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Notes:
This presentation assumes you are familiar with either or both RoboHELP HTML Edition or HTML Help Workshop, and also with Microsoft Word. Although ForeHelp, ForeHTML, and Adobe Acrobat will be mentioned, they will not be discussed in depth.


This discussion is limited to hard copy legacy documentation and is largely a case study of a project I headed. Legacy WinHelp documentation is beyond the scope of the current topic.  But perhaps at a future Help U. conference…


The first part of this presentation will address general issues.  Case-study specifics will be presented after that.

Introduction

Hard copy legacy documentation presents challenges that didn't exist just a few years ago. How do you maintain it? Do you leave it in Microsoft Word (or an older word processing program), or do you turn it into a PDF or HTML document? Do you turn it into online help?

We will briefly consider a number of ways to bring hard copy legacy documentation up-to-date while positing that HTML Help may be the best way to convert your hard copy books into online help in the form of online books.

What is legacy documentation?

The following characteristics define hard copy documentation as legacy documentation.  You should consider your documentation to be legacy if more than one of the following characteristics apply:

· The documentation covers software that is running on older platforms

· The documented application is mainframe or minicomputer-based, not PC–based

· The documented application has no tools to handle interactive or context-sensitive help; standalone help may not even be an option

· The technology of the documented application is static and is not moving to a newer machine or platform

· The documented application's code is static except for small tweaks and upgrades

A note on context-sensitive help and mainframe applications

Donna Nicholson, Documentation Specialist in ISS User Services with EBSCO Industries, Inc., has kindly provided me with the following information, in case you are faced with wanting or needing to provide context-sensitive help to a mainframe application.

Two vendors provide products for mainframe-based context-sensitive help:

· CICS HELP from Data 21 (http://www.data21.com) 

· Words Online from Macro 4 (http://www.macro4.com) 

What are online books?

The term "online book" is a little harder to define than "legacy documentation".  Generally, online books are books, book-length manuscripts, or monographs that have been converted to PDF, HTML, PostScript, or other electronic format that enables the material to be read online.  "Online" means either on the Web or simply on a computer screen.

While many documents can be read on a computer screen, online books are designed expressly for reading in an electronic format and have a complete title page, table of contents, and perhaps an index, plus the "look and feel" of a printed book.  Thus, a novel done in HTML looks like an online book in a way that a novel done in Word does not.

Some online books are reproductions of the original pages, while some have been reorganized and reformatted extensively for online viewing ease. We'll quickly look at some examples at:  http://digital.library.upenn.edu/books/new.html.

In this presentation, the definition of "online book" is limited to documentation that shows a user how to do something or that provides reference information, with the documentation presented in an online format, usually in a flavor of HTML or PDF.

What are your options with legacy documentation?

Your options for converting hard copy legacy documentation to an online format partly depend on the format of the source files: are they done in Word 6? WordPerfect 5.1? A large-system text or line editor (don't laugh - I remember those days)? 

If your source files are text files done on a mainframe or minicomputer, implementing any major formatting or presentation changes is going to be hard work. You will either have to cut and paste text, import the files as text into a word processor as an interim step, or retype the information (gaak!).

If your source files are in any version of Word or in any other format supported by Word (such as WordPerfect 5.1 or RTF), or are in a text format readable by Word, you have more options:

· Two of the best-known help authoring tools (HATs) enable you to import Word documents or RTF files and convert them into HTML

· You can convert Word documents into PDF format relatively painlessly

Benefits of HTML Help

You may be wondering at this juncture, why HTML Help for online books?  Consider the following:

· The tripane interface has a "book" look and feel 

· HTML Help lends itself well to linear structure

· Dynamic content and rich graphics are possible

· There are no paper costs; you can deliver either on floppies, CD-ROM, or over the Web

· HTML Help needs less lead time for delivery than paper

· Faster response to changes in the software (this may not be important when dealing with legacy applications)

· You can single-source for online help and the Web; leave the HTML uncompiled for the Web

Okay, so why is this better than PDF?

We could easily get into a religious war on the benefits of HTML Help versus the benefits of PDF format. So, let's not.

Yes, converting Word or RTF documents to PDF is generally faster than creating an HTML Help system, even if you count the time you need to create links to make the document more like hypertext. However, an HTML Help online book and a PDF document are not the same. PDF documents are not help systems. PDF documents are optimized for electronic delivery and look like a book, but they are not a substitute for an online help system.

If you want PDF, go with PDF. If you want online help in the form of an online book, I recommend HTML Help.

HTML works well for some books

Some books, by virtue of their structure, work well when converted into HTML Help:

· Dictionaries

· Glossaries

· Reference materials because they are easy to organize

· Procedurally-based user guides

HTML Help can be used to create online books for installation information, but make sure that users have the information in a form they can use before the application is installed!

For a great example of an online book that uses HTML Help, see the electronic version of the Microsoft Manual of Style for Technical Publications.  The path on the CD is <drive>:\ebook\mstp\mstp.chm.

HTML Help is not for everyone

Several factors control whether or not HTML Help can be implemented in your environment.  You will need:

· A PC – a dumb terminal won’t cut it without an emulator

· A Windows 32-bit platform (Windows 95, 98, 2000, NT 4)

· IE 4 or 5. You can run HTML Help under IE 3.02, but my experience indicates that this is unreliable.

The first two factors apply to PDF and straight HTML as well.

Also, don't create online books just because "everyone is online" or because "you have to have some kind of online help" for marketing purposes (if you have any control over this issue).  You can leave legacy documentation "as is" if this is the best option for your situation.  For example, you might continue to maintain legacy documentation in its native format if:

· Your only option is to retype the document into a modern word processing format or into an HTML editor 

· It is serving its purpose in the current format (for example, a document that is not used or accessed frequently that would be painful to convert)

· Resources are not available to convert to HTML Help without slighting other documentation you maintain (as in, say, a sole writer environment)

Alternatives to HTML Help

Suppose you have a PC/32-bit environment, with text that easily converts to a Word format, if it is not already in Word. If you don't want to use HTML Help, you can use:

· PDF, for electronic distribution either on CD or on the Web

· Straight HTML, for Web access/distribution

· WebHelp (Blue Sky) or InterHelp (ForeFront) for a cross-browser solution that uses HTML but that provides a table of contents and index

Ways to create your online books

Suppose you have settled on HTML Help for your online book. You have three choices for getting the legacy text into the HTML editor:

· Typing (retyping) the information 

· Copying/cutting and pasting text

· Importing text

Entering text by hand and copying (or cutting) and pasting work with any tool and with HTML Help Workshop.  That's the good news.  The bad news is that doing either one will take a lot of time.

Importing text can be done with RoboHTML and ForeHTML with varying levels of success.

What to do first for maximum efficiency

Planning is critical to finishing your online book in a timely and efficient manner. The steps below should be followed in order:

1. Create a style guide.  This need not be complicated. At a minimum, you need to define your heading styles, font families and sizes, background and font colors, and a few other items. We'll take a quick look at a sample style guide.
2. Locate your icons or bitmaps. Decide which ones you want to use to help the user recognize when they are, for example, looking at a procedure or a topic overview. Enter this information in your style guide. Don't forget graphics like alphabetic buttons for glossaries.

3. If you like, design a template(s) for each variety of chapter you will be documenting - acronyms, glossary, and a typical chapter are possibilities.

4. Use a macro to convert Word document headings from "Heading <n>" to "H<n>" styles. Define your H1, H2, H3, etc., styles to be the same as what you plan to use in the HTML Help file, and then run the macro before you convert from Word/RTF to HTML Help.

The case study:  background

Our main product was a banking funds transfer system that ran on Tandem minicomputers. (Funds transfer is the back office stuff that happens when you want to, say, wire money to your kid in college, or when a company in the United States electronically transfers money to a company in the UK as payment. FT, sometimes called "Payments", handles the different ways such payments can be made and the different financial networks that are used, both domestic and international.) 

This main product had a lot of add-ons and subsidiary products, interfaces, and communications pieces. This was because the Tandem machine needed to talk to many other computer systems both internal and external to a customer (i.e., a bank), and we generally had at least a user's guide and an installation guide for each of them. Hence, the nearly 100 documents.

It was just I and my supervisor, riding herd over them all, with no prospects of any help or new hires.  We rarely had to update more than 20 to 30 documents for each release cycle, but we did have to support them.  So to say we had a time crunch is an understatement. (I was also updating and maintaining our department's Web pages at the time, among other chores.)

We wanted to create some form of online help from each of our user guides.  We had very little online help of any sort, and our customers were clamoring for it. We couldn't do anything context-sensitive because our users were either on terminals or on PCs using emulator programs that were attached to the Tandem(s).

We already had our Word documents delivered in PDF, so in a sense we had electronic books, but they were difficult to read online. Our customers desperately needed the ability to do cross-document searches, so we originally went to PDF format in order to build a CD containing all our books for cross-document searches, not to create true electronic books. 

We wanted easy-to-read online books that were more like online help, and the procedural orientation of our user guides made the task easy to do with no or little rewriting.

At my former employer, we went with HTML Help for the following reasons:

We chose HTML Help over WinHelp because we had a lot of large user guides to convert (300 to 500 pages) and knew the effort would take two to three years because of staffing issues and other projects.  We didn't want to get to the end of the process and then be faced with another conversion (WinHelp to HTML Help).

At the time, HTML Help was pretty much the only game in town, so our choice was binary (WinHelp vs. HTML Help 1.0).

We were a Word shop and were already using Blue Sky's products, so we went with RoboHTML, although we also had to use Microsoft's HTML Help Workshop to merge the "chapters" into one large "book".

How we prepared our customers

I wish I could say we did something special, but we didn't. We simply told them that we were going to begin delivering user-oriented online help systems to them by such-and-such a date, and that they would need to install IE4 to use them. IE4 was still in its infancy, so we even told our customers they had to download it from the Internet; we did not supply it as part of our documentation package.

We had surprisingly few complaints. I suspect that was because:

· Our users really, really wanted some online help, and they didn't care which form it took (desperation can be your friend)

· Banks are conservative, and going with Microsoft software is seen as "safe" (kind of like yesteryear's adage that "no one ever got fired for recommending IBM")

What the customers said

As often is the case, our customers didn't give us much feedback, but what we received was positive. Our users were happy to have user guides they could open in one window of the PC while running the application in another window via the emulator.

We heard no grumbling about having to use IE specifically. We did hear grumbling that any browser at all was required, for security reasons. They didn't want the data entry clerks to have even the most remote chance to surf the Internet.

What the finished product looks like

A tour of the finished HTML Help file will be given at this point.

What I didn't know then that I know now (and now you can know it, too)

· How to make changes to the Word document using a macro that converts styles that work in HTML Help

· How to merge files, which is essential for a book "look and feel"

· Which files need to be supplied to customers for a trouble-free installation

Using a Word macro to convert styles (Demonstration)

We'll use a Word macro to convert Word styles into styles that work in HTML Help with a demonstration of Don Lammers' fabulous macro htmlConvertDocForSave.  This macro is free and available at http://www.smountain.com and http://www.helpstuff.com. 

Please note that this material is copyright 1999, Shadow Mountain Tech. All rights reserved. I am using it with the author's permission.

Merging files (Demonstration)

We'll show you how to put several chapters together and create an online book.

Delivery of your online books

HTML Help requires the following:

· Hhupd.exe

· Your chm file(s)

· Internet Explorer

If you are using RoboHTML, you will also need popup.ocx, and you will need to register it with the Windows Registry.  To register popup.ocx, run the following command from either the Windows\System directory (Win95/98) or WINNT\System32 directory (NT4) at the command line or DOS prompt:

regsvr32 popup.ocx

You will see an alert message telling you whether or not you succeeded.

Decide on your delivery medium, be it floppy disk, CD-ROM, or Web. You may want to automate your installation using a program such as InstallShield to prevent your users from having to manipulate the Registry.  

You may also want to create a silent, minimal installation of IE5. Paul O'Rear has produced a great white paper on the subject at:  http://www.helpfulsolutions.com/Silent_IE5_Install.htm. He is also presenting at this conference on the same topic at 9 AM on Thursday, Nov. 4.

Other things you need to tell your users

· Make sure your users know about IE5's security hole and what to do about it (http://www.microsoft.com/security/bulletins/MS99-040faq.asp) 

· Make sure your users know about a problem that occurs when IE4 is run on NT4 (http://support.microsoft.com/support/kb/articles/Q177/9/43.ASP) 

· Make sure your users know about a problem that occurs when IE5 is run on NT4 (http://support.microsoft.com/support/kb/articles/Q235/6/53.ASP) 

Thanks to Jeff Hall for the latter two URLs! (http://www.eon-solutions.com) 

HTML Help Resources and References

msdn.microsoft.com/workshop/author/htmlhelp/localize.asp (Version 1.2 of Microsoft's HTML Help)

www.helpfulsolutions.com/Silent_IE5_Install.htm (Paul O'Rear's white paper on silent install of IE5)

www.helpware.net/htmlhelp/hh_info.htm (Robert Chandler's "HTML Help - Tech Info" page tells you everything technical you ever wanted to know about HTML Help)

Thanks to David Liske for these three URLs! (www.vbexplorer.com/htmlhelp.asp) 

Other useful URLs:

www.blue-sky.com/TechSupp/discuss.htm (subscribe to RoboList)

www.documentation.com/winhelp-l/winhelp-l.htm (Winhlp-L archives and how to subscribe)

www.documentation.com/winlists/robolist.htm (RoboList archive)

www.eHelp.com (Blue Sky’s new Help portal)

www.helpstuff.com (Char James-Tanny)

www.htmlbasedhelp.com (Weisner Associates)

www.keyworks.net (Ralph Walden)

www.smountain.com (Don Lammers)

www.tanstaafl-software.com (Dana Cline's HTML Help discussion board)

www.vbexplorer.com/htmlhelp.asp (David Liske)
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