Whine and Cheese Meeting


October 25, 2005 Whine and Cheese Meeting
This meeting was held at 6:00 PM at the Old Spaghetti Factory. The meeting opened with chapter business and announcements, which are summarized below. 
1. Preview of upcoming events
· November 9, 12:00 to 1:30 FlashHelp, WebHelp, Web Help….Help! Webinar to be held at HCA, Building 4, Classroom 6
· November 15, Go with the Flow presented by Eileen Wollam 6 pm at Edmondson Library
· STC Publications Competition Judging, November 19th at 8:30 at Cummins Station 

· December 13, Networking (Bring Your Boss) Holiday Bash 6 pm at Eileen’s house
2. STC scholarships are available for 2006-07 academic year. Deadline for application February 15th. Complete details will be in November’s newsletter.
3. STC is looking for volunteers to judge for the international competition, Judging will be held March 11th. Complete details will be in November’s newsletter.
4. Effectively November 1st, there will be a newly-enforced policy for posting non-member resumes on our web site. The fee of $36 a year for posting, begins November 1st. Joel Butts is preparing a statement for the Employments area of our web site. Since this is newly-enforced, we will allow a 60-day grace period to get current resumes brought in line with the policy. Beginning January 1, 2006, non-members will have a 30-day grace period to pay or have the resume removed.
5. The chapter is setting a goal of creating a “handbook” by chapter year’s end. Each officer needs to draft a list of their responsibilities, along with tips and tricks of their role. Please complete this prior to January 2nd and send to Amy Oldham, who will comply a completed MTC Handbook in time to hand it off to the incoming 2006-07 officers.  
At this point, the whining began with Stacie Baker facilitating a discussion on the new face of technical communications. This topic was followed by a session dealing with e-mail etiquette and realizing the relevance to technical communicators, which was facilitated by Amy Oldham. Matt Conley led the final session of the evening with a discussion focusing on whether anyone is really single sourcing. The remainder of the meeting summary contains summaries of each session, which were provided by topic’s facilitator, followed by a brief synopsis of audience comments. 

The New Face of Technical Communication

Facilitated by Stacie Baker
What is your corporate title or position?

We are the Society for Technical Communication
From the stc.org website: “STC is an individual membership organization dedicated to advancing the arts and sciences of technical communication. It is the largest organization of its type in the world. Its 18,000 members include technical writers and editors, content developers, documentation specialists, technical illustrators, instructional designers, academics, information architects, usability and human factors professionals, visual designers, Web designers and developers, and translators - anyone whose work makes technical information available to those who need it.” 
How about: Business Analyst, Trainer, Helpdesk Specialist, Grant Writer, Project Manager, Process Engineer, Financial Writer, Marketing Writer?
Many believe Technical Communicator and Technical Writer are interchangeable terms. Actually, the latter is a subgroup of the former. 

“This role sounds a lot like that of a technical writer, but business analysts don’t usually produce end-user or technical documentation: The documents they produce help to manage a project

or bring about change.” July / August 2005 Intercom, “Creating Multiple Career Paths Within Your Organization” by Barbara A. Block
Cross-functional skills of technical communicators:

1. User-focus / User Advocate


2. Information Design and Delivery 


3. Interviewing / Information Gathering and Processing


4. Problem Solving

During the course of Stacie’s session, we talked about many different corporate roles and the technical communication/writing components of each. We also debated whether paying your own dues versus having a corporate sponsor pay your dues makes you more or less likely to be involved in chapter events. Finally, we talked about ways to quantify and promote the value of STC membership. 
Email Etiquette
Facilitated by Amy Oldham

Email is the mostly widely used internet activity (approximately 88% of internet users use email), and it is used primarily to communicate with others. While most people agree to the importance of following certain rules when writing a business letter, the same people often forget or ignore these rules when composing an email message. Why is that? 
Email etiquette, often called netiquette, is particularly important to technical communicators because email
· is often the first (and only) interface between us and the subject matter expert or target audience
· is a written communication, which represents our ability to a potential client or target audience member 

· lets recipients judge your level of professionalism 

· sets the tone for many business relationships

· can be an invaluable communication tool

Dos 

There a myriad of email etiquette sites and articles on the web. The following list is an amalgamation of the lists reviewed in preparing for this portion of the presentation. Surprisingly, most of the list’s authors agree on the fundamentals that comprise “good” email. 
1. Understand that email is a serious communication tool. Be professional.
2. Consider the recipient/intended audience just as you would when creating documentation. Remember that mail may not be the most appropriate medium of response.
3. Fill in a concise, meaningful Subject: field.
4. Realize that verbal and written communications are different. Emails should not read like a transcript of a water cooler conversation.
5. Care about how you will be perceived—you are what you write. Always spell check your e-mail, proofread for errors, capitalize your sentences and use appropriate punctuation and grammar. Don’t use a cutesy or suggestive email address for business.
6. Minimize, compress, or "zip" large files before sending.
7. Respond promptly. If the information requested will take longer than 48 hours, respond and let the requestor know that his/her email did not fall into a bottomless pit. Let the sender know you are organized and value his/her email. 
8. Respect the sender. Respond to all points/questions raised in the request. Make use of the existing email structure to effectively communicate each point’s response.
9. Use common courtesy (salutation and closing); think letterhead. 
10. Keep the use of abbreviations to a minimum and/or explain what they mean.
11. Think before you forward. See #7 in the “Don’t” list. 
12. Be careful with humor. The majority of sites recommend against emoticons altogether as unprofessional. The few sources who don’t recommend against them, say smileys, or emoticons, can be used to indicate tone of voice, but they should be used sparingly. Furthermore, don't assume that the inclusion of a smiley will make the recipient happy with what you say or wipe out an otherwise insulting comment.
Don’ts

Again, there were a multitude of sites offering advice on the pitfalls to avoid in email. The most commonly stressed email no-nos warned email users not to
1. Forget that a real, live person is on the receiving end of your email.

2. Type in all caps.
3. Type in random, cryptic, or fragmented thoughts. 
4. Forget to spell check, review, re-read before sending.
5. Leave the Subject: field blank. Don’t use it as the message content, either.
6. Format your e-mail with colored text and background colors or images. At our last meeting, Judith and Laura shared information about not the danger of layouts that detract from the document’s content. This principle applied to email communication, as well.
7. Use emoticons. See #12 in the “Dos” list. 
8. Expose your contact’s email to strangers. Use groups and the BCC field.
9. Reply when you are angry (i.e., a practice known as flaming)
10. Send unsolicited emails. If you do, you risk discrediting yourself with recipients.
11. Abuse the signature line. It should be short, sweet, and relevant. Respect recipients’ time. Give them only the information they need. 
12. Use the Reply to All button just because it’s there. Not all email is appropriate for all recipients. Learn your audience. 
13. Complete the To: line until after your email is composed. And, when you do, include the correct distribution list. 
14. Use excessive punctuation!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!???????????????????
Resources

http://www.netmanners.com/ 
http://www.netmanners.com/signature_file_use.html
http://careerplanning.about.com/od/communication/a/email_etiquette.htm
http://www.fonts.com/AboutFonts/Articles/fyti/02-01-2005.htm
http://www.suite101.com/article.cfm/communication_cyberspace/93170
http://www.seniortechcenter.org/reference_library/internet/email/email_etiquette.php
http://www.onenw.org/bin/page.cfm?pageid=29
Public Relations Writing: Principles in Practice by Donald Treadwell, Jill B Treadwell copyright 2005 ISBN: 1412905516

Managing Your E-Mail: Thinking Outside the Inbox by Christina Cavanagh copyright 2003 ISBN: 0471457388
During this session, many attendees expressed his or her email pet peeve and shared some amusing anecdotes about email gone horribly awry (yes, one head of HR did forward an email to all salaried employees that contained a spreadsheet listing the salaries of all employees). We also discussed the importance of professionalism in email (especially given that we are technical writers), what kind of impression a good or bad email can have on the recipient, as well as ways to help others improve email etiquette. Rita shared that her company had the publication group to document an email standards guideline for company-wide use. 
Is Any One Really Single Sourcing

Facilitated by Matt Conley

· What does “single-sourcing” mean? Since I’ve been a tech writer, it seems that the definition has meant different things at different times. Is it just one set of source files used to generate online help and print documentation (if print still matters)? Or, is it one set of source files used to generate multiple print documents. More and more, I see it as one set of source files used to generate multiple versions/collections of information in the format that’s needed.

· My department has been hot and cold with single sourcing for some time now. The last version of FrameMaker we purchased, 6.0, promised the world but didn’t deliver. So, we use our FrameMaker source files to generate online help, but only with the help of RoboHelp; it’s not the most efficient process (conditional text, the conversion, etc.). I don’t view the conditional text route as true single-sourcing because, essentially, you are still maintaining multiple versions of a text.

· I’d really like to hear about any single sourcing success stories. What did it take to get things going. How long did the front end setup take? How has it affected the documentation you create?

· We have been thinking more and more about getting back into the single-sourcing ring since we’ve been doing a lot of work with XML lately, which we believe is our best bet to single source. 

· The 7+ versions of FrameMaker have improved capability with XML and allow you to work in a semi-wysiwyg environment.

· The good news is that you could treat your content like data in a database, where you could establish queries that pull the sections you want when you want them. The bad news is that we’d have to treat our content like data in a database. I worry most about the impact of losing many of the human touches that are prevalent throughout our manuals.

Matt’s topic generated a lot of discussion about what the definition of single sourcing is and whether it’s possible. Some of the single sourcing experiences reported included

· A non-systematic approach, whereby information was written once, but then it was up to the writer to remember to replace it in all places as appropriate

· Software approaches, such as using FrameMaker capabilities of conditional text to create one “source” with two media outputs

· Software approaches that used conditional text to create one source that contained information for different audiences (users, administrators, and trainers)

· A spreadsheet used to map and catalog all places in documentation where the same information appears

· A database approach where information paragraphs are stored independently and searched for and placed where needed.

· The “chunking” approach where information blocks are written and reused as needed regardless of formatting or output media. 

We also talked about XML and the promise of single sourcing it affords. Eileen shared with us about how she worked on an XML content creation project at HP for over three years. We created an information model based on the DocBook DTD and used XMetaL Author as our XML editor. We were about to release the first phase of our content management system when our project was cancelled this summer. She provided the following links to information about the Darwin Information Typing Architecture (DITA). The first link takes you to an introduction to DITA, authored by some folks at IBM. She suggests that you start there in reviewing this material.

http://www-128.ibm.com/developerworks/xml/library/x-dita1/ 

http://www.ditamap.com/ 

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

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