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(57) ABSTRACT 

A system and method for providing improved access to 
online help information is provided in a computer system. A 
component of Internet broWser softWare is used to imple 
ment improved help Which can take advantage of HTML 
links to information via the Internet. Anavigational WindoW 
pane and a HTML WindoW pane are provided in a single 
WindoW. A Hide/Show button alloWs the user to delete the 
navigational WindoW pane or to simultaneously display it 
along With the HTML WindoW pane. Once a user selects a 
topic in the navigational WindoW pane, the corresponding 
content information is displayed in the HTML WindoW pane. 
A help tab is embedded in a program to facilitate easy 
sWitching betWeen help and the program. In addition, a help 
button is used to provide a context-sensitive embedded help 
WindoW Which tracks the user’s activities. Calculations are 
performed for automatically siZing WindoW panes in 
response to the Hide/Show button. In addition, the naviga 
tional WindoW pane can automatically hide When a user 
selects any item outside of the help WindoW. Similarly, the 
navigational WindoW pane is can be automatically restored 
When the user reselects the help WindoW. 
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Designing help windows 
The most important part of a help ?le is 
the information in it-the words and 
pictures that the help ?le contains. But 
packaging matters too. The we? you 
present words and‘piotures can play a 
signi?cant role in making your help ?le 
more usable, fun, and friendly. lWhen 
designing your help ?le for distribution 
on a disk or CD, you may want to create 
gr customize the windows you use to 
display your topics. 

When designing help windows, keep 
these options in mind: 

v we: 
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Table of Contents or Index Entrv Information 
Help is available for all the items on this tab. If vou need 
conceptual information, choose the Overview topic, 
othervvise click a procedure. 
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ACCESS OF ONLINE INFORMATION FEATURING 
AUTOMATIC HIDE/SHOW FUNCTION 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0001] 1. Technical Field 

[0002] The present invention relates generally to provid 
ing easier access to online information by a computer user. 
More speci?cally, the present invention provides a user 
friendly interface to a computer user seeking online or help 
information pertinent to a task or operation that the user 
Wants to perform or understand. In addition, the present 
invention provides the capabilities for programs and help 
authors to create named WindoW types, and de?ne the 
properties of those WindoWs for use in providing online 
information to a computer user. 

[0003] 2. Related Art 

[0004] For years, softWare developers have sought effec 
tive Ways to provide users With information concerning the 
operation and features of a program in a timely and effective 
manner. The term “program” as used here refers to a class of 
items, including applications softWare, operating systems, 
applets, etc. and is not limited to any particular embodiment. 
For eXample, softWare developers have faced the problem of 
providing information concerning the operation and features 
of a program, such as an operating system, as Well as for a 
particular application, such as a Word processor. These 
eXamples are provided as illustrations only; softWare devel 
opers have been challenged With ?nding Ways to provide 
user information for all types of programs. 

[0005] One approach to the problem is to provide user 
information online, for eXample, by including the informa 
tion Within the program itself. The user is then able to call 
up the desired information from dedicated ?les stored in 
association With the program. With such an online approach, 
a user typically accesses information concerning hoW the 
program operates and ansWers to speci?c questions through 
the use of a so-called “Help” feature. Such an on-line help 
feature typically includes the use of “Windows.” 

[0006] A WindoW is a graphical feature on a display 
screen, Which can have borders, a particular siZe, placement, 
color and/or other unique attributes. A WindoW generally 
contains its oWn document or messages. In WindoW-based 
programs, the screen can be divided into several WindoWs, 
each of Which has its oWn boundaries and can contain a 
different document (or another vieW into the same docu 
ment). Each WindoW might also contain its oWn menu or 
other controls, and the user might be able to enlarge and 
shrink individual WindoWs at Will. In some programs, Win 
doWs are opened side by side on the screen; in others; open 
WindoWs can overlap one another. A program such as an 
operating system controls the display of WindoWs by Writing 
instructions to a graphics display mechanism; the instruc 
tions Will include information regarding the placement of the 
WindoW on the display screen, the characteristics of the 
graphics elements such as the borders, menus, buttons, etc., 
and the information regarding the WindoW contents, such as 
a Word processing ?le, Which Will be displayed Within the 
graphical WindoW. 

[0007] Many operating systems provide services to appli 
cations that alloW the application to easily create a WindoW 
by providing the WindoW characteristics, as Well as infor 
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mation regarding moving and resiZing of the WindoW to the 
operating system. Thus, operating systems and application 
programs can “oWn” WindoWs that display information for 
the user. In fact, a WindoW can be created and/or controlled 
by any program that is capable of communicating With a 
graphics display mechanism. 

[0008] A dialog boX is a particular form of WindoW. 
Typically, a dialog boX is used to convey information to the 
user or to gather information from the user. 

[0009] With the prior art help systems, a menu of available 
help information is typically displayed in a navigational 
WindoW pane When the user requests help by accessing a 
displayed help button or prompt. The user can select desired 
information by accessing an item in the navigational Win 
doW pane. This results in the display of selected information 
in a separate selected content information WindoW pane. The 
navigational WindoW pane may be presented in a variety of 
formats. For eXample, the navigational WindoW pane may 
contain a choice of help contents, a search function for 
?nding a speci?c piece of information, or a listing of 
frequently asked questions. The information presented in the 
navigational WindoW pane may be indeXed via so-called 
“hash functions” to the desired information itself Which is 
displayed in the selected content information WindoW pane. 
The information in the selected content information WindoW 
pane is related to the navigational WindoW pane information 
and is the information sought by the user. 

[0010] The prior art help system is generally provided as 
a separate program from the program for Which it is sup 
plying help. In addition, the information provided by the 
prior art help system is typically stored in association With 
the program itself. This means, for eXample, that the help 
capability is delivered to the user along With the application 
or operating system itself. With the prior art help systems, 
typically no history of the user’s access to help is main 
tained; With each help access, the previous help access is 
lost. 

[0011] When managing WindoWs betWeen programs, for 
eXample, betWeen the help program and the program for 
Which it is supplying help, it is particularly important that a 
WindoW from one program does not block a WindoW from 
another program such that the user is prevented from seeing 
and accessing the information in the ?rst WindoW. In par 
ticular, many prior art help systems suffer this particular 
problem because the help system is completely separate 
from the program and/or application, and the help system 
competes for a location on the display screen and for control 
With other programs and/or applications, especially the one 
With Which it is associated. 

[0012] Many prior art systems for providing user help also 
suffer from the problem that a navigational WindoW pane and 
a selected content information pane displaying help contents 
are separate WindoWs and cannot be simultaneously dis 
played. An eXample of online help in the prior art is shoWn 
in Microsoft’s WINHELP 4 softWare provided in Win 
doWs95. In WINHELP 4, When a user accesses the help 
feature, a dialog boX opens displaying the list of available 
help information. An eXample of such a dialog boX is shoWn 
in FIG. 1. As seen in FIG. 1, When a user requests help 
information, a navigational WindoW pane is displayed con 
taining a Table of Contents, for eXample. In the eXample 
shoWn, the user has selected the topic “Finding a ?le or 
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folder.” The speci?c help content is accessed by clicking on 
a “Display” button. At that point, the navigational WindoW 
pane containing the Table of Contents is closed and a 
selected content information WindoW pane is displayed 
containing the content information corresponding to the 
selected topic, as shoWn in FIG. 2. The selected content 
information WindoW pane shoWn in the example of FIG. 2 
contains information to instruct the user on hoW to ?nd a ?le 
or folder. Signi?cantly, the WindoW panes shoWn in FIGS. 
1 and 2 are actually separate and independent WindoWs. It 
is impossible to display the selected content information 
pane While simultaneously displaying navigational WindoW 
pane containing the help Table of Contents. 

[0013] If the selected content information WindoW pane of 
FIG. 2 does not contain the information needed or desired 
by the user, the user is required to click on the “Help Topics” 
button in FIG. 2 to return to the navigational WindoW pane 
shoWn in FIG. 1. The net result is that the user is required 
to “jump” back and forth betWeen the navigational WindoW 
pane and the selected content information WindoW pane to 
?nd the needed information. This procedure may be cum 
bersome if the user is uncertain of the topic name or is 
looking up multiple topics. 

[0014] It should be noted that. the navigational WindoW 
pane of FIG. 1 may contain alternate Ways to access the help 
information in addition to a Table of Contents. As shoWn in 
FIG. 1, an “Index” tab and a “Find” tab are provided in 
addition to a tab for selecting a Table of Contents. These and 
other additional Ways of accessing the selected content 
information located in the selected content information 
WindoW pane suffer from the same draWback as is described 
With respect to the Table of Contents. 

[0015] Additional problems are experienced With the prior 
art approaches to providing online user information. For 
example, When accessing a help button, the user cannot 
access the program itself While staying Within help. In other 
Words, the user is required to close the help function in order 
to return to the program. FIGS. 3 and 4 depict this problem 
facing the user of the prior art approach to providing user 
help in an application. The program shoWn in FIGS. 3 and 
4 is an application program, namely Microsoft’s Excel 
spreadsheet softWare, but any program could be used for 
illustration. In particular, FIGS. 3 and 4 illustrate that the 
user Who has selected help is ?rst presented With a naviga 
tional WindoW pane (FIG. 3) and then is provided With a 
selected content information WindoW pane (FIG. 4). In order 
to return to the application after revieWing the selected 
content information WindoW pane, the selected content 
information WindoW pane must ?rst be closed. The same is 
true if the user Wishes to move from the navigational 
WindoW pane of FIG. 3 to the application. Further, the user 
cannot access the application While simultaneously revieW 
ing the selected content information WindoW pane (or the 
navigational WindoW pane), making the help feature dif?cult 
for the user to use. 

[0016] In recent years, the popularity of the WorldWide 
netWork of computer netWorks knoWn as the Internet has 
groWn tremendously. Much of that groWth is due to the 
accessability of the World Wide Web, Which is the open 
community of hypertext-enabled document servers and 
readers on the Internet. As a part of the Web’s groWth, an 
authoring language and distribution system Was developed 
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for creating and sharing multimectia-enabled, integrated 
electronic documents over the Web. That language is called 
Hypertext Markup Language or “HTML”. HTML, along 
With softWare for broWsing the Internet, has made possible 
the Wide-spread access of information on the Web today. 

[0017] Due to the draWbacks and disadvantages associated 
With previous help systems, there exists a need for an 
improved Way of providing online help information to a 
computer user. Moreover, there exists a need for alloWing 
programs and help authors to create named WindoW types, 
and to de?ne the properties of those WindoWs for use in 
providing online information to a computer user. Also, it is 
desirable that an improved help system be capable of 
accessing and utiliZing both HTML content and the Internet. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0018] The present invention provides improved access by 
a computer user to online information, and in particular to 
online help information. According to the present invention, 
a user-friendly interface is provided to a computer user 
seeking online or help information pertinent to a task or 
operation that the user is performing. In addition, the present 
invention provides the capabilities for programs and help 
authors to create named WindoW types, and de?ne the 
properties of those WindoWs for use in providing online 
information to a computer user. 

[0019] The improved user interface of the present inven 
tion is accomplished by providing online or help information 
Which can take advantage of HTML and the Internet, thereby 
providing softWare developers greater ?exibility and the 
ability to provide more timely help information to computer 
users. Whereas the prior art required the indexing of help 
navigational information into help content ?les Which are 
associated With the program, the present invention uses 
so-called universal resource locators or “URLs” to access 

help information. 

[0020] According to the present invention, a navigational 
WindoW pane is provided Within the same WindoW as an 
HTML WindoW pane. In addition, the present invention 
supports intelligent tracking betWeen the navigational Win 
doW pane and the HTML WindoW pane. In other Words, 
Whatever topic is selected from the navigational WindoW 
pane is re?ected in the HTML WindoW pane’s display. As a 
result, according to the present invention, the information 
displayed in the HTML WindoW pane is synchroniZed to any 
selected topic in the navigational WindoW pane. 

[0021] A “Hide/Show” button is provided so that a user 
can remove the navigational WindoW pane from the display 
by selecting the “Hide” button When the user is satis?ed With 
the information displayed in the HTML WindoW pane. 
Selecting the “Hide” button may result, for example, in the 
display of only the toolbar and the HTML WindoW pane 
related to that topic. When the “Show” button is selected by 
the user, the navigational WindoW pane is again displayed 
concurrently With the HTML WindoW pane. Activation of 
the “Show” button may ensure that the entire WindoW is 
displayed on the monitor screen and that no portion of the 
WindoW is lost off of the edge of the screen. 

[0022] By simultaneously providing both the navigational 
WindoW pane and the HTML WindoW pane to the user, the 
user can easily determine Whether the displayed information 
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in the HTML WindoW pane is desired. If it is not desired, the 
user can quickly and readily select different information 
Without having to change or close the WindoW. As a result, 
the user is able to more easily and effectively access online 
information and/or use the help application than Was pos 
sible With prior art techniques for providing user informa 
tion. 

[0023] In addition, according to the present invention, the 
information displayed in the HTML WindoW pane may come 
from a variety of sources including the Internet, a local 
drive, a CD-ROM or any other indeXable source. The 
information displayed in the HTML WindoW pane may 
contain multimedia or active content data. Signi?cantly, the 
information displayed in the HTML WindoW pane may 
contain HTML ?les Which can link the user to any site via 
the Internet. As a result, it is possible to provide a user With 
updated and more timely help information than Was possible 
With the prior art because information provided via the 
Internet may be updated on a real time basis. Moreover, a 
navigational expansion can be stored as part of the user’s 
history so that When the navigational WindoW pane is later 
accessed by a user, the user can readily navigate “back 
Wards,” that is, the user can easily return to previously 
accessed areas Within the navigational WindoW pane, thus 
increasing the ease of use of the help system. 

[0024] Also according to the present invention, HTML 
help ?les may be embedded into a program. Speci?cally, a 
help tab may be provided Which a user can access While 
Working directly in a program. Previously, a help button Was 
provided Which separately launched a help function, a noted 
problem With the prior art. When the help button Was 
accessed, a help WindoW Was opened over the program being 
used, as previously described. According to this aspect of the 
present invention, a help tab is provided so that help can be 
provided to the user Within the program itself. As a result, a 
user can easily access both the desired help and the program. 
In addition, the user can maintain his or her current place in 
a program While moving through the HTML WindoW pane, 
for eXample. 

[0025] Another feature of the present invention is pro 
vided by performing the function of the “Hide” button 
automatically Whenever a user clicks anyWhere outside the 
help WindoW, thereby saving the user from having to click 
on the “Hide” button to hide the navigational WindoW pane. 
LikeWise, Whenever a user requests help according to this 
variation of the invention, the help WindoW automatically 
opens in an eXpanded state, that is, the help WindoW opens 
With both the navigational WindoW pane and the HTML 
WindoW pane displayed. Again, in this Way, the user is saved 
from having to operate the “Hide/Show” button. HoWever, 
it should be noted that the “Hide/Show” button still func 
tions as previously described and therefore may be accessed 
by the user, if desired. 

[0026] Other features and advantages Will become evi 
dence through the folloWing detailed description, ?gures and 
claims. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0027] FIGS. 1 and 2 illustrate a problem With a prior art 
solution, provided by WINHELP 4, to providing a user With 
on-line help information. 
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[0028] FIGS. 3 and 4 illustrate a second problem With the 
prior art solution provided by WINHELP 4 to providing a 
user With on-line help information. 

[0029] FIG. 5 illustrates the toolbar pane of the tri-pane 
WindoW according to the present invention. 

[0030] FIGS. 6A-D illustrates the navigational pane of the 
tri-pane WindoW according to the present invention. 

[0031] FIG. 7 illustrates the HTML pane of the tri-pane 
WindoW according to the present invention. 

[0032] FIGS. 8 and 9 illustrate the Hide/ShoW button of 
the present invention. 

[0033] FIG. 10 illustrates a help tab embedded Within a 
program according to the present invention. 

[0034] FIG. 11 illustrates a problem faced by a computer 
user attempting to create a neW HTML ?le in order to 
implement a help system. 

[0035] FIG. 12 illustrates the automatic Hide/ShoW func 
tion of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

[0036] A detailed description of the present invention, 
Which provides increased access and useability of online 
information to a computer user and Which also provides the 
capabilities for programs and help authors to create named 
WindoW types and to de?ne WindoW properties to support 
increased access and usability of online information, is 
described beloW. First, a description of basic WindoWing 
concepts used With the present invention is provided. NeXt, 
the help WindoW and Hide/ShoW function of the present 
invention are eXplained. Avariety of options Which may also 
be employed With the help WindoW featuring a Hide/ShoW 
function are provided. 

[0037] Aprogram-embedded help tab is neXt described in 
accordance With the present invention. The functionality of 
the Hide/ShoW button, help tab and automatic Hide/ShoW 
button are explained. Finally the implementation of the 
Hide/ShoW functionality of the present invention is 
eXplained. 
[0038] Turning to basic WindoW concepts, the de?nition of 
a WindoW type With the present invention may include the 
WindoW’s position, its siZe, What buttons appear in the 
toolbar, What tabs to display in the navigation pane, What the 
appearance of the WindoW is, color and any other attribute 
Which may be associated With a WindoW. Authors can de?ne 
a WindoW type and save the information that de?nes that 
WindoW type in a compiled HTML ?le. Programs can either 
de?ne their oWn WindoW types While the program is running, 
use a WindoW type contained in a compiled HTML ?le, or 
modify a WindoW type contained in a compiled HTML ?le. 

[0039] The WindoWs operating system enables programs 
to create What are called child WindoWs. A child WindoW is 
controlled by its parent in the folloWing Ways. A child 
WindoW cannot be moved outside of the parent’s WindoW. Its 
position on the screen is automatically moved When the 
parent is moved (in other Words, the child WindoW retains its 
relative position Within the parent When the parent is 
moved). When the parent WindoW is told to hide itself, all of 
the parent’s child WindoWs (including any children of the 



US 2002/0054123 A1 

child WindoWs) Will hide. If the parent is hidden, and told to 
show itself, all of the parent’s child WindoWs Will display 
themselves. 

[0040] The Windows operating system also alloWs a Win 
doW to set its state to be hidden or visible. When the state of 
a WindoW is hidden, the WindoW and all of its children are 
not displayed. The WindoW Will still receive and process 
messages, and Will retain its position on the screen, but Will 
not display anything to the user to indicate its presence. 
When the state of a WindoW is visible, the WindoW and all 
of its children Will be displayed. HoWever, a WindoW Whose 
state is visible may not be visible to the user if the WindoW 
is completely covered by a WindoW that is on top of that 
WindoW. 

[0041] According to the present invention, online or help 
information is provided through WindoWs in a manner Which 
offers greater ?exibility to softWare developers by enabling 
more timely help information to computer users through the 
use of HTML ?les and the Internet. A tri-pane WindoW is 
used Which consists of three panes: a toolbar pane, a 
navigation pane, and an HTML pane. The toolbar pane 
shoWn in FIG. 5 consists solely of a toolbar containing one 
or more buttons. The navigation pane shoWn in FIG. 6A 
normally consists of tWo or more tabs that enable different 
forms of UI for navigating to different HTML ?les. The 
HTML pane in FIG. 7 is a host of shdocvW, Which is a 
system component for displaying HTML ?les. The HTML 
pane of the present invention provides the user With infor 
mation similar to the information provided in the selected 
content information pane as described With respect to the 
prior art, but the HTML pane offers distinct advantages over 
the prior art including but not limited to the inclusion of 
HTML content in the HTML pane, as more fully described 
beloW. 

[0042] With the tri-pane WindoW according to the present 
invention, and referring to the eXample shoWn in FIG. 5, the 
toolbar pane contains user-selectable options marked 
“Hide”, “Back,”“ForWard,”“Home,”“Options” and “Print.” 
A variety of user-selectable options may be provided in the 
toolbar consistent With the particular needs of the program 
being run. The navigational pane shoWn in FIG. 6A includes 
user-selectable tabs for “Files,”“IndeX” and “Search” infor 
mation. As shoWn in the ?gure, When the “Files” tab is 
selected, a listing of available information topics is dis 
played in the navigational pane. 

[0043] The navigational pane may present information in 
a variety of other Ways. For eXample, FIG. 6B illustrates a 
navigational pane Which includes tabs labeled “Project,” 
“Contents,”"IndeX,”“Information Types” and “Help.” When 
the Project tab is selected, the corresponding HTML pane 
displays information entitled “About help project ?les,” as 
shoWn. Alternatively, When the Contents tab is selected, 
information concerning content ?les is provided in the 
HTML pane as shoWn in FIG. 6C. LikeWise, as illustrated 
in FIG. 6D, When the IndeX tab is selected, information 
concerning indeX ?les is displayed in the HTML pane. 

[0044] The HTML pane displayed in FIG. 7 contains the 
selected content information corresponding to the selected 
navigational information from the navigational pane. The 
information provided in the HTML pane can be located on 
CD-ROM, on a hard drive or imy other storage and retrieval 
mechanism knoWn in the art. The information may also 
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contain multimedia or active content data. Signi?cantly, the 
information displayed in the HTML pane contains HTML 
?les Which can be located anyWhere (the Internet, CD-ROM, 
hard drive, etc.) Which the user can select. Once selected, the 
user can access help information via the Internet, as an 
eXample. Thus, according to the present invention, the user 
is also able to click on links to other help information or 
related information via an HTML link provided Within the 
help WindoW. 

[0045] The present invention thus offers signi?cant advan 
tages over the prior art approaches to providing help infor 
mation to a user. In particular, because help information can 
be supplied in a variety of media softWare suppliers can 
provide more timely help information and can update the 
help information more readily as changes in its content 
become available. For eXample, a user might be sent a 
CD-ROM containing updated help information by a soft 
Ware manufacturer Which could be accessed via the right 
hand portion of the help WindoW. In addition, extremely 
current help information can be accessed by the user via 
HTML links to the Internet Which the softWare manufacturer 
can easily update on a daily basis, for eXample. Moreover, 
links can be provided to related topics and Web sites of 
interest to the user. 

[0046] As further depicted in FIGS. 8 and 9, the present 
invention provides a user-selectable “Hide/Show” button in 
the toolbar pane. When the help WindoW is ?rst selected, 
both the navigational pane and the HTnML pane are gen 
erally presented and the “Hide/Show” button preferable ?rst 
appears as only a “Hide” button, as shoWn in FIG. 8. When 
the user selects the “Hide” button of FIG. 8, the navigational 
pane is no longer displayed. Speci?cally, selecting the 
“Hide” button of FIG. 8 removes the display of the navi 
gational pane. In addition, the selection of the “Hide” button 
causes the toolbar to be reformatted, thus maintaining the 
display of only the reformatted toolbar and the HTML pane 
as shoWn in FIG. 9. The ability to hide the navigational pane 
alloWs the user to see the program Which generated ithe need 
for help information and to readily apply the desired help 
information to the question presented by the program, thus 
making the help system easier for the user to use. 

[0047] Similarly, When the user selects the “Show” button 
of FIG. 9, the navigational pane is again displayed simul 
taneously With the HTML pane and the toolbar returns to its 
original orientation. As a result, help information according 
to the present invention is easier to use than With the prior 
art since a user can easily and quickly identify the informa 
tion desired in the navigational pane. Once the needed 
information is identi?ed, the user can easily remove the 
navigational pane from being displayed While continuing to 
display the HTML pane Which contains the help content 
information itself. 

[0048] The present invention provides additional numer 
ous advantages over the prior art. For eXample, a user can 
interactively and selectively access help information. More 
over, the number of mouse clicks required to access help 
information is reduced. A signi?cant advantage of the 
present invention is that the information can be updated after 
a product ships since help information can be obtained from 
remote sources, such as the Internet. Also, the ability to take 
advantage of multimedia, and especially streaming multi 
media, alloWs an enhanced interest level in the content 








