safety-critical system. Simulations
constrain the user from doing any
damage by limiting the number of fea-
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tures they work with at any one time
and by separating them from the real
system. However, the constraints that
keep the user from making errors also
have a cost, since there’s no way to
explore or learn from such a system
how to recover from mistakes, prob-
ably the mostimportant thing a novice
needs to learn.

One other advantage that simula-
tions have is that they demand far
lower hardware overheads.

Concurrent systems load on top of
the program you’re using and guide
you through what you need to do. In
some cases, like Ko-Pilot for WordPer-
fect 5.1, the software is an extension to
the help system that gives you added
information. In others, as in Intuit’s
Quicken finance products, little bal-
loons pop up to tell the user what to do
next to complete a given task - useful,
since it can be difficult to remember
what the next step is when the help
screen vanishes behind the window
you’re working in.

You then tell the software to turn
the balloon help off, feature by feature,
when you’re confident you’ve got the
hang of things.

NetManage’s personal information
manager, ECCO, takes the opposite
tack: it arrives with some features and
menus switched off, and you turn
those on once you feel confident
you’ve got to grips with its admittedly
unusual interface.

Wizards And Experts

Most manufacturers now include a
CBT package of some kind with their
software. With more recent releases of
its Office products, Microsoft has
added step-by-step guidance systems
for complicated tasks which it calls
"Wizards". Wizards guide you, for
example, through the early stages of
designing a newsletter or calendar in
Word for Windows 6, and through
most of the steps of setting up a rela-
tional database in Access or a
presentation in PowerPoint.

Other major applications have
similar features, with names such as
coaches or experts.

It’s well worth looking through the
collection of wizard-like utilities that
comes with the software your users

Buying User Training

are currently running. Make sure that
all users run the most common wi-
zards so that they know the official
way of performing common tasks.

You can also write your own wi-
zards, and the tools for doing so are
often free of charge - contact the soft-
ware companies concerned.

It’s important, though, to encour-
age users to get past these sets of
training wheels, particularly on the
publishing and presentation side of
things - you don’t want everything
you release to look like everything
everyone else in the world releases, no
matter how tasteful it is.

After you’ve been to enough pres-
entations, for example, it gets
relatively easy to tell which presenta-
tion graphics package the speaker
used in preparing his or her slides. If
you haven’t got a set of corporate tem-
plates, one way around this while still
keeping things relatively simple is to
take those standard templates and
style sheets as a starting point and
make small variations - change the col-
our scheme a little, or choose a
different type of bullet point or font.

Mostcommercial CBT packagesare
produced by one of a few specialist
companies and are sold directly by
specialist distributors. Many combine
the computer portion of the course
with other media, such as a book or a
set of audio cassettes. It may sound
strange to listen to a tape to teach you
to use a computer, but it can be very
effective as it leaves the user’s hands
and eyes free.

Try to keep away from CBT pack-
ages that are nothing more than
electronic versions of reading matter -
if what you’re going to do is read, it’s
easier to do it on paper. Fortunately,
this type of package is becoming
scarce. Newer packages generally use
graphical authoring tools to create in-
teractive interfaces.

Classroom Training

Classroom coursesare probably the
easiest to find of all types of training
except books, although they are the
most expensive. You can pay anything
up to around $3000 for a place on a 3
or 4-day course.

All sorts of organisations offer

courses. In ascending order of cost
these include local colleges, user
groups, and corporate training com-
panies. Many software companies
maintain lists of authorised training
centres. This is in addition to pro-
grammes run by companies like
Novell and Microsoft that offer special
certification for certain types of sup-
port engineers and applications
developers.

Local colleges and corporate train-
ing companies usually list themselves
in the telephone book. User groups are
a little more obscure. Try asking your
software publisher or supplier if there
are relevant groups with nearby of-
fices. Groups tend to vary widely in
what services they offer and at what
cost. However, most user groups offer
some form of technical support. Train-
ing from these groups isn’t always
cheaper, but sometimes it fills in gaps
left by more mainstream organisations.

Corporate training outfits also vary
a great deal, and many offer cus-
tomised services, either tailoring the
material the course covers to the exact
software add-ons and templates a
company has, or adapting their de-
livery methods to suit staff schedules.
You might, for example, find it more
efficientin stafftime to hireatrainerto
spend days on the company premises
answering user questions by appoint-
ment in private, one-on-one sessions
rather than conducting all-day stand-
ard classroom sessions.

This technique is especially useful
for senior staff, some of whom may not
learn wellin a classroom-based course
for other reasons than scheduling:
some are embarrassed to admit they
don’tknow or don’tunderstand some-
thing, especially in front of junior staff.

Other Media

Books are portable, if heavy; video
tapes can be replayed; and audio cas-
settes keep your hands free. All of
these media allow people to learn at
their own pace, refer back, and repeat
material as necessary. What they don’t
have is either the human flexibility of
classroom training or exercise check-
ing and constraints of CBT. It has to be
said, also, that many of these materials
are fairly dreadful.
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Videotapes in particular have
failed to live up to their obvious poten-
tial. The best thing about videotape is
that you can see what your screen is
supposed to look like as you move
around itand enter commands. Unfor-
tunately, most of the videotapes on the
market play like taped lecturesby aPR
expert - exactly what you don’t need
at the prices they charge for these
things.

One notable exception is the very
good range of tapes from Softvision
which take a member of the software
company’s development team and
pair him up with agenuinely inexperi-
enced but articulate user. The user
asks questions and the developer
answers with thorough explanations
while the camera focuses on the com-
puter’s display as the developer
demonstrates how to perform each
task.

The resulting three-hour tapes are
remarkably effective, and provide on
average the equivalent of about a day
and a half of classroom training for
about the cost of a single day.

A real limitation to the videotape
approach, though, is that it may be
difficult to assemble all the necessary
technology inasingle place. Atraining
room equipped with a VCR and com-
puter that employees can book into
might be one solution; another might
be allowing employees to take tapes
home. But tapes are awkward to refer
back to, even though tapes like Softvi-
sion’s give you timings at the
beginning of each section so you can
find it again without a lot of trial and
error.

Audio cassettes, such as those pro-
duced by the specialist companies
Comput-Ed and Headline Communi-
cations, have even greater cuing
problems, but they do have the ad-
vantage of ease of use. Almost
everyone has a Walkman or other type
of portable cassette player, and you
can listen to the tapes with hands free
to follow along on the keyboard. Most
audio cassette packages come with ad-
ditional documentation on floppy
disk, which can be read on screen or
printed out.

Unlike videotapes, which typically
teach the common range of desktop
applications, audio cassette packages

tend to concentrate on newcomer ma-
terials such as introductions to PCs
and the like - starting with the PC’s
arrival in the box with instructions
how to unpack it and set it up, some-
thing which all those
manufacturer-supplied online naviga-
tion systems can’t provide.

Newer methods, such as CD-I
(compact disc interactive) or interac-
tive video are promising, but aren’t
widely available yet. In general, these
mediaare likely to find aniche in areas
where it’s important for a user to get
objective feedback, such as interview-
ing techniques or presentation skills.
They’renotlikely to be widely used for
teaching IT skills, which require you to
interact with a computer rather than
an audience.

Books

It is the computer book industry
that’s really booming, even though
most computer books are simply re-
gurgitated, reordered manuals. Many
are organised into long-running, con-
sistent series with standardised
formats, so that a user faced with a
new product can pick a book with a
familiar format, layout and style to
learn from. This sort of desire for fam-
iliarity should be recognisable to
anyone who has chosen to eat in a
chain restaurant in a foreign city just
because it means they know what
they’ll be getting.

There are a few points to watch out
for when picking books. First of all,
although many books advertise that
they include diskfuls of software,
often the software is shareware, and a
would-be user ishonour-bound to pay
the licence fee. Second, almost all
books are written in the US for the US
market; very few of even the general
communications and Internet books
bother to include a chapter regarding
international considerations. On the
basic desktop products few features
work significantly differently. But
watch out especially for books on fin-
ance packages, as large chunks of
these will be wholly irrelevant outside
the US because of different tax laws.

The same is true, to a lesser extent,
of books on the Internet, comms, and
networking which talk about products

and services intended to make your
life easier. Also, take a look at the book
itself. If you’re trying to teach a begin-
neragraphical interface, look for good
illustrations: too many Windows
books are packed with text.

Asthe vogue for pre-installing soft-
ware and charging extra for disks and
manuals grows, books may soon
become better value than they have
been inthe past. Techies may liketo do
everything on searchable screens, but
books have a lot of appeal. They’re
portable, even if heavy, they don’t
block the active windows on your
screen, and they don’t have power
supplies that blow out just when you
need them. Education methods may
be changing to incorporate multime-
dia and virtual worlds, but old
learning methods will be with us for a
long time yet.

The Author

Wendy Grossman is a freelance
writer, originally from New York
and now based in London. She
can be contacted via pcsa-
ed@oakworth.demon.co.uk.
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New Reviews from Tech Support Alert

Anti-Trojan Software Reviews

A detailed review of six of the best anti trojan software programs. Two products
were impressive with a clear gap between these and other contenders in their
ability to detect and remove dangerous modern trojans.

Inkjet Printer Cartridge Suppliers

Everyone gets inundated by hundreds of ads for inkjet printer cartridges, all
claiming to be the cheapest or best. But which vendor do you believe? Our
editors decided to put them to the test by anonymously buying printer cartridges
and testing them in our office inkjet printers. Many suppliers disappointed but we
came up with several web sites that offer good quality cheap inkjet cartridges
with impressive customer service.

Windows Backup Software

In this review we looked at 18 different backup software products for home or
SOHO use. In the end we could only recommend six though only two were good
enough to get our “Editor’s Choice” award

The 46 Best Freeware Programs

There are many free utilities that perform as well or better than expensive
commercial products. Our Editor lan Richards picks out his selection of the very
best freeware programs and he comes up with some real gems.

Tech Support Alert
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