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HELP FUNCTIONALITY AND GRAPHICAL
USER INTERFACE APPLICATIONS

CROSS-REFERENCES TO RELATED
APPLICATION

[0001] This application is a continuation of co-pending
U.S. patent application Ser. No. 11/786,039, entitled “Help
Functionality and Graphical User Interface Applications,”
filed Apr. 9, 2007, the entirety of which is hereby incorporated
by reference.

BACKGROUND

[0002] Software vendors typically include a help function
for use in a corresponding graphical user interface applica-
tion. As well known, the help function attempts to teach a
respective user of the host application how to use different
features supported by the host application.

[0003] As analternative to help functionality provided by a
respective software vendor, a user can initiate a search on the
Internet to find help information available on-line to learn
about different functionality supported by vendor software.
According to such methods, the user must view a list of
available websites and search by trial and error to find useful
help information.

SUMMARY

[0004] Conventional techniques for providing help infor-
mation suffer from a number of deficiencies. For example,
conventional techniques enable a respective application user
to search through an index of locally stored help information
for a number of different topics. However, searching through
an index to find appropriate help information can be quite
tedious. Even if the user is successful finding the appropriate
help information about a given topic, there is no guarantee
that the help information will be useful to the user because
vendor’s do not always have a sufficient budget to produce
robust help functions for their applications. As mentioned
above, the user can attempt to find help information available
on the Internet. However, this can be tedious because a user’s
search request must be precisely crafted to produce useful
search results. Thus, the Internet is one commonly used to
find online content, but this doesn’t guarantee high quality,
context specific results. Note also that use of the Internet also
requires the user to leave a current application to perform a
respective on-line search.

[0005] Conventional help techniques tend to cover product
functionality. For example, most conventional help informa-
tion is directed towards teaching a user how to use a single
feature of an application. However, users often want help with
actual workflows, which cover more than just information
indicating how to use a given application feature.

[0006] The present disclosure recognizes that help func-
tionality provided to an application user can be much broader
than the typical feature-functionality descriptions usually
covered in company-based Help systems. For example,
embodiments herein include a holistic view of Help, and
recognize that it can include tutorials (in various forms),
feature descriptions, sample files, forum discussions, ques-
tion and answers, etc. The architecture as described herein is
flexible enough to allow us to just keep adding new forms of
Help. As described herein, techniques herein enable use of all
types of help sources including vendor generated help infor-
mation as well as community generated help information.

Jun. 13,2013

[0007] As mentioned above, techniques discussed herein
deviate with respect to conventional applications such as
those discussed above as well as other techniques known in
the prior art. For example, in a specific embodiment as further
described herein, a computer system executes a host applica-
tion that generates a graphical user interface for display on a
respective user’s display screen. In addition to executing the
host application, the computer system (or another computer
system) executes a so-called help manager (e.g., a plug-in
module or agent software) associated with the host applica-
tion to provide novel help functionality as described herein.
[0008] The help manageraccording to embodiments herein
can provide a number of functions. For example, based on a
command from the respective user, the help manager can
support generation of a help window on the display screen
along with the graphical user interface displayed by the host
application. A communication link between the help manager
and the host application supports bi-directional communica-
tions such that the help manager can communicate with the
host application and the host application can communicate
with the help manager.

[0009] In one embodiment, the help agent is configured to
communicate over a network and collect help information
and/or links (e.g., help information links, tutorial informa-
tion, etc.) from one or more respective sources (e.g., one or
more remote servers, a local repository, etc.) for display as a
list of selectable help options in a displayed help window.
Accordingly, a respective user viewing the help window can
use the links to obtain different types of help information
describing how to carry out different functions associated
with the graphical user interface.

[0010] Further, the help agent or help manager can be con-
figured to monitor user activity associated with the graphical
user interface and display different types of help information
in the help window depending on a current context selected
by the user. For example, according to one configuration, the
help manager automatically updates the information dis-
played in the help window depending on the user’s current
activity such that the help window displays help information
and/or updates a set of displayed links to help information
associated with the currently selected tool or function. Thus,
the user can apply different operations to the host application
and, if desired, view current help information displayed in the
help window or click on a help link in the help window to
retrieve help information.

[0011] These and other embodiments will be discussed in
more detail below.

[0012] As mentioned above, note that embodiments herein
can include a configuration of one or more computerized
devices, workstations, handheld or laptop computers, or the
like to carry out and/or support any or all of the method
operations disclosed herein. In other words, one or more
computerized devices or processors can be programmed and/
or configured to operate as explained herein to carry out
different embodiments of the invention.

[0013] Yetother embodiments herein include software pro-
grams to perform the steps and operations summarized above
and disclosed in detail below. One such embodiment com-
prises a computer program product that has a computer-read-
able medium including computer program logic encoded
thereon that, when performed in a computerized device hav-
ing a processor and corresponding memory, programs the
processor to perform the operations disclosed herein. Such
arrangements are typically provided as software, code and/or
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other data (e.g., data structures) arranged or encoded on a
computer readable medium such as an optical medium (e.g.,
CD-ROM), floppy or hard disk or other a medium such as
firmware or microcode in one or more ROM or RAM or
PROM chips or as an Application Specific Integrated Circuit
(ASIC). The software or firmware or other such configura-
tions can be installed onto a computerized device to cause the
computerized device to perform the techniques explained
herein.

[0014] Accordingly, one particular embodiment of the
present disclosure is directed to a computer program product
that includes a computer readable medium having instruc-
tions stored thereon for supporting operations such as provid-
ing help management functions. The instructions, when car-
ried out by a processor of a respective computer device, cause
the processor to: 1) initiate display of a help window associ-
ated with a graphical user interface application; ii) receive a
request for help information associated with the graphical
user interface application based on input with respect to the
help window; and iii) in response to receiving the request,
communicate with a remote server over a network to retrieve
multiple links pointing to available help information (e.g.,
community generated help information, vendor generated
help information, etc.) and display the multiple links as a list
of selectable links in the help window enabling retrieval of
help information from multiple sources including at least one
help information source at a remote location over the net-
work. The numbering of the steps has been added for clarity
sake, these steps need not be performed in any particular
order.

[0015] Other embodiments of the present disclosure
include software programs to perform any of the method
embodiment steps and operations summarized above and dis-
closed in detail below.

[0016] Also, it is to be understood that the system, method
and apparatus herein can be embodied strictly as a software
program, as a hybrid of software and hardware, or as hard-
ware alone such as within a processor, or within an operating
system or a within a software application. Example embodi-
ments of the invention may be implemented within products
and/or software applications such as those manufactured by
Adobe Systems, Inc. of San Jose, Calif., USA.

[0017] As discussed above, techniques herein are well
suited for use in software applications implementing help
functionality. However, it should be noted that embodiments
herein are not limited to use in such applications and that the
techniques discussed herein are well suited for other applica-
tions as well.

[0018] Additionally, although each of the different fea-
tures, techniques, configurations, etc. herein may be dis-
cussed in different places of this disclosure, it is intended that
each of the concepts can be executed independently of each
other or in combination with each other. Accordingly, the
present invention can be embodied and viewed in many dif-
ferent ways.

[0019] Also, note that this summary section herein does not
specify every embodiment and/or incrementally novel aspect
of the present disclosure or claimed invention. Instead, this
summary only provides a preliminary discussion of different
embodiments and corresponding points of novelty over con-
ventional techniques. For additional details and/or possible
perspectives (permutations) of the invention, the reader is
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directed to the Detailed Description section and correspond-
ing figures of the present disclosure as further discussed
below.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0020] The foregoing and other objects, features, and
advantages of the invention will be apparent from the follow-
ing more particular description of preferred embodiments
herein, as illustrated in the accompanying drawings in which
like reference characters refer to the same parts throughout
the different views. The drawings are not necessarily to scale,
with emphasis instead being placed upon illustrating the
embodiments, principles and concepts.

[0021] FIG. 1 is an example diagram of a computer envi-
ronment providing help functionality according to embodi-
ments herein.

[0022] FIG. 2 is an example diagram of a help window
illustrating a selected function as well as a corresponding list
of applicable mode settings according to embodiments
herein.

[0023] FIG. 3 is an example diagram of a help window
illustrating a list of selectable links to help information
according to embodiments herein.

[0024] FIG. 4 is an example diagram of a help window
illustrating a list of selectable linlcs to help information as
well notification of an inability to retrieve help links from a
remote source over a network connection according to
embodiments herein.

[0025] FIG. 5 is a diagram of an example architecture for
executing software code according to embodiments herein.
[0026] FIG. 6 is a flowchart illustrating an example of a
method for retrieving help information links according to
embodiments herein.

[0027] FIG. 7 is a flowchart illustrating an example of a
method for providing a respective user access to user gener-
ated help information according to embodiments herein.
[0028] FIG. 8is a flowchart illustrating an example method
in which a user can select different mode settings associated
with a graphical user interface application via a help window
according to embodiments herein.

[0029] FIG. 9 is a flowchart illustrating an example of a
method enabling a user to switch between displaying help
information links and displaying application hints according
to embodiments herein.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0030] According to an example embodiment as described
herein, a computer system executes a host application that
generates a graphical user interface for display on a respective
user’s display screen. In addition to executing the host appli-
cation, the computer system (or other computer) provides an
environment for executing a help agent (e.g., a help manager
such as a plug-in module) associated with the host applica-
tion. The help agent can initiate display of a help window for
display along with a graphical user interface displayed by the
host application. Depending on the embodiment, the help
agent can provide one or more functions such as retrieval and
display of help information links in the help window to dif-
ferent types of help information. Additional embodiments
enable application of commands to the graphical user inter-
face application via input with respect to the help window
and/or viewing of application hint information in the help
window.
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[0031] FIG.1 is a diagram of a computer environment 100
enabling different types of help functionality according to
embodiments herein. As shown, computer environment 100
includes computer systems 111 (e.g., computer system 111-1,
computer system 111-2, etc.), network 190 (e.g., a publicly
accessible network such as the Internet), server 150, sources
160 (e.g., source 160-1, . . ., source 160-M), and sources 161
(e.g., source 161-1, . . ., source 161-M). Computer system
111-1 includes a display screen 130 for displaying graphical
user interface 120 and help window 121, host application 115,
help manager 140 (e.g., a software agent or plug-in module),
and repository of local help information 135.

[0032] In general, user 108 provides input to host applica-
tion 115 executing on computer system 111-1. Host applica-
tion 115 can be any type of application (e.g., text editor
application, photo editor application, etc.) such as one that
generates a graphical user interface 120 for display on display
screen 130.

[0033] In response to input (e.g., commands) provided by
user 108 via a mouse, keyboard, etc., the host application 115
carries out corresponding commands by performing opera-
tions and, depending on a received command, display appro-
priate information on display screen 130 for viewing by user
108. Commands received by host application 115 can include
opening and closing files, applying editing tools to create
content for an opened file, setting of configurations, etc.
[0034] Inaddition to supporting the functions as mentioned
above, graphical user interface 120 can include one or more
display regions (e.g., buttons, icons, pull-down menus, etc.)
enabling a respective user 108 to open help window 121 for
display on display screen 130. In one embodiment, the help
manager 140 (e.g., software code) can be launched in
response to receiving a request (e.g., activation of a button,
icon, etc.) by the user 108 to open the help window 121. In
another embodiment, the host manager 140 can be running
prior to receiving such a request by the user to open the help
window 121. For example, the help manager 140 can be
launched in response to execution of the host application 115.
In this latter embodiment, upon receipt of a request to open
the help window 121, the help manager 140 can initiate dis-
play (e.g., via communications with the host application 115)
of the help window 121 for viewing by user 108.

[0035] As mentioned above, the help manager 140 can be a
software agent or plug-in module associated with host appli-
cation 115. Thus, help manager 140 can be an independent
entity (with respect to host application 115) running on com-
puter system 111-1 that communicates with host application
115 to carry out functions such as displaying and/or populat-
ing help window 121 on display screen 130 with help infor-
mation. The help information can be retrieved from remote
entities such as local and/or remote repositories that provide
useful help information describing functionality associated
with host application 115.

[0036] In one embodiment, the help manager 140 and/or
host application 115 is configured to include a flash player.
Accordingly, the help manager 140 can retrieve and playback
multi-media content (e.g., .SWF files supporting animated
pictures, sound, video, etc.) for user 108.

[0037] Help manager 140 can populate help window 121
with different types of available information such as vendor-
generated help information 145 (e.g., help information gen-
erated by or financed by the vendor associated with host
application 115) retrieved from the repository of local help
information 135 and/or vendor generated help information
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145 retrieved from remote entities over network 190 such as
server 150, sources 160, and sources 161.

[0038] Vendor generated help information 145 can include
“how-to” tutorials, application hints, troubleshooting infor-
mation, etc. enabling a user 108 to carry out different func-
tions associated with graphical user interface 120. As illus-
trated, the vendor generated help information can be
distributed throughout different locations in computer envi-
ronment 100. For example, vendor generated help informa-
tion 145 can be stored in repository 181 (as local help infor-
mation 135), as well as stored at any of the remote storage
locations such as server 150, sources 160, and sources 161.

[0039] The vendor-generated help information 145 can be
stored locally at repository 181. This type of help information
is typically installed by a host application installer function
associated with host application 115. The same or most likely
updated version of the vendor-generated help information
145 could be posted on a remote storage location such as
server 150, after the host application ships. The help manager
140 can be configured to reconcile the local and online ver-
sion of the vendor-generated help 145 on a specific help topic
and links the relevant help content to the most up-to-date
version when the user 108 has a corresponding network con-
nection. This technique can be applied to locally cached com-
munity generated content (e.g., help information or other
information) as well. Accordingly, embodiments herein
include help manager 140 supporting operations of detecting
that help information associated with a topic as specified by a
request can be found in a local repository and a remote reposi-
tory over the network; identifying that the remote repository
has newer help information associated with the topic than the
local repository; and initiating display of a link to the newer
help information in the remote repository. Of course, if the
local repository stores newer help information, then the help
manager provides a link to the newer help information in the
local repository.

[0040] Inaddition to having the capability of displaying or
providing access to vendor generated help information and
corresponding links in help window 121, help manager 140
can populate help window 121 based on other types of help
information such as community generated help information
148 stored locally in computer system 111-1 or retrieved over
network 190 from remote entities such as such as server 150,
sources 160, and sources 161. For example, depending on
commands inputted by a respective user 108, the help man-
ager 140 can retrieve help information (e.g., community gen-
erated help information) available at remote locations for
display in help window 121. The help information can be free
or can be pay per view content requiring payment of a fee as
its name suggests. Additionally, the help information can be
syndicated content as well.

[0041] As will be discussed later in this specification, the
help manager 140 can be configured to monitor a status of the
graphical user interface 120. In response to detecting a cur-
rently selected function (e.g., as specified by user input) asso-
ciated with the graphical user interface 120 or host applica-
tion 115, the help manager 140 automatically populates a
portion of the help window 121 with a visual indicator speci-
fying the currently selected function. In addition to providing
an indication of the currently selected function, the help man-
ager 140 can repeatedly update a list of selectable links in the
help window 121 with links to community generated help
information associated with the currently selected function.
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[0042] A triggering event to update the help window 121
with new links or help information can be user selection of a
different function associated with host application 115. For
example, when a user 108 selects a function such as drawing
lines in a drafting tool, the help window 121 can be updated to
includes links and/or help information associated with draw-
ing lines; when a user selects a function such as bolding text
displayed in the graphical user interface 120, the help man-
ager 140 can automatically update the help window 121 to
include help information and corresponding help information
links to associated with the bolding function supported by the
host application 115; and so on.

[0043] FIG. 2 is a diagram illustrating help window 121
according to embodiments herein. As shown, help window
121 includes display field 210 identifying a currently selected
function (e.g., a Pen Tool) associated with host application
115.

[0044] Help window 121 includes selectable display
regions enabling a respective user 108 to carry out different
functions associated with host application 115 via selection
tool such as cursor 285. For example, user controlled cursor
285 can be used to click on search button 216, which enables
a respective user 108 to display a list of one or more help
information links. The details associated with search button
216 will be more particularly discussed with respect to FIG. 3.
[0045] Referring againto FIG. 2, user controlled cursor 285
can be used to click on hints button 217, which enables a
respective user 108 to display a listing of shortcut keys 260
and corresponding descriptions 262 of different selectable
modes 230 (e.g., mode 230-1, mode 230-2, mode 230-3,
mode 230-4, etc.) associated with the currently selected func-
tion (e.g., Pen Tool) as specified by contents of the display
field 210. Description 220 describes functionality associated
with the currently selected tool as specified by display field
210.

[0046] In addition to the “follow me” function that is
achieved by automatically updating the display field 210 with
the currently selected host application function, the user 108
also can type in a text string identifying a currently non-
selected function associated with host application 115. In
response to such an action and clicking on the search button
216, the help manager 140 can initiate retrieval of appropriate
description 220 and mode 230 information associated with
the identified function. In an advanced embodiment, the help
manager 140 can be configured to notity the host application
115 of the newly selected function as specified by a text string
inputted by the user 108 in display field 210. The host appli-
cation 115 can set the current tool to the value as specified by
display field 210. Accordingly, this is one way the help win-
dow 140 can be used to receive input commands at the help
manager 140 and forward the received input commands from
the help manager 140 to host application 115 that, in turn, sets
the host application to the appropriate selected function.
Techniques herein provide flexibility over conventional
methods because conventional methods do not enable a user
108 to control functionality associated with a host application
via input of commands to a help window.

[0047] As previously discussed, a respective user 108 can
select different functions associated with host application 115
via input with respect to host application 115. For each newly
selected function as detected by the help manager 140, the
help manager 140 automatically updates the display field 210
with an appropriate text string identifying the newly selected
function as well as updates the listing of different modes 230
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to those associated with the newly selected host application
function. Accordingly, the user can view the different select-
able modes 230 associated with the currently host application
function without repeatedly being tasked with clicking on an
index in the help window 121 to view appropriate locally
stored help information to identify a different corresponding
set of possible modes (e.g., shortcut keys 260). One advan-
tage of using the help manager 140 according to embodi-
ments herein is that user 108 directly interacts with host
application 115 just as he/she normally would in conventional
applications. Without explicitly interacting between the user
108 and the help manager 140 or help window 121, the help
manager 140 is able to automatically deliver the relevant help
in the help window 121.

[0048] In the context of the present example, help window
121 enables a respective user 108 to select different modes
associated with a currently selected function such as Pen Tool
as specified by display field 210. As discussed, selection of
this host application function can be made by a user 108
typing a text string in display field 210 or a respective user
inputting commands to graphical user interface 120 (e.g.,
clicking on a corresponding pen tool button or entry in a
pull-down menu that initiates activation of the pen tool func-
tion).

[0049] The user 108 also can control the different modes
associated with a currently selected tool via conventional
methods such as providing input to graphical user interface
120 to set a respective mode of, for example, the pen tool. In
one embodiment, the help manager 140 is configured to
monitor the graphical user interface 120 and/or host applica-
tion 115 to identify when the user 108 initiates a mode setting
other than through the help window 121. In response to
detecting that the user applies a given shortcut key to the
currently selected tool (e.g., pen tool), the help manager 140
initiates highlighting of the appropriate selected mode 230 in
help window 121 to provide an indication to the user of his
selection. Accordingly, help window 121 can be configured to
enable setting of different host application modes as well as
provide a visual indication of different modes that are cur-
rently in use.

[0050] Thus, during a time when displaying the list of
application hints as shown in FIG. 2, the help manager 140
can receive input through the graphical user interface appli-
cation 120 (or host application 115) from a respective user
108 activating one of multiple modes associated with the
currently selected function. In response to receiving the input,
the help manager 140 provides a visual indication in the help
window 121 to identify which of the multiple modes 230 as
shown in a list of application hints is currently being activated
by the respective user for the currently selected function.

[0051] The help manager 140 populates the help window
121 to include a listing of the different modes associated with
the currently selected function. Based on input such as click-
ing one of modes 230 via cursor 285, the respective user 108
is able to selecta mode of the pen tool. When selected, current
activity via use of the pen tool in graphical user interface 120
will be carried out according to the selected mode. Of course,
a current mode of the pen tool can be easily changed by the
respective user 108 clicking on another one of modes 230
displayed in the help window 121. In such an instance, the
help manager 140 receives the command for the new mode
setting and notifies the host application 115 of such a selec-
tion.
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[0052] In one embodiment, the help manager 140 initiates
display of a visual indication (e.g., via highlighting, marking,
etc.) in the help window 121 to identify which of the multiple
modes 230 is currently applied to the host application func-
tion indicated in display field 210. For example, if the user
108 clicks on mode 230-2, the help manager 140 would
highlight mode 230-2 (e.g., the corresponding shortcut key
and description) to indicate that it is the currently selected
mode for the pen tool. This is another example how the help
window 121 can provides user-generated input commands to
the help manager 140 that are, in turn, forwarded to the host
application 115.

[0053] Lastly, note that configuration button 218 enables a
respective user to initiate display of one or more dialog boxes
for setting configuration information for the currently
selected function as specified by the contents of display field
210 (and potentially the selected mode 230 as well). For
example, in lieu of clicking on function presented by graphi-
cal user interface 120, the respective user 108 can click on
configuration button 218 to initiate display of a dialog box to
control settings associated with the currently selected func-
tion. This feature can be useful in cases where the user 108
does not know how to operate the graphical user interface 120
and initiate display of the appropriate dialog box. This is an
example of how the help window 121 can provides user-
generated input commands to the help window 121 (help
manager 140) that are, in turn, forwarded to the host applica-
tion 115 for execution.

[0054] FIG. 3 is a diagram of a help window 121 populated
with information according to embodiments herein. As
shown, display field 210 indicates a currently selected func-
tion associated with the graphical user interface 120. In
response to a user 108 clicking on search button 216, the help
manager 140 communicates with local repository 181 ofhelp
information and/or communicate over network 190 with
server 150. Repository 181 and server 150 each can provide
one or more help information links to help information stored
at locations such as repository 181, sources 160 and sources
161. As previously discussed, the help information links pro-
vided by server 150 and/or repository 181 can include links to
different types of help information such as vendor generated
help information 145 and/or community generated help infor-
mation 148.

[0055] As shown in FIG. 3, help window displays a first
group 310 of help information links including selectable links
315 (e.g., linlc 315-1, linlc 315-2, link 315-3, and link 315-4)
to vendor generated help information stored in local reposi-
tory 181. Such linlcs can also point to help information stored
at remote locations such as over network 190. A user 108 can
click on a respective one of links 315 to retrieve information
about a type of information as specified by the link. For
example, the user 108 can click on link 315-1 to obtain help
information describing keys for editing shapes via the pen
tool, link 315-2 to obtain help information describing how to
adjust path segments via the pen tool, and so on.

[0056] In addition to links 315, help manager also initiates
display of a second group 312 of selectable links 317 (e.g.,
link 317-1, link 317-2, link 317-3, etc.) in help window 121.
Thelinks 317 point to community generated help information
148 stored locally in repository 181 or stored remotely at
locations such as server 150, sources 160, and sources 161. A
user 108 can click on a respective link 317 to retrieve infor-
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mation about the pentool. For example, the user 108 can click
on link 317-1 to obtain help information produced by Nitz
design, and so on.

[0057] Eachlinkin a corresponding grouping of links (e.g.,
links 315 and links) 317 can include a symbol to indicate an
origin of the link so that the respective user 108. For example,
each of links 315 includes a symbol indicating that the link is
to vendor generated help information. Each of links 317
includes a symbol indicating that the link is to community
generated help information. Accordingly, one embodiment
herein includes providing a visual indication to distinguish
between the first group 310 of links 315 and the second group
312 of links 317 so that a respective user 108 can distinguish
and choose between viewing of vendor generated help infor-
mation 145 and community generated help information 148.
[0058] Theuser 108 can click on filter 325-1 to display only
links 315 in help window 121 or click on click on filter 325-2
to display only links 317 in help window 121. Thus, the
respective user 108 can choose which links to view in help
window 121. Accordingly, one embodiment herein includes
providing a filter function (e.g., filter 325) in the help window
121 enabling a user 108 of the graphical user interface 120 to
choose which of the groupings of selectable links to display in
the help window 121.

[0059] Simultaneous (e.g., side-by-side) display of search
button 216, hints button 217, and configuration button 217
enables a respective user 108 to easily switch between view-
ing ofhelp information associated with the currently selected
tool. For example, for a currently selected tool associated
with the graphical user interface 120 as specified by display
field 210 in the help window 121, the help manager 140
enables a user to easily choose between displaying the list of
selectable links 315 and 317 (as shown in FIG. 3) to retrieve
remotely available help information associated with the cur-
rently selected tool and displaying a list of application hints
(as shown in FIG. 2) describing how to implement different
operational modes associated with the currently selected tool
(e.g., pen tool).

[0060] Use of help manager 140 and server 150 simplifies
management of help information for distribution to each of
multiple users. For example, the help manager 140 relies at
least in part on feedback from server 150 to provide help
information or corresponding help information links to the
different users. Thus, server 150 can be updated to provide
different and/or more relevant help information as more help
information is generated over time.

[0061] In one embodiment, the server 150 relies on infor-
mation from a publicly accessible social bookmarking system
orwebsite (e.g., one or more of sources 161) to identify which
of different possible websites (e.g., of help information, tuto-
rials, etc.) provide most popular and/or valuable help infor-
mation associated with corresponding supported host appli-
cation functions. The social bookmarking system can enable
searching of bookmarks which are associated with given
“tags”, and rank the resources by the number of users which
have bookmarked them. Thus, help manager 140 can use
information provided by the publicly accessible bookmark-
ing system to produce the list of selectable links 317 in help
window 121.

[0062] FIG. 4 is an example diagram of help window 121
according to embodiments herein. As previously discussed,
the help manager 140 can attempt to communicate over net-
work 190 for purposes obtaining help information links for
display in help window 121. In certain cases, the help man-
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ager 140 may not be able to initiate communications over
network 190 to server 150. If an attempt to communicate is
unsuccessful, the help manager 140 provides notification 410
in the help window 121 that the attempted retrieval of one or
more help information links failed as a result of an inability to
communicate over the network 190.

[0063] FIG.5isablockdiagram of an example architecture
of a respective computer system 111-1 (e.g., a server) for
implementing help manager 140 (e.g., help manager applica-
tion 140-1 and/or help manager process 140-2) according to
embodiments herein. Computer system 111-1 (and each of
other computer systems 111 in computer environment 100 of
FIG. 1) can be a computerized device such as a personal
computer, workstation, portable computing device, console,
network terminal, processing device, network device, etc.

[0064] Note that the following discussion provides a basic
embodiment indicating how to carry out functionality asso-
ciated with the help manager 140. It should be noted that the
actual configuration for carrying out the help manager 140
may vary depending on a respective application.

[0065] As shown, computer system 111-1 of the present
example includes an interconnect 511 that couples a memory
system 512, a processor 513, I/O interface 514, and a com-
munications interface 517. I/O interface 514 provides con-
nectivity to peripheral devices 516 (if such devices are
present) such as a keyboard, mouse (e.g., selection tool),
display screen 130, etc. User 108 can provide input to com-
puter system 111-1 to communicate with host application 115
and populate and/or control help window 121. Communica-
tions interface 517 enables computer system 111-1 and, more
particularly, help manager 140 to communicate over network
190 to retrieve help information from remote sources as pre-
viously discussed. /O interface 514 enables the help manager
140 to retrieve locally stored information (e.g., local help
information 135) from repository 181.

[0066] Asshown, memory system 512 is encoded with help
manager application 140-1 that supports help management
functions as discussed above and as discussed further below.
Help manager application 140-1 (e.g., an plug-in module or
software agent application) can be embodied as software code
such as data and/or logic instructions (e.g., code stored in the
memory or on another computer readable medium such as a
disk) that supports processing functionality according to dif-
ferent embodiments described herein. During operation of
one embodiment, processor 513 accesses memory system
512 via the use of interconnect 511 in order to launch, run,
execute, interpret or otherwise perform the logic instructions
of'the help manager application 140-1. Execution ofthe help
manager application 140-1 produces processing functionality
in help manager process 140-2. In other words, the help
manager process 140-2 represents one or more portions of the
help manager application 140-1 performing within or upon
the processor 513 in the computer system 111-1.

[0067] It should be noted that, in addition to the help man-
ager process 140-2 that carries out method operations as
discussed herein, other embodiments herein include the help
manager application 140-1 itself (i.e., the un-executed or
non-performing logic instructions and/or data). The help
manager application 140-1 may be stored on a computer
readable medium (e.g., a repository) such as a floppy disk,
hard disk or in an optical medium. According to other
embodiments, the help manager application 140-1 can also be
stored in a memory type system such as in firmware, read only
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memory (ROM), or, as in this example, as executable code
within the memory system 512 (e.g., within Random Access
Memory or RAM).

[0068] In addition to these embodiments, it should also be
noted that other embodiments herein include the execution of
the help manager application 140-1 in processor 513 as the
help manager process 140-2. Thus, those skilled in the art will
understand that the computer system 111-1 can include other
processes and/or software and hardware components, such as
an operating system that controls allocation and use of hard-
ware resources.

[0069] Functionality supported by computer system 111-1
and, more particularly, functionality associated with help
manager application 140-1 and help manager process 140-2
will now be discussed via flowcharts in FIGS. 6 through 9. For
purposes of the following discussion, the help manager 140
(e.g., help manager application 140-1 and/or help manager
process 140-2) or other appropriate entity in computer envi-
ronment 100 generally performs steps in the flowcharts.
[0070] Note that there will be some overlap with respect to
concepts discussed above for FIGS. 1 through 5. Also, note
that the steps in the below flowcharts need not always be
executed in the order shown.

[0071] FIG. 6 is a flowchart 600 illustrating a technique of
providing help functionality according to embodiments
herein. Note that flowchart 600 of FIG. 6 and corresponding
text below will make reference to matter previously discussed
with respect to FIGS. 1-5.

[0072] Instep 610, the help manager 140 initiates display of
help window 121 associated with a graphical user interface
120 (e.g., a graphical user interface application).

[0073] Instep 615, the help manager 140 receives a request
for help information associated with the graphical user inter-
face 120 based on input with respect to the help window 121.
[0074] Instep 620, in response to receiving the request, the
help manager 140 communicates with a remote server (e.g.,
server 150) over network 190 to retrieve multiple links (e.g.,
Uniform Resource Locators) pointing to available remote
help information 175 (e.g., community generated help infor-
mation 148, vendor generated help information 145, etc.).
[0075] Instep 625, the help manager 140 displays the mul-
tiple links as a list of selectable links (e.g., link 317-1, link
317-2, link 317-3) in the help window 121 enabling retrieval
of help information from multiple sources (e.g., repository
181 of local help information 135, server 150, sources 160,
and sources 161) including at least one help information
source at a remote location over the network 190. In one
embodiment, the user 108 can click on the selectable links for
viewing help information in the help window 121 or a sepa-
rate display application such as a browser.

[0076] FIG. 7 is a flowchart 700 illustrating a technique of
providing help functionality according to embodiments
herein. Note that flowchart 700 of FIG. 7 and corresponding
text below will make reference to matter previously discussed
with respect to FIGS. 1-5.

[0077] Instep 710, the help manager 140 initiates display of
a help window 121 associated with a graphical user interface
120 on display screen 130. As previously discussed, the host
application 115 controls display of graphical user interface
120 on display screen 130.

[0078] Instep 715, the help manager 140 receives a request
for help information associated with the graphical user inter-
face 120 (e.g., host application 115) based on input with
respectto the help window 121. For example, the user 108 can
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click on search button 216 in the help window 121 in order to
perform a search for information germane to the selected
topic as shown in display field 210.

[0079] In step 720, in response to receiving the request
(e.g., the user 108 clicking on the search button 216), the help
manager 140 attempts to communicate with a remote server
150 over network 190 to retrieve multiple links pointing to
available help information associated with a currently
selected application function (as identified by a text string
shown in display field 210) of the host application 115.
[0080] In step 725, the help manager 140 displays the
retrieved multiple links (e.g., link information retrieved from
server 150) as a list of selectable links 317 in the help window
121 enabling retrieval of help information (e.g., vendor cre-
ated help information 145, community generated help infor-
mation 148, third party created help information, etc.) from
multiple sources including at least one help information
source at remote location over the network 190.

[0081] Instep 730, the help manager 140 displays, in the list
of selectable links 317, at least one selectable help informa-
tion link derived from a publicly accessible social bookmark-
ing system that has access to sets of bookmarks for a number
of users. The at least one selectable link can point to corre-
sponding community generated help information about a
topic specified in display field 210 of the help window 121.
[0082] In step 735, the help manager 140 can rank the
multiple selectable links 317 in the list based on popularity of
use as indicated by the publicly accessible social bookmark-
ing system. Accordingly, more helpful information can be
available by clicking on selectable links 317 that are higher in
the list.

[0083] In step 740, in response to user selection of the at
least one selectable help information link (e.g., selection of a
link 317) in the help window 121, the help manager 140
initiates retrieval of community generated help information
148 over the network 190 from a respective one or more
sources and displays the retrieved community generated help
information 148 in help window 148 or another display set-
ting such as a browser displayed on display screen 130.
[0084] FIG. 8is a flowchart 800 illustrating a technique of
providing help functionality according to embodiments
herein. Note that flowchart 800 of FIG. 8 and corresponding
text below will make reference to matter previously discussed
above.

[0085] Instep 810, the help manager 140 initiates display of
help window 121 associated with host application 115.
[0086] In step 815, the help manager 140 provides, in the
help window 121, a listing of different selectable modes 230
associated with a function (e.g., such as a function as speci-
fied by a text string in display field 210) supported by the
graphical user interface 120.

[0087] In step 820, the help manager 140 displays, in the
help window 121, a shortcutkey 260 and a respective descrip-
tion 262 for each of the different selectable modes 230.
[0088] In step 825, in response to receiving user selection
of (e.g., clicking on) a given mode 230 presented in the listing
of different selectable modes 230 in the help window 121, the
help manager 140 configures the function (as specified by the
display field 210) according to the given mode as specified by
the user selection. Thus, subsequent actions by the user 108
using the specified function will be performed according to
the selected mode.

[0089] In step 830, the help manager 140 provides a visual
indication (e.g., highlighting, distinctive marking, etc.) speci-
fying that the function is currently configured according to
given mode (e.g., selected mode) in the list of different select-
able modes 230 displayed in the help window 121.
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[0090] In step 835, in response to receiving a command
utilizing the function (as shown in the display field 210) to
carry out an operation with respect to the graphical user
interface 120, the host application 115 initiates application of
the specified function to the graphical user interface 120
according to the given mode (e.g., selected one of multiple
modes 230) as specified by the user selection.

[0091] FIG. 9 is a flowchart 900 illustrating a technique of
providing help functionality according to embodiments
herein. Note that flowchart 900 of FIG. 9 and corresponding
text below will make reference to matter previously discussed
with respect to FIGS. 1-5.

[0092] Instep 910, the help manager 140 initiates display of
a help window 121 associated with a graphical user interface
120 and host application 115.

[0093] Instep 915, the help manager 140 monitors which of
multiple functions associated with the graphical user inter-
face application is currently selected by a respective user 108.
[0094] Instep 920, based on the monitoring, the help man-
ager 140 automatically populates a data field (e.g., display
field 210) with a corresponding text string in the help window
121 to identify the currently selected function associated with
the host application 115.

[0095] In step 925, for the currently selected host applica-
tion function, the help manager 140 enables the respective
user to selectively switch between 1) display of a list of select-
able help information links (e.g., links 315, links 317, etc.)
enabling retrieval of available help information associated
with the currently selected function and ii) display of a list of
application hints (e.g., shortcut keys and mode descriptions)
indicating how to carry out different operational modes asso-
ciated with the currently selected function as specified by the
contents of display field 210. Switching can be achieved by
clicking on the search button 216 and hints button 217 to view
the different information associated as shown in FIGS. 2 and
3.

[0096] In step 930, when the list of selectable help infor-
mation links is displayed in the help window 121, the help
manager 140 displays at least one selectable link (e.g., one of
links 317) in the list of selectable help information links to
enable retrieval of community generated help information
148 from a remote source (e.g., one or more of sources 160,
161, server 150, etc.) over a network 190 connection. As
previously discussed, the community generated help infor-
mation 148 can be produced by one or more users of the host
application 115.

[0097] In step 935, when the list of application hints is
displayed in the help window 121, the help manager 140
enables a respective user 108 to select one of the different
operational modes 230 to configure the currently selected
function to carry out operations with respect to the host appli-
cation 115.

[0098] Note again that techniques herein are well suited for
enabling help manager functionality as described herein.
However, it should be noted that embodiments herein are not
limited to use in such applications and that the techniques
discussed herein are well suited for other applications as well.
[0099] While this invention has been particularly shown
and described with references to preferred embodiments
thereof, it will be understood by those skilled in the art that
various changes in form and details may be made therein
without departing from the spirit and scope of the present
application as defined by the appended claims. Such varia-
tions are intended to be covered by the scope of this present
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application. As such, the foregoing description of embodi-
ments ofthe present application is not intended to be limiting.
Rather, any limitations to the invention are presented in the
following claims.
1. A method comprising:
initiating display of a help window associated with a
graphical user interface application;
in the help window, providing a listing of different select-
able operational modes of a tool provided by the graphi-
cal user interface application; and
in response to receiving selection of an operational mode in
the listing of different selectable operational modes in
the help window, configuring the tool according to the
selected operational mode.
2. The method of claim 1 further comprising:
in addition to providing the listing of different selectable
operational modes, displaying a shortcut key and a
respective description for each of the different selectable
operational modes.
3. The method of claim 1 further comprising:
in the list of different selectable operational modes dis-
played in the help window, providing a visual indication
specifying that the tool is currently configured according
to the given mode.
4. The method of claim 3 further comprising:
in response to receiving a command utilizing the tool to
carry out an operation with respect to the graphical user
interface application, initiating application of the tool to
the graphical user interface application according to the
given operational mode as specified by the selection.
5. A method comprising:
initiating display of a help window associated with a
graphical user interface application;
monitoring which of multiple functions associated with the
graphical user interface application is currently selected;
and
for a currently selected function associated with the graphi-
cal user interface application, enabling selective 1) dis-
play of a list of selectable help information links
enabling retrieval of available help information associ-
ated with the currently selected function and ii) display
of a list of application hints describing how to carry out
different operational modes associated with the cur-
rently selected function.
6. The method of claim 5 further comprising:
displaying at least one selectable link in the list of select-
able help information links enabling retrieval of com-
munity generated help information form a remote source
over a network connection, the community generated
help information produced by users of the graphical user
interface application; and
enabling a respective user to select one of the different
operational modes to configure the currently selected
function to carry out operations with respect to the
graphical user interface application.
7. The method of claim 5 further comprising:
when displaying the list of application hints:
receiving input through the graphical user interface appli-
cation from a respective user activating one of multiple
modes associated with the currently selected function;
and
in response to receiving the input, providing a visual indi-
cation in the help window to identify which of the mul-
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tiple modes as shown in the list of application hints is
currently being activated by the respective user for the
currently selected function.
8. The method of claim 5 further comprising:
based on the monitoring, automatically populating a data
field in the help window to identify the currently selected
function associated with the graphical user interface
application.
9. A computer system comprising:
a processor;
a memory unit that stores instructions associated with an
application executed by the processor; and
an interconnect coupling the processor and the memory
unit, enabling the computer system to execute the appli-
cation and perform operations of:
initiating display of a help window associated with a
graphical user interface application;
in the help window, providing a listing of different
selectable operational modes ofa tool provided by the
graphical user interface application; and
in response to receiving selection of an operational mode
in the listing of different selectable modes in the help
window, configuring the tool according to the selected
operational mode.
10. The system of claim 9 further enabled to perform the

operation of:

in addition to providing the listing of different selectable
operational modes, displaying a shortcut key and a
respective description for each of the different selectable
operational modes.

11. The system of claim 9 further enabled to perform the

operation of:

in the list of different selectable operational modes dis-
played in the help window, providing a visual indication
specifying that the tool is currently configured according
to the selected operational mode.

12. The system of claim 11 further enabled to perform the

operation of:

in response to receiving a command utilizing the function
to carry out an operation with respect to the graphical
user interface application, initiating application of the
tool to the graphical user interface application according
to the selected operational mode.

13. A non-transitory computer-readable medium compris-

ing program code, the program code comprising:

program code for initiating display of a help window asso-
ciated with a graphical user interface application;

program code for, in the help window, providing a listing of
different selectable operational modes of a tool provided
by the graphical user interface application; and

program code for, in response to receiving selection of an
operational mode in the listing of different selectable
operational modes in the help window, configuring the
tool according to the selected operational mode.

14. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of

claim 13 further comprising:

program code for, in addition to providing the listing of
different selectable operational modes, displaying a
shortcut key and a respective description for each of the
different selectable operational modes.

15. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of

claim 13 further comprising:

program code for, in the list of different selectable opera-
tional modes displayed in the help window, providing a
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visual indication specifying that the tool is currently
configured according to the selected operational mode.

16. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of

claim 15 further comprising:

program code for, in response to receiving a command
utilizing the function to carry out an operation with
respect to the graphical user interface application, initi-
ating application of the tool to the graphical user inter-
face application according to the selected operational
mode.
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