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Week 2 Application: Modifying the Existing Windows Sound Recorder UI
Within the Windows operating system, specifically Windows 7, is a small program called Sound Recorder (Microsoft Corporation, 2012). It does exactly what it says, records sounds from a microphone. However, its interface, while simple, is lacking in the extreme. Essentially, it is a box with a label called “Start Recording” with a red dot to the left of it, to the right of the label is a time stamp starting at 0:00:00 which increases as the recording continues, to the right of that is a bar which shows how loud the current sound is that is being heard by the microphone (not necessarily being recorded), finally to the right of that is a question mark in a blue circle with a down arrow next to it.
“Microsoft Windows Sound Recorder”
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From the beginning, there is no visible “button” to press to start recording, much less play back recordings or anything else of concern to recording. Just as a point of habit, a user is likely to click on the label “Start Recording” which causes the application to kick off, step one accomplished. After pressing the label it transforms into a new label that says “Stop recording” with a blue square to the left of it. One can assume that by pressing the label the application will stop recording. This is where things get crazy.
While Recording
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Upon pressing the stop recording button a new “Save As” window will pop up. While this is good in theory, the user can instantly save their recording, it is horrible in practice. For instance, say the user wants to continue recording from where they left off. Well, the label has transformed itself again to say “Resume Recording” with a red dot next to it. However, the user is unable to click this as the “Save As” menu is overriding the controls. So the question here is, does the user press save and continue recording or hit cancel and continue recording, both of which are options in the “Save As” box. 
“Save As” Box
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The un-intuitiveness of this design is baffling. Clicking save, does save the recording, but then closes off the previous recording and starts a new instance, without any notification to the user that this is the case. Alternatively, clicking “Cancel” does allow the user to continue recording, but is the user able to save again once they click stop? There is no notification to say otherwise. Finally, if clicking cancel does allow the user to resume their recording, then that means that the save popup box comes up each time they click the “Stop Recording” label, making the entire experience more complicated.
Sound Recorder after Clicking Cancel in the “Save As” Box
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User’s task performance, essentially the effort they must put in to using this application, should be minimal with such a simple interface. However, with the added “Save As” box, all positive aspects of the design go out the window. The use of this program is neither enjoyable nor satisfying, it is likely to cause errors directly related to the system rather than to user understanding, and does not provide the information needed to perform the required task of recording in full. In essence, user trust in this application will be minimal, primarily because there are no design principles applied to this application, other than “make it work” (Foraker Labs, 2012).
Simple changes which could be made to the interface of this program are: buttons for Play, Stop, Pause, Record, and Save; a clearly defined “File” and “Help” menu; and static images for each of the different sound UI symbols (e.g. triangle for play, square for stop, double lines for pause, and a circle for record). Having these additional options, and including simple things like play and pause, adds to the overall usefulness of the program as well as user enjoyment. While this means that the application is more complex, there are still only eight buttons at the initial screen that a user can interact with (File, Help, Play, Stop, Pause, Record, Save recording, Drop Down Help Menu), which is still within the limits of human cognitive ability (especially since File and Help are extensions of existing functions). 
The following is a storyboard detailing this modified UI:
Microsoft Sound Recorder Modified UI to Meet HCI Design Principles Storyboard

Figure 1 – Initial Menu

[image: image5.png]After opening the sound recorder from the start
menu
Note that the recording time will stay at 0:00:00.000
until recording starts, then increase as time passes.

Clicking play, will play back the most recent loaded
recording.

Clicking stop will stop playback, or stop recording
depending on current function.

Clicking pause will pause playback, or pause recording|
depending on current function.

Record will begin recording sound from the current
default input device.

Save Recording will save the current recording via the
"Save As" Menu.





Figure 2 – File Menu
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Clicking open will allow the user to open a previous
sound file.

Clicking New will allow the user to open a new sound
file.

Clicking Save will allow the user to save the current
sound file.






Figure 3 – Help Menu
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After the user clicks on the Help Label

Clicking help will open the Microsoft help menu about|
sound recorder.

Save Recording

Clicking about will display a pop up window with
details about the current version of Sound Recorder.
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Note that clicking on the question mark icon in the
bottom right will have the same effect as clicking help,
and the down arrow displays the same menu as the





Figure 4 – Save As
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Save As Menu, after the user clicks Save in the file
menu or the Save Recording button

This menu will remain exactly the same, as there is no
need for improvement or change.





Figure 5 – Help and Support Panel

[image: image9.png]Modified

© @ D & W & e opwon -

[earch Heto 5

Standard

[earenries

‘Windows Help and Support Panel, After the user
clicks on the Help button

Record audio with Sound Recorder

‘Sound Recorder lets you record a sound and save i a5 an audio il on your

computer. You can record sound from different sudio devices, such a5 a microphone

that's plugged into the sound card on your computer. The types of audio input
sources you can record from depend on the audio devices you have and the input
sources on your sound card.

Sound Recarder

. Make sure you have an audio input device, such as a microphone,
connectedto your computer.

. Clckto open Sound Recorder.

. Cick Record

. Tostop recording sudi, cick  S1OP-

Topausethe recording, ciick Pause.

6. Tosavetherecording,ciick SaveRecording.

Note

© To use Sound Recorder, you must have a sound card and speskers instaled on
‘your computer.  you want to record sound, you also need » microphone (or
‘other audio input device).

Record audio with Sound Recorder

Sound Recorder lets you record 2 sound and save it as an audio ile on your

computer. You can record sound from different audio devices, such as a microphone

that's plugged into the sound card on your computer. The types of audio input
sources you can record from depend on the audio devices you have and the input
Sources on your sound card.

| Sound Recorder
| @ StrtRecorsing | 00000 |

Sound Recorder

Make sure you have an audio input device, such as 3 microphone,
connected to your computer.

. Clickto open Sound Recorder.
Click Start Recording.
To stop recording audio, click Stop Recording.
. (Optional) I you want o continue recording audio, click Cancel n the Save
s dialog box, and then click Resume Recording. Continue to record
sound, and then click Stop Recording.
Clickthe Fle name box type  file name fo the recorded sound, and then
click Save to save the recorded sound as an audio file
Note
» To use Sound Recorder, you must have a sound card and speakers installed on
your computer. I you want to record sound, you als0 need  microphane (or
other audio input device).

4 More support optons

This menu is an updated version of the standard help
menu. Note that it is much simplified compared to the
instructions required for the standard sound Recorder
application.






As shown, while the additional functionality does add more complexity to the UI, the actual use of this UI is simpler and easier to understand from a user’s viewpoint. This is most evident when viewing the help and support panel in figure 5. While there is still the same number of steps, the amount of information that the user must take in is decreased dramatically. 

Moreover, since the endless save loop is removed, which is a likely point of aggravation, the user’s overall enjoyment of the application will increase. As a bonus, the overall theme of the UI has not changed in a dramatic manner. This means longtime users of the sound recorder program will not feel alienated by a change in appearance. After all, the entire purpose of the UI is to empower the user, not hinder them.

Reference

Foraker Labs. (2012). HCI Design Approaches. Retrieved October 20, 2012, from Usability First: http://www.usabilityfirst.com/usability-methods/hci-design-approaches/ 
Microsoft Corporation. (2012). Record audio with Sound Recorder. Retrieved October 25, 2012, from Windows: http://windows.microsoft.com/is-IS/windows7/Record-audio-with-Sound-Recorder

