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Abstract 
 

Now, it is the world that high and new technology industries dominate. With the 

expansion of different industry chains and the trend of economic globalization, 

thousands of innovative solutions enter into the life of people. However, with the 

appearance of these ideas, initiators always face the challenge of presenting them. An 

intuitive and absorbing presentation plays the most important role of making the ideas 

accepted. As the saying goes, “No matter how good a movie is, it is boring without 

voice”. No matter how superior the products are, they will not be understood without 

perfect technical documents. This thesis presents the latest information typing 

architecture – DITA (Darwin Information Typing Architecture) which gives you an 

overview of technical presentations.  

As a newly developing XML-based (Extensible Markup Language) standard, DITA 

is not as popular as it ought to be. Seldom people even technical writers know about 

DITA and its characteristics. So far, the lack of practical materials leads to the difficulty 

for beginners to study DITA. 

The aim of this thesis is mainly to introduce DITA and make a technical tutorial. In 

order to strengthen the comprehension about DITA, the thesis makes a comparison with 

DocBook, another popular XML-based standard for technical writing and the most 

competitive standard of DITA. 

In the thesis, we collect a large number of materials of DITA and DocBook, and 

refine them for their comparison. For the practical tutorial, we make some simple 

examples in a DITA project and implement them on Serna Free, an XML editor. As a 

result, the thesis presents the detailed comparison between DITA and Docbook, and the 

tutorial includes the basic and vital part of DITA features.  
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Terms and Abbreviations 

 DITA 

Darwin Information Typing Architecture 

 XML 

Extensible Markup Language 

 OASIS 

Organization for the Advancement of Structured Information Standards 

It mainly makes and issues the standards of information, such as DITA, DocBook, 

and some standards in web service, e-commercial and other fields. 

 HTML 

Hyper-Text Markup Language 

It is another markup language that is mainly used in webpage. 

 XHTML 

eXtensible Hyper-Text Markup Language 

 DTD 

Document Type Definition 

It is used to define the structure of markup languages. 
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1 Introduction 

DITA is a topic-based architecture which combines different topics to implement a 

technical documentation. The official definition of DITA is 

“The Darwin Information Typing Architecture (DITA) is an 

XML-based, end-to-end architecture for authoring, producing, 

and delivering technical information [DPS05a].”  

However, as DITA is the latest standard which was issued in 2005 by OASIS 

(Organization for the Advancement of Structured Information Standards), seldom 

people know it. The resources related to DITA are limited as well. So far, there are few 

books or publications of DITA. What we can find are merely some articles as well as 

the official guide on the Internet. Those tutorials mainly focus on introducing DITA 

instead of teaching methods, which are very general and limited so that individuals can 

hardly find a way to understand the true sense of DITA. We hope this paper could help 

people who are interested in technical publications understand DITA better. 

1.1 Motivations 

In the late of 2010, we became the member of Sigma Kudos, a Swedish company (for 

details, see Background) which is engaged in technical writing. They mainly use DITA 

to deliver the technical documentations. Due to the cooperating companies that they 

develop business with have no ideas about DITA and the new staff need to be trained 

for DITA implementations, Sigma Kudos launched the project of DITA education and 

we participated in.  

       In summary, our motivations are as follows. 

 We plan to make some materials to meet the requirement of Sigma Kudos, Because 

Sigma Kudos lacks of a DITA tutorial to train new staff and extend DITA business. 

 We plan to introduce DITA to those who have the interests of technical writing and 

to put DITA into practice, because we found that DITA is really advanced during 

our study but the materials of DITA are limited, especially the practical materials. 

1.2 Goals 

Considering the existing problems and the motivation, we set the goals as follows. 

 To present a useful DITA tutorial for people who know XML but are unfamiliar 

with DITA. 

 To present and illustrate the advantages of DITA. 

1.3 Objectives 

The first goal – We propose to review the available literature about DITA as much as 

possible and collect the most useful information to make a tutorial which is 

 Condensed – only core theories and definitions are included; 

 Easy to understand – the theory is understandable. After reading the report, readers 

will know the general idea of DITA; 
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 Efficient to learn – after reading the report, readers will be capable to handle the 

solutions of DITA projects. 

 Easy to access – readers are able to obtain the tutorial easily and choose the 

information they need. 

Goal criteria for this goal are the above mentioned points. To make our tutorial 

condensed, we filter the unnecessary information from existing materials as much as 

possible. To make it easy to understand, we provide some examples and pictures based 

on our experiments and comprehension. Then we test the tutorial on several people with 

different status. To measure the efficiency of learning, we give a textbook-like (usually 

covers theory part, example part and solution part and is always efficient in education) 

DITA implementation tutorial which learners can choose the contents they want to 

know and filter the knowledge that they do not like. To make the tutorial easy to access, 

we make the tutorial both in electronic and paper-based version. 

The second goal – The evaluation of the second goal is to make a comparison between 

DITA and the existing technical information standards and see if DITA is competitive. 

1.4 Further Structure of the Thesis 

The rest of the paper consists of 4 parts: Background, Theoretical Part, Technical Part, 

and Conclusion and Future Work. 

Background 

An overview of DITA, DocBook, Syntext Serna Free, and Sigma Kudos 

Theoretical Part 

This part is mainly for the clients‟ need, since we aim at promoting DITA. In this part, 

we first discuss the concepts and benefits of DITA. Then we make a comparison 

between DITA and DocBook based on our researches and experiments to help you 

better understand DITA. 

Technical Part 

This part is mainly for the technical writers‟ need, since we aim at training new staff. In 

this part, we handle it as a textbook. Every subsection in this part includes the 

introduction, an example based on Serna Free, and the solution of the example. This 

part also mentions lots of elements and attributes of DITA. All of the names of the 

elements and attributes are written in boldface. 

Conclusion and Future Work 

This part is a brief conclusion of the success of our work and the drawbacks as well. 

According to the drawbacks, we put forward a suggestion for the future work. 
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2 Background 

Considering about our work, the thesis involves DITA, DocBook, Syntext Serna Free, 

and also the technical writing company, Sigma Kudos. DITA and DocBook are XML 

schemas or DTDs with different structures for technical writing. Syntext Serna Free is a 

visualized XML editor supporting DITA and DocBook implementation. Sigma Kudos is 

a technical writing company which delivers DITA publications through Syntext Serna 

Free. Before starting reading the main part, here is a brief look at these four concepts. 

2.1 DITA 

Since XML has been issued in 1998, it provides powerful tools to create and publish 

technical information, structure documentations and so forth. However, it is tough to 

program via XML directly. To make it easier to use, lots of companies and 

organizations such as IBM and OASIS has been developing some XML-based standards, 

which are XML schemas or DTDs (Document Type Definition). As a result, several 

standards are issued like DocBook and DITA. DocBook is well-known and has been 

developed as a mature standard to deal with XML-based tasks. But seldom people know 

about DITA.  

Similar to DocBook, DITA defines a set of XML schemas or DTDs. In order to 

make the structure more flexible, DITA provides several information types, such as 

concept, task, and reference, and the user is also allowed to define other information 

types. The reusability makes the DITA project easier to be established and modified. A 

DITA example is shown as follow. 

 

<concept xmlns:xsi="http://www.w3.org/2001/XMLSchema-instance" id="concept-

1" xsi:noNamespaceSchemaLocation="urn:oasis:names:tc:dita:xsd:concept.xsd:1.1"> 

  <title>Color</title> 

  <conbody> 

    <p>Colors are said to be warm or cool.</p> 

  </conbody> 

  <related-links> 

    <link href="../tasks/rainbow.xml" type="task" format="dita"> 

      <linktext>rainbow</linktext> 

    </link> 

    <link href="d:/ref.xml"> 

      <linktext>type</linktext> 

    </link> 

  </related-links> 

</concept> 

This is a concept in a DITA project. The element, such as title, conbody, p, realted-

links, link, and linktext, and the attribute, like id and href, are defined in the DITA 

schema or DTD. It presents a title, a sentence in the “p” element, and some related links 

to other resources. The published result is shown in Figure 2.1. For more about the 

introduction of DITA, see the introduction in Chapter 3. 



4 

 

 
Figure 2.1: The published result of the example in the browser 

2.2 DocBook 

DocBook is an XML schema maintained by OASIS. The description from the DocBook 

official website is: 

 

“Because it is a large and robust schema, and because its main 

structures correspond to the general notion of what constitutes a 

“book,” DocBook has been adopted by a large and growing 

community of authors writing books of all kinds [DocBook].” 

 

The integration style is suitable for typesetting and editing a book or article which 

generally require a unified style. A DocBook project usually contains several sections, 

which are the main elements. To enrich the content of every section, plenty of different 

elements are provided by the DocBook DTD. An example is shown as follows. 

 

<section> 

<title>Color</title> 

<para>Colors are said to be warm or cool.</para> 

</section> 

<section id="r"> 

<title>rainbow</title> 

</section> 

<section> 

<title>type</title> 

</section> 

 

Figure 2.2: The published result of the sample in the browser. 
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This is three sections of a DocBook project. The element, such as section, title, and 

para, and the attribute, like id, are defined in the DocBook schema or DTD. With other 

sections, the DocBook project presents a whole article. Because of the structure 

difference from DITA, the output is different. The published result is shown in Figure 

2.2. For more about DocBook, see the comparison with DITA in Section 3.4.  

2.3 Syntext Serna Free 

Syntext Serna Free is an XML editor which is designed by Syntext. It supports the 

mainstream XML standards, such as DocBook and DITA. The free version does not 

include all of the functions that Syntext designs but the enterprise version does. The 

latest release is Syntext Serna Free 4.3 which is the version we use throughout the thesis. 

It supports DocBook V4.5, DITA 1.1 and other languages like XHTML (eXtensible 

Hyper-Text Markup Language). 

2.4 Sigma Kudos 

Sigma Kudos is a Swedish technical writing company which has been extending their 

business in Finland, China, and so forth. So far, Sigma Kudos mainly takes charge of 

the technical writing via S1000D, a XML standard that is mainly used in aerospace 

industry. It starts DITA business after building cooperation with some electronics 

companies. In addition to produce information, Sigma Kudos also manages information. 

An information management system has been established by Sigma Kudos. A platform 

named Docfactory is the core of the system which is based on database. At present, 

Sigma Kudos is developing rapidly and promotes its creativeness and innovativeness. 
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3 Theory of DITA 

When it comes to DITA, some people like to start with Markup Language and explain 

plenty of concepts of SGML (Standard Generalized Markup Language, a standard for 

how to specify a document markup language) and XML [SSOA]. Others may focus on 

DITA structures and DITA DTDs (Document Type Definition). Both of them are right 

and both of the concepts are important to illustrate DITA. However, these concepts 

themselves are harder to be understood than DITA is. As a result, it makes people more 

confused. In order to avoid describing DITA with numbers of pages of confusing words, 

we do not attempt to start with the structure of Markup Language and the DITA DTDs. 

What we want to emphasis are the way of implementing DITA files and the benefits of 

using DITA format.  

3.1 What Is DITA? 

DITA stands for Darwin Information Typing Architecture. It is an XML-based structure 

for publishing technical information, e.g. help document, technical article. The reason 

why it is named DITA is because DITA has the mechanism of specialization and 

inheritance which resembles the principle of variation in species proposed by Charles 

Darwin [OASIS02]. The “Information Typing” means users could determine the type of 

topics such as concept and task. These features are introduced in the next section. The 

core contents of DITA are topics and DITA map. 

3.1.1 DITA Topics 

DITA is a topic-oriented architecture. Instead of processing the information as a whole, 

DITA project is chunked into separate topics which covering the information of a 

specific subject with a specific intent [H05]. The topic types are different due to the 

version. In DITA 1.0, the core information types of topics are concept, task and 

reference. See Figure 3.1. However, new types could be defined through specialization, 

which is introduced in the next part. The topic type determines the structure of it, e.g. 

task may have different steps but concept does not have. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1: The component of DITA project  

1. Concept – describing “what it is”. See Figure 2.1. 

2. Task – showing the procedures about “how to do”. See Figure 3.2. 

3. Reference – listing the detailed information of a product. See Figure 3.3. 

Concept 

Topic Task 

Reference 

DITA project 

Topic 1 

Topic 2 
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Figure 3.2: This task describes the seven steps of drawing a rainbow 

 

Figure 3.3: This reference describes two categories of color 

3.1.2 DITA map 

As we mentioned a DITA project is a set of topics. How to combine the topics together 

and express the relationships of them? DITA map is the answer. The DITA map file is 

used for referencing topics and providing the links to them [DXO]. By this way, topics 

are nested and integrated. Finally, with a DITA map and the related DITA topics, the 

DITA documentation can be published. Figure 3.4 is the structure of a DITA map. For 

the detailed example of DITA map, see Section 4.2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.4: The structure of DITA map 

DITA project DITA 
Map 

Topic 1 

(Concept 1) 

Topic 2 

(Concept 2) 

Topic 3 

(Task 1) 
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3.1.3 Summary 

To summarize the information above, DITA is a set of topics with different types. DITA 

is like a house whereas the topics are the rooms of the house. The style and structure of 

each room could be different or have some relationships. For example, the living room 

and bath room are totally different and each of their structures should be designed. This 

is similar to the topic styles, each topic is specialized. However, the guest room can 

inherit the blueprint of the living room. Based on the structure of living room, the guest 

room can add some elements different from the living room so that it can have different 

use. This is similar to topic styles inheritance. Finally, with the combination of all the 

distinctive rooms, a nice house is born. Chapter 5 is a complete DITA project we make. 

3.2 Why DITA? 

Before touching on the field of DITA‟s advantages, to avoid heaps of words, we would 

like to focus on the most significant character of DITA – topic-oriented. “DITA is to 

documentation what Object-Oriented is to programming,” as Eric Armstrong says [A08]. 

Nowadays, to outstand from the world of dramatically-growing new technology 

industries, feature and innovation is particularly important. Modularized as DITA is, it 

allows rich imagination for each opponent, which helps the document to be distinctive. 

Back to the example we mentioned in Section 3.1.3, because people could design the 

rooms as they like, the structure and style of the house is variety and enable 

imaginations. So does DITA. No matter which types of information you want, there 

should be a DITA structure which is able to meet your personal and distinctive 

requirement. Hence, it is fair to say that DITA is a good choice for diverse and flexible 

demands. 

3.3 Advantages of DITA 

However, for a good architecture, flexibility is not enough. In this part, we will list the 

specific advantages of DITA [H05]. 

Based on our experiments and researches, we summarize the advantages of DITA in 

two layers, the Technical Layer and the Application Layer. 

 

 Technical Layer 

This layer is mainly for the groups like technical documents makers e.g. Sigma 

Kudos which aims at delivering outstanding technical information. The benefits of 

DITA at this layer are: 

1. Flexibility in content organization – Since DITA is topic based, it allows 

technical writers to order, reorder and nest topics to create information product. 

(Figure 3.5) 

2. Reusability –When IBM designs DITA, reusability is designed as one of the 

most important features of DITA. More specifically, reusability means that the 

topics are reusable in different programs. This is similar to the grammar of 

JAVA because a class is reusable in different packages. How can DITA topics 

be reused? The answer is the map. See Figure 3.6. By using the reference of 

topics, DITA maps are able to connect different topics and one topic is allowed 
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to be used in several relations. Referencing existed topics will save the time of 

writing a same content. It is the same for the elements in each topic that one 

element can be used more than once. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.5: Free DITA organizations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.6: Reusability for elements and topics in DITA. Element 1 and 

element 2 is used by more than one topic. Similarly, the concept 1 and concept 

2 is used in both of the two maps. 

3. High efficiency – One DITA topic does not pretend to cover the whole project 

so it allows companies to arrange the technical writers to do their own job 

(maybe some of the topics) and then combines their works together. Back to 

the example in Section 3.1.3 again, in terms of a house, design and construction 

of each room is a single project. If every team take charge of one room and 

start the project together, then the house will be completed in a short time. It is 

the same for DITA mechanism. As the writers are able to do the same project at 

the same time, it reduces the total time greatly. However, the precondition is 

that the labors are sufficient. 

4. Easily maintenance and management – Because of the modular executing 

mode, DITA content is easy to segregate and identify. Instead of managing 

 

 

 

 

Task 
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Concept 1 

(Topic 1) 

Concept 2 
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Reference 

(Topic 4) 

Product 1 

(map 1) 

Product 2 

(map 2) 
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projects at an overall standard, DITA users mainly focus on different parts. If 

the project needs to be improved, only the related parts need to be modified but 

not the whole project. It will save large amounts of spending on time and fees. 

Figure 3.7 shows the DITA files. The folders are topics while the files named 

“colors” and “color1” are DITA maps which are introduced in Chapter 4. 

 

 
Figure 3.7: DITA project files 

5. Full coverage of output format – Because DITA‟s architecture is based on 

topic structure instead of a specific output structure, it can be changed into any 

formats that users want. It‟s like building a house, the shape of the house is 

variable because of adding and removing bricks. Because of this feature, 

technical writing companies can meet all kinds of requirements of the 

customers. Figure 3.8 shows the DITA construction. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.8: Diverse output format 
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Topic 2 

Topic A 

Topic 3 Topic 4 

Topic 5 Topic 2 Topic 6 

Topic 1 
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6. Elements Inheritance – DITA enables topic inheriting so that new topics can 

be created based on existing ones which saves the time of creating new 

DTDs/schemas and style sheets (The existing topics are concept, task and 

reference). 

7. Process Automation – Processes like index production, glossary production, 

links creation and so forth are done automatically. 

8. XML Features – Since it is an XML based architecture, all XML features are 

existed in DITA. 

 

 Application Layer 

This layer is for the groups which are in need of ready-made information 

documents. Why choosing DITA-handled companies to deliver these documents? 

The reasons are as follows: 

1. Minimum Time Spending – Unlike streamline, a serial process, DITA 

processing is parallel, which minimizes the time for clients of receiving finished 

documents. 

2. Optimum Maintenance – Clients can easily find the topics where they want to 

insert, delete, or update information. There is no need to make the whole project 

upside down since only related topics need modifying. 

3. Maximum Usage – DITA files can be transferred into many formats like PDF, 

HTML (Hyper-Text Markup Language), etc. Thus, it could cover almost all the 

requirements. 

4. Maximum Distinction – By variable formats, DITA allows for the information 

architecture and style that belongs to each client only. 

3.4 DITA vs. DocBook 

In the current society, DITA is undoubtedly not the only standard for technical 

information publications. One decade before DITA was published, a standard called 

„DocBook‟ was developed by OASIS for technical documentations (for details about 

DocBook, see „Background‟). More people are familiar with DocBook than DITA 

because of DocBook‟s early publishing time. Until now, DocBook is still a well-known 

standard for technical publications like books and articles. However, the latest XML 

standard as DITA is, it possesses undeniably advantages in some areas, or its existence 

is meaningless [M08].  

3.4.1 General Comparison 

Since XML-based standards for technical information publications are very few and the 

most competitive standard of DITA is DocBook, we mainly focus on the comparison of 

them and ignore the other standards which are not common and competitive. 

 Here is a brief comparison based on our research and experimentation with them 

(Table 3.1):  

 



12 

 

 DITA DocBook 

Common 

Features 

1. Both of them are XML based. 

2. They are all used to publish technical documentations 

Definition 

“DITA is an architecture for 

designing, writing, managing, 

and publishing information.” 

(DITA [http://dita.xml.org]) 

DocBook is a schema for books 

and papers with the structure that 

such forms imply. (DocBook 

[http://www.docbook.org/]) 

Context Topic oriented Book oriented 

Key Feature 
Topic-based, every topic has its 

own structure and content. 

All elements and attributes are 

integrated in a specific structure. 

Extensibility 

The structure of DITA is 

extensible, allowing for users‟ 

personal information type. 

The structure of DocBook is fixed 

and simple. 

Reusability Topics reuse via referencing  
“copy and paste” is the only way 

for reuse  

Maintenance  
Modular Management 

/effective 

Overall Management 

/time consuming 

Labors 

Costing 
High Low 

Complexity High Low 

Conditions  

The technical writers should 

handle many methods of 

implementing topics like task 

and  concept. 

No special skills need to be 

handled for writers. 

Table 3.1: The side-by-side comparison between DITA and DocBook 

      The points listed in the table include core features and conditions of implementing 

them. It is meaningless to compare all the things related to them and we cannot 

guarantee the full coverage as well.  

According to Table 3.1, the advantages of DITA are obvious, which are extensible, 

reusable easy to maintain. However, the procedures of compiling and coding DITA files 

are complex because every type of topics needs to be specified. Also, the requirements 

of technical writers are very strict. They should know much more to handle DITA than 

DocBook. 

On the other hand, unlike DITA, a topic-based architecture, DocBook is a set of 

integrated structures. It runs the project as a whole instead of focusing on each section. 

Though this is undeniably an easy and simple way to publish those documentations with 

fixed structures, the limitations are obvious. The structure of DocBook cannot be 

specialized and extended.  

3.4.2 Application Comparison 

We wrote two set of codes to help you understand this part. Figure 3.9 and Figure 3.10 

shows our experiments on DITA and DocBook respectively. 
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In experiment 1(Figure 3.9), we created two DITA projects: one is “Introduction for 

Clients” and the other is “Introduction for clients”. Since both of these two projects 

need to introduce the company first (we gave an example of Sigma Kudos), we created 

a topic file named “Introduction” with the content of company introduction. We can see 

that the topic of “Introduction” (with a red circle) is reused in 2 projects. 

 

Figure 3.9: DITA Project Example 

In experiment 2 (Figure 3.10), we created the same two projects by DocBook. Since 

there is no topic mechanism in DocBook, we had to write the same part (“Introduction 

of Sigma Kudos”) twice for project 1 and project 2 respectively. 

From these two experiments we can easily find the benefits of DITA by its topic-

oriented structure. Especially when the projects are of large-scared, topic reusability 

plays an important role of cost reducing. Besides, if the repeated contents need revising 

or updating, only source topics need to be fixed. After that, all the referencing parts are 

updated automatically. What‟s more? The single topic can be specialized which makes a 

contribution to the diversity of output formats. However, we can‟t achieve these goals 

by Docbook because of its fixed structure. 

The reason why we gave this experiment and emphasis the features of DITA is not 

because DITA is better than DocBook in all aspects. On the contrary, our intension is to 

help readers find the benefits of DITA in the specific region e.g. if the contents are 

reused frequently or you need the special elements to distinct from others.  
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To sum up, DITA shows a better property than DocBook in modular writing and 

management. 

 

Figure 3.10: DocBook Project Example 

3.4.3 Integrated Writing 

This part is the forte of DocBook because of its fixed structure. How about DITA? In 

DITA 1.1, a new function, bookmap, is added to provide a book editing structure which 

is similar to DocBook. Some people know DITA but they don‟t know DITA has this 

feature, let along those people who do not know DITA. As a result, people still think 

DocBook is the only integrated structure for XML information publications.  

We did not make an experiment to compare which one of them is better in this part 

because integrated writing is not the point we want to emphasis in this paper. The fact 

we want to say is that DocBook can hardly do DITA‟s job but DITA are almost 

competent for DocBook‟s work. Hence, DITA does well in modular structures and is 

able to create non-modular schemas, as well. 

3.4.4 Conclusion 

It is meaningless to say which one is absolutely perfect. If you are looking for a schema 

that is simple to use and you do not need the modularity features of DITA, DocBook 

probably is a good choice because it is easy to handle. However, if you want to get 

documentations for specific requirements or create innovative structures, then DITA has 

a very clear advantage because of its specialization mechanism.  

However, with the development of world high-tech industries, though DITA has 

some short comings like hard to handle and high labors costing, because DITA offers a 

number of significant features that DocBook does not, in particular modularity, 

reusability, effectively management and because DITA can work as well for integrated 

structure as DocBook can, and because DITA structure is competent for specific and 
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innovative requirements, we have come the conclusion that DITA is the best choice for 

today‟s technical information publications. 
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4 Implementation of DITA 

In this chapter, the different features of DITA and the corresponding implementations 

are discussed. Syntext Serna Free 4.3 is the tool that we implement the application of 

DITA. According to the official website of Syntext, we see the aim of Serna is to make 

it easy for the technical writers, even those who are unfamiliar with XML, to edit 

documents with XML. Indeed, the enterprise version provides several tools that people 

can use them conveniently. However, Sigma Kudos uses the free version to make 

products. Owing to that the tutorial is based on the free version, the features provided 

only by enterprise version are not included in the thesis. In order to research the free 

version better, we also get the 30 days‟ trial license of the enterprise version to help us 

to research the free version.  

4.1 Creation of Topic 

In this section and the following sections, we make a comparison between Serna 

Enterprise and Serna Free for every step of the manipulation. On the official website of 

Syntext Serna, Syntext provided a basic tutorial of Serna Enterprise [Serna07] but not 

Serna Free, and just the version 4.1 that does not contain some features of version 4.3. 

What we primarily do is to follow the tutorial and find out the manipulation on the free 

version. Serna supports both DITA 1.0 and DITA 1.1, so we only discuss the features of 

DITA 1.0 at the beginning and the additive features provided by DITA 1.1 is discussed 

in Section 4.5. 

4.1.1 Theory of Topic 

The DITA topic includes three information types, concept, task, and reference [P05].  

 Concept 

A concept topic is a definition of things, including a title element, a conbody 

(content body) element, and several optional elements such as abstract and prolog. 

In the conbody element, the main element, the user is allowed to insert data, P 

(paragraph), note, image, and any other elements to build what the user likes.  

 Task 

A task topic is a procedure of a task, including a title element, a taskbody (task 

body) element, and several optional elements that is the same as a concept topic. In 

the taskbody element, the main element, the user is allowed to make the procedure 

of the task step by step and add some illustrations for every step.  

 Reference 

A reference topic is a document of a product that records the information in detail, 

including a title element, a refbody (reference body) element, and several optional 

elements that are the same as a concept topic. In the refbody element, the main 

element, the user is allowed to describe the detailed information mainly in a tabular 

form. Properties element is the main element of this table. In the table, the first 

row is the head containing three heads such as type, value, and description. The 

rows beneath the head are the parameters of the product. They are controlled by the 
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property element and this element is allowed to be added more than once. 

4.1.2 Typical Example 

To create a topic is simple and has nothing different from the enterprise version. When 

open the new document dialog and choose DITA 1.0 or DITA 1.1, several templates are 

shown in the template window on the right side. See the Figure 2.2. “Concept”, “task”, 

and “reference” is specific topic template and “topic” is a general topic template. Map is 

the DITA map that is used to build the connection among the topics. “Composite” is a 

combined template including more than one topics.  

The official tutorial of Serna Enterprise describes the definition and different types 

of color and the way to draw a rainbow. Now we rebuild the example in Serna Free. 

 Concept  

Task 

Create a “color” concept which includes a simple definition of color. 

Procedure 

In Serna Free, we select DITA 1.1 and concept and then input the path and file 

name. The extension of a topic file is xml. After opening the work bench, we see 

the title and a conbody element. Then change the title as “Color” in the content 

window. The P element, one of the most widely used elements, allows the users to 

input varieties of content like words and images. Input “Colors are said to be warm 

or cool” in the P element and save it in the “concepts” folder. Thus, we have 

created a concept of “Color”. The preview in the work bench is shown in the Figure 

4.1 and the result in the browser after it published is shown in the Figure 4.2. 

 

 

Figure 4.1: A simple concept “color”. We see the hierarchy of the elements in the 

content map and the preview of the concept in the content window. 

 

 
Figure 4.2: The result of the concept after published. 
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 Task 

Task 

Create a “Drawing a Rainbow” task which includes the seven basic steps of 

drawing a rainbow. 

Procedure 

In Serna Free, we select DITA 1.1 and task and then input the path and file name. 

After opening the work bench, we see the title and a taskbody element. And a 

steps element with a step element and a cmd element has been created 

automatically. We change the title as “Drawing a Rainbow” and add another six 

step elements under the steps element. To insert an element, a practicable way is to 

right click the end of the parent element in the content map and choose “Insert 

element” (Figure 4.3).  

 

 

Figure 4.3: Insert another element at the place of the blue line 

 

Then put the cursor in the cmd markup and input the sentence “Draw a red arc.” 

And the rest are deduced by analogy. Finally, save it in the “tasks” folder. Thus, we 

have created a task of “Drawing a rainbow”. The preview in the work bench is 

shown in the Figure 4.4 and the result in the browser after it published is shown in 

the Figure 4.5. 

 

Figure 4.4: A simple task “Drawing a Rainbow”. The steps describe the procedure 

of drawing a rainbow. 
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Figure 4.5: The result of the task after published. 

 Reference 

Task 

Create a “Color Type” reference which includes a table that shows one kind of 

classification of color. That is warm color and cool color. 

Procedure 

In Serna Free, we select DITA 1.1 and reference and then input the path and file 

name. After opening the work bench, we see the title and a refbody element. The 

refbody element contains a special section called refsyn, properties, and a general 

section. Refsyn is used to briefly introduce the regular features of things. Change 

the title as “Color Type”. Put the cursor in the refsyn markup and input “It is a 

table showing what type the colors of rainbow belong to”. Then replace the names 

of the head as “Color Type”, “Color”, and “Description” and add another property 

after the existing one with the content shown in the Figure 4.6. Finally save it in the 

“references” folder. Thus, we have created a reference of “Color Type”. The result 

in the browser after it published is shown in the Figure 4.7.  

 

 
Figure 4.6: A simple reference. The table shows the classification of color. 
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Figure 4.7: The result of the reference after published. 

Note 

There is a problem that we have to pay attention to. A correct path of every xml file is 

needed and here is the detail.  

 The files of one project are in the same project folder. 

 In the folder, the files of concept are in the folder named concepts, the files of task 

are in the folder named tasks, and the files of reference are in the folder named 

references. 

The reason is discussed in the Section 4.2.2. 

4.2 Creation of DITA Map 

So far, we have successfully created three kinds of topics. To build the relationship 

among these topics, we create DITA map and make it fulfill our requirement. This 

section discusses the elements and corresponding attributes that are the important 

components of a DITA map. From here, the procedures are different from the enterprise 

version and the official tutorial. 

4.2.1 Theory of DITA Map 

As we discussed before, a DITA map is a bridge to connect the topics and build the 

relationship for them. The most important element of a map is topicref element which 

describes where the topic is. The content of a topic reference is a link that points to the 

corresponding topic. In order to make the element in effect, setting up the attribute of 

the element correctly is essential. The most important attributes are href, type, 

collection-type, and linking. 

 Href 

Href attribute is the key attribute of topicref element. It decides the path of the 

topic to which the topic reference points. The argument of href attribute includes 

two parts and is divided by “#”. Before “#”, it is the path of the target topic; after 

“#”, it is the ID of the target topic. If not specify the ID, the “#” is left out. Every 

topic has a default ID such as concept-1 for a concept topic and task-2 for a task. 

The Default ID is allowed to be changed. Once the href attribute is specified and 
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set correctly, the preview shows the correct title and the path of the target topic in 

the work bench of Serna Free. 

 Type 

A type attribute specifies the information type of the target topic. For instance, we 

set the value of the type attribute of a task topic as “task”. The aim of setting this 

attribute is to distinct topics and to present the information type of the target topic 

clearly in the browser after it published. If we delete the attribute, it only shows an 

ambiguous word, “information”, in the browser. Once the type attribute is specified 

and set correctly, the preview shows a combobox which presents the information 

type of the target topic in the work bench of Serna Free. 

 Collection-type 

In order to present the relationship among the topics, DITA provides a collection-

type attribute for topicref element. The most common using collection-type 

attribute is “family” and “sequence”. Selecting “family”, it emphasizes the parent 

and child relation on the topics and generates a “parent topic” link on the child 

topics page in the browser after publishing the DITA map; selecting “sequence”, it 

emphasizes the order of the child topics and generates a next and previous link on 

the page of the child topic in the browser. 

 Linking 

For the topic reference, DITA provides a useful attribute called linking. It includes 

four selections, “none”, “normal”, “sourceonly”, and “targetonly”. The features are 

as follows [OASIS01]. 

1. Linking="none" means that the topic cannot link to other topics. After published, 

this topic has no link to other topics and other topics link to each other without this 

topic. 

2. Linking="normal" is the default, and means that the topic can link to related 

topics and vice versa. 

3. Linking="sourceonly" means that the topic can only link to its related topics. 

After published, this topic has links to other topics but other topics have no link 

to this topic. 

4. Linking="targetonly" means that the topic can only be linked by the related 

topics. After published, this topic has no link to other topics but other topics 

have link to this topic. 

4.2.2 Typical Example 

Task 

Create a map named “Colors” which includes several topic references. Create two new 

concept topics to present the relationship among topics. 
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Procedure of Referencing Topics 

The creation of a DITA map is similar to the topic. In Serna Free, we select DITA 1.1 

and map and then input the path and file name. The extension of a map file is ditamap. 

After opening the work bench, there is just a title element. Change the title as “Colors”. 

Then insert three topicref elements in the content map. To set the attribute of the three 

topic references, right click the element and choose “Element Attributes”. All of the 

attributes are able to be inserted and edited in the “Element Attributes” dialog which is 

easy to be opened from every element (Figure 4.8).  

 

 

Figure 4.8: The attribute dialog. 

 

After the “Element Attributes” dialog opened, click the “Add Element” button that is in 

the left bottom. Then choose the required attribute in the combobox and input the value 

of the attribute. Here we mainly require href attribute and the value is 

“concepts/color.xml”. Then the default name of the topic reference is altered by “Color”, 

the name of the concept. Next, use the same way to insert another two topic references 

to connect the “Drawing a Rainbow” task, and “Color Types” reference. In order to 

distinct the topics, it is a good way that to add the type attribute. Similar to add href 

attribute, we add the type attribute. Except for inputting the value in the “Element 

Attribute” dialog, an easier way to set the value is to select the value in the newly 

coming out combo box in the content window. For “Color”, we select “concept”; for 

“Drawing a Rainbow”, we select “task”; For “Color Types”, we select “reference”. 

After save it in the project folder, we have created a DITA map to combine topics. The 

preview in the work bench is shown in the Figure 4.9 and the result in the browser after 

it published is shown in the Figure 4.10. 

Procedure of Building Relationship 

To present the relationship among topics, we create two more concept topics, a “Warm 

Colors” topic and a “Cool Colors” topic. The way to create these two concept topics is 

described in Section 4.1.2. Save them in the “concepts” folder. The definition in P 

element is shown in the Figure 4.11.  
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Figure 4.9: A simple DITA map. It contains two topic references. 

 

 

Figure 4.10: The result of the DITA map after published. 

 

 

Figure 4.11: The picture above is the “warm color” concept. The following one is the 

“cool color” concept.  

 

Then, at the end of the first topicref element of the DITA map, insert two topicref 

elements and add href and type attribute for both of them. Thus, the two topic 

references have been created and are two sub-elements of the “color” topic reference. In 

order to present the relationship among the topics, add the collection-type attribute to 

the “Color” topic reference and select “sequence”. Then add the linking attribute to the 
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“Warm Colors” topic reference and select “sourceonly”. Thus, after published, the page 

of “Warm Colors” topic contains a link to the next topic, the “Cool Colors” topic, but 

the page of the “Cool Colors” topic does not contain a link to the previous topic (Figure 

4.12).  

If we change the value of the linking attribute as “targetonly”, the page of “Warm 

Colors” topic does not contain any links, even the “Parent topic” link. 

Note 

There is a problem that we have to pay attention to. In Section 4.1.2, we mentioned that 

the topics are put together in one project folder. The ditamap file is also put in the 

project folder. There are two reasons to explain why we need to do like that. Primarily, 

if the file of a topic is outside of the project folder, the title of the topic and the whole 

hierarchy is presented incorrectly in the browser after the DITA map published. And the 

user is even unable to click the link to access to the topic. The reason why it happens is 

that it becomes an external topic if the topic is removed from the project folder to 

outside. The way to solve the problem is discussed in Section 4.5.1. Secondarily, a 

project requires a good layout and a clear hierarchy so that people are easy to 

understand and make product.  

 

 

Figure 4.12: “Warm Colors” includes the link to “Cool Colors” but “Cool Colors” does 

not include the link to “Warm Colors” 

4.3 Publishing 

In Section 4.1 and Section 4.2, we have successfully created topics and DITA map. In 

order to output the result, we need to publish the topics and map.  

4.3.1 Theory of Publishing 

In Serna Free, it allows the user to publish every topic and map as HTML file. The 

prerequisite of publishing is that the JAVA runtime environment has been installed in 
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the computer, because the DITA part of Serna is based on the DITA open toolkit, which 

is an API for JAVA. Therefore, make sure the working computer has installed JRE 

before publishing. Generally, the user only needs to publish the DITA map and then, all 

of the topics related to the map are published automatically.  

4.3.2 Typical Example 

Task 

Publish the DITA map which is created in Section 4.2. 

Procedure 

To publish the map, choose the DITA map tab at the bottom of the work bench, click 

the document menu and choose “Publish”. Then keep the default settings and click 

“Publish” in the publish dialog (see the Figure 4.13). After finished, click “View” to 

open the published HTML file to view the result of the work in the browser (Figure 

4.10). 

 

Figure 4.13: The publish dialog 

Note 

Except for publishing DITA map to publish topics, the user is able to publish topics 

separately and view them individually. The advantage is that it is convenient to check 

faults when the user is editing a topic. The way to publish a single topic is similar to 

publish a DITA map. 

4.4 Cross Reference 

This section discusses cross reference, one key feature of DITA. Cross reference is a 

link that connects to the different parts of the topic or to the external sources. It is 

widely used in electronic publications like HELP document. When it requires that 

navigate to the specified content within the same page or link to other pages as an 

annotation, cross reference is a good solution.  
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4.4.1 Theory of Cross Reference 

As we know, when we read the technical information or the HELP document of a 

product, we see a large number of links in the text. Some of them are like that if the 

reader click the link, the current place of the page goes to other place but it is still in the 

same page. This kind cross reference is called local cross reference in Serna. The 

official tutorial of Serna with DITA is a perfect example. The other links are linking to 

other pages and if the reader clicks them, the current page is changed to the specific 

page. This kind cross reference is called external cross reference in Serna. It is able to 

link to not only the other topics in the project, but also PDF and HTML files. 

Since the main aim of cross reference is navigation, an ID is essential for a topic or 

an element. Because a topic has a default ID, it depends on the requirement of the user 

whether change the ID of the target topic or not. However, it is necessary to set an ID 

for the target element, for every element does not contain an ID. The way to set an ID 

for a topic or element is to add an id attribute to it and set the value. Especially for 

element, with an id attribute, the element is able to be referenced.  

To insert a cross reference, an xref element is required. The user is able to insert it 

to any place in a topic, even in an element. The attribute that cross reference requires is 

href attribute which specifies the path and ID of the target topic or element. The value 

of href attribute of the local cross reference is a bit different from the external cross 

reference. The part before “#” is ignored in the local cross reference, because it only 

navigates in the same page. But the external cross reference requires the absolute path 

and ID. 

Related-link is another kind of reference that is similar to cross reference, so we 

regards it as a special kind of cross reference. The main difference from cross reference 

is that related-link is only in topic level. That means related-link only links the current 

topic to other topics. Although related-link and cross reference are similar, they have 

their own distinctive meaning. Cross reference focuses on annotation but related-link 

focuses on related topic. The main element of a related-link is related-links element 

which contains at least one link. If the topic with a related-link is published, a “Related 

information” link is generated in the browser. 

4.4.2 Typical Example 

Task of Creating Local Cross Reference 

Create a cross reference in “Drawing a Rainbow” task and navigate to the first step.  

Procedure of Creating Local Cross Reference 

In Serna Free, open the “Drawing a Rainbow” task and open the “Element Attributes” 

dialog of the first step element. Then add the id attribute and input “red” as the value. 

After closing the dialog, we have added the id attribute for the first step element 

successfully. 

After adding the id attribute, we start to insert internal cross reference. Add a 

postreq element after the steps element, and input “You can remember the colors as 

ROY G BIV”. Put the cursor before the letter “R”, right click the mouse, choose “Insert 
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Element”, and choose xref element. Then the link is generated but it shows “no @href”. 

Open the “Element Attributes” dialog, add href attribute and input “#task-1/red”. 

“Task-1” is the default ID of this topic and “red” is the ID of the first step element. 

After closing the dialog, the link changes and becomes blue, which means the link is 

available. In order to make a nice looking, we delete the letter “R”, and replace the link 

by “R”. Thus, the text is not changed except for the blue “R”. So we have created the 

local cross reference. The preview in the work bench is shown in the Figure 4.14. The 

result in the browser after it published is shown in the Figure 4.15. 

 

 

Figure 4.14: The last sentence is the content of postreq element and the blue “R” is the 

link of the local cross reference 

 

 

Figure 4.15:  After clicking the link, the browser skips to the first step 

Task of Creating External Cross Reference 

Insert a note element in the first step of “Drawing a Rainbow” task as an annotation that 

links to the “Warm Color” topic. 

Procedure of Creating External Cross Reference 

Similarly, in Serna Free, open the “Drawing a Rainbow” task again and insert an info 

element after cmd element in the first step element. Under the info element, insert note 

element and insert a P element under the note element. This is used to be an annotation 
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of the first step. Input “Red is a warm color. For details, see” in the P element. After the 

sentence, insert an xref element, but the link is generated at the specific place without 

correct content. Then open the “Element Attributes” dialog, add the href attribute and 

input “../concepts/warm-colors.xml#warm-colors”. The value of href attribute before “#” 

is the path of the referenced topic and after “#” is the ID of the referenced topic. After 

closing the dialog, the link becomes blue “Warm Colors”. Thus we have created an 

external cross reference. The preview in the work bench is shown in Figure 4.16. The 

result in the browser after it published is shown in the Figure 4.17.  

 

 

Figure 4.16: Beneath the first step, the sentence is the content of the note. The blue 

“Warm Colors” is the link of the external cross reference. 

 

 

Figure 4.17: The picture above shows the screen before clicking the link; the following  

one shows the screen after clicking the link. The current tab changes from “Drawing a 

Rainbow” to “Warm Colors”. 
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Note 

Syntext Serna defines that cross reference consists of local cross reference and external 

reference. However, it is meaningless for Serna Free, because the way to insert local 

and external cross reference is the same. The only difference is the value of href 

attribute. If we insert local cross reference, the value before “#” is left out, because it 

just references the content of the same topic. If we insert external cross reference, 

adding the path of the target file is enough.  

Task of Creating Related-link 

Create a related-link in the “Drawing a Rainbow” task and link it to the “Color” topic.  

Procedure of Creating Related-link 

In Serna Free, we open the “Drawing a Rainbow” task again. After the taskbody 

element, we insert a related-links element. Then, insert a link element in the newly 

created related-links element, and add href attribute with the path of the target topic, 

“Color”. Generally, we add type attribute with correct type of topic to the element. If 

add the attribute, the generated text in the browser would be specific, like “Related 

Concept”; if not, the generated text would be “Related Information”. In order to change 

the text of the link, we insert a linktext element in the link element and input “Color”. 

Thus, we have created a related-link successfully. The preview in the work bench is 

shown in the Figure 4.18, and the result in the browser after it published is shown in the 

Figure 4.19. 

 

 
Figure 4.18: At the bottom of the topic, the blue “Color” is the related link, which 

means this topic is related to the “Color” topic and links to it. 

 

Figure 4.19: The link circled by the red rectangular is the related-link 
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4.5 Reusability 

This section discusses reusability, the most important feature of DITA. Reusability is 

divided in to two categories, topic-level reusability and element-level reusability. Topic-

level reusability allows the user to reuse the existing topics in different projects, similar 

to instantiating a class in JAVA program. Element-level reusability allows the user to 

reuse part of the content of a topic, similar to calling the methods of a class in JAVA 

program.  

4.5.1 Theory of Reusability 

Reusability is divided into two categories. One is topic-level reusability and the other is 

element-level reusability. 

 Topic-level Reusability 

Topic-level reusability is based on the DITA map because DITA map builds the 

relationship among topics. In Chapter 1, we have mentioned that the organization of 

topics is free and specialization allows us to fulfill different requirement of 

customers. That means we are able to reuse local and external topics in any projects. 

In Section 4.2, we have discussed that use topicref element to connect topics and 

use attributes to build the relationship among topics. To reuse more than one topic, 

we just insert topic references and modify the organization. To change the 

relationship among topics, we just modify the organization of topicref elements and 

set different attributes. 

We also have mentioned that the text of the link of a topic reference changes if 

the related topic is out of the project. To reference an external topic and present 

correctly, it requires more attributes of the topicref element. Add the scope attribute 

to the corresponding topicref element and select “external”. Only adding scope 

attribute does not work perfectly because the path of the topic is instead of the title 

in the browser. To solve it, a navtitle attribute with the input value is required. Thus, 

after publishing the DITA map, it presents correct text of the link in the browser and 

the link works perfectly. 

 Element-level Reusability 

If we say the topic-level reusability is a macroscopic reusability, the element-level 

reusability is a microcosmic reusability. In JAVA program, the programmer writes 

several methods for a class and calls them in the methods of the same class or of 

other classes. Similarly, the user inserts several elements in a DITA topic and they 

are allowed to be referenced in the same topic or in other topics.  

To implement element-level reusability, DITA provides a conref (content 

reference) attribute for several elements. Since every element does not contain a 

default ID, every target element requires a specific value of id attribute. Similar to 

cross reference, content reference includes local and external content reference. 

Local content reference reuses the content of an element that is in the same topic; 

external content reference reuses the content of an element that is in the other topics. 

If we change the value of an element, the value of the referenced element changes 

automatically. 
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4.5.2 Typical Example 

Task of Creating Local Content Reference 

Create a note element in “Warm Colors” topic and insert another note element to 

reference the former one. 

Procedure of Creating Local Content Reference 

In Serna Free, first we insert a note element with an id attribute after the P element in 

“Warm Colors” topic. And insert a P element in the note element and input a sentence  

as the content. Then we insert another note element after the existing note element. In 

this note element, we do not input content directly but a content reference instead. Open 

the “Element Attribute” dialog of the second note element, add conref attribute and 

input “#warm-colors/note”. “Warm-colors” is the ID of “Warm Colors” topic and “note” 

is the ID of the first note element. After closing the dialog, the same text of the first 

note element is generated in the second note element. If we edit the text of the first note 

element, the content of the second note element changes automatically. Thus we have 

inserted a local content reference successfully. The preview in the work bench is shown 

in the Figure 4.20. 

 

 

Figure 4.20: It shows the local content reference. The first note element is the original 

one and the second note element is the local content reference  

Task of Creating External Content Reference 

Insert a note element in “Cool Colors” topic to reference the first note element of 

“Warm Colors” topic. 

Procedure of Creating External Content Reference 

Similarly, insert a note element after the P element in “Cool Colors” topic, add a conref 

attribute to the note element, and input “warm-colors.xml#warm-colors/note”. After 

closing the “Element Attribute” dialog, the content of the note element in “Warm 

Colors” concept is generated automatically. Thus, we have inserted an external content 

reference successfully. The preview in the work bench is shown in the Figure 4.21. Note 
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that the value of conref attribute should avoid those like “D:/”, because it leads to that 

no content of the content reference is presented in the browser.  

 

 

Figure 4.21: It shows the external content reference. The note element is a content 

reference that uses the first note element in “Warm Color” topic.  

4.6 Additions of DITA 1.1 

In August 2007, OASIS issued DITA 1.1. To improve the feature of DITA, DITA 1.1 

adds a glossary topic, a FAQ topic, a book map and other new features. The most 

obvious changes are the first three additions listed above. And we also see the additions 

in Serna 4.3, for it provides the templates of glossary, book map, and FAQ. We discuss 

the concept and implementation of the additions in the following sections. 

4.6.1 Glossary 

Terminology plays an important role in the development of a product, not only for the 

customers but also the developers. To better communicate, terminology is required. To 

introduce a product to customers, terminology is also required. The glossary topic 

fulfills the requirement.  

A glossary topic provides two elements, glossterm and glossdef. Glossterm is the 

the name of a terminology and glossdef is the definition of the terminology. It also 

allows the user to insert a related-links element in the topic, which is quite convenient 

to build the relationship with other topics. 

4.6.2 FAQ 

It is another practical tool of DITA. As we know, FAQ is a series of questions and 

answers that is provided for customers to solve common problems. Similar to glossary, 

customers obtain the knowledge of the product through it but only when they suffer 

from problems. So FAQ is a necessary part of a technical manual. Thus, the FAQ topic 

is a vital part of DITA. 

A FAQ template includes a title and a faqbody element. Before the faqbody 

element, it allows the user to insert a prolog, a short description and an alternative title. 

After the faqbody element, it also allows the user to insert a related-links element. In 

the faqbody element, the main part of DITA FAQ, a faqgroup and faqlist element is 

provided. The difference between them is that the faqgroup element allows the user 
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inserts some FAQs that the themes are different, and the faqlist element is the container 

of questions and answers. Every faqitem element includes a faqquest element and a 

faqans element, and the user is allowed inserting several faqitem elements. 

4.6.3 Book Map 

Book map is a special kind of DITA map which allows the user to edit the information 

via the format of a book. It is similar to DocBook but it also has its own characteristic. 

Different from DocBook, it allows collecting the topics with different format. Thus, it 

fulfills the requirement that publish a book with varieties of styles. 

A book map includes the whole parts of a book, such as title, front matter, chapter, 

appendix, and so forth. Due to the book map is a kind of DITA map, it is only allowed 

to insert topic reference and content reference to link to the required topics and specific 

content. Thanks to the special architecture, the user is able to make a product through 

the general format of a book or article. 
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5 DITA Tutorial of Electronic Version 

In the chapters listed above, we have discussed the theory of DITA, the comparison 

between DITA and DocBook, and the practical tutorial of DITA. Owing to that the last 

goal of the thesis is to make an electronic tutorial of DITA through Serna Free, this 

chapter introduces and discusses the structure and content of the electronic DITA 

tutorial. It is also a sample of the tutorial. 

5.1 Design 

The design is divided into two parts, the content design and the structure design. Since 

the characteristic of DITA is quite different from an integrated article, the design of the 

content and structure is based on DITA structure. Moreover, the electronic tutorial 

needs to follow the characteristic of DITA. Thus, we have put forward two content 

designs and two structure designs. 

Content Design 

1. Include both theoretical part and technical part – According to the report, we 

have discussed theoretical part of the DITA tutorial, including the introduction of 

DITA and comparison with DocBook; and the technical part, including the key 

manipulations and corresponding elements and attributes. In the electronic tutorial, 

we design to cover both of the two parts and provide them for different reader, 

because the theoretical part is for the customers and the technical part id for the staff 

of the company. 

2. Only include technical part – Different from the first design, we plan to make the 

electronic tutorial only for the technical part.  

After our discussion, we choose the second content design. The primary reason is that 

the theoretical part is a highly integrited part that is unsuitable for using DITA structure. 

In addition, the most important part of the theoretical part is the comparison between 

DITA and DocBook, rather than the introduction of DITA. And a side-by-side 

comparison is also unsuitable for creating scattered topics of DITA. Therefore, we 

decide to make an electronic tutorial for the technical part which is relatively 

independent. 

Structure Design 

The technical part includes several sections that discuss several complete features of 

DITA. These sections are relatively independent from each other, so it is suitable for 

DITA structure.  

1. One section, one topic – According to the report, every section includes theory part, 

example part, and solution part. It is similar to general format of text book that one 

chapter consists of these three parts. So we design every topic for one section. 

2. One section, two topics – An alternative option is to divide one section into two 

topics, an introduction and an example.  
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After our discussion, we choose the latter structure design. One of the reasons is that the 

introduction and example in one section is also relatively independent. More 

importantly, this kind of design presents the characteristic of DITA. The introduction 

part is a concept topic and the example part is a task topic. Furthermore, it is easier to 

modify the topic because we just correct a small topic once, and all of the topics that 

include this topic are corrected automatically. 

5.2 Implement 

The whole electronic tutorial is implemented through the technology mentioned in 

Chapter 4. In this section, we discuss the electronic tutorial combining with the content 

in Chapter 4. The DITA map of the tutorial is shown in Figure 5.1. 

 
Figure 5.1: The DITA map shows the structure of the tutorial 

Topic 

The “topic” concept topic is the parent topic of the “concept”, “task”, and “reference” 

concept topic. Their relationship is “family” so that every child topic shows the parent 

topic and related topics. Figure 5.2 shows the published “concept” topic. Every concept 

topic has a link to the corresponding example. If the name of an element or an attribute 
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appears in the text, it becomes a link of cross reference that connects to the list of 

element or attribute. 

 

Figure 5.2: The “concept” topic contains the links to the element list, the example, the 

parent topic, and the related concepts. 

Examples 

The “examples” concept topic is the parent topic of all of the examples, which are task 

topics. Their relationship is “sequence” so that every child topics contain the link of 

parent topic, previews topic, and next topic. Figure 5.3 shows the published “create a 

concept” topic. It also contains the link of the element and attribute list.  

 

Figure 5.3: The “create a concept” task topic describes the procedure of creating a 

concept topic. 
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Basic Manipulation 

During making the DITA product, inserting an element, adding an attribute and 

publishing is the important step for establishing topic. In the examples of the tutorial, 

these three manipulations are frequently used. To save the time costing, we design to 

insert a related link in every example. Thus, the three related links appear at the bottom 

of every task topic.  

Other important concepts 

DITA map, cross reference, related link, and reusability is essential part of DITA 

project. They do not belong to any concepts so that we place them in the same hierarchy 

as “topic”, “examples”, and “basic manipulation”. All of them are concept topics 

including a link to the example. 

For the element list, we put all of the elements that are mentioned in the tutorial in 

the list. All of the concept and task topics which refer to an element have a link to the 

element list and it will find the place where the description of the target element is. The 

element list also contains a link to the official document named Language Specification 

which consists of all of the elements and attributes that DITA provides. And the 

description of every element comes from the official document. 

For the attribute, we create a whole topic for every mentioned attributes because 

there is just six attributes appearing in the tutorial, and the description of every attribute 

is more detailed than element. 

Conclusion 

This DITA sample we have made covers most of the technical part, except for another 

important feature, content reference. Although the electronic tutorial contains some 

elements that describe the same thing, like a common step, “save it”, it is unworthy 

using content reference to reuse the content of the element. Besides, the extra brief 

introduction of the features belonging to DITA 1.1 is also not included. In a word, the 

electronic tutorial fulfills the requirement of our design, and it is a qualified sample of 

the technical part in the report. 
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6 Evaluation 

This chapter is an evaluation about our work. And the feedback of Sigma Kudos is also 

included. 

6.1 Feedback 

It is hard and subjective for us to evaluate this tutorial by ourselves. In order to get 

suggestions, we sent our tutorial to some people. Table 6.1 shows the feedback from 

them about our original report. Although the samples are very few, they are almost 

representative of different groups of people who are professors, college students and 

technical writers. The reason of choosing these three groups of people is that they are 

more likely to step in the field of DITA. However, we will do more researches in the 

future.  

We have got the feedback from Prof. Dr. Welf Löwe (our supervisor), Niklas 

Malmros (global manager in Sigma Kudos), Du Dongyong, Tomas Eriksson (technical 

writer in Sigma Kudos), Björn Olssona (master student major in school of Computer 

Science), and Sun Wenyi (bachelor student major in school of Computer Science). 

According to these feedbacks, we found the problems of our tutorial. More specifically, 

the coverage of the tutorial was limited. Our tutorial was only applicable for the 

technical writers in the company who has experienced technical writing for couples of 

months. We need to make a clearer introduction and reform the structure to help more 

people understand what we did. Table 6.1 shows our solutions based on these problems. 

 

Problems Solutions 

Introduction part is not clear Adding some examples in the 
background. 
Giving a description of DITA 
and the components of it.  

Lacking of complete DITA 
project 

Describing the electronic 
version of this tutorial and let 
it be the part of the paper-
based tutorial. 

Structure unclear Reform the structure into 
textbook-like structure. 

Table 6.1: Problems and solutions 

In addition to these solutions, we improved our goal criteria as well. After modifying, 

we asked them for comments again. Professor Welf Löwe accepted; Niklas Malmros, 

Du Dongyong and Tomas Eriksson already satisfied with the original one; Björn 

Olssona and Sun Wenyi thought it was improved a lot.  

6.2 Discussion 

So far, the thesis contains the introduction of DITA, the comparison between DITA and 

DocBook, the tutorial of practical work, and the complete sample of DITA project. This 

section discusses whether the thesis reaches the goals and goal criteria. 
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Condensed  

 Within one hour, the readers are able to obtain abundant knowledge about DITA 

and make DITA products because this thesis includes most of the basic and 

important features of DITA that is refined from a large number of DITA materials.  

Easy to understand (the theory)  

 To illustrate the structure and content of DITA project, we use the structure of a 

house as a simile to make it easy to understand.   

 We draw pictures to describe the core theory of DITA, such as topic introduction 

and reusability. 

 The people who gave us the feedback did understand the theory of DITA easily. 

Efficient to learn (the implementation methods) 

 We use the textbook-like structure which is recognized to be one of the most 

efficient learning structures to organize the technical part. Every section in the part 

includes introduction, example and solution.  

 We put necessary notes and pictures in every solution to the examples, which 

enhances the comprehension of the practical tutorial. 

 The people who gave us the feedback approve that the tutorial is efficient. 

Easily accessible 

 Tutorial is both in paper-based version and electronic version. So readers can easily 

obtain the tutorial and choose the knowledge they need. 

Comparable 

 We list and describe the advantages of DITA in detail. 

 We make a comparison between DITA and DocBook specifically. 

Corresponding to every goal criteria, we have done all the things listed above so we 

have reached the goal criteria. And the feedback from others is also included and 

supports that we have reached these goal criteria. In conclusion, we have reached both 

of the two goals.  
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7 Conclusion and Future Work 

To sum up, we got this topic on November, 2010 and now it is May of 2011. 6 months 

ago, we know nothing about DITA as the majority of people does. We struggled in 

doing researches and going through whatever articles we could find about DITA. 

Finally, we finished this tutorial based on our comprehension of the collected resources. 

However, what we have done is far from enough, only key features and obvious 

distinctions of DITA are mentioned in our paper. As we aimed at making an efficient 

thesis for Sigma Kudos to train new staff and to promote DITA products, we think what 

we have done is more or less helpful. 

Our shortcomings 

What we have done is not enough for the experienced technical writers. In the process 

of writing the thesis, we almost got no suggestion about DITA and its tutorial. Some 

mistakes are unavoidable. If you find something that is not correct, please contact us.  

Future Work 

Due to our limited ability, our work is a beginners‟ tutorial. The short-term objective is 

to improve the electronic version of the tutorial. And translate the tutorial into Chinese, 

since Sigma Kudos is extending business in China. The long-term objective is to extend 

the content of the tutorial, because large numbers of elements and attributes are not 

mentioned in the current tutorial, such as datameta element. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



41 

 

Resources 

OASIS: The OASIS DITA Technical Committee includes the DITA work and the plan 

of DITA work. Last accessed: 20 May, 2011. 

<http://www.oasis-open.org/committees/tc_home.php?wg_abbrev=dita> 

 

DITA XML.org: It is the forum for DITA programmers to exchange experience. Last 

accessed: 20 May, 2011. 

<http://dita.xml.org/> 

 

Developer Works: Introductions and discussions are included in the official forum of 

IBM. Last accessed: 21 May, 2011. 

<http://www.ibm.com/developerworks/> 

 

Cover Pages: Plenty of DITA resources. Last accessed: 13 May, 2011. 

<http://xml.coverpages.org/dita.html> 
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