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IETM BACKGROUND

An Interactive Electronic Technical Manual (IETM), as defined in the DoD IETM Specifications, is a package of information required for the diagnosis and maintenance of a weapons system, optimally arranged and formatted for interactive screen presentation to the end-user. It is a Technical Manual prepared (i.e., authored) by a contractor and delivered to the Government, or prepared by a Government activity, in digital form on a suitable medium, by means of an automated authoring system. An IETM is designed for electronic screen display to an end user, and has the following three characteristics: 

1. The information is designed and formatted for screen presentation to enhance comprehension. 

2. The elements of technical data making up the technical manual are interrelated. A user's access to required information is possible by a variety of paths. 

3. The computer-controlled technical manual display device functions interactively (as a result of user requests and information input) to provide procedural guidance, navigational directions, and supplemental information.

IETMs allow a user to locate required information faster and more easily than is possible with a paper technical manual. They are easier to comprehend, more specifically matched to the system configuration under diagnosis, and are available in a form that requires much less physical storage than paper. Powerful interactive troubleshooting procedures, not possible with paper technical manuals, can be made available using the intelligent features of the IETM display device. 
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IETM Specifications for DoD Use

MIL-M-87268 and MIL-D-87269 define the process for authoring and displaying IETMs. They implement an underlying strategy that separates the IETM source database from the electronic display of the formatted IETM. The roles of these specifications are as follows: 

· MIL-M-87268 defines how the IETM should look and behave to the reader. This standard will soon be replaced by a performance specification (MIL-PRF-87268A). 

· MIL-D-87269 establishes the IETM database forms, structure, and key controlling mechanisms. This standard will soon be replaced by a performance specification (MIL-PRF-87269A).

This process has found favor in the IETM development community. Most DoD IETM applications separate the presentation attributes from the IETM content. However, since the standardization focus has been on the database structures and not on the run-time version of the IETM (i.e., the "View Package"), each software vendor has developed a proprietary format for capturing and moving the IETM to the Presentation System. In attempting to maintain a flexible approach to the definition of the IETM database, the specifications nearly guarantee non-portability across different vendor products. 

The current specifications define the data format and contents for the IETM database, and define the targeted "look and feel" for the Presentation System. What has not been defined is how the ported IETM looks, i.e., what the Presentation System reads as the IETM. 
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Using MID to transport IETM data
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To completely specify the electronic pathway for the process of preparing and using IETMs, there must also be an unambiguous definition of the "portable IETM" -- the data that is produced by an authoring system from the source data and read by a presentation system for display. IETM presentation systems must be able to take this "neutral" data from varying authoring systems and structure it for display, with a minimum amount of human intervention. This is the place for the MID. 

The structure for the ported IETM is called the Metafile for Interactive Documents (MID). The MID provides target structures for the authoring systems to write to, and for the Presentation Systems to read from. It is an intermediate structure that, once specified, completes the IETM process.

In the IETM world, a portable run-time file is called a View Package. When in MID format, the View Package is an SGML-tagged instance that is read by an electronic display system to present the IETM to a user. The MID instance may either be compiled into a proprietary format for the presentation software, or read directly in an interpretative mode. 

Multiple MID instances need not come from the same source data system and thus will allow a Navy user to read MID instances from several sources and not worry about which authoring environment produced them. In the non-DoD world, a MID instance can be created that would enable a proprietary format to be rendered on a MID-compliant browser. In this case, the MID instance would define the behavior of the proprietary data, and the notations required to render it. In may cases, the MID instance would be delivered on the original distribution medium (e.g., CD-ROM) in conjunction with the original data, thereby allowing the end user to render the information with either the proprietary browser, or a standard MID browser.
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