Designing Embedded User Assistance for Web-based Applications - Scripts
The context-sensitive help uses the current application's filename to find the matching help page. For example, an application page named "app.htm" would open a help page named "h_app.htm." This approach avoids using map numbers and context IDs.
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The help button is coded as follows:

<a href = "#" onClick="helpicon()">

<img src="bhelp.gif" width="83" height="44" border="0" align="top" name="help">

</a> 

When the user clicks on the help button, the helpicon script grabs the current URL and opens the matching help file in the left frame. This application already used a frameset, so I took advantage of that design. The script could be modifed to open a popup window or a hidden layer (as seen below in the "Enhanced Hover Help" example). The helpicon script is below.

	function helpicon() {

chkurl = parent.Side.location.href;

begin=chkurl.lastIndexOf('/');

begin = begin + 1;

end=chkurl.lastIndexOf('m');

end=end + 1;

checkurl = chkurl.substring(begin, end);

if (checkurl == "demoside.htm") {

document.help.src = "bhelp_on.gif";

modurl = parent.Main.location.href;

begin=modurl.lastIndexOf('/');

begin = begin + 1;

end=modurl.lastIndexOf('m');

end=end + 1;

moduleid = modurl.substring(begin, end);

parent.Side.location.href = "h_" + moduleid;

}

else {

document.help.src = "bhelp.gif";

parent.Side.location.href = "demoside.htm";

}

}
	checkurl is set to the left frame's filename

If the help is not already open, the help button is changed to the blue "help is on" graphic and the left frame is changed to "h_" + the current filename.

The user also can click the help button to close the help. If the help is already opened, then the help is closed and the help icon is changed to the yellow "help is off graphic."


Active Assistance

Active assistance is an advanced form of context-sensitive help. As the user moves around the interface, the help automatically changes to the relevant field-level help topic. 
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Each field includes an onFocus event and an OnBlur event. These events call the helpkey script.

<INPUT NAME="BirthDate" SIZE="11" onFocus="helpkey(this)" onBlur="helpkey()">

When the user clicks on or tabs to a field, it sends its name to the helpkey script. The script then opens the field's help topic.

	function helpkey(id) {

// (c) 2001 User First Services

var hchk = parent.Side.location.href;

if (id) {


var helpid = id.name;


var helpid = "h_" + helpid + ".htm";

}

else {


helpid = "null";

}

if (top.helpmode == 1) {

if (hchk.indexOf("h_") != "-1") {


var cshelp = "help";

}

if (hchk.indexOf("h_") == "-1") {


var cshelp = "nohelp";

}

if (helpid != "null" && cshelp == "help") { 

top.Side.help.location.href = helpid;

}

}

}


	hchk is set to the left frame's filename

If the script receives a field name, then helpid is set to the new field's help file.

If nothing is sent to the function, then we don't need to change the help file

If the procedural help is open (help mode is 2), the script should not show the field-level help. Otherwise, we need to check hchk to make sure that the help is open.

If everything is ok, then the field level help is opened.


Progress Tracking

Procedural topics automatically track the user's progress through the steps. As the user selects the field (or page if a precedure spans multiple pages) used in the next step, the arrow automatically moves to the step being performed.
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Progress tracking should only occur if a procedural topic is open, so I track when procedural topics are opened using a variable called "helpmode." When a procedural topic is opened, helpmode is set to 2. When a field-level help topic is opened, helpmode is set to 1.

To track when the page changes, I included an onLoad event in each page's BODY tag:

<BODY onLoad="helptask()">
Since a step is only performed if a field value changes, I added an onChange event for each field:

<INPUT NAME="mStatus" size="11" onChange="helptaskform(this)">

Each task has an array that contains a list of the pages and fields that are involved in each step:

var help_id = new steps(10)

help_id[1] = "fmPersonalInformation.htm";

help_id[2] = "MilitaryStatus";

help_id[3] = "MaritalStatus";

In this example, the procedure has three steps: opening the fmPersonalInformation.htm page, changing the Military Status field, and changing the Marital Status field.

The helptask and helptaskform scripts are basically the same. The only difference is that helptask checks help_id for a matching filename and helptaskform looks for a field name.

	var future_index = 1

function helptask() {

// (c) 2001 User First Services

var max = 10

var loop_index = 1

var past_index = 1

chkurl = parent.Main.location.href;

begin=chkurl.lastIndexOf('/');

begin = begin + 1;

end=chkurl.lastIndexOf('m');

end=end + 1;

currenturl = chkurl.substring(begin, end);

if (top.helpmode == 2) {

while(loop_index != max) {

if (top.Side.help.help_id[loop_index] == currenturl) {

top.Side.help.himage[loop_index].src = "arrow.gif";

past_index = loop_index - 1;

if (past_index != 0) top.Side.help.himage[past_index].src = "noarrow.gif";

future_index = loop_index + 1;

if (top.Side.help.himage[future_index]) top.Side.help.himage[future_index].src = "noarrow.gif";

}

loop_index++

} } }
	chkul is set to the right frame's filename

If the procedural help is open (helpmode is 2), the script searches for a matching filename in the task list.

If a match is found, the step's image (normally blank) is changed to an arrow.

The arrow is removed from the previous step.

If a step has been skipped, the arrow is removed from the previous step (this part could be modified to mark skipped steps).


	function helptaskform(element) {
// (c) Scott DeLoach, User First Services

var future_index = 1; var max = 10; 
var loop_index = 1; var past_index = 1;
if (top.helpmode == 2) { 
currentelement = element.name; 
if (element.value != "99") { 
while(loop_index != max) { 
if (top.Side.help.help_id[loop_index] == currentelement) {
top.Side.help.himage[loop_index].src = "arrow.gif"; 
past_index = loop_index - 1; 
if (past_index != 0) {
top.Side.help.himage[past_index].src = "noarrow.gif";
}
if (past_index != 1) { 
ppast_index = past_index - 1;
top.Side.help.himage[future_index].src = "noarrow.gif"; 
} } 
loop_index++ 
} } }
	If the procedural help is open (helpmode is 2), the script searches for a matching field name in the task list.

If a match is found, the step's image (normally blank) is changed to an arrow.

The arrow is removed from the previous step.

If a step has been skipped, the arrow is removed from the previous step (this part could be modified to mark skipped steps).




Enhanced "Hover Help"
The enhanced Hover Help appears and disappears as the user mouses over the field names.
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The enhanced Hover Help is triggered with a link tag containing onMouseOver and onMouseOut events:

<A href= "http://www.userfirst.net/demos" title="status" onMouseOver="helpSHOW(this.title)" onMouseOut="helpHIDE(this.title)">Status</A>

The onMouseOver and onMouseOut events send the link's title to the helpSHOW and helpHIDE scripts. The title is then used to show or hide the corresponding help layer in the menu.htm file. In this example, the help layer is called "status." 

The field-level help is stored as layers in the menu frame on the left side of the application. The layer shown above is included as:

<div id="status" style="position:absolute; width:149px; height:65px; 
z-index:1; top: 183px; left: 3px; visibility: hidden">

The helpSHOW and helpHIDE scripts are provided below:

// Embedded Help: shows the associated field-level Help on mouseover

function helpSHOW(id) {

parent.menu.document.all[id].style.visibility = "visible";

}

// Embedded Help: hides the associated field-level Help on mouseover

function helpHIDE(id) {

parent.menu.document.all[id].style.visibility = "hidden";

}

Note: These scripts were written specifically for Internet Explorer, but they could be extended to work in Netscape.

