Serving Custom Content with the Sakai Help Tool
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Introduction

This little tutorial describes how to create and maintain all the content for the Sakai Help Tool.  It doesn't explain how to customize some of the Sakai help docs and use others that are supplied with the tool.

What you will need

• Custom html help files

• An .xml file (This will probably be about 2 pages long, printed.) 

• A list of all the names of the tools. For example, the Schedule tool is sakai.schedule.  (Some are not as obvious.)

• A space to store all the help files and the .xml file.  We store ours in a UM web space and I use Fugu to upload and download the files.

Anatomy of  the .xml file

Below is a mini-.xml example that, if used with the Help Tool, would create a category called Using the Tools in the Help Tool table of contents.  When you click Using the Tools, three links to help docs would drop down:  Announcements, Browsing Sites, and Chat Room.

If you go to ctools.umich.edu and click Help in the left-hand menu, you will see our Help Tool.  The mini-.xml page below is similar to the "Using the Tools" category on our help tool, but much much smaller. 

I've also included a copy of our .xml file so you can see a complete one and you can compare it to the Help on ctools.umich.edu.

(To use the "?"s in the tools in CTools, you'll need an account to log in. Let me know if you'd like to do this.)

Example 

help.xml

<?xml version="1.0" encoding="UTF-8" standalone="yes"?>

<!-- Help External Configuration -->

<help-reg>

<category name="Using the Tools">

<resource name="Announcements" location="http://www.umich.edu/~umctdocs/Announcements.html" defaultForTool="sakai.announcements"/>

<resource name="Browsing Sites" location="http://www.umich.edu/~umctdocs/BrowseSites.html" defaultForTool="sakai.sitebrowser"/>

<resource name="Chat Room" location="http://www.umich.edu/~umctdocs/ChatRoom.html" defaultForTool="sakai.chat"/>

</category>

</help-reg>

Key

PURPLE -- The .xml file must have this name.  This is not part of the contents of the file, just the name.

ORANGE --  .xml code required at the beginning and end of the file. 

BLUE -- To define the name of the category.  This category name will appear in the Help Tool table of contents immediately when the tool is opened.  When you click a category in the online help (in this case, Using the Tools), links to help docs that are in that category will drop down.  (The help docs are called "resources" here.) You can see how it works on ctools.umich.edu.

DARK RED -- To define the name of the resource (help doc). This name will also appear in the Help Tool table of contents -- it will drop down under a category name when you click the category name.  In this case, the first help doc in the Using the Tools category is Announcements. Next is Browsing Sites, and then Chat Room.

GREEN -- Tells the sakai help tool where to go to find that help doc. In this example, the Announcements help doc is at this URL:  

http://www.umich.edu/~umctdocs/Announcements.html

HOT PINK -- When a user clicks the "?" icon in the upper right corner of a tool, the help tool opens and automatically shows the help page the corresponds to the tool.   (Hit the ? in schedule, and the Schedule section of the docs opens.)  This line of .xml controls that function.  The Help Tool knows the Announcements tool as sakai.announcements.

Sometimes a help doc doesn't have a specific tool associated with it, so the defaultForTool line is left off.  Example:

<resource name="Teaching Support" location="http://www.umich.edu/~umctdocs/TeachingSupport.html"/>

Creating the .xml file

I simply create an MS Word file, name it help.xml, and save it as text-only.

xml is extremely picky.  If you spell a word wrong, add an extra space, or anything else, it won't work.

To check to see if your .xml file will work, open it using a browser such as Firefox or Safari.  If the browser can't read it, it'll show you approximately where the problem is.  If it can read it, you'll see the whole file open up.

You may want to start by using my help.xml file and substitute your information into it.

Making it work

After you have created the .xml file and it opens fine in a browser, upload it, along with all your html help files, to the web space that you have set up for storing your help files.

Here is a screen capture of the directory where we keep our help files.  You can see the .html files, a folder of image files, the .css file I use, and the all-important help.xml file  (( For some reason it shows up as a Dreamweaver file but I actually use MS Word.)
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I have found that if I make changes to an html help file and upload it, that change will appear instantly in the Help Tool and users will see it.  However, if the change involves the .xml file, then the server needs to be restarted for the change to appear.  At UM, they regularly restart the server three times per week.  I think changing anything -- help files or the help,xml file -- will mess up the search function somewhat until the server is restarted.

More things you can do

• embed categories within categories in the table of contents to make it multi-level

• add links to outside docs in your help docs

• customize the opening "splash" page. I haven't done this yet.  When I do I'll send you what I learned.  Or let me know if you want me to send you what I know now.

Conclusion

I talked to one of the developers who told me he thinks your implementation of the Help Tool is just like ours, and therefore everything I have described here should work.  Let me know if there are any problems.

By the way, of course feel free to use -- and customize if necessary -- any of the content in our CTools help.  Let me know if you'd like me to send you any of the html files.

