

Document1


	[image: image1.png]Grid—-

UK Computing for Particle Physics




	GridPP Project Management Board


Documentation Report 

February 2006

	
	Document identifier :
	GridPP-PMB-67-Documentation

	
	Date:
	7/2/2006

	
	Version:
	1.0

	
	Document status:
	Final

	
	Author
	Stephen Burke


Introduction

At its last meeting the Oversight Committee requested that GridPP should invest more effort in the production and maintenance of documentation and web pages. A GridPP Documentation Officer has since been appointed. This report gives an overview of the current documentation available both in GridPP and the wider Grid projects, and describes ways in which the situation is being improved.

Overview
Documentation in the Wider Context
GridPP has a web site with an award-winning design, incorporating a large amount of information about the project, including an area devoted to deployment and operation of the Grid service, which can be modified using Grid certificate authorisation using the GridSite software developed within GridPP. This has recently been augmented with a wiki, also using GridSite, which is used for deployment information which needs to be rapidly updated, e.g. concerning the LCG service challenges. However, GridPP exists within a broader context of other Grid projects, especially EGEE and LCG, and the need to interact with those projects applies to documentation as much as it does to other areas.

EGEE, LCG and the various national and other Grid projects have already produced a large amount of documentation. However, this is spread over a large number of websites, is not under any kind of central control, and is often inaccurate, incomplete or out-of-date. In general there is no dedicated manpower anywhere devoted to documentation (EGEE has no explicit documentation or user support activity), so most documentation is written in their spare time, if any, by people who are not experienced technical authors (or web designers) and who may not have English as their first language. Most documents are not reviewed in any kind of systematic way. The main problem is therefore not the production of documentation, but indexing, editing and revision.
There are some groups trying to improve this situation. The gLite middleware developers are required to produce reasonably comprehensive documentation as part of the release process (see http://glite.web.cern.ch/glite/documentation/). However, this only covers part of the middleware deployed in the production system, and conversely much of the gLite middleware is not yet deployed.

The CERN-based Experiment Integration Support (EIS) group has written the most useful documents to date, especially the LCG user guide which is essentially the only document which is reasonably assured to be kept up to date. However, EIS has a fairly small number of people who do many other things, and in principle they are part of LCG and hence don’t have an overall EGEE remit (all their documents are LCG-branded), although in practice the documents are generally relevant.
More recently a group called the ESC (Executive Support Committee) has been set up within the EGEE SA1 activity to co-ordinate user support for EGEE, in particular in co-operation with GGUS (Global Grid User Support at Karlsruhe). It is intended that the GGUS portal should be an entry point for user documentation and FAQs as well as support tickets, and in addition solved tickets should be used to augment the FAQ lists over time. At present the GGUS portal does have some of this in place, but much still needs to be done before it can be a one-stop shop as far as users are concerned, and documentation is so far taking a back seat to improvement of the user support function.

A separate group called UIG (User Information Group) has also been formed under the auspices of the NA3 (training) activity to co-ordinate the production and cataloguing of documentation within EGEE. The UIG had until recently had almost no interaction with ESC or any other documentation activity, and in fact there is relatively little information about its activities, mainly because the manpower available is virtually nil so little has been achieved. However, the expectation is that in EGEE II this will be better-resourced, and could potentially be the main focus for the co-ordination of documentation. The UIG is UK-led as NA3 is co-ordinated by NESC, so there is scope for co-operation with GridPP, and contact has been initiated.
GridPP currently has relatively little documentation of its own compared with what exists elsewhere, and limited manpower to produce more. The documentation on the GridPP website has been written and maintained on a best-efforts basis by members of the deployment team and storage group. It therefore seems essential to make the best use of existing resources, and to work in conjunction with the efforts in EGEE and LCG. In some cases it will be appropriate for GridPP to produce original documentation, but where possible this should then be fed back to the wider community.

Given that things are developing rapidly there is a substantial problem with document maintenance. This suggests that it is better to have a small number of documents which can be maintained than a larger number which will usually be out of date. In addition, links on web sites need to be checked to ensure that they continue to point to the right places, for example several links to old versions of the LCG user guide have been found in the course of surveying various web sites. It is desirable to have a regular schedule of checks on documents and web pages, and in some cases it may be better to remove things completely which are too old.

Clients

In general there are three groups of clients for documentation: developers, sysadmins and users. Developers are generally well-served by internal JRA1 documentation and processes so there is no need for GridPP to take any special steps in that area.

Sysadmins are also generally well catered for by the existing LCG installation documentation, and self-help via the Rollout and TB-Support mailing lists. The GridPP website also has a lot of deployment information, hints etc, especially in the area of data storage and management as GridPP has a substantial effort in this area and takes a leading role.

However, there have been two areas mentioned which could be improved. One is the desire to have a detailed description of the LCG architecture. This would indeed be useful but is probably impractical for some time at least, as the system is evolving rapidly and without any strong overall design in advance. In any case such a document would have to be produced by LCG/EGEE as a whole, so the role of GridPP can only be to encourage the production of such a document. The convergence of integration and release management in the new SA3 activity in EGEE II may provide a good opportunity to improve this situation.
A second area is the documentation of the care and maintenance of a Grid site, i.e. the routine tasks that system managers should be performing, responses to tickets and problem reports, how to manage upgrades etc. GridPP has some very experienced sysadmins and could definitely contribute in this area, and the Deployment Team is currently pursuing this to see if there is sufficient interest to take it forward. Such a document would be of use to the Grid community at large, and would therefore be provided as a contribution to the general community.
However, the main clients for improved documentation are Grid users, and the rest of this report concentrates on user documentation. This can in turn be divided into two general classes: introductory documentation for new users, and more detailed documentation for experienced users. In addition there is a separation between Grid-specific documentation which is valid for everyone, and experiment-specific documentation relating to the use of the experiments’ own software in the Grid environment. Realistically the latter can only be provided by the experiment concerned. However, the dividing line between Grid and experimental software can be fairly blurred in practice.

Types of Documentation

Documentation comes in various forms, which are suitable for different purposes and have different features as regards authoring and maintenance.

Introductory material for new users is generally read only once, so it needs to give a concise but complete explanation of the basics. This kind of documentation is widely available, but is aimed at a variety of audiences, so GridPP needs to ensure that there is something suited to the needs of its users. This kind of material is likely to need less rapid updating than more detailed technical documentation, but it still needs to be checked periodically for accuracy and relevance.

Worked examples with code are popular with users as a way to get started. However, they need very careful checking to make sure that they are completely correct, and active maintenance as the system evolves. The emphasis here must be on the basics (“hello world”), as more elaborate examples can be very difficult to write and maintain. In some cases (e.g. R-GMA) example code is distributed as part of the standard User Interface package.
Manuals are fairly long documents, generally distributed in PDF format, which describe something in detail. There are manuals in quite a number of areas, in particular the LCG user guide and the gLite middleware documentation, but coverage is by no means complete. Manuals are generally hard to write and maintain, and in practice are often not read, so they are only worthwhile where detailed coverage is essential or where the information is reasonably stable. They must be written by experts, who often have many other tasks. Where manuals do exist it’s worth putting a reasonable amount of effort into reviewing them for clarity and accuracy, and this is likely to be the best way for GridPP to contribute in this area.
Guides, howtos etc are short documents which cover a fairly specific area. These may be provided as PDFs, text files or web pages. These are fairly quick to write and easy to maintain, and have a good chance of being read, so they are a good place to focus, and in fact much of the existing documentation is in this form. The downsides are that the indexing of a large number of such documents can become difficult, and they may be overlooked or forgotten by their authors and become out of date. It’s therefore important to organise them in a coherent way as far as possible, and to ensure that they are either maintained or obsoleted. One major role for the GridPP web site is to provide pointers into the existing documentation in a structured way.
FAQs/knowledge bases contain answers to specific questions. The former are generally organised as text files or web pages, while the latter use an underlying database. These can be very useful, but indexing is vital. It’s important to make sure that the answers are correct; ideally they should be reviewed regularly, but this may be difficult in practice. This kind of information should ideally be integrated with user support, so that people asking questions can be pointed to a relevant FAQ entry, and conversely when new questions are answered they can be added to the database if they are of general interest. GGUS is moving towards such a system. In general it is probably not useful for GridPP to maintain its own FAQ list, but it may be useful to cover a small number of specific topics which are not readily available elsewhere.
Topics
Grid documentation covers various topics:

· General Grid concepts. There are many new concepts, acronyms etc. in the Grid world which need to be explained. However, this is a well-covered area already, so the main need is to provide suitable pointers to the existing information.
· Security information (certificates, proxies, VOMS etc.). This is a complex area, and is specific to GridPP users in various ways so it is not sufficient to rely entirely on existing documentation. GridPP therefore needs to provide some documentation of its own, with pointers to other sources where appropriate.
· Basics (user interface, basic job submission, data movement, R-GMA etc.). This is generally well-covered by the LCG user guide and other existing documentation. It is however worth providing a limited amount of such documentation on the GridPP web site to make sure that users have enough to get started.
· Troubleshooting (monitoring, determining the Grid status, error messages, dealing with problems). This is a difficult and complex area which is not especially well-covered at present, so it is worth some effort from GridPP to provide help on these issues. However, it is certainly not possible to be comprehensive, and the fallback will always be the user support system.
· Detailed technical documentation (middleware, Glue schema etc.). In most cases this is in a reasonably good state. GridPP has an active group working on data management and storage, and can contribute to the general pool of documentation in this area. In addition, R-GMA is developed within GridPP and documentation is produced by the developers as a matter of course. GridPP also has significant expertise on the Glue schema and contributes to the documentation for it.
· Experiment-specific information. This must be provided by the experiment itself, but unfortunately the current state of Grid documentation from most experiments is fairly poor. The UK is contributing effort to improving Grid documentation for Atlas, CMS and BaBar, and also for the Ganga software developed by GridPP.
Work Within GridPP

Priorities

The main priority is to cater for new users, e.g. PhD students. So far most Grid users have been people who are already software experts and who often have a long experience with Grids, so there is relatively little documentation aimed at newcomers - there is a reasonable amount on the “first steps”, e.g. to get to the point of submitting a simple Hello World job, but fairly little to get people beyond this. The sheer complexity of the Grid in its current state means that users have to absorb a great deal of information; all users should at least read the LCG user guide, but this is currently 167 pages long and still only scratches the surface. Also the rate of change means that the lifetime of any knowledge the users do acquire may be less than a year. The optimum solution may well be for experiments to find ways to shield most users from the Grid, but this has mostly not yet happened and in any case is out of the scope of general GridPP documentation.

The best solution at present seems to be to provide enough material to make sure that users can at least cope with the basic operations, and give some pointers to more advanced documentation and advice on how to find the answers to questions. Feedback is also important, and it would be useful to have some guinea-pig users. More detailed information should be provided as requested, rather than spending a lot of effort in advance on things which may turn out not to be useful.
Work So Far
Links have been established with the ESC and UIG, and some feedback has been given on the state of existing documentation. Comments have been fed to the UK CA about problems with the documentation and structure of their web site.

Existing documentation has been surveyed, and pages have been added to the GridPP web site with pointers to the various sources, with comments about content and usefulness, and some general guidance on how to find information.

The user area on the GridPP web site has been substantially expanded. This includes new material covering general information about the Grid, security/certificate issues, some basic “getting started” pages, help with troubleshooting, and guidance on creating a new VO. There is also some more specific help on data management, as this is a complex area where the UK has a lot of expertise.
Coverage of middleware details, monitoring, user support and VO-specific issues has to be largely by pointers to external web sites, and the documentation can in general only be as good as the external providers are willing to produce, although in some cases it’s possible to add some in-fill documentation. 

Future Work

Specific documentation will be written or commissioned where there is a clear need and where expertise exists within GridPP. The current focus is on documentation on site maintenance for sysadmins, data management and storage, troubleshooting and the Glue schema. In general this will only be done where there is a commitment to produce a good quality document and maintain it as needed, and the results will be made available to the wider community.
Important external documentation will be reviewed and comments passed back to help improve it. In particular the LCG User Guide is a vital document which is likely to need a significant upgrade for the impending gLite 3.0 release, and help will be offered to enable this to happen in a timely way.
The GridPP web site should ideally be maintained by a dedicated person, as the effort needed to maintain a large, high-quality web site is substantial. In any case, thought needs to be given to layout, the location of component files and future maintenance needs - e.g. better to have a particular piece of information on one page with other pages linking to it than to have several instances which would all need to be updated, and related pages should be stored together where possible. Pages will be checked for accuracy and invalid links on a regular basis. 
Finally, documentation will be improved and updated on the basis of feedback from real users, and such feedback will be actively sought.
Summary

Documentation is a difficult area for Grid projects in general. The overriding need is for better co-ordination, and there are some signs that projects (including GridPP) are recognizing the need for this; the last EGEE conference had a number of references to documentation issues. Maintenance of documentation in a fast-changing environment is also a major issue. Manpower for documentation within GridPP is limited and it is therefore essential to focus it on the areas which can give the greatest added value.

The GridPP web site is being developed as a starting point for GridPP users, which should provide enough information for people to get started and understand where to find further information and help. The material will be reviewed regularly to ensure that it remains accurate. GridPP will also co-operate with other Grid projects to enhance the overall quality of documentation.
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