
Using User Guides, a usability review  
VISUAL QUICKSTART GUIDE FOR QUARKXPRESS 5, 
 by Elaine Weinmann and Peter Lourekas 

A user guide user 
About a month ago I bought 3 user guides from the Barnes & Noble website, sight unseen. The guides were for programs I do 
not have on my computer, which I anticipated I could be using in the future. I have some familiarity with two of the programs, 
DreamWeaver and PageMaker; of the third, QuarkXPress, I knew only that it is a very powerful tool for creative Desktop 
Publishing. My criteria for purchasing the three manuals were that they should be relatively inexpensive and have good reviews. 
The book for QuarkXPress was the only one available for Quark 5, which has just been released. In fact the manual was so 
new that it was unavailable at the time, arriving several days after the expected date. 

For DreamWeaver and PageMaker, I could be considered an intermediate user. I needed the manuals to refresh my memory and 
get me up to date in the newest versions. For QuarkXPress, I am a beginner. I want the book to give me a quick impression of 
the capabilities of the program, and to teach me the basics, so I won’t look really stupid if I suddenly need to be using it.  

For all three guides, I would be reading them without access to the program itself. Thus I need good screen captures to illustrate 
what is happening, since I can’t see it myself. As chance would have it, my husband gave me Quark as a birthday present. (I 
think he was fascinated by the name – he’s been reading about quarks!) Now I can actually use the book with the program.  

Am I a typical beginner? I have a number of years experience with a slew of computer programs, including FrameMaker, MS 
Publisher and a little PageMaker. I assume that many Quark beginners have a similar background, but an author must not 
ignore those who come directly from WORD, with no DTP experience at all.  

First impressions 

The cover 
The VISUAL QUICKSTART GUIDE FOR QUARKXPRESS 5 is a big book – 500 pages! I know the program is 
powerful, and therefore, probably complicated, so that doesn’t really throw me off. I had already figured that 
I would not become an expert immediately. The cover is very comforting: “Teach yourself QuarkXPress the quick 
and easy way! This …Guide uses pictures rather than lengthy explanations.  You’ll be up and running in no time!”  Just what 
I need. On the back I can read that the book covers beginning and intermediate level for people who “need to 
learn QuarkXPress fast”, but there is a line that causes me to wonder if this can be true: “Works like a 
reference book – you look up what you need and then get straight to work.”  

Can beginners learn from a reference book? Beginners usually need some sort of tutorial to give them 
confidence. They need a “quickstart” for opening and saving files, getting some text, pictures and tables on 
the page, and formatting what they’ve done. With a DTP program, they also have to learn the rudiments of 
text flow. Then they can use a reference book. 

Skimming the pages 
The TOC is extensive, 18 pages long. I notice that the beginning chapters, which I assume I’ll be needing, are 
long. The Basics, Startup and Get Around fill 50 pages. Text Input, the whole reason for using DTP, 
starts on page 51! I will have to wade through many pages before learning how to add text to my document.  

The index, at 28 pages, is the recommended length (1 index page to 20 text pages). I was also able to find 
what I was looking for in a couple of attempts. There are 2 appendices that look useful: Dingbat special 
characters and 12 pages of Keyboard Shortcuts, gathered into about 50 topics. On closer examination, 
however, there does not seem to be any rhyme or reason to the organization of the shortcut topics. It will be 
a big job to wade through all 12 pages looking for a shortcut I need. 

Page layout 
The pages have the usual layout for VISUAL QUICKSTART GUIDES: 2 columns, with text in the outer columns 
and screen captures near the binding. Screen captures are a good thing if you are reading the manual without 
the program, but now that I have the program, I can see that the page is extremely cluttered with before and 
after views. Since this is a word-processing program, many of the screen captures contain text, which is even 
more confusing. It is often difficult to see which capture goes with which section, even though each caption 
is clearly numbered and referred to in the text by the number (which start over on each page). 
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Getting started 
Being a beginner, I started with The Basics, and found to my dismay that after a good short introduction to 
the program, including a survey of the screen and the objects toolbar, the next 17 pages are an extensive 
catalog of menus and palettes, which I quickly paged through. The authors have made it easy for the 
intermediate users to find what’s new, as new or revised sections are bolded in the TOC and flagged in the 
text. 

The 16 pages of Startup not only told me how to install, create, save and open files, but described every little 
detail in the dialog boxes, every alternative I might want to chose, and a long list of what might be wrong on 
opening an existing file. These guys are thorough, but I don’t need advanced details or troubleshooting 
information right now.  

Chapter 3, Get Around, is short, but useless. I was supposed learn how to move through documents, but 
since I hadn’t yet created a document to move through, I skipped it. This information would be more 
appropriately located where needed in later chapters. 

Finally I got to place some text in my document in a chapter called Text Input. At the end of the paragraph 
that tells how to drag the text box 
tool to create a variety of text 
boxes, I read: “When the Content tool 
is chosen and a text box is selected, a 
blinking text insertion marker appears in 
the box and the pointer turns into an I-
beam.”  

Duh… I’ve forgotten what the 
Content tool is. There is no picture 
to help me out.  I have to page 
back to chapter 1 to find it. 
Furthermore, this was not phrased 
as an instruction (Select the text 
box and click on the Content Tool) 
but as a comment, in the passive 
voice.  

It turns out this refers to a really 
great innovation in Quark that I 
could use in other programs. Quark 
provides tools to select either an 
object or its content, instead of 
forcing you to click like a madman 
to choose the text you want to edit. 
Having learned this, I had a 
wonderful time playing around, 
writing silly things along crooked 
lines, copying in some long text to 
lead from one crazy text box to the 
next (which is actually the topic of 
the next chapter.), rotating boxes, 
adding colorful frames and 
changing fonts.  

I soon suffered from information 
overload. Every section explains 
every imaginable way to do things: 
from a menu or a tool bar or a 
keyboard shortcut. There are 
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numerous tips (in exactly the same format as numbered instructions), captions for screen captures repeating 
the text, and suggestions – often for so-called XTensions - placed among the screen captures. Often there are 
serious, useful tips on DTP mixed in with the basics of creating text boxes. Some of the plethora of screen 
captures even illustrate skills that are old hat to anyone who has worked with word processing (the illustration 
is a typical page.) 

Evaluation 
The VISUAL QUICKSTART GUIDE FOR QUARKXPRESS 5 is overwhelming for beginners and boring for 
intermediates. It contains much useful information, but it is organized so poorly that neither group can find 
what it needs. The format with text on the sides and illustrations in the center would work well if the center 
section weren’t so cluttered.  The promise on the cover that I’ll “be up and running in no time” is false 
advertising! 

Recommendations 
9 Remove the entire survey of menus and palettes from Chapter 1: The Basics and all of Chapter 3: Get 

Around, presenting the information where called for in the text. 

9 Shorten Chapter 2: Startup, introducing advanced information in later chapters, and placing 
troubleshooting in a sidebar box. 

9 Create a tutorial section for beginning users that presents the most essential things, saving all the 
advanced material for later chapters. 

9 Show inline pictures of tools where used. 

9 Present only one way to do things, using tools or simple keyboard shortcuts. Leave the rest to the user to 
figure out on her own.  

9 Assume that even the beginning user has some knowledge of word processing, so that obvious 
techniques (like cutting and pasting) don’t clutter.  

9 Place notes and tips in separate sidebars and boxes, clearly distinct from text and screen captures. 

9 Clean up the shortcut section so that it is organized logically. 

Postscript 
I discovered that the on-line tutorials on the Quark homepage are just as wordy as this manual. Lesson One, 
in which we learn how to open a file, was over 70 pages of pdf! 

 

Bonnie Yelverton 

Upland, May 18, 2002 
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