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Abstract
The Chandra Helpdesk is the primary gateway for users to directly interact with the CXC, receiving ~450-600 tickets annually
over the past decade. The vast majority of these interactions concern X-ray data analysis with CIAO/Sherpa and SAOImage DS9.
We will focus on the former, providing an overview of the helpdesk system and tips on crafting a helpdesk ticket to maximize
how you, the user, can help us provide the most useful and informative response and get you on your way to doing science.

Help Us Help You
How to Write a Useful Ticket

• Please provide details about the software being used, including:
• CIAO version 
• CalDB version
• Sherpa—stand alone or CIAO distribution

• Platform and operating system the software is running on.
• Question:

• What is the problem or concern encountered?
• Contextualize the question: what are you trying to do, what is your goal?

• What did you do?
• describe what you’ve done and the steps taken
• provide commands used
• copy-and-paste text or provide a log file; no screenshots please

• include any messages returned by tool, including warning and error messages
• provide supporting data files (usually shared via Google Drive/Dropbox since 

the helpdesk software has limited file attachment support for files < 3 Mb)

Typical Helpdesk Ticket Questions
⏵ I’m following this thread, but get an error message when running acis_process_events on an 

ACIS-S/HETG observation in CC-mode: 
# acis_process_events (CIAO 4.n): ERROR: CHIPY value < 1 or > 512.

⏵ I am trying to extract a spectrum for an ACIS observation and get zero exposure in the source 
region, help!

⏵ I'm trying to figure out the pixel area of an image after removing a large number of regions. Can I 
do this with the dmstat tool?  I’d like to compare the result with what I’m getting out of DS9/dax.

⏵ There is a typo in this thread; a parameter name is misspelled in the example.

Overview
The Chandra Helpdesk provides support for:
• proposals and proposal planning 
• observation scheduling and issues 
• proprietary data and the Chandra Data Archive
• data analysis with CIAO, Sherpa, and DS9

The Science Data Systems group handles 75-85% of all tickets, including the 
brief spike around the annual CfP and cost proposal deadlines.  For data 
analysis support, we can help with data processing steps and guide your 
understanding on why the steps are taken and the mistakes that can happen; 
however, we cannot help you perform your science.

Finally…
• Please reply back if you are satisfied with the answer/solution so we can go 

ahead and close the ticket.
• If you have a completely unrelated question, instead of adding to an existing 

ticket, just open a new ticket.
• Help us help you.  The more information you are able to provide up front means 

a quicker resolution to your concern! 
• Ultimately, the documentation, software, and helpdesk are meant to help you 

get to a specific data product.  What you do with the data product will be 
determined by your science goals and judgement.

Please find the CXC Helpdesk at — https://cxc.harvard.edu/help


