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Computer programs can be complex and learning to use a new one can be difficult and frustrating. 

Further, many hardware devices contain processors, making it easy for designers to add features that can make them equally complex. My primary operating system is Linux, and I like to explore new applications. These are usually free, and there are often several for every task, usually with drastically different approaches. I also love such gadgets as digital cameras and pocket GPS navigators. As a result, I am continually trying to master new programs and devices and have worked out some methods of doing this.
There are many barriers that make the task difficult.
· Every designer has a different idea of how a program or device should work, and trying to use a new one the same way you used an old one can be counter-productive. Sometimes, the most difficult part is unlearning what you think you know, especially for experienced users who may feel they should be able to figure out new software and hardware by instinct.
· Different products can use different vocabularies – for example “uploading” sometime means importing information into an application and sometimes exporting it.
· Except for a handful of very popular applications, good tutorial books don't exist. This is especially so for Linux, OS X, and many cameras.
· The number of brick-and-mortar bookstores is decreasing, and those remaining are continually decreasing the shelf space for technical books. Software is frequently updated, meaning that books quickly become outdated and public libraries can't keep up. As a result, it is difficult to find useful information by browsing books.
· Information on the Internet is fragmented, poorly organized, and often wrong.
· Tech writers seem to fixate on tasks that don't interest me – they go into elaborate detail on things I never do and skip over those I perform almost every day.
· User interfaces are frequently not well designed, and not all products have useful help features.
· Purchased software and hardware usually includes only a small printed pamphlet, containing mostly legal disclaimers in several languages and labeled, “Getting Started Guide,” or something similar. Many people assume this is the manual and never look at the real manual, which resides on an included CD-ROM or the vendor's Website.
I have found several ineffective techniques.
· Calling a friend – while this is occasionally appropriate, you will soon run out of friends if you overuse it, and some friends have more confidence than expertise.
· Taking random screen shots – unless you organize these and add comments as soon as you take them, you just end up with directories full of useless graphics.
· Handwritten notes – unless you organize these you end up with stacks or useless paper.
· Working by analogy from similar products – every program is different, and few are clones. New ones appear because their developers felt previous ones had fundamental shortcomings; few are just old ones with bug fixes.
· Using a new program to work with valuable data – making a mistake here could mean you lose the data.
Before you install the software or turn on the device, gather the available information about it that appears useful, including: the full manual (if only an on-line version is available, get its URL) not just the getting started guide, reviews (which frequently provide helpful overviews), and Internet articles (or their URLs). If this is software, make a complete backup of your computer. This is important if you downloaded the software, especially for Windows users. Linux users can install new software on a virtual machine, which isolates any problems. Read the reviews and articles you gathered and at least the introduction and installation sections of the manual. Create a sandbox in which to experiment. This can be as simple as a directory with a few files you will manipulate with the new software or as complex as a virtual machine. Set up means of recording notes. I use CherryTree, http://www.giuspen.com/cherrytree/, which is free, but available only for Linux and Windows; Mac users can find equivalents athttp://alternativeto.net/software/cherrytree/?platform=mac. Screen 1 shows my complete CherryTree notes on QMapShack after an hour or so of use. (This is a mapping program that works with a GPS.) As you can see, these fit on a single page, and at this point I had a lot yet to do.
[image: image1.png]! L <> BrER Q BEE SNy @B M%aagaahhhs aans

v ‘:r:mm el Preparation QMapShack
e i To import Garmin data (tracks and waypoints)
Do « Disconnect any active databases.
oo « Connect the Garmin.
« Add a folder to a database.

: e + Select the folder.
& o samwer « The folder name will appear in the workspace window as well as Garmin's.
« In the workspace window, copy each track and waypoint from Garmin to the database.

& S e « Save the database.

@ tores

Virtus! Machine
© Vansger

> & GPS Maps

> & Joomia

> @ Php

> & Rospberry Pi
@ MysaL
@ Projectlibre

Node Type: Rich Text - Spell Check: en_US




Screen 1. Initial CherryTree Notes on QmapShack.
By contrast, Screen 2 shows a portion of my notes on installing Ubuntu Linux, which have been refined for several years. Note from the outline view in the left panel that these now extend over several pages. I modify these notes again with every new installation.
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Backup and save the Firefox bookmarks and Thunderbird address list, although they should be
saved in the Firefox configuration directory. Record the Firefox, LibreOffice, and Thunderbird
add-ons.

Export and save the gpg public key using Seahorse. Export the gpg private key with
apg —export-secret-keys --armor --output private-key.asc.

Create a st of all the programs installed since the original installation. (This requires aptitiude,
which won't appear in the generated list.)

cat /var/log/installer/initial-status.gz | gzip -d | grep '“Package:' | awk
"{ print $2}' > tmp.txt & aptitude search -F %p '~i'~M' | awk '{ print
$1}' | grep -v -F -f tmp.txt > packages.txt & rm tmp.txt

This creates packages.txt in the current directory. Binary packages usually install to their own
directory in /opt, so a listing of the contents of /opt will cover this. (Calibre seems to be the only
example.)

1s -1 /opt > binary packages.txt

Save /etc/apt/sources.list and the contents of the directory /etc/apt/sources.list.d as the latter
has all the ppa sources.

Save /etc/fstab.

Before doing the install, remove the external backup disk. This will make it necessary to edit fstab
so that it's mounted at bootup.

Run the command
df > df output
to record the mount points. This doesn't show everything though. Also use gparted to record for
each partition the partition, its file system, its label, and its size. Print this so it's available
during the install.
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Screen 2. CherryTree Notes on Ubuntu Linux.
Now you're ready to begin. Open the manual, or equivalently open its file or URL on your desktop, and open your notes program. As a result, you may have three open windows on your desktop, the manual, the notes program, and the new software. You may have less if you have a full printed manual or if you are working with new hardware. Follow the instructions to install the program or set up the hardware, making notes as needed. (Do this as soon as you perform the action. Don't wait until the end of the session.) Work your way through the manual, making notes about what you do, especially if something surprises you or works differently than you expect. On the first pass, cover only the basics and skip over those features that don't interest you. At this point you're looking for only the features that you are likely to use initially. Take screen shots as appropriate and include them in the notes (although I seldom find this necessary). Note especially any configuration changes and the locations of the files used. Repeat this until you don't have to refer to the manual, but only your notes.

By now, you should have captured the features that are important to you. I often find that my notes fall into two areas, configuration and work-flow (the process you follow as you use the program or device). A complex program may require several of these. They need not be polished, after all no one but you will ever see them, but they should be complete enough to guide you days or weeks in the future.

Every time you use the software or device, open the notes, as you will want to revise and augment them as you correct early misinterpretations and learn more. This is especially important for things you use infrequently.
Your notes should contain everything you need; that is, you shouldn't have to rely on any other material to use the program or device they cover. This should include:
• the URLs of any on-line material, such as manuals, reviews, tutorials, and newsletters,
• the supplier's Website URL,
• configuration data at install time,
• work-flows,
• contents of configuration and profile files, and
• annotated screen-shots. 

Place a copy of these notes on all the PCs with which you will use the program or device. For example, if you take a laptop on vacation, it should have the notes for your camera. Consider making such notes for your operating system, your complex applications, and your hardware, including peripherals. Without them, such jobs as reinstalling an operating system will take far too long and may require several attempts. You will find that they make using and maintaining complex products much easier and maintaining them far less frustrating, especially for those you don't use every day.
