Virpets Cycle 2 Presentation: Interface Design & Guest Testing 

Target Audience & Inherent Challenges


Ours is an exciting challenge – design a technology-heavy interactive museum exhibit for children from 4-7 years of age. A few of the unique challenges that our young user base presents:

· Reading & Writing Ability

· Most children at this age will not be able to read

· Those that are literate will not be sophisticated readers.

· Attention Span

· Children will probably not want to sit through multiple tests.

· Even if they do, they cannot quantitatively express their preferences.
· Gathering Data

· It is unlikely that written surveys would be effective in this situation.

· The best way for us to obtain information is observation and video interview.
· User Consent

· Parents must give permission for children to appear on video.

· Our users are not legally capable of providing permission themselves.
As a result, our methodologies will differ somewhat from standard user testing methods. We will not be attempting to gain quantitative knowledge from these tests – rather, we will concentrate on gathering as much from observation as we can. When appropriate (and permissible), we will also tape interviews with the children to get their reactions to the system.
A large part of designing any interactive experience for children is putting said experiences through the rigors of repeated playtesting “in the field.” This is especially important for the Virpets Theater team, since we have very little in common with our intended guests. We must examine everything from the input devices to the backdrops we create from a child’s point of view. We have developed a preliminary plan to address this need that includes a minimum of 4 live tests at the Museum. What follows is an enumeration of said plans along with an examination of our target audience, as well as our findings so far. 
Interface Design

The key challenge in designing the Virpets Theater guest interface is the struggle between educational content and simplicity of design. The simplest design would be a simple “list” of puppet pictures that allows children to click on their favorite puppet and begin.  However, the Children’s Museum would like this to be an educational experience, and this means sacrificing a bit of simplicity in the process.
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Initial Screen

This is the “default” or beginning screen of the interface loop. It allows a child to select their favorite from three categories of puppets – Marionettes, Hand Puppets, and Rod Puppets. Several people have asked why we bother to divide the puppets up like this – and while it would be simpler to group all of the puppets into one category, we would lose the opportunity to begin communicating to children about the inherent differences between puppets. Furthermore, the eventual installation may feature as many as 40 puppets, and we want to design something that will scale easily. 

As a general note, we did some research about legibility in fonts for children, and the information we found pointed to the fact that children vastly prefer “kid’s” fonts like Comic Sans. We also tried to keep all text as short as possible – no blocks of text longer than a sentence, along with a friendly, encouraging tone. 
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Puppet Selection Screen

Once a guest selects a category, they are presented with a version of the screen depicted at left. A short sentence is provided about the type of puppet they selected, and up to 4 pictures of the puppets in that category are displayed on the far left. When a guest clicks on one of these “headshots”, the yellow box on the right is updated with information about the selected puppet. The large green button is used to indicate that this puppet should be displayed on theStage.

The picture that appears on the right of the screen is a picture of the real puppet from the museum’s collection as an attempt to draw a parallel between the real puppets and the digital versions. The “headshots” can be either real or digital versions – we chose digital versions since we do not have clear, iconic pictures of all of the “real” puppet heads. 
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Confirmation Screen
Once a guest clicks on the large green button, they are presented with this Confirmation Screen. A digital version of the puppet is pictured, and the text encourages the child to look at the puppet stage along with basic control instructions and encouraging text. This screen is displayed for approximately 15-20 seconds to provide time for children to make the connection between their selection and the puppet stage.

Overall Research Questions:
General

· Are some puppets chosen more than other puppets?

· What do children take away from the exhibit about puppetry?
· Which methods are most effective for conveying information? 
· Would a “mascot” be a valuable tutorial tool?

Creative

· How does a backdrop influence a child’s storytelling capabilities?

· Does a themed set limit their stories to a particular genre?

· What effect does removal of backgrounds have on storytelling?
· How much time do children spend telling stories?

· Are children willing to perform with an unfamiliar child? 

Interface

· Is the MS Sidewinder Pro too intimidating as an input device (joystick)?

· Could simple aesthetic changes make the Sidewinder more appealing?

· Is one joystick sufficient?

· How much functionality do kids need to feel in control?

· How much time do kids spend choosing a character?

Technology

· Can we project puppets and scenes from separate computers?
· How durable are the components? (joystick, screen, mouse, touchscreen)

· What abnormal demands will children place on the system?

· How much stress can the system handle?

Playtesting Schedule
Playtest 1: February 22nd – Pittsburgh Children’s Museum (3 hours)

High-Level Goals:

· Observe effect of backgrounds on children’s play

· Observe 2-player dynamic

· Test intuitiveness of joystick interaction

· Basic observations about reactions to interaction
Findings:
· Sidewinder joysticks are not sturdy enough for our purposes

· Kids do have fun playing with the puppets

· Not entirely intuitive what the system is when it’s idle

· Kids don’t notice that collision detection isn’t present

· The kids that did draw a parallel between the real puppet and the virtual one were much more interested in the experience. 
Playtest 2: March 22nd – Pittsburgh Children’s Museum (3 hours)

High-Level Goals:

· Test potential input schemas for puppets

· Test new backdrops
· Test new joystick setup

Changes:
· New puppet added to the system

· Custom backdrop/stage

· Custom joystick units

· Atmospheric music
Findings:
· Music makes a big difference – kids often make puppets dance

· System is prone to memory leaks and crashes

· Music also provides natural begin and end to experience

· New joysticks stand up to a beating

· New joysticks aren’t intimidating

· Guests want puppets to move around in the space

· A layered control scheme may be better than individual controls

· People are still enjoying themselves

Playtest 3: April 13th – Pittsburgh Children’s Museum (3 hours)
High-Level Goals: 

· Test effects of larger size of puppets on projection screen

· Test the user interface

Changes: 

· New Stage
· Replaced monitor with projection screen

Notes:
Due to puppet problems, we only had 2 functioning puppets, and were forced to test without the puppet selection interface (since there was no choice to be made)
Playtest 4: April 24th – Doherty Hall, Main Lab (3 children)

Findings:
· Kids had plenty of fun with the system

· Several types of emergent play – one-player, two players on one puppet...

· Kids seem just as engaged when watching as when they’re playing

· Frequently switched puppets using the interface

· Seemed to pay attention to the interface – reading it aloud, etc.

· Wanted puppets to be able to “touch”

Playtest 5: May 1st – Doherty Hall, Main Lab (20 kindergarteners)


Findings:
· Younger, non-reading children have more difficulty learning the interface

· Other children often helped “teach” the younger ones

· Kids love to switch puppets frequently

· Very social affair 

· Lots of interaction between audience and “performers”

· Kids seemed to understand the controls, for the most part

· Able to bow on command, etc.

· Mice and trackballs are difficult for kids to use

· Should replace them with touchscreens for the client machines

· Kids were sad to have to stop playing

· The bigger the movement, the better
Observations from the First Guest Test

February 22, 2003 – Basement of the Children’s Museum

Conditions: 

Technology:



2 Networked systems – 1 client, 1 client/server



1 small monitor for display of world



1 joystick per character


Content:



Same puppet for both players



One world – the old Garvey family “house”



Real “creepy smile” puppet was on display near our station


Methodology:



Videotaped interactions



Minimal interaction with the children



Answered any questions kids had

Observations:

1. On the joysticks:

a. Kids are not scared of the Sidewinder joysticks.

b. They are quite willing to press all the buttons
i. They watch intently to see what each buttonpress does.

c. They are also willing to abuse the heck out of the joysticks.

d. To some kids, the joysticks seem to suggest a military or flight-based experience.

2. On multi-player behavior:

a. Kids were willing to play with strangers as well as their own parents.

b. Children also shared their knowledge about the controls, teaching one another.

c. Behavior was often imitative – kids were more willing to come up and play if someone else was first, and if one child was rowdy, their compatriot would most likely follow.

d. Some of the best interactions were a parent and child learning together.

i. Moms were just as willing to play as dads!

3. On the presentation:
a. Kids didn’t seem to notice that collision detection wasn’t implemented.

b. The size of the monitor may have been a factor – it was so small that the joystick almost dominated the experience. 

c. Kids wanted the puppets to cross into each other’s physical spaces. 

d. System does not attract people when idle. Need idle animation, etc.

4. On storytelling:

a. Children didn’t know that we wanted them to tell stories

i. They thought this was a video game

b. Some kids seemed to be telling one-player stories

c. Having 2 different puppets might help

d. Adults were must more emphatic about the storytelling/roleplaying

5. On context:

a. The kids that did draw a parallel between the real puppet and the virtual one were much more interested in the experience. 

b. “I want to play with a real puppet now!” 

i. Real puppets should be in VERY close proximity in final exhibit

6. Quirky behavior:

a. Kids universally loved the slider that made the puppets “fly”

i. Closest many got to telling stories

