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Developing Instructional Design:

Lever—Leverage technical communi-
cation skills with instructional strategy, 
fundamentals of instructional design, 
a bit of adult learning theory, and the 
imagination to turn a good document 
into good instruction.

Pin—Pull to gain learner attention.

Shell—Instructional goal de!ned with 
precision. Content described with 
care, sensibly chunked, appropriate for 
learners, logically ordered, reinforced, 
applied, practiced with feedback.
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MEET THE STAFF

A Note from the Editor
ONE OF INTERCOM’S PURPOSES is to provide readers 
with articles that promote professional development. 
This issue in particular attempts to address this goal by 
examining some related industries to technical communi-
cation. For example, Keith Hopper and Wei Sun’s article 
shows how technical communicators’ skills are appropriate 
for the -eld of instructional design (maximizing the 
effectiveness, ef-ciency, and appeal of instruction or other 
learning experiences). They use an example of teaching 

soldiers to use hand grenades, which is the reference to which the cover image 
refers. Catherine Deschamps-Potter focuses on the translation industry—
another sister -eld—and the multimedia content evolution going on at her 
company, International Communication by Design. She emphasizes technical 
communication’s increasing focus on multimedia rather than just text, and she 
notes the challenges that multimedia content presents, not only for translation 
and localization providers, but also for all information developers.

The other two articles in this issue develop an interesting metaphor 
of technical communication as a complex system that combines data, 
information, knowledge, and technical skills to produce products that 
are more ef-cient, reliable, and safe. In “The Technical Communicator’s 
Machine,” Daniel Maddux shows how a technical communicator’s work 
turns complex data into productivity, or a “machine.” He examines the 
machine’s cover (a project’s organization), the motor (clear communication), 
the wiring (accuracy), and the switch (letting users apply the information). 
Karl Darr also uses this machine metaphor in his discussion of user-de-ned 
content’s emphasis on metadata. Both articles compare technical commu-
nication and engineering to show that technical documentation teams are 
“confronted with the product’s complete and comprehensive complexity.” 
In other words, technical communicators have to document not only the 
mechanical aspects of a product but also the functional processes and all 
other product information as its context arises. Properly addressing this 
challenge is required to deliver a single-source information management 
system that is capable of automatically generating and delivering product 
information in the required form, format, quality, and language needed. 

This issue also launches a new column, coauthored by Andrea Ames and 
Alyson Riley, on information architecture. The column emphasizes the strategic 
aspects of information architecture and the required tools to equip information 
architects for success. Topics will address the business, strategy, user experience, 
and implementation of strategic information architecture, including organiza-
tional, content management, and tactical considerations. Ames and Riley will 
also guest edit the January 2012 issue of Intercom and have asked to publish a 
Call for Proposals, which has been posted on the Intercom website. 

I hope readers will take an opportunity to contribute to Intercom in one of 
its many venues, because in writing for Intercom, you are also promoting your 
professional development. Consider authoring an article, contributing to a 
column topic, or writing a My Job or Off Hours piece. Share knowledge with 
your profession and get published!

—L#2 P&%1)*+
liz.pohland@stc.org
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Sister Fields
Like siblings separated at birth who meet decades later and 
discover that they have developed, matured, and worked in 
similar ways, technical communication (TC) and instruc-
tional design (ID) are “sister -elds.”

The Society for Technical Communication de-nes 
the -eld of technical communication as the process of 
conveying useable information about a speci-c domain to 
an intended audience. Instructional design icons Robert 
Branch and Kent Gustafson de-ne the -eld of instructional 
design as a system of procedures for developing education 
and training programs in a consistent and reliable fashion. 
Luminaries such as Saul Carliner and Michael Hughes, well 
known to both -elds, have been pointing out the similarity 
for more than a decade. 

TC graduates often -nd themselves being asked 
to develop and/or deliver training; ID graduates -nd 
themselves unprepared to design good documents needed 
in their training work. A graduate program at Southern 
Polytechnic State University was recently started that 
merges these disciplines into a single area of study (http://
iid.spsu.edu/index.html). This -rst-of-its-kind program may 
signal a shift in the way both technical communicators and 
instructional designers see their knowledge bases and skill 
sets. Both -elds have something to offer the other, and 
both -elds lack important things the other has.

Some Good News
If you are a technical communication professional 
interested in moving toward work as an instructional 
designer, you already have knowledge and skills that apply. 
Professional technical communicators create and polish 
documents in a systematic way and may know that this 
follows the best-known model for managing documentation 
projects (see Hackos). Comparing this side-by-side with the 
foundation model of instructional design, ADDIE, shows 
how closely these match (see Table 1).

If you switch Hackos’s steps three (implementation) and 
four (production), her model becomes identical to ADDIE. 
ADDIE is considered the touchstone and source of most 
models of ID. Similar TC literature, such as Thomas Barker 
on writing software documentation and Ginny Redish on 

information design, shows a close connection between TC 
and ID methods.

Whether you are creating a professional document or 
designing instruction, you begin by thinking about what 
the users or learners are like (because they are not all the 
same) and where they will use what you make. Then you 
specify how your product will look when it is -nished, you 
create it, try it, get evaluation information from users or 
learners, and then plough this feedback into the process to 
make it better.

What You Have
TC professionals tend to be clear, logical thinkers who 
take complex mounds of raw information and transform 
them into sensibly organized, clear documentation for an 
audience of readers. Many TC pros also have an artistic and 
aesthetic sense that the typical instructional designer lacks. 
The work of ID is basically the same, but the outcome is 
not a document but rather a detailed plan of what to teach 
and how to teach it. The product of ID is also something 
intangible: learners know something that can be proved 
when they do something with the new knowledge.

What You Need

Think “Performance Improvement”  
Instead of “Teaching”
Performance technology is the parent -eld of instruc-
tional design. Grandfather pioneers and authors like the 
well-known Robert Mager and Peter Pipe team and the 
brilliant late Thomas Gilbert have been saying, writing, and 
doing this for years. From this hard-nosed perspective, the 
purpose and intent of training is never just to “have a class” 
but to -x a gap in a worker’s (aka a learner or user’s) ability 
to do something properly. One of the wise lessons from 
performance technology is that we should just stop trying 
to teach people to “wanna” because this is preaching, not 
teaching, and it doesn’t work. It may appear to work on the 
short term, but that’s probably explained by the fact that if 
workers are enduring “training,” they are smart enough to 
know that management is looking in their direction. It is 
the same thing you notice when drivers on the freeway see 
a police car and suddenly drive the speed limit, use their 
blinkers, allow space between cars, and put their hands at 
ten and two o’clock positions on the steering wheel—this 
lasts until the police car is out of sight. The lesson is that 
documents and training are often not the answer to poor 
worker or learner performance, although they may be part 
of an answer. 

Instructional designers step up to solve gaps in 
performance, when training is really the solution or part 
of the solution, and do not make training just for the sake 
of having training. And when they do develop training, 
they do it by focusing on what the learner is missing and 
not on how the teacher wants to have class. This is why 
instructional designers use action verbs like build, solve, 

Step ADDIE model of instructional design Hackos model for managing 
documentation projects

1 Analyze—learner characteristics, 
task to be learned Information Planning

2 Design—develop learning objectives, 
choose instructional approach Content Speci!cation

3 Develop—create instructional 
materials Implementation

4 Implement—deliver instruction Production

5 Evaluate—assess ef!cacy Evaluation

Table 1. Comparing seminal model of instruction design and com-
parable process model in technical communication

You May Be an  
Instructional  

Designer
B!  KEITH HOPPER )*+  WEI SUN

Pretend that you have  
been hired by the  
military to design  

instruction to  
train thousands of  

recruits to safely,  
effectively use  

hand grenades. 

ACCORDING TO THE ASSOCIATION for 
Educational Communications and Technology,  
U.S. employers spend about $110 billion each 

year for about 40 hours of training per employee. 
Corporate employers tend to see little distinction 

between what technical communicators and instruc-
tional designers do, and adding instructional design to 

your skill set and track record will make you stand out 
as a bargain in a -eld of applicants and possibly open an 
exciting new career track you may be surprisingly well 
prepared for.
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For example, old farmers say that the way to train a mule 
to pull a wagon is to -rst hit it over the head with a board. 
They are only partly joking because they understand that 
no learning will take place until you get the learner’s 
attention—Gagné’s -rst event of instruction. What does 
this look like? In the hand grenade example, the trainer 
can hold up a disarmed grenade (the learners don’t know 
it is harmless), pull the pin, and ask, “Just what’s going to 
happen in about -ve seconds?”

Then the instructor says, “This happens to be a dummy 
grenade, but what you expected is what will happen to you 
if you don’t listen to every word that I say in this lesson.”

It Isn’t About Media
Instructional media and development technologies have 
advanced rapidly and there are truly wonderful software 
tools available that can quickly produce dazzling instruc-
tional products. The danger is that professional instruc-
tional designers know that focus cannot be on media. We 
recommend a close reading of Richard Clark’s 1983 article, 
which includes this provocative statement:  “media are 

learning doesn’t happen from listening passively but by 
rolling up sleeves and doing something.

Can Your Document Be Made Into Training?
In many cases, the answer is a con-dent yes. The way to 
begin is to think of the best teachers you ever had. What, 
exactly, did they do? What made them effective that 
resulted in you learning? The name you must know in ID is 
Robert Gagné who described clearly what makes effective 
instruction in his “events of instruction”:

1. Gain attention
2. Inform the learner of the instructional objective
3. Stimulate recall of prior knowledge
4. Present content
5. Provide learning guidance
6. Elicit performance
7. Provide feedback
8. Assess performance
9. Enhance retention and transfer
You can transform your excellent document into 

effective instruction by repurposing it using this roadmap. 

grenades. You are not a soldier, you have never seen a hand 
grenade, and you have two weeks to develop this training. 
Can you do it? How? There is no time to -nd and digest all 
the literature on warfare, explosives, and hand grenades. 
You will probably simply -nd an expert hand grenade user 
and watch how they perform the task, taking careful notes, 
dividing and chunking the steps and essential information, 
and designing instruction based on this. This is the 
elegance of systematic instructional design—it eliminates 
the temptation to include anything that is not essential. It 
also automatically suggests the way to test pro-ciency. What 
sort of test would satisfy you that learners can properly use 
a hand grenade? A multiple-choice test? A written re7ection 
on hand grenades? An essay on the ethical aspects of war 
ordnance? No, as a technical communicator with common 
sense, you would require learners to show that they can use 
a hand grenade.

See, you may be an instructional designer!

Information is Not Teaching
The sort of people who are attracted to work in technical 
communication tend to be pretty good readers and writers, 
and there are some people who seem to learn perfectly 
well with only a nicely written document, their own 
initiative, and a little time. People like Abraham Lincoln, 
Benjamin Franklin, and Bill Gates have taught themselves 
to understand and do all sorts of things, some as complex 
as practicing law or becoming 7uent in another language. 
If you are like this and a good technical writer, it may 
be tough for you to grasp that you are in the minority. 
The most skillfully prepared document will not -x the 
performance gap in many learners. 

A key to planning how to transform information into 
instruction is an insight by David Jonassen: “Learning is a 
process of meaning making, not of knowledge reception” 
(57). Jonassen and many other leaders in teaching and 
learning have come to the same basic conclusion—real 

calculate, and assemble and never fuzzy words seen in a 
college syllabus such as appreciate, know, or understand—
these cannot be measured, seen, or proved, and they do not 
result in learners being ready to do something new.

Stop Thinking Like a Teacher
Probably the toughest change a TC professional must 
make to become an effective instructional designer is to 
refrain from teaching as we were taught and think like an 
instructional designer. The difference is subtle but critical. 
For most teachers, curriculum has already been decided by 
others and there is no media choice to be made—teachers 
by and large deliver traditional stand-up instruction. 
Teachers very sensibly begin by considering what they 
think best -ts in a lesson and how they can personally 
best deliver it. This is why teacher lesson plans often 
resemble the following: “Students will watch a short -lm on 
temperature measurement, then the teacher will perform a 
demonstration.”

But this is a description of what will happen in the 
classroom, not an instructional goal that would be 
developed by a professional instructional designer. A 
proper instructional goal in ID focuses on the learners and 
what they will do. For example: “Learners will use mercury 
thermometers calibrated in Fahrenheit to measure temper-
atures of various liquids, then convert these measurements 
to Celsius units.”

Professional instructional designers begin and end with 
what they will see the learner do rather than how they plan to 
conduct class. The elegance in this approach is that it trims 
away the extraneous and leaves only the essential. It also 
decides what and how testing will be done—professional 
instructional designers test learners on exactly what was 
taught—no surprises or tricks.

Consider this example: Pretend that you have been 
hired by the military to design instruction to train 
thousands of recruits to safely, effectively use hand 

Step 4) Evaluate results. 

Step 2) Get learner attention, toss  
them the content, ask them to DO something with it, 
give and get feedback, re!ne the plan for next time.

Step 3) Help learners  
transfer lesson to their work.

Step 1) Plan for learner target.     

Steps for instructional designers
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Multimedia 
C O N T E N T  E V O L U T I O N

IN THE 

B!  CATHERINE DESCHAMPS-POTTER |  Senior Member

learning goals of the training rather than the education 
variety. What is the difference? Training tends to apply to 
speci-c things that will be used immediately. To illustrate: 
your teen’s school curriculum might include sex education 
but how would you feel if it read sex training instead?

Learn from Your Learners
Courses, workshops, and programs in instructional design 
are certainly useful but are no surer of making good 
instructional designers than lectures can make Olympic 
athletes. The best teachers and trainers seem to have a 7air 
for entertainment, they learn to read the audience, -ne 
tune as they go, and adapt their ways to become successful. 
Your imagination and intelligence count more than ID 
books and theory, and your skills will improve as you go.

How to Get There
You move toward a career as an instructional designer 
by mingling with that culture, learning their ways, their 
lingo, and their secrets. The second-largest special interest 
group in STC is now Instructional Design & Learning and 
that’s a good place to start. Then -nd local chapters of 
important instructional design professional groups such 
as the American Society for Training and Development 
(ASTD), the Association for Educational Communications 
and Technology (AECT), and the International Society for 
Performance Improvement (ISPI). Finding an ID mentor 
is perhaps the single most effective way to move toward 
ID career opportunities. There are a great many good 
ID resources available online; many nicely summarize ID 
literature and theory. 

KEITH HOPPER (khopper@spsu.edu) earned his doctorate in 
instructional technology from Georgia State University after a career 
as a health professions educator. He is the instructional design-tech-
nology specialist for the Southern Polytechnic Information Design 
and Communication graduate program.

WEI SUN (wsun@spsu.edu) is an undergraduate honors student at 
Southern Polytechnic State University, specializing in information design.

mere vehicles that deliver instruction but do not in7uence 
student achievement any more than the truck that delivers 
our groceries causes change in our nutrition” (483).

The point is that powerful media tools in the hands 
of amateurs can make instructional products that are 
visually striking but ineffective. A professional instructional 
designer is the learner’s advocate, and products that 
impress the boss or sponsor but do not enable learners to 
perform are not good enough.

Richard Clark and David Feldon looked at research 
on the common myths of multimedia instruction and 
showed that multimedia does not result in more learning, 
is not more motivating in the long term, and does not 
really cater to different learning styles. But compared to 
traditional instructor-led training, multimedia can be 
faster, presumably because learners can go to just what 
they need when they need it, and it can be scaled. That is, 
something digitized can be copied and delivered quickly 
and in this way used again and again by an unlimited 
number of learners. This is a major advantage compared to 
the expense and time involved in delivering instruction by 
live trainers to a large, multinational corporation.

Nobody Has (All) the Answers
Do you feel intimidated by the blizzard of ID models 
and the dense literature on teaching and learning? Take 
comfort in the sage conclusion of David Jonassen (2003): 
“There is no uni-ed theory of teaching and learning” (5).

What this means to TC professionals looking at ID is 
that nobody has all the answers related to teaching and 
learning, especially the scholars, and there is no one-size-
-ts-all solution. Instead of fretting about nuances of 
cognitive theory, just ask: “Can your learners do what you 
set out to train them to do?”

Stay Out of the Training Versus Education Swamp
Systematic ID is obviously not a good -t for all learning 
needs. For example, a course on medical ethics of 
physicians involved in end-of-life care is not the same sort 
of task as training recruits to use ordnance. ID best -ts 
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typical American alternating current, three-pronged outlet, 
the manual will need to be reworked and new images 
chosen before it is distributed for a European audience. 

Other image elements
Other image elements to take into account when you 
are preparing multimedia content for an international 
audience include lines, shapes, color, and other graphic 
elements. In text-based documents, such page elements do 
not play as signi-cant a role as they do in multimedia. Keep 
in mind that the more prominent the image (because there 
is less text), the more critical it is to customize the images 
to a particular audience. 

For example, some cultures respond well to red while 
others view the color red in a negative light. Note, too, that 
the way people are dressed in the images could also be as 
important, or even more important, than the nationality 
of the people. For example, many Asian audiences tend 
to prefer images of Asian people in advertising and other 
broadcast media. 

A case study in a multimedia project
The following composite case study, based on ICD 
experience, helps to illustrate the steps involved in 
rendering an English video module suitable for users in 

Latin America. Some of the challenges and opportunities 
in translating multimedia projects are also highlighted.

The project involves recreating English video training 
into Spanish. In this case, ICD was asked by a global software 
-rm to translate PowerPoint text, which included numerous 
images, into Spanish. We then translated and recorded 
voiceovers of the English audio into Spanish. The result was 
video training for the client’s Web-based software product.

ICD used the following tools used to develop this 
particular e-learning project:

Microsoft PowerPoint 2007
Articulate 2009
Adobe Captivate 3
Articulate (www.articulate.com) is an e-learning 

development program that enables the designer, from a 

talent has long been a capability that most LSPs offer to 
their clients. As more and more content is being delivered 
in audio and video format, writing teams should be sure 
they are working with an LSP that is able to keep up with 
demand for voice talent and help businesses understand 
their options.

Some of the decisions you will need to make, in 
collaboration with your LSP, are whether to attempt to 
lip-synch your translated script or to use voiceovers. There 
are distinct advantages and disadvantages to both styles 
of dubbing. In addition, some cultures may have no issue 
with a woman’s voice for audio, while others will react more 
favorably to a male voice. 

Image suitability
Even though fewer words appear in multimedia training, 
keep in mind that you and your LSP may still need to 
perform certain activities to achieve a truly international 
appeal. For example, in a multimedia training presenta-
tion rich with images and screen captures, only small 
portions of text must be translated for each slide. However, 
if the user interface remains in English, inconsistency 
in languages becomes more obvious than with user 
documents. Before you begin, it’s best to ask your product 
managers to consider localizing the software. 

The actual images can also present speci-c challenges. 
Having knowledge of the cultural preferences of the target 
audience is critical to ensuring that the content is suitable 
after the project is translated. Especially in the case of 
photographs, signi-cant meaning is conveyed in a small 
unit of information. For this reason, if you use photographs 
with images that are inappropriate for the target culture, 
there could be an unfavorable effect on your readers. By 
working with your LSP, you could also choose images that 
have been prede-ned for international appeal. 

As an example, consider an image in an instruction 
manual that shows the user how to connect the power 
source for an appliance. Not all countries have the same 
types of power outlets; therefore, if the image illustrates a 

quickly in implementing multimedia content without 
considering the consequences of signi-cant shifts both 
in the English source content and the translated versions. 
While an explosive growth of video has taken place across 
the Web, businesses should be careful not to view video as a 
universal solution to their communication needs. 

Because LSPs have extensive knowledge of other 
cultures, information development teams should work 
with their LSPs in deciding which media makes sense for a 
speci-c culture or an international audience. 

LSPs can help guide information developers through 
the labyrinth of cultural and technological considerations 
for the target audience when the desired result is a  
professional-quality multimedia product. 

Is the content suitable for multimedia?
Based on ICD internal studies, the content we -nd most 
often being moved to multimedia is user training. However, 
some companies are also working to reduce text and increase 
image content in their user documentation. As an example, 
one of ICD’s customers now primarily uses graphics to 
describe the steps involved in assembling their products. 

Before your writing team decides to create a multimedia 
product for an international audience, consider the 
technology you will use to deliver your project. Talk with 
your LSPs who, because of their knowledge of numerous 
cultures, can help you decide which options and technolo-
gies are best, from the Blackberry to the Apple iPad 
and other e-readers. For example, ICD has studied and 
understands the most popular and prevalent technologies 
in target countries and thus counsels its clients on what 
potential customers in a given country may prefer and how 
they will access the content. 

The more time you spend with your LSP at the outset 
of your project in choosing the media development and 
delivery tools, the greater the likelihood that you can reduce 
translation costs—a primary driver for moving to multi-
media—and still meet the information needs of your users.

Voice capabilities and choices
With the move to multimedia delivery comes a huge shift 
from text to voice communication. Expert use of voice 

Changing how we communicate to a  
global audience
Traditional use of text and translation is still a major 
approach in communicating to international users. 
However, International Communication by Design, Inc. 
(ICD) (www.icdtranslation.com), a language services provider 
(LSP) founded in 1991 by business partners Catherine 
Deschamps-Potter and Dany Olier in Wisconsin, is now 
seeing newer methods of communicating with users in their 
target languages. The use of graphics, sound, images, and 
video clips is accelerating, and with this change, translation 
service providers are altering the approach and processes 
they use to deliver multilingual content.

This article describes some of the shifts ICD has 
observed and identi-es unique challenges and oppor-
tunities that multimedia content presents, not only for 
translators and localization service providers, but also for 
information developers.

Technology drives trend toward multimedia
In today’s fast-paced technology environment, bandwidth 
capabilities are increasing rapidly, enabling more and more 
video and other multimedia projects to be delivered online 
and not simply shipped to customers as DVDs. Businesses 
are now seeking ways to cut costs of hiring training 
personnel and translating detailed instructor and student 
guides, which are traditionally rich with text. To do this, 
companies are often replacing these textual materials with 
visual learning products that illustrate concepts and system 
features in graphic and video form.

In the past two years, ICD has observed a signi-cant 
shift in the types of content being delivered by our 
customers. In fact, we’ve seen three times the amount of 
video and multimedia business over previous years. As an 
example, one ICD customer has made the strategic decision 
to eliminate entirely its text-based training course materials 
with video-based training and captioning. 

Look before you leap to multimedia content
As with any rapid change in technology, information 
development teams can sometimes move forward too 

http://www.icdtranslation.com
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It’s All About 
Metadata

B!  KARL DARR |  Member

Now Is the Time To Design  
For User-De!ned Content:

5. Created the Spanish version of the PowerPoint 
slides by inserting the translated text strings  
into an exact replica of the English PowerPoint 
slides. Native-language speakers also reviewed  
the images and graphics, assessing suitability  
for the target audience and making recommenda-
tions to the client for changes to the images to 
render the presentation suitable for the Latin 
American audience.

6. Recorded the Spanish voiceover of the translated 
script to produce .wav -les.

7. Used Articulate with the Spanish version of the 
PowerPoint presentation to create the animations 
and navigation menu. 

8. Imported the .wav -les that contained the  
Spanish voiceovers and synchronized the slides  
to the voiceover. 

9. Published the Captivate -les that contained no 
text for translation as individual Flash -les and 
imported the -les into Articulate for the software 
simulations.

10. For those Captivate -les that contained text for 
translation, inserted the Spanish translation  
of the English text, incorporated the changes,  
then published the translated version of the 
Captivate -le into Flash so that it could be  
imported into Articulate.

For a project like the case study describe here, the 
e-learning designer should be familiar with the target 
languages so that synchronization of the animations and 
simulations with the voiceover run smoothly and accurately.

Conclusion
In order to be successful when delivering multimedia 
content to international audiences, ensure that you are 
well informed on the many considerations to take into 
account during the translation process. In the current 
economic environment, when businesses are closely 
watching their budgets, companies are increasingly 
-nding themselves in a position to decide between 
“ideal” and “good enough” in developing and delivering 
content to a global customer base. Each company will 
fall on a different point on the spectrum. By applying 
the principles outlined in this article, and by consulting 
closely with your LSPs, your business is in a better position 
to make those decisions. 

CATHERINE DESCHAMPS-POTTER (translate@icdtrans 
lation.com) is vice-president of sales and marketing and co-owner 
of International Community by Design, Inc., a language services 
provider headquartered in Brookfield, Wisconsin (www.icdtrans 
lation.com). She holds an MA degree in business and financial 
management from the French Ecole de Commerce, Gestion, et Man-
agement (IESEG). She has been involved in the management, sales, 
and production aspects of translation and localization for 20 years. 

PowerPoint presentation, to create a navigation menu, add 
animations and voiceovers, and import Flash movies. 

The Adobe Captivate e-learning development tool  
(www.adobe.com/products/captivate) enables designers to 
create screenshots and mimic navigation through and 
completion of screens. These video screenshots are then 
used within the e-learning module to illustrate steps the 
user takes to complete tasks using the client’s software.

Both the Articulate and Captivate output, when 
published, become Flash -les.

For this case study, ICD obtained the following items 
from the client:

The Articulate e-learning course with English 
voiceovers.
The Adobe Captivate -les of the software navigation 
capture.
The original PowerPoint presentation in English.
A Microsoft Word -le that contained the script of the 
English audio. Note that in some cases, transcription of 
an English audio to written text may be needed if the 
client cannot provide the original script. In this case, 
ICD also veri-ed the written script against the English 
audio to ensure that the script agreed with the recorded 
English version.

For this course, 
the customer decided 
not to localize 
the software into 
Spanish. Because 
of that decision, 
the e-learning 
module needed to 
more effectively 
communicate to 
a Latin American 
audience the 
essentials of software 
use in the text 
and voiceovers 
that accompanied 

the navigation screens. Where a signi-cant amount of 
non-English course content consists of English screen 
captures and a minimal amount of translatable text is used 
to describe the software behavior, ICD recommends that 
writing teams consider localizing the interface.

For this project, ICD:
1. Extracted text strings from the Microsoft PowerPoint 

slides. 
2. Ran the text along with the text from the Microsoft 

Word script through translation memory tools to 
leverage the customer’s existing translation memory.

3. Translated the Microsoft Word script from English to 
Spanish for Latin America.

4. Conducted appropriate review and proofreading of 
the text using a de-ned process.

mailto:translate@icdtranslation.com
mailto:translate@icdtranslation.com
http://www.adobe.com/products/captivate
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correctly attributed, i.e., maintained in the context of the 
product and structured in the context of the information’s 
purpose—which is generally not conceived for a speci-c 
document format.

The PILM captures all product data in complete 
context as it emerges in and from its various siloed data 
sources, and then future proofs the information by 
enabling it to dynamically deliver product knowledge 
concurrently in any document format including 
any version of S1000D, DITA, Interactive Electronic 
Technical Manuals (IETMs), training materials, 
maintenance schedules, etc., which may be needed now 
(e.g., hard copy, CD, DVD, Web, etc.), or that may emerge 
in the future (e.g., smart phones, wireless e-readers, 
tablet computers, etc.).

Creating a system that can capture all product 
information in its context as it arises while automati-
cally attributing the information with the contextually 
correct semantic syntax is clearly a complex undertaking. 
However, properly addressing this challenge is a necessary 
step in delivering a true, single-source information 
management system that is capable of automatically 
generating product information in the form, format, 
quality, and language it is needed in, and delivering it 
when and where it is needed. i

KARL DARR (karl.darr@gmail 
.com) is a Silicon Valley-based market 
development consultant for enterprise  
information systems.

you can only understand the appropriate sense needed 
for technical documentation when a part is documented 
within the context of its functional deployment. This 
requires a structured environment that not only allows 
for the storage of product information in the context of 
the product itself, but which also captures product data 
at the same time in its own logical context with all its 
logical data-interconnections. It is the semantics in the 
structured environment that provides this context and 
allows a computer to automatically assemble the correct 
meaning. 

It is further clear that throughout a product lifecycle, 
various product perspectives exist and must be managed 
by applications that provide the appropriate system 
functionalities needed to capture these perspectives. 
Thus, product information sources often include a variety 
of classic product data silos including CAD, PDM, PLM, 
Spare Parts Databases, ERP systems, etc. It is important 
that these silos and other enterprise data sources are 
integrated and synchronized with a single-data -source 
solution that is used to create product documentation. 
When this happens a Product Information Lifecycle 
Management (PILM) solution is attained.

In a properly implemented PILM, where the data 
is stored with the appropriate metadata (contextual 
semantics), all of the information “knows” what it affects 
and what affects it. So the correct information is much 
more available and accessible. Also, the information 
can be delivered with semantic tags that can return 
intelligence on the use of the delivered information 
for analysis and appropriate action. In this manner, 
the way service information is used, for example, can 
automatically 7ow back into the organization to help the 
appropriate people adjust prognostics and diagnostics 
information and processes. 

If something in the system changes, everything that 
could be affected by that change is automatically alerted 
through the PILM’s synchronization, along the entire 
product chain. The PILM re7ects the organic nature 
of information as it changes over time, along with the 
complete history of the evolution as it occurs. Any status 
change for any information unit can automatically trigger 
a work7ow event, which is very helpful in synchronizing 
operations around current, accurate product information. 
Delivering this capability elevates the importance, priority, 
and status of the technical communication team in most 
companies. However, this is only possible when data is 

Creating a system that can capture all product 
information in its context as it arises while 
automatically attributing the information with 
the contextually correct semantic syntax is 
clearly a complex undertaking. 

the information has been created. 
More and more companies are trying 
to capture product information as 
product creation occurs. Conse-
quently, common approaches have 
evolved from engineering disciplines 
into the technical communications 
market. The incremental nature of 

the investment to deploy these solutions also helps drive 
their popularity. 

While this approach might appear to be the easiest way, 
most of the time it lacks the ability to apply the correct 
semantic data structures needed to capture product 
information in all its contexts. While engineering often 
has a more mechanical view of the product, technical 
documentation teams are confronted with products’ 
complete and comprehensive complexity. So they have to 
document not only the product’s mechanical aspects, but 
also more often the product’s functional processes, which 
in addition to hardware components increasingly include 
electric, electronic, and software components. Indeed, 
the importance trend lines comparing software and 
electronics to mechanical components in today’s products 
can be visualized as follows:

Figure 1. Component value shifts over time

This also helps explain the increasing demand for 
coverage of “Mechatronics,” the combination of 
mechanical, software, and electronic capabilities. 

The proper use of the contextually correct semantic 
technologies is absolutely critical when delivering a single-
source solution, capable of delivering both mechanical 
and functional perspectives of product information from 
the same data set. 

For example, in the case of ABS (anti-lock braking 
system) and ASC (anti-slip control), the same mechanical 
parts are involved, but in a completely different process 
with a completely different result or function—ABS 
when braking, ASC when accelerating. In this situation, 

IN THE CONTINUUM OF DATA to information to 
knowledge to wisdom, it is the increasing maturity, 
quantity, and quality of context that enables data, 
information, or knowledge to elevate to the next 
level. Proper application of the correct semantic data 
structures provides electronic data with the context 
that is necessary to achieve the higher levels of business 
intelligence, which is required to synchronize cross-
functional operations around current, accurate  
product information.

The correct application of semantic structures delivers 
signi-cant bene-ts of great value and interest to CFOs, 
COOs, CIOs, and to all product information stakehold-
ers. Commercial technical product data sustainment best 
practices indicate that applying semantic structures at 
the creation of the information is much more ef-cient 
and effective than applying semantic structures after 
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Applying semantic structures at the creation 
of the information is much more ef-cient and 
effective than applying semantic structures 
after the information has been created.

ACCORDING TO the June 2009 Research Report 
published by The Gilbane Group entitled, “Multi-
lingual Product Content: Transforming Traditional 
Practices into Global Content Value Chains,” an 
example of the above concept has been demonstrated 
by BMW Motorcycle which has been using GRIPS 
(STAR Group’s PILM solution), since 2002 to produce 
all vehicle speci-c documentation. In 2008, this system 
produced and managed all technical documentation 
for 104,000 motorcycles in more than 150 different 
variants (or models), in over 18 languages—all from 
the same data source.  

Without a clearly de-ned and implemented 
metadata strategy, it is increasingly dif-cult to 
deliver the high-quality, -ne-grain, user-de-ned 
content required of mobile devices. Companies 
that implemented this sort of strategy years ago 
are well positioned to rapidly deliver their product 
information on any new device that market opportu-
nities might require.
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tor to -nd the 7ow of the information, rewrite it in a 
usable way, and ask questions when gaps appeared in the 
information 7ow. Very quickly, high-quality procedures 
took shape and were approved. This example further 
illustrates that if a technical communicator is properly 
trained, she or he will be able to write across industries.

Without the expertise of a technical communicator, 
the “motor” in these procedures was broken. 

The Wiring: Making Sure It’s All Right
But even if you’ve organized the project correctly and put 
together the drafts of the documents, there’s still more 
that you must do. Just as with a machine that needs good 
wiring in order for signals and energy to move throughout 
it, documents need good “wiring” to make sure that the 
right signals go in the right places and that the usability of 
the documents won’t “short circuit.”

How does the wiring installation and inspection take 
place? First, a technical communicator knows how to put 
documents through reviews with subject matter experts 
in order to ensure that all of the applicable information 
is included and that the information included is correct. 
When appropriate, a technical communicator tests the 
documentation to make sure it actually helps users do 
their jobs.

And let’s not forget the proofreading, the -nal 
once-over, and the tweaking that ensures that the 
documentation is as perfect as it can be. A trained 
technical communicator knows how to do this and how 
to do it quickly. The little errors that tend to crop up in 
a document, if not eventually removed, create static in 
the user’s mind. The static, if it builds up enough, tends 
to distract users from the important information in the 
document. Trying to use a document that has typos is like 
trying to enjoy a Beethoven sonata while the pianist keeps 
playing the wrong keys on the keyboard. You lose focus on 
the message and begin to notice the errors.

The Switch: Setting the Users Loose
When all of the parts of the machine have been put 
together, all that remains is to 7ip the switch and turn it 
on. The users begin to apply the information to do their 
jobs. After that, it’s just a matter of maintaining and/
or upgrading the machine/documentation. But that’s 
information for a future article.

I hope that you’ve learned something useful and  
that you’ll be able to use the concept of a technical 
communicator’s machine to prove your worth to 
employers and clients. i

DANIEL MADDUX (dmaddux@elitedocumentation.com) 
owns Elite Documentation Incorporated (www.elitedocumenta 
tion.com), a technical writing company based in Houston, TX. 
Aside from researching how technical communicators can best meet 
their clients’ needs, Daniel enjoys his volunteer work and martial 
arts training.

So, then, the question remains, how does the technical 
communicator build and operate this machine? What 
processes are we trained in to take unusable chunks 
of information and turn them into documents that 
really help people? Let’s look at how our machine is put 
together.

The Cover: Organizing the Project
An Aberdeen group report in the May 2007 issue of 
Intercom showed that involving technical communicators 
in the early stages of a project correlated with a 92 percent 
success rate in meeting companies’ goals. Why does 
getting technical communicators involved early improve 
projects’ success rates so much? Because we know what 
kind of “cover” the machine needs.

The guts of a machine may be great, but no one will be 
able to use it unless it has a good cover or casing that both 
protects the internal mechanisms from danger and keeps 
those using the machine from being injured.

Likewise, technical communicators are trained in 
how to protect the quality of the documentation with 
which they’re working. We know what methods of 
document review and storage help users -nd and use 
the right documentation. We protect users by helping 
to ensure that the documents are not just well written, 
but also stored and conveyed in a manner that keeps the 
information from being misunderstood. This kind of work 
has to be done up front.

The Motor: Putting Together the Documents
Without a good motor, a machine isn’t going to run—not 
at all, for anyone. As technical communicators, we know 
how to make sure that our machine has a good motor. Let 
me share a story that makes this clear.

The big energy company’s accounting department 
had a problem. Van had been working there as a senior 
accountant for decades, and he had always done a good 
job. The problem was, Van was getting ready to retire, 
and no one else knew how to perform the tasks that he 
completed each month. What made matters worse was 
that when Van wrote up procedures to explain what he 
did, they came out as dense masses of prose that even 
the other high-level accountants couldn’t decipher. The 
procedures he wrote didn’t function as a machine that 
others could use to learn what Van did. They came out as 
broken, unusable pieces and parts.

So what was the solution? To get some help from a 
technical communicator.

A brand-new, entry-level technical writer who had been 
trained in writing and organizing technical information 
(me) was assigned to make the procedures understand-
able to the other accountants. How? By using his extensive 
knowledge of accounting? No! (I had none, and I would 
not have been nearly as skilled in that area as the resident 
experts, regardless.) Rather, he completed the documen-
tation by using his training as a technical communica-

May 201118 intercom
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B!  DANIEL MADDUX |  Member

The machine
In a previous article (“Mythbusting ‘Just Let the Engineer 
Write It!’” in the February 2011 Intercom), I explained how 
technical communicators use their training to achieve 
results that subject matter experts alone just can’t produce. 
An engineer may use his or her technical training to make 
sure a mechanical machine runs correctly. Technical 
communicators use their training with writing and 
organizing technical information to produce greater 
ef-ciency, more safety, and fewer mistakes. The “machine” 
we use turns complex data into productivity.

mailto:dmaddux@elitedocumentation.com
http://www.elitedocumentation.com
http://www.elitedocumentation.com
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2011 STC 
Election Results
STC IS PLEASED to announce the 
results of its 2011 election. Online 
voting concluded at 4:00 PM EDT 
(GMT-4) on 30 March 2011. There 
were a total of 4,469 eligible voting 
members and 853 voters used their 
ballot, amounting to 19.09% of 
eligible voters. The percentage voting 
was 6% higher than previous years, so 
thank you for your participation.

The results are as follows:

Vice President
Alan Houser* ................................. 532
Victoria Koster-Lenhardt .............. 302

Treasurer
Aiessa Moyna* ................................ 789

Director (two positions)
Rich Maggiani* .............................. 422
Tricia Spayer* ................................. 370
Bernard Aschwanden .................... 368
Ray Gallon ...................................... 259
Brian J. Lindgren ........................... 130

Nominating Committee  
(two positions)
Jack Molisani* ................................ 597
Leah Guren* .................................. 567
Sharon Burton ............................... 384
*winners

Congratulations to the winners! STC 
would like to thank all the candidates 
for their efforts in the 2011 Election. i

THE JAY R. GOULD AWARD for 
Excellence in Teaching Technical 
Communication honors the distin-
guished teaching career of the 
late Professor Jay R. Gould, whose 
academic mentorship guided many 
into the technical communication 
profession. To be eligible for the 
award, a nominee must have been a 
member of the Society for Technical 
Communication for at least ten 
years and must have been involved 
in postsecondary education for at 
least -fteen years. The committee 
this year includes Thomas Barker, 
Maury Maryanow, Sonya Borton,;and 
Michael Albers.

This year’s winners are:
Tharon Howard  
Clemson University
Mark Zachry  
University of Washington!
Charles Kostelnick  
University of Iowa 

THE KEN RAINEY AWARD 
for Excellence in Research was 
established by STC in 2006 to 
celebrate and honor Professor Ken 
Rainey’s passion for research that 
results in improvements to technical 
communication, especially to 
practice. The goal of the award is to 
encourage quality and excellence in 
technical communication research 
by honoring those whose research 
studies have made an outstanding 
contribution to the -eld. The 
committee for this year’s award is 
George Hayhoe, Carol Barnum, Judy 
Ramey,;Ann-Marie Grissino, and Dan 
Portwood.

This year’s winner is Stephanie 
Rosenbaum. Her citation reads: 

Committee chair Thomas Barker 
stated, “Through their high, and 
life-long standards of mentoring, 
innovative teaching techniques, 
and for the outstanding achieve-
ments of their students, this year’s 
nominees for the J. R. Gould Award 
for Excellence in Teaching Technical 
Communication have changed the 
way a generation of students have 
learned about our profession. All 
three of these towering -gures richly 
deserve this highest accolade of our 
profession, and we look forward 
to bestowing the award at the STC 
Summit in Sacramento, CA, this 
coming May.”

Congratulations to Tharon, Mark, 
and Charles for their honor. i

For her pioneering work in developing  
new usability research methods, her 
generosity in sharing insights and 
techniques through publications and 
conference presentations, and her 
exemplary role as mentor and coach 
of!others interested in conducting research.

“Stephanie’s career in research 
spans 24 years,” Hayhoe, chair of 
the committee, said. “She has been 
what one of the judges called a 
‘re7ective practitioner,’ who has 
applied the results of her research to 
her consultancy. She has also been 
a pioneer in research in the -eld of 
usability.”

Congratulations to Stephanie for 
this well-deserved honor. i

Jay R. Gould Award 

Ken Rainey Award
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THE COMMUNITY ACHIEVEMENT 
AWARDS (CAA) program recognizes 
STC chapters and special interest 
groups (SIGs) for exceptional 
accomplishments in meeting 
Society goals. The awards not only 
acknowledge that the obligations of 
a properly functioning community 
have been met, but that the winning 
communities have performed well 
beyond expectations.

The awards program recognizes, 
in a visible and meaningful manner, 
communities that demonstrate 
outstanding, innovative, and sustained 
performance in advancing the goals 
of the Society. STC recognizes the 
following communities for their 
efforts.

Communities of Distinction
Geographic community,  
151–300 members
Atlanta
For excellence in providing member 
services through networking, resume 
reviews, and employment workshops.
Chicago
For continued excellence in member 
services, an outstanding e-Learning 
& Technology Showcase, and a 
camaraderie that is “priceless.”

Virtual community,  
less than 1,500 members
Instructional Design & Learning
For your dedication to STC principles, 
for your solid contributions to Society 
leadership, and for your relentless 
service to your growing membership.

Follow the 2011 
Summit on Twitter
EVEN IF YOU aren’t able to attend 
the 2011 Summit in Sacramento, you 
can follow it via Twitter—and even 
get a little taste of the conference to 
boot! Username @stc2011 will issue 
all the of-cial announcements and 
information on speakers, preconfer-
ence courses, and more. For a more 
in-depth view of the conference, check 
out the hashtag #stc11 for all tweets 
during the Summit. Attendees are 
invited to tweet from the conference 
using that hashtag, and anyone can 
view their comments by searching on 
the hashtag. The conference website 
(http://summit.stc.org)  
will have a  
live stream of  
tweets during  
the conference. i

Community Achievement Awards Virtual community,  
more than 1,500 members
Technical Editing
For your innovative use of watercooler 
chat sessions, your impressive and 
useful Web site and Corrigo newsletter, 
your support of the next generation 
of technical editors through an active 
scholarship program, and your efforts 
to provide extensive networking 
opportunities at the STC Summit.

Communities of Excellence
Rochester
Orlando
Northeast Ohio
Philadelphia Metro
Houston
Rocky Mountain
Toronto

Communities of Merit
India
Southeast Michigan i

EACH YEAR, THE EDITOR of Technical 
Communication appoints a judging 
committee to select the outstanding 
article from the previous year’s issues. 
Judges base their decisions on article 
content and form. The award honors 
the memory of Frank R. Smith, during 
whose 18-year tenure as editor, Technical 
Communication became established as 
the 7agship publication of STC and the 
profession. This year’s judging team 
for the Frank R. Smith competition 
consisted of Tom Warren (chair), Han 
Yu, and Jeff Hibbard.

The judges are pleased to 
announced that the Frank R. Smith 
Outstanding Article Award goes 
to Tatiana Batova for her article, 
“Writing for the Participants of 
International Clinical Trials: Law, 
Ethics, and Culture,” in the August 
2010 issue of Technical Communication. 
The introduction for the honored 
article states, “The purpose of this 
article is to examine the in7uence 
of legal and cultural contexts on 
participant-directed informed consent 
documentation. Such examination will 
help technical communicators make 
informed consent documentation 
more user-centered.”

The citation reads: 

For offering insightful discussion 
and lessons-learned regarding clinical 
trials across cultures; covering a region 
(Russia) and area (clinical trials) not 
much examined in current intercultural 
technical communication studies; and for 
raising serious issues that extend to all 
cross-cultural communication. Inclusion of 
future research needs is a positive, not only 
for academics but also for technical commu-
nication professionals. Very informative on 
a topic that is important both professionally 
and socially.!Well written for the total 
STC audience, with obvious and thorough 
scholarship and research.

In addition, the judges also named 
two Distinguished Articles for the 
year. First is Lisa Meloncon, Erin 
Haynes, Megan Varelmann, and Lisa 
Groh for their article, “Building a 
Playground: General Guidelines for 
Creating Educational Web Sites for 
Children” in the November 2010 issue. 
The citation reads:

For offering useful and practical 
guidelines for developing websites for 
children that "ll a current gap in website 
usability studies. The article shows 
rigorous and well distilled research with 
relevant examples and case reviews.

The second Distinguished Article 
honor goes to Nicole St. Germaine-
McDaniel for “Technical Communica-
tion in the Health Fields: Executive 
Order 13166 and Its Impact on 
Translation and Localization” in the 
August 2010 issue. Nicole’s citation reads:

For offering "ndings in intercultural 
health communication, an important area 

in intercultural technical 
communication, 
and for offering 

practitioners some 
best practices. An 

especially good model 
for those wanting 

to understand how 
government regulations 

in#uence technical 
communication.

Congratulations to 
all the honorees. i

Sigma 
Tau Chi
STC SPONSORS Sigma Tau Chi 
(<TX) to recognize exemplary 
technical communication students  
in baccalaureate or graduate 
programs.

<TX recognizes students enrolled 
in technical communication 
programs who have a cumulative 
grade point average of 3.5 or above, 
are exemplary in participation in 
STC, and demonstrate a potential 
for signi-cant contribution to the 
profession. Students who are accepted 
into Sigma Tau Chi receive one year’s 
membership in STC, a pin, and a 
t-shirt.

Congratulations to the students 
below!

Sarah Baca,University of  
Central Florida
Brook Bailey, East Carolina 
University
Kenneth Bellew, Metropolitan  
State University
Corwin Briscoe, Cedarville University
Lauren Calvert, Minnesota State 
University at Mankato
Brent Persun, Cedarville University
Gayle Werner, Metropolitan  
State University i

Frank R. Smith Award

Volume 57 Number 3

Volum
e 57, N

um
ber 4      

TechnicalC
O

M
M

U
N

IC
A

T
IO

N
Journal of the Society for Technical Com

m
unication       

N
O

V
E
M

B
E
R

 2
0
1
0

NOVEMBER 2010

 SINGLE SOURCING AND CONTENT MANAGEMENT

EDUCATIONAL WEB SITES FOR CHILDREN

10/28/10   11:01 AM



May 201124 intercom

tools—such as scenarios and use cases, 
user roles and personas, wireframes, 
and hierarchies—paired with strategic 
thinking about measuring customer 
satisfaction is key. In this example, the 
architecture tools bring precision to the 
process of identifying the things that 
users value and those that they don’t. 
With business objectives in mind, the 
IA can demonstrate how the outputs of 
the architecture process lead to higher 
customer satisfaction when the function 
delivered to market maps to user wants 
and needs. The pairing of strategic 
thinking and classic information 
architecture techniques can also help 
the IA contribute to user-aligned 
experiences with both the product and 
the information, ensuring that the 
core value propositions of an offering 
ripple throughout the messaging and 
structure of the user experience, from 
pre-sales technical marketing collateral; 
to product-embedded user assistance; 
to post-sales user documentation; to 
forums, blogs, and tweets; and all the 
user pathways in between. 

Third, we assert that the strategic 
IA does the job in new ways that 
are born of an urgent desire for 
marketplace impact and that eliminate 
low-value work products. In a !nal 
example, the strategic IA challenged 
to create a company-wide information 
experience might forego creating an 
all-inclusive, top-down information 
model. Instead, he might deploy 
the architecture in an incremental, 
Agile way, through low-!delity pilot 
projects tied directly to research and 
development. He delivers prototypes 
instead of whitepapers and blueprints; 
he gathers tweets and public comments 
instead of feedback from expensive 
face-to-face focus groups. In such 
an example, results are fast and 
measurable, and the architecture is 
nimble and responsive to change. This 
approach emphasizes measurable 
results, direct impact on the 
marketplace, and immediate feedback 
from the target audience. 

Our examples are just that—
examples—and we recognize that 
the way one does the IA job differs 
depending on the context of the 

work. However, in all of the preceding 
examples, we assert that the IAs 
involved are doing what we do best: 
Gathering and interpreting user data, 
then balancing user wants and needs 
against the realities of the market 
and the business to deliver optimal 
information experiences that help 
clients achieve their goals. So what 
makes the work strategic? The fact 
that the IAs tied their deliverables, 
processes, and measures of success 
to business strategy, delivering not 
only an ideal information experience 
but measurable value to the business 
where it counts—marketplace impact. 
In addition, we assert that the IAs in 
our examples not only executed the 
information architecture work, but 
also exerted signi!cant in"uence over 
the product team’s strategy, plans, 
and goals to ensure that the work 
was completed across all affected 
functions. They also ensured that their 
results were understandable to those in 
leadership roles within the workplace. 
In other words, the IAs applied the 
longstanding mantra of “making 
the complex clear” to their own 
work—they made clear to an audience 
of businesspeople the value and results 
of the complex art and science that 
is strategic information architecture. 
To ensure our ongoing value to our 
businesses and ultimately the survival 
of our discipline, it’s time to get smart 
about our work. In short, it’s time that 
IAs tie their deliverables to measure-
ments of market success and business 
results and learn to speak the language 
of business.

To that end, we’re pleased to share 
with you a birth announcement, the 
birth of a new Intercom column—The 
Strategic IA. We’re so convinced that 
the strategic aspects of information 
architecture are critically important to 
our discipline in these transformative 
times that we will use this space in 
Intercom to explore those aspects on a 
regular basis. (Watch for this column 
in future issues.)

In addition, we ask you to think 
about the ways in which business 
strategy intersects with the discipline 
of information architecture in your 

domain. We’re guest editing a special 
issue of Intercom to be published in 
January 2012 where we’ll have room 
to explore these topics—with help 
from our talented community of 
IAs—in greater detail (see the Call for 
Proposals in the Note from the Editor 
on page 5 and on the Intercom website).  
We hope you will consider contributing 
to the conversation.

Finally, we can’t end a column 
without mentioning what we’re 
reading. (In addition to a shared 
love of strategy and dogs, we’re both 
bibliophiles.) Each Strategic IA column 
will close with a suggested reading 
section that documents our current 
reading lists.

What We’re Reading
Alyson just !nished reading (for the 
82nd time) Ender’s Game by Orson 
Scott Card, a compelling exploration 
of the psychology of leadership and 
team dynamics, plus the added bonus 
of aliens and cool technology. She’s 
now knee-deep in Audience, Relevance, 
and Search: Targeting Web Audiences with 
Relevant Content by James Mathewson, 
Frank Donatone, and Cynthia Fishel, 
a ground-breaking read for anyone 
interested in ensuring that the content 
they create will actually reach their 
target audiences. She will then move 
on to Leading Change by John Kotter.

Andrea is currently embroiled in 
Human Factors for Technical Communica-
tors by Marlana Coe, a classic text 
addressing the cognitive functions of 
information processing and from which 
she teaches a class by the same name 
for the University of California. She 
will tackle next In!uencer: The Power to 
Change Anything by Kerry Patterson et 
al., which purports to give the reader 
the power to change anything—woo 
hoo! Sounds like a plan! 

ANDREA AMES and ALYSON RILEY 
 are veteran, strategic information architects 
with more than 35 years of combined IA 
experience ranging from large enterprises  
to small start-ups and from commercial  
to public-sector/government to academic 
environments. You can reach them at  
thestrategicia@pobox.com.

THE STRATEGIC IA 

BY ANDREA AMES | Fellow and  
ALYSON RILEY | Member

UNLESS YOU’VE BEEN living under 
a rock for the past few years—and 
by a rock we mean living with no 
Internet access—you’ve heard about 
the impacts of the global economic 
meltdown. You’re probably sick of 
it, truth be told, and want things to 
return to “normal.” Depending on the 
part of the world in which you !nd 
yourself, you might be seeing signs of 
positive economic growth (such as the 

4 March 2011 
economic news 
release from the 
U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics 
[see www.bls 
.gov/news.release/
empsit.nr0.htm] 
or the Bank 
of Canada’s 
January 2011 
Monetary Policy 
Summary  
[see www 
.bank-banque-
canada.ca/en/
mpr/pdf/2011/
mprsumjan11 
.pdf]) and be 
tempted to 
think that things 
are on their way 
back to pre-2008 
“normal.” We 
hate to be the 
bearers of bad 

news, but we are convinced—and we’d 
like to convince you—that it just isn’t 
so, even if those statistics actually start 
to look good. The changes spurred 
by the 2008 economic meltdown are 
not trends but transformation. The 
businesses that will survive these 
challenging times are those that:

Improve productivity by trans-
forming legacy business models, 
organizations, infrastructure, and 
processes
Strengthen growth areas by 
protecting opportunities and 
funding for innovation
Maintain intense, urgent focus 
on reaching customers more 
effectively
Deploy scarce resources strategi-
cally in order to cut costs
At the same time, today’s markets 

are experiencing a sea change:  
Our colleagues and customers are  
more mobile, socially networked,  
and global than ever before in 
human history. 

Feeling overwhelmed? Don’t 
throw in the towel just yet! We also 
come bearing good news. The good 
news is this: The strategic aspects 
of information architecture offer 
resources to:

Contribute to our companies and 
clients such that they not only 
survive but also thrive through 
these challenging times
Enable us to demonstrate our 
business value as IAs 
Ensure our place in the organiza-
tional charts of the future 

The classic concerns of business 
take on new urgency in this new 
economic environment—concerns 
like the drive to build mind- and 
marketshare increase customer 
satisfaction, and deliver signi!cant 
return on investment. Information 
architecture contributes in measurable 
ways to each of these areas that are so 
vitally important to survival in today’s 
marketplace, but to deliver on that 
promise, we must leverage the tools of 
our discipline strategically and develop 
the rhetorical skills necessary for 
communicating with our colleagues 
in business strategy and !nance. This 
new column is our proposal that it’s 
time to explore the strategic aspects of 
information architecture so important 
in today’s economy and a call to the IA 
community to engage in a conversation 
about our future and the strategic 
nature of our discipline.

First, we assert that the strategic 
IA begins the architecture process 
by identifying what’s important to 
the business and planning how to 
communicate impact relative to 
business strategy. For example, the 
strategic IA might be working as 
part of a multidisciplinary team to 
develop a new version of a product. 
She knows that building product 
awareness, interest, and ultimately 
sales opportunities are critical. In 
response, her focus becomes contrib-
uting to these business objectives 
by improving content visibility and 
retrievability, search rankings, hits 
within one’s domain, and the social 
capital generated (blogs, links, tweets, 
shares, likes, and so on). These goals 
drive her work, manage her time, and 
set her priorities. When the product 
goes live, she is equipped to measure 
and illustrate, in both quantitative and 
qualitative ways, intangibles such as 
mindshare and marketshare. 

Second, we assert that the strategic 
IA pairs classic tools with business 
strategy to deliver increased impact. In 
another example, the strategic IA might 
be working with her team to improve 
customer satisfaction with a poorly 
performing product. The effective 
use of classic information architecture 

Introducing The Strategic IA 

This column explores 
the strategic aspects of 
information architecture 
and the tools to equip 
information architects 
(IAs) for success. Topics 
will address the business, 
strategy, user experience, 
and implementation of 
strategic information 
architecture, including 
organizational, content 
management, and tactical 
considerations. Send your 
comments, questions, 
and suggestions for  
future articles to  
thestrategicia@pobox.com.
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* STC-related event

FYI

Mark Your Calendar
Organization events across the globe
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 1 15–18 May  
The Society for Technical 
Communication (STC) will 
hold the 2011 Technical 
Communication Summit in 
Sacramento, CA. For more 
information, visit: 
STC 
http://summit.stc.org

 2 22-25 May 
The American Society for 
Training and Development 
(ASTD) will hold the 2011 
International Conference 
& Exposition in Orlando, 
FL. For more information, 
contact: 
ASTD 
+1 (703) 683-8100 
www.astdconference.org 

 3 31 May–3 June 
Join the Association of 
Proposal Management 
Professionals (APMP) for 
the 22nd Annual APMP 
International Conference 
and Exhibits at the Sheraton 
Downtown in Denver, CO. 
The theme of the event is 
“The Art of Winning.” For 
details: 
APMP 
www.apmp.org/ca-29.aspx

 4 1–3 June 
The Society for Scholarly 
Publishing will hold its 33rd 
Annual Meeting in Boston, 
MA, with a theme of “It’s 
What Counts: How Data 
Transforms Our World.” For 
more information, contact: 
+1 (303) 422-3914 
info@sspmet.org 
www.sspnet.org/Events/
spage.aspx

 5 9–11 June 
The Plain Language 
Association International 
(PLAIN) will hold its 8th 
international conference in 
Stockholm, Sweden. The 
conference will provide new 
ideas, fresh inspiration, and 
deeper knowledge and it 
will also introduce you to 
a new global network. For 
more information: 
PLAIN 
www.plain2011.com

 6 21 –24 June 
The Usability Profession-
als Association (UPA) will 
hold its 2011 international 
conference, “Designing for 
Social Change,” in Atlanta, 
GA. For more information, 
contact: 
Nicole Tafoya 
+1 (630) 980-4997 
conf2011@usabilityprofes 
sionals.org 
www.upassoc.org/conference/ 
2011/contact/index.html

 7 11–15 July 
The International 
Terminology Summer 
School (TSS 2011) will take 
place at Cologne University 
in Cologne, Germany, jointly 
organized by Cologne 
University of Applied 
Sciences,!Institute for 
Information Management, 
and TermNet. For more 
information: 
TermNet 
+43 1 23060 3965 
events@termnet.org 
www.termnet.org/english/
events/tss_2011/index.php

 8 5–9 Sept 
The International Society 
of Logistics (SOLE) 
presents its 46th Annual 
International Logistics 
Conference and Exhibition, 
themed “Logistics Chain 
Resiliency,” to be held at the 
Omni Mandalay Hotel at Las 
Colinas in Dallas, TX. For 
more information, contact: 
SOLE 
+1 (301) 459-8446 
solehq@erols.com 
www.sole.org

 9 19–23 Sept 
The Human Factors and 
Ergonomics Society (HFES) 
will hold its 55th annual 
meeting at the Red Rock 
Hotel in Las Vegas, NV. For 
more information, contact:  
HFES 
+1 (310) 394-1811 
info@hfes.org 
www.hfes.org/Web 
HFESMeetings/2011 
annualmeeting.html

 10 7–12 Oct 
The American Society for 
Information Science and 
Technology (ASIS&T) will 
hold its Annual Meeting,   
with a theme of “Bridging 
the Gulf: Communication 
and Information in Society, 
Technology, and Work,” at 
the Marriott New Orleans in 
New Orleans, LA. For more 
information, contact: 
ASIS&T 
asis@asis.org 
www.asis.org/asist2011/
am11cfp.html

 11 15–18 Oct 
Join the Public Relations 
Society of America (PRSA) 
for their 2011 International 
Conference, taking place 
in Orlando, FL. For more 
information, contact: 
PRSA 
+1 (800) 350-0111 
www.prsa.org/Conferences/
InternationalConference/
index.html

 12 17–19 Oct 
The Professional 
Communication Society 
(PCS) of the Institute of 
Electrical and Electronic 
Engineers (IEEE) will 
hold its 2011 Professional 
Communication Conference: 
Communicating Sustain-
ability at the University of 
Cincinnati in Ohio. For more 
information, contact: 
PCS 
http://ewh.ieee.org/soc/pcs/
index.php?q=node/1771 

F.Y.I. lists information 
about nonpro"t  
ventures only. Please 
send information  
to intercom@stc.org.

 13 20–22 Oct 
The American Medical 
Writers Association 
(AMWA) will hold its 71st 
annual conference, “Writing 
Our Future,” in Jacksonville, 
FL. For more information, 
contact: 
AMWA 
+1 (301) 294-5303 
amwa@amwa.org 
www.amwa.org/default 
.asp?id=535

 14 26–29 Oct 
The American Translators 
Association (ATA) will hold 
its 52nd annual conference 
at Marriott Copley Place 
in Boston, MA. For more 
information, contact: 
ATA 
+1 (703) 683-6100 
ata@atanet.org 
www.atanet.org/conf/2011/ 
 
 

BUSINESS MATTERS

BY ELIZABETH (BETTE) FRICK |  
Associate Fellow

AS THE TEXT DOCTOR®, I “doctor” 
(edit) texts. I am unable to “doctor” 
humans, because I have always been 
queasy in the presence of blood. In 
light of this career-limiting defect, 
I’m glad that I was eventually able to 
migrate into medical editing after 
years of teaching technical writing in 
medical manufacturing !rms. 

It was relatively easy to transfer my 
knowledge of technical writing into 
the medical !eld; after all, writing is 
writing, design is design, regardless 
of the subject. What wasn’t easy was 
learning the new facts, principles, and 
concepts about medicine that form 
the basis of knowledge in the medical 
!eld. However, I found many exciting 
opportunities to learn more in this and 
related !elds. 

Shortly after I began editing 
medical documents, I joined the 
American Medical Writers Association 
(AMWA, www.amwa.org). AMWA 
resembles STC in many ways by 
providing listservs, online resources, 
publications, an annual conference, 
and educational opportunities. I 
enrolled in the AMWA Essential Skills 

(ES) certi!cate 
program, which 
consists of 
eight rigorous, 
graded courses 
(most of this 
certi!cate can 
be completed 
by self-study). I 
completed the 
ES certi!cate in 
November 2010 
and will continue 
studying for 
advanced certi!-
cates at annual 
conferences.

I also studied and passed the 
Board of Editors in the Life Sciences 
examination (BELS, www.bels.org) to 
formalize and extend my knowledge 
of medical editing. Studying for 
both the AMWA certi!cate and the 
BELS certi!cation revealed a vast 
pool of “unknown unknowns,” and I 
spent about a year learning facts and 
concepts that now inform my editing. 
(In addition to my great avoidance of 
blood, I had always shunned numbers, 
statistics, and scienti!c study—the 
very basis of medical writing and 
editing. I had a lot to learn!) 

For me, the bene!ts of launching 
into the medical !eld have been a 
steady source of excellent clients; 
medicine is expanding, growing, 
and changing all the time. The 
documents that I edit are fascinating 
and, ultimately, life-saving. Potential 
work can be found in pharmaceutical 
companies, medical manufacturing 
companies, scienti!c and medical 
communication agencies, medical 
education and communications 
companies, clinical research organi-
zations, universities and medical 
schools, hospitals and clinics, and 
associations, publishers, and journals.

Could you, or should you, look 
into medical writing and editing as an 
independent consultant or contractor? 
If you like reading consumer materials 
about health, perhaps you could 
explore writing health-related articles. 
From there, you might market your 
skills to the many contract research 
organizations and consulting !rms I 
listed above. Then you might begin to 
market yourself as an independent to 
individual clients within companies. 

Visit a local AMWA chapter 
meeting if you can. Consider attending 
the AMWA annual conference to learn 
more about writing and editing in 
this !eld. I think you’ll !nd the basic 
principles of technical writing you’ve 

already learned from membership in 
STC will be supported and enhanced 
by membership and participation in 
both organizations.

I chose medical editing as opposed 
to writing because I wanted to remain 
a generalist rather than a specialist in 
a !eld (such as oncology, cardiovas-
cular, or pharmacology); writers seem 
to specialize more than editors. In 
the past week, I’ve edited !ve articles 
for a private database for cost and 
quality managers, a proposal to offer 
counseling services to the federal 
government, and pages for a medical 
manufacturing website. Next week, I 
might be editing a clinical submission. 
No two projects, documents, or clients 
are the same, and I’m constantly 
stretching my brain to learn new 
technologies and terminology. If you 
like learning and are excited about 
helping people through your work, 
consider consulting and contracting 
in the medical !eld. Let me know how 
I can help you. i

ELIZABETH (BETTE) FRICK, the 
Text Doctor® (efrick@textdoctor.com), 
teaches technical and business writing in 
companies and organizations nationally 
and edits medical documents. She holds a 
PhD in English from the University of  
Minnesota and is board-certified as a  
medical editor by the Board of Editors  
in the Life Sciences.

This column explores 
the joys and challenges 
of managing your own 
technical communication 
business. Please 
share your experience 
and ideas. Contact 
Bette Frick at efrick@
textdoctor.com.

Medical Writing and Editing Opportunities for 
the Independent Consultant or Contractor
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That’s My Bag(pipe)
OFF HOURS

BY DAVID TINSLEY | Senior Member 

MY NAME IS DAVID and I play the Great Highland 
Bagpipes. There, that is the confession out of the way.  

My intent in this article is to share my love of pipes, 
and hopefully convince you that they are a serious musical 
instrument. The Great Highland Bagpipes are what most 
people envisage when they think of pipes, but there are 
a number of variations—the European Gaida and Irish 
Uilleann to name but two. Pipes are an ancient instrument 
and history suggests that they originated in the Middle 
East and evolved as they moved through Europe and 
North Africa. The Great Highland Bagpipes are the most 
recognized, in part because the British army and Scottish 
emigrants took them with them as they settled abroad. 

Why do I play them? 
For a number of reasons, 
from the relaxation of 
playing a long lamenting 
solo on a summer’s 
evening, to the incredible 
neck-hair-raising high of 
stepping out with a full 
corps of pipes and drums 
at a highland games, 
through to the sheer fear 
of competing in front 
of a world-renowned 
player as he judges my 
performance! No other 
instrument stirs as much 
emotion as the pipes and 
I get a lot of satisfaction 
from being part of that. 
Who can honestly say 
they are unmoved when 
they hear a lament on 
Remembrance Day, or 
see and hear a full band 
marching toward them on 
parade? 

The pipe music 
that most people are 
familiar with is known 
as light music; marches, 
strathspeys, jigs, reels, etc. 
However, there is a form 
of pipe music known as 

piobaireachd, literally “piping,” that predates light music. 
Piobaireachd is truly beautiful; long complicated pieces 
that build on a theme with variations that can become 
hypnotic. I can close my eyes and listen to a 20-minute 
piobaireachd and feel I am reaching back through 
generations of pipers.  If you ever visit highland games, 
hunt out the piobaireachd competition and you will see 
(and hear) what I mean. 

So, how the heck do we make music? Pipes, no matter 
what style, all work on essentially the same principle. We 
have a bag that acts as a reservoir of air that we squeeze, 
forcing air over a set of reeds. The bag is !lled with air by 
mouth, through a blow stick that is !tted with a one-way 
valve. The output pressure is regulated by squeezing the 
bag between elbow and body, keeping constant pressure 
over the reeds. We have four reeds: three drone reeds 
and a chanter reed. The chanter reed, on which we play 
the melody, is a double reed, two pieces of cane whipped 
together, similar to an oboe reed.  The drone reeds are 
single reeds and were traditionally made of cane. Today 
most people use synthetic drone reeds, as they are less 
temperamental than cane. We have two tenor drones, 
tuned one octave below the low A on the chanter, and one 
bass drone, tuned two octaves below low A. The chanter 
only has a range of nine notes, from low G up to high A. 

The drones are tuned by moving the drone top up or 
down, altering the size of the sound chamber and hence 
the pitch. The aim is to bring all three drones and chanter 
into tune on each of the nine chanter notes. The chanter 
is tuned by raising or lowering the reed in its seat and by 
adding electrical tape across the top of individual holes.  
High-tech we are not! A correctly tuned set of pipes does 
not sound like a cat being abused, it sounds rich, vibrant 
and in harmony. 

Once we get the pipes playing, we have to overcome 
some unique challenges. We cannot vary the volume and we 
cannot stop (no matter how much you may want us to!). We 
use a complicated system of gracenotes and embellishments 
to separate two notes of the same value and to add the 
impression of varying volume. We cannot touch any of the 
reeds, so we cannot use embouchure to change tone.  And 
then, just to add to the fun, we have reeds that change in 
pitch as the humidity and temperature changes.  All in all, 
piping for me is a challenging but richly rewarding passion 
and one that I hope to enjoy for many years to come. 

If you are interested, take a look at the band website 
(www.ferguspipeband.com) or feel free to drop me a line at 
tinsley.writer@gmail.com. i

http://www.ferguspipeband.com

