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In this issue, we focus on
the role and education/
training of technical
communicators: 

• Johan Näsström (from
Sweden) describes the

development and Training and
Education of Technical Commu-
nicators in Sweden (p. 12) and
the results of a member-survey
of the Swedish FTI (p. 17)

• Frederick Menezes (from
India) has investigated the
personal ‘history’ of technical
communicators (p.14)

• Andreas Baumert (from 
Germany) describes thoughts
for future development of
study courses at a German 
University of Applied Sciences
(Fachhochschule) (p.7)

• Reto Schilliger (from Switzer-
land) proposes a combination
of education and training 
for technical communicators
based upon future job require-
ments (p. 9) and suggests
advertising our professions
and services (p. 18)

These articles present different
points of view and give, I feel,

interesting backgrounds for 
further discussion among us
technical communicators. I
invite your comments and your
views on the future of educa-
tion and training in our field.
Please send me your contribu-
tions for publication in TC-FORUM.

We are also introducing a new
topic: "Mailing List Discussions".
In this new topic, we will
publish summaries of such dis-
cussions to inform those of 
you who have not followed
these discussions. The first such
summary is contained in this
issue. We still look for further
volunteers to summarise one or
the other topic. The list of topics
discussed so far is contained on
page 22. Please contact me if
you are interested.

The Forum 2000 committee is
working enthusiastically for you
to prepare a great conference.
The first call for activators (pre-
senters) has been distributed by
INTECOM member societies. If
you haven´t received your copy,
please contact: 

• Peter Greenfield,
pegre1@abbeynational.co.uk  
(if you are from Europe) or

• Ellen Fenwick, 
fenwick@cyberhighway.net 
(if you are from outside
Europe)

• Or visit the website for 
Forum 2000 information:
http://www.istc.org.uk

The organising committee has
already received a number of
proposals and accepts further
proposals by July 1999. A call 
for exhibitors will be distributed
soon. If you´re interested in
being an activator or exhibitor,
please make sure you are regi-
stered in time.

We will keep you informed
regularly about any progress.

Yours
Hans Springer

Dear colleagues:

E D I T O R I A L

� Transline Deutschland, 

Dr.-Ing.-Sturz-GmbH

Reutlingen, Germany

� Foss Electric, Denmark

� ISTC, England

� RGI International, Canada

� TWIN, Technical Writers of

India

� IBM, T. J. Watson Research 

Institute, USA

Thank you to the Sponsors of TC-FORUM:

Stuttgart, Germany Bretten, Germany Arlington, Virginia, USA Stuttgart, Germany
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by Ursula Reuther

In the field of technical writing the use of Con-
trolled Language (CL) attracts more and more
public interest. However, the merits of controlling
language in the context of technical documen-
tation are not uncontroversial.

On the one hand, there is a clear need for correct,
consistent, easily readable and understandable,
and translatable documentation. This objective
undoubtedly can be reached by adopting a Con-
trolled Language approach, restricting “natural
language“ input to previously defined syntactic
and stylistic structures as well as to a restricted set
of both general and terminological vocabulary.

On the other hand, there are the reservations 
put forward by the technical writers about the
realisation, the feasibility and even the usefulness

of such an approach, since often they feel
uncomfortable being restricted in “yet
another“ domain, i.e. their personal style
of writing.

Within the MULTILINT1) project one of the
aim has been to find a reasonable and
feasible balance between the two positi-
ons above: the prototype application
developed within the project takes into
account both the users‘ needs (i.e. the re-
quirements and expectations by the tech-
nical writers) and the needs emerging
from the request to produce high quality
technical documentation.

The linguistic tools integrated in the system focus
on source text control are one of the most pro-
minent points for quality control within the
whole documentation process. The approach of
controlling as early as possible aims not only at
improving translation performance, but also at
improving terminology management, information
retrieval, and the like.

All tools can be activated from the SGML editor
the technical writers are using for producing and
editing their documents. The source text control
tools comprise spell checking, grammar checking,
terminology checking, consistency checking, and
style checking. Once a control tool or a set of 
control tools is applied to a given document, the
system highlights the defective text part in a
separate control window and gives an expla-
nation of the error and, for some control tools, 
a suggestion of how to correct the text segment.
The tools can be combined and executed in any
combination. So the control can be “tuned“
according to the personal needs and
well-known weaknesses of the tech-
nical writer, who then may decide
for him-self or herself which control
tools to apply and which recommen-
dations to follow. Thus the writer 
to some extent preserves his or her
“freedom“.

In addition, the system allows authors to specify
further control parameters, i.e. they may choose
between instructive and informative text types
(which has an impact on the “style rules“ to be
applied), they can specify the (technical) domain 

1) MULTILINT (07/95-06/98) is a research and development project fun-
ded by the German Ministry of Economy. Project partners are IAI and
BMW AG, Munich, as industrial partner and validation site.

Technical Writers Gain Control (CL 16)
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the text relates to, and they may choose between
various languages and various levels of error
explanation, since writers cannot always assume
they will write in their mother tongue or to have
an in-depth linguistic knowledge.

The most recent feature integrated in
the system, which supports the user-
friendliness on the conceptual level, is
the so-called “shielding“ of lexical
items and grammatical structures. This
functionality allows technical writers
to “ignore“, in special cases, the error
message provided by the system. As
for lexical items, the system stores the
unwanted item in an author-specific
word list for a possible later legitimi-
sation, where appropriate. 

The unwanted error messages with respect to
syntactic structures are stored only for the same
document, thus respecting the context sensitivity
of syntactic errors.

So, given the modular design and the flexible
handling of the system, the MULTILINT approach
consists not only of a system which controls the
technical writer, but also the technical writer con-
trols individually what is going to be controlled
and how this control is realised.

by Amo Fuchs

Why is the default color of PowerPoint dark blue?
(Here, I may speak for the local custom only.) 
People prepare the best slides MAN CAN CREATE –
and yet they leave the default color stay dark
blue. Then you cannot see what they want to
demonstrate!
I would be glad to hear others‘ opinions too, 
particularly on the default color of PowerPoint. 

Comment by Hans Springer

Amo, there is a real reason to use a blue back-
ground: white characters on blue background are
the most readable – especially in projected pictures
and on traffic signs. In this case a bright white
background could create a dazzle to the viewers‘
eyes. 

Power Point is primarily designed to create slides
for projection - and you may select whichever
background color you think your customers will
like the most!

On PC-monitors a light green background is, 
for psycho-physiological reasons another good
choice - to avoid eye-fatigue during long work-
hours.

The Blue Background in
Power Point (RU 16)
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Method of Text Presentation (RU 17)

by Gordon Farrington

A problem that sometimes occurs, when
authors ask my advice about the method
of presenting an instruction, is that they
use words that I think will not necessarily
be understood by people whose mother-
tongue is not English.

This is especially true where the words are
traditionally generic to the engineering
domain, and I advise people to try and
avoid using them.  

Consider the instruction #1 below:

• You must apply a layer of XXX to:
– all male and female threads
– all thread undercuts, splines and bolt shanks
– all interfaces of mating parts
– all cavities and voids.

• Do not apply the product to chrome parts 
lubricated with grease or painted surfaces.

The words/terms I am wary of in this instruction are:

• undercuts
• shanks
• voids.

Now, in this case, the instruction is covering vir-
tually the whole of the object, and excluding only
a couple of areas.  I therefore thought it might be
better, simpler and just as understandable, to
reverse the thought/writing process with that in
mind, as follows #2.

• Apply a layer of XXX to these areas and parts of
the YYY:
– all attached parts
– all fasteners and their threads
– all the joints of mating parts
– especially those areas that do not have easy

access.

• Do not apply XXX to painted surfaces, or parts
or areas that have greased, chrome surfaces.

Would those members who use English as a for-
eign language advise which of the above instruc-
tions they prefer.  Other comments are, of course,
welcome.

The replies produced the following statistics:

Those preferring #1 obviously had a good com-
mand of English engineering terms as well as the
language, and were used to reading such terms.
Those not specifying a preference were either not
in the same engineering domain, wanted to
debate the pros and cons of audience analysis, or
were totally non-committal, with regard to the
intent of the original question.

Those preferring #2 generally stated ‚better under-
standing‘ as the main reason for their choice.
These replies represented 60% of all replies and
82% of the replies specifying a choice.

Conclusions

Provided that you can get your meaning across 
to your audience, without causing ambiguity or
losing important meaning, do not include terms
that you suspect are specific to your domain/
locality.

If you do, you run the risk of baffling your 
audience with ‚technocratese‘.

Prefer Para.1 Prefer Para.2 No Preference
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by Andreas Baumert

In 1991 the University of Applied Sciences (Fach-
hochschule) in Hanover was the first German 
academic institution to teach technical writing.
Since then our curriculum has been subject to
changes and it still is: Developing a curriculum 
is an ongoing process.

The curriculum currently puts its main emphasis
on writing, computer science and visual arts.
Other fields are interviewing skills, mechanical
and electrical engineering, norms, law, business
management, didactics and some more. The
course lasts four years or eight semesters. It is 
oriented towards the specific needs of infor-
mation design in business and industry. Therefore
students spend nearly two semesters as interns 
in documentation departments as staff writers 
or in other areas related to the profession.

Despite the permanent changes to every curri-
culum we now need to meet some new re-
quirements. One major challenge to every 
German university is to think about international
degrees.

International Degrees

Traditionally a course at a German Fachhoch-
schule ends with a diploma, which in our degree
course has the title of "Diplom Redakteur" or
"Diplom Redakteurin." Very few people know
about that degree outside German-speaking
countries. On the other hand the MA and 
bachelor degree are well known nearly every-
where. Consequently, if companies around the
world are not familiar with the German diploma,
applicants with an MA or a bachelor degree are 
in a much better position than graduates of a
German university. This weakens a German 
applicant‘s position if international competition
between universities is a factor in the selection
process. 

Our degree course in technical writing needs to
meet that challenge. We have just started to dis-
cuss that issue. I cannot foresee the results but 
I hope that we will have an international degree
for technical writers within the next five or six
years. To achieve this goal will be much more
complicated than it seems to be:

• International degrees need an accreditation. 
It is much more than a mere exchange of titles.
We will need to completely redesign the 
curriculum.

• If we are really thinking about an MA in techni-
cal writing, we have to use English as the course
language for at least the last two years.

• The master degree course will expand the
course from four to five years. 

• All changes need to take place without additio-
nal resources.

I cannot see that we can avoid developing new
curricula leading to the MA or bachelor degree.
The skilled and clever student wants to achieve
the best results from his or her course of study. In
the years to come that will only be possible by
getting an international degree.

The Market

Companies hiring our graduates, and stu-
dents starting their own businesses, tell us
about the market's requirements toward
our curriculum. The market often wants
universities to take into account the latest
version of specialized software, operating
systems and so on.

That seldom makes sense, and neither is it 
possible: time and resources are limited.
When, for example, I wanted to use
Macromedia Director in one of my cour-
ses, I first needed to go for training mys-
elf. It took me a lot of time to acquire the
basic skills for that one software package.
We cannot answer every request from the
market.

Maintaining a Curriculum (ET 4)
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On the other hand, teaching does need to con-
sider new developments. These may be new tech-
niques, such as JavaScript or XML, or more gene-
ral changes such as the possible transition from
technical writing to information design; changes
that, as some argue, cover much more than writ-
ing.

The latest development is teleteaching which
means providing correspondence courses via the
Internet. Professor Rolf Schwermer has success-
fully finished the first courses. At German uni-ver-
sities, he is the leading developer in the area of
teleteaching for technical writers. For more infor-
mation, visit the webpage: 
http://telekurs.fh-hannover.de/

Internal Developments

We do not concentrate on technical 
writing alone when we talk about future
developments. 
Our degree course also belongs to a
department which has its own effects on
our work. That department - science of
information and communication - is home
for biological documentation as well as
for librarians. With new courses such 
as public relations and journalism, it will
develop a center of excellence for infor-
mation specialists.

Of course, a joint department also means joint
administration of resources. One requirement is
to match at least some content from one degree
program with the content from other programs.
In the past it was nearly impossible to find any
match between librarians and technical writers.
Today, some librarians also think of themselves as
information specialists. From that point of view,
common elements in different curricula make
sense.

The Technical Writing Program 
in the Years Ahead

1. In Germany, more than 10 academic institutions
have started degree courses for technical writ-
ing within the last eight years. None of them
share the same preconditions.

2. Traditionally, German academic programs 
seldom competed in an international market.
With technical writing programs this will
change substantially within a couple of years.

I foresee fast-growing competition between uni-
versities worldwide. It started some time ago in
the engineering sciences and shortly will have its
effect on information designers. The market will
evaluate different approaches German universi-
ties take towards technical writing. We in Hanno-
ver will need to introduce changes to our current
curriculum if our program is to be ready for that
competition. 

That's what our team successfully started with.
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by Reto Schilliger

What are the Future Challenges?

When I started as a technical writer more than
ten years ago,  I wrote my first drafts with a pen-
cil. Soon after, desktop publishing became part of
my work, as did writing story boards for computer
based training and managing online information
projects. For several reasons the work of a techni-
cal communicator will change at an even higher
rate in the future:

• The fast developments of the information 
age have already had some impact on our pro-
fession. While up to now not everybody has
had to catch up with the fast-paced develop-
ments, this will soon be essential if they are to
remain in the job market.

• Under the light of the increasing specialization
of technical businesses and the growing weight
of product liability issues, technical communi-
cators will need a much more thorough under-
standing of the technical aspects and of the
norms and regulations  specific to their wor-
king field.

• Business changes have become the rule and they 
affect everybody. This means staying flexible
through life-long learning.

A Basic Approach to Face the Callenges

Facing the challenges in technical communication
may be possible only through a carefully optimi-
zed combination of education and training, two
concepts that for the purpose of this model are
defined as follows:

Education
Education stands for teaching rather broad know-
ledge and skills in a field of interest. It is typically
offered by public schools, universities or other
large organizations, and usually takes place in
traditional settings. Although exceptions do exist,
education usually requires the full-time presence
of the student for a long time.

Training
Training stands for teaching very carefully
selected knowledge and skills, over a
shorter period. The objectives are based
on specific tasks to be carried out at a
workplace. Training is often delivered 
on-the-job or in modular courses that
working people can attend in addition to
their work. Being highly specific and 
therefore limited in content,  training
modules can be delivered in more modern
ways, too, using media like CD-ROM and
the Internet.

In the case of technical communication, education
and training could be assigned the roles 
described below.

Education in 
Technical Communication 

To Provide the Common Basics

Independent from the exact nature of their jobs
and the technical field they work in, technical
communicators worldwide must have a common
set of basic knowledge and skills to draw on.

Parts of the basics are already taught by regular
schools, as is the case for writing in general. 
These parts, which often take years to learn, form
a necessary prerequisite before one can even
think about becoming a technical communicator.

Factors that are important when educating tech-
nical communicators are the required common
basics not taught by regular education, such as
being able to:

T O P I C :  E D U C AT I O N ,  T R A I N I N G
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• describe the mental process of handling infor-
mation and take it into account in the design
of information,

• describe and apply the basic requirements to
make text legible and comprehensible, effi-
ciently plan and manage writing and informa-
tion projects

• visualize complex information,

• produce sketches,

• describe and apply the rules of good layout,
and many more.

Because of the solid and proven nature of
the common basics, there is no need for
high flexibility. Therefore, and because of
the amount of content, basic education in
technical communications should prefe-
rably be handled by schools and univer-
sities, as well as by commercial organizati-
ons as already being done: some form of
basic education is offered as part of
engineering and language studies, and
sometimes in the form of separate full-
time or part-time courses.

The only thing missing is the coordination of the
various efforts, to achieve common objectives and
content.

Training in Technical Communication

To Provide the Individually Needed Specifics

Once a technical communicator has completed
basic education, the missing specifics for his or
her individual career plan, job or project, should
be covered by highly focused training modules.
This is the only way to meet the requirements of
fast adaptation to business and job-market chan-
ges. It is also more cost-effective.

Such training should focus on what may be called
key knowledge and skills, and not on any specific
software or tool (except, of course, to perform
some exercises). There are so many tools on the

market today, that it would make no sense to
concentrate on a specific one.

If tool-specific training is offered in combination
with other training, this is fine. Otherwise, there
are enough businesses already offering tool-speci-
fic training.

Consider an example:

For somebody needing to prepare for the produc-
tion of an online-help, the additional training
might cover four objectives: to be able to

• describe the different approaches of online-
help systems,

• plan and manage any online-help project,
• explain the specific requirements concerning 

structure and writing style, and 
• meet existing software standards.

Specialized training offered in individual training
modules.
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The content of any training modules depends on
developments in production technologies and
therefore requires steady change. As public
schools and other large organizations are hardly
able to react to new developments fast enough,
training individually needed specifics might be in
better hands with smaller (commercial) organiza-
tions.

A Daring Vision?

A Globally Coordinated and Approved System

A prerequisite for the success of the described
model is the quality and the transparency of all 
its parts to trainees, customers and businesses.
And, as globalization more and more asks for
mobility, passing any of the courses should not
only be of value in a specific country but also find
acceptance worldwide.

When it comes to basic education of technical
communicators, courses are already offered by
private organizations as well as by technical
schools and even universities. The first step
towards the described system would mean stan-
dardizing the objectives and outcome of these
basic courses, to be able to establish the further
trainings from a well-defined basis.

This is where professional organizations such as
INTECOM and its member societies might come
into play, working in close cooperation to outline
the objectives and the content as well as any 
further educational requirements. Such an outline
should of course leave room for national and 
cultural specifics. The result of the work might be
a standardized basic professional diploma that
could be acquired at educational institutions
worldwide.

The concerted efforts of professional organiza-
tions might also be needed when it comes to out-
lining the training modules. For these items, too,
standards should be established, ideally in close 

cooperation with potential employers.
The standards could then be recommen-
ded to any organization offering such
courses. If courses meet 
the standards they could be officially
approved, and advanced professional
diplomas might be awarded to successful
students.

Finally, a higher international diploma in
technical communication could be awar-
ded to students having passed basic edu-
cation and a combination of several trai-
ning modules.

Establishing such a combination of standardized
basic education and highly focused modular trai-
ning will not be an easy task, especially when it is
not limited to a single country. But thanks to the
Internet and email, borders need no longer be
considered an obstacle.

So, why not try?
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by Johan Näsström

Sweden is a small country. With a population of
some 8 million, it is slightly larger than, for
instance, the Paris region.

In spite of the limited population, Swe-
den is a highly industrialised nation with
a number of globally well known indu-
stries. As the home market for these indu-
stries is far too small, they have to rely on
the export markets to sell their products.

This situation creates a rather special
situation for technical communicators 
in Sweden. We have to translate the
manuals into a large number of lan-
guages. And, as our own culture really
does not have a dominating position in
the world, we have to adapt the infor-
mation to the target cultures on the 
different markets. Internationalization is
a part of our everyday life.

35th Anniversary

Sweden‘s favourable position as an industrial
nation during the sixties fostered a climate where
the need for technical communicators grew fast,
even if the profession as such was not identified.
To promote the profession, a small group of 
technical writers initiated the formation of Före-
ningen Teknisk Information (FTI), the Swedish
Society on Technical Communication, in 1964.
Now, in 1999, FTI will celebrate its 35th Anni-
versary, and is thus one of the oldest communi-
cation societies, preceded only by the societies in
England, USA and The Netherlands.

The main purpose of the society was to identify
the profession, assist the members to increase
their skills through conferences and produce a
regular member newsletter. There also has been
ongoing lobbying to develop education within
the profession.

Growing Education Possibilities

The first courses in technical communication star-
ted by the training and consultancy company
COMED in 1969. During the nineties a number of
courses have also been developed at different
universities covering subjects such as Information
Engineering, Multimedia Design, Cognition
Science, Interaction Design, Information System
Science and Information Design. Even if many of
these courses are rather recent additions, they
will add to the overall competence and recogni-
tion of our profession.

But, so far, the best professionals probably are
found among those who gained their compe-
tence during many years of experience. They are
lacking little but an official recognition as an 
experienced and qualified communicator. 

Technical Communication in Sweden: Education, Certification
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Certified Communicators

More than twenty years ago, long before the ISO
9000 era, discussions were held among the FTI
members how to establish an official status through
a kind of certification for these experienced
“pioneers“ and experienced communicators.
Eventually, the rules were set last year and some
fifty members were officially certified during a
small ceremony at a conference day last November.

The primary requirements for being an FTI-certi-
fied Technical Communicator are to have at least
five years of experience in the profession and
have been an FTI member for at least three years.
The communicator also has to be aware of rela-
ted laws and regulations.

The Communicator has to respect the INTECOM‘s
Code of Good Practice, to inform the client or the
employer that they have the right to have jobs
reviewed by an independent jury within FTI, and
to be bound by the jury‘s recommendations. The
certification has created great interest from the
members, particularly from the independent con-
sultants, giving them a stronger position and a
third party to sort out misunderstandings or com-
plaints that may occur.

To sum up: the education possibilities, the well
established society FTI, and the certifying possibi-
lities, are promising factors that will ensure Swe-
dish industries get qualified technical information
from present as well as future technical communi-
cators.

by Brigitte Beuttenmüller

• Do not burden the reader with
information he does not need
– he has more than enough
difficulties in handling the
information he does need.

• It is the reader’s need for
information that shall be
fulfilled – not the commu-
nicator’s store of informa-
tion that shall be emp-
tied.

• The communicator shall be
able to choose freely the means
of expression that are the most effective with
regard to the reader and the defined audience.

• The communicator is responsible for the 
intended reader’s understanding of the 
technical message.

• The medium is not the message.

• An information problem can often be solved 
in many ways – seldom is only one solution 
right and all the others wrong.

• The communicator must not surrender to 
irrelevant, subjective demands for changes of
information.

• It is not unclever to express oneself in a simple
way.

• The communicator should make changes in
information products only when the alterations
increase the effectiveness of the information.

• The communicator must be aware of the legal
and moral aspects of his communications.

and Internationalization (SA 3) INTECOM Code of 
Good Practice 

Johan Näsström
Sockenvägen 514
S-121 34  ENSKEDEDALEN 
Sweden 
+ 46 (0)8-648 00 37 (voice + fax)
+ 46 (0)739-714 665 (mobile)
johan.nasstrom@odata.se
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by Frederick Menezes

A technical writer is mostly involved in writing
and designing user guides, brochures, and white
papers for a variety of products. Though none 
of these activities are new, their categorisation
under Technical Writing is a comparatively recent
happening in India. 

This survey attempts to peep behind the curtain
and learn a bit more about those India‘s technical
writing profession.

Scope and Purpose

Though the technical writing field in India is 
growing faster than ever before, no institution in
the country imparts any kind of technical writing
course or training. Some University courses
include a paper in Technical Writing, but its scope
is very limited.  Also, no figures are available
about the number of technical writers in India.
Rough estimates suggest that there could be as
many as 200 spread across the country.

So, if there is no formal technical writing training
in the country, how did these approximately 200
persons get into the field? What are their acade-
mic qualifications? What field were they in before
switching to technical writing?

This survey report centres around these questions
and attempts to answer and analyse them.

Methodology

About 140 technical writers in India subscribe 
to an electronic mailing list called TWIN (Technical
Writers of India). Thus, if you want to get 
through to Indian technical writers, TWIN is the
best medium. The data for this survey has been
gathered through TWIN.

The following four questions were posed to the
technical writers:

1.What is your academic background?
2.What were your previous jobs before 

technical writing?
3. How/where did you hear about technical 

writing? How did you get into the field?

For how many years have you been involved in
technical writing?

The survey is based on the responses of 49 tech-
nical writers who come from across the country
and hail from many different organisations. 
The sample of respondents can, therefore, be 
considered sufficiently random.

Academic and Job Background

Technical
Technical writers are primarily writers who
attempt to explain technical intricacies or con-
cepts to a lay person. Therefore it is imperative
that technical writers are technically competent
to understand what they write about. A technical
background for a technical writer definitely helps
though it does not mean that those without a
technical background cannot be technical writers.

If Indian technical writers are arranged according
to their technical or non-technical background,
the division looks like this:

However, technical writers who have a technical
background do not necessarily have a degree/
diploma in their field; rather, some may have
worked in that field in some technical capacity. 

Technical Writing in India – a Survey (SA 4)
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English Literature, Journalism,
Advertising & Marketing

Command over the language and a flair for 
writing are absolute musts for technical writers.
Generally, those with a background in English
Literature or Journalism are considered to have
the skills and therefore could make good tech-
nical writers.

Probably, we can also include those in Advertising
& Marketing in this category, if they have been
involved in copywriting, preparing marketing
material, and so on.

A substantial percentage of Indian technical 
writers have a background in English Literature,
Journalism or Advertising & Marketing:

However, we cannot assume that all technical 
writers who fall into these categories have been
involved in writing per se; that is, not all students
of English Literature or Journalism may have 
sufficient writing background.

Writing
About two-thirds of Indian technical writers were
engaged in some form of writing before swit-
ching to technical writing. While most of these
technical writers were in journalism, a few others 
were involved in freelance writing, copywriting 
or research oriented writing.

Freshers
Although there are no formal technical writing
courses in India, and awareness of technical writ-
ing is low, it is interesting that quite a number 
of Indian technical writers have started into a
career as a technical writer – i.e. technical writing
was their first-ever job: 

Another interesting revelation from the survey is
that some top Indian software companies recruit
technical writers directly from the campus. Asia‘s
largest IT company – Tata Consultancy Services
(TCS) along with Wipro Infotech, Aditi Techno-
logies and other software firms have conducted
campus recruitment for technical writers at one
time or the other. Recruitment of this kind has
taken place at least at the Department of Jour-
nalism and Mass Communications of a prominent
University and some private computer education
institutes.

English Background

Others
44 %

Advertising &
Marketing

16 %

Freshers in Technical Writing

Others 
71 %

Writing Background

Others 
65 %

Writing 
Background

35 %

Freshers
29 %Journalism

14 %

English L. +
Journalism

12 %

English
Literature

14 %
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How Technical Writers got into 
the Field

One of the basic motivations for this survey was
to find out how India‘s approximately 200 techni-
cal writers came to be in the field that they are in.

The survey reveals that a substantial num-
ber got into the field without having a
clear picture about the job they were sup-
posed to do. These technical writers
mostly answered advertisements thinking
they would fit the bill.

A lot of technical writers also seem to have been
introduced to the field by friends and family
members who were already technical writers or
who were aware of the field. 

The majority of technical writers, however, came
to know about technical writing through the
organisation they were working in. These people
apparently came in contact with people doing
documentation in their respective organisations,
took a liking to what the documentation people
were doing, and embarked on the path of tech-
nical writing themselves:

Experience Range of Indian 
Technical Writers

As expected, the survey suggests that technical
writing has been picking up in India in the past
few years. Today, about half of India‘s technical
writers fall in the experience bracket of 2 to 4
years. There are also a few veterans in the field
with over 8 years of experience extending up to
12 years:

Conclusion
The growth of technical writing in India and the
kind of people in the profession make for an inte-
resting study. Indian technical writers come from
diverse backgrounds and appear to have adapted
quite well to their new-found profession.

This survey, probably the first of its kind, has been
a preliminary attempt to identify the back
grounds of technical writers and how they got
into the technical writing profession. Ideally, the
data collected for this survey should be further
correlated to produce an enhanced and com-
prehensive study. 
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Frederick Menezes
Pune. India
+91 020 63 99 78 / 623 784
fredo@qspl.stpp.soft.net
www.geocities.com/SoHo/Lofts/3058

Technical Writing of India (cont.)

Many got

the job by

accident.

Entry into Technical Writing

Others 
16 %

Friends
24 %

Workplace
33 %

Advertisements
27 %

Experience Ranges

8 + Years
8 %4–8 Years

20 %

2–4 Years
48 %

Upto 2 Years
24 %
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by FTI, the Swedish Society for
Technical Communication

During the last year a member survey was made
as a follow up to a survey made in 1991. Some 25
% answered of the 400+ FTI members. Here fol-
lows a selection of the results along with some
comments:

The member share of rather new technical com-
municators has decreased somewhat compared to
the 1991 survey.

Compared to the 1991 survey, the number of
employed has decreased, but the self-employed
consultant share has increased to a large extent.

Only 6% thinkt they will be doing anything else
in the future but being a TC. From another que-
stion in the survey, it shows that 95% are satisfied
or very satisfied with the job.

In the 1991 year survey one of the questions was:
”Do you work with a mainframe, personal com-
puter or typewriter?”. (The answers then were:
Mainframe 20%, Personal computer 75% and
Typewriter 8%.) This time, only seven years later,
that question was superfluous and was replaced
with the following:

In the 1991 survey, Macintosh had a share of 61%,
now reduced to 28%, but many have access to
both Mac and PC. It is also worth metioning that,
according to the survey, 96% uses word proces-
sing, 80% layout programs. 98% has access to e-
mail and 93% uses Internet. And as much as 82%
of the member are storing documents in pdf-for-
mat, which now can be seen as a de-facto stan-
dard.

Years in the profession

< 5 years:
20 %

< 5–10 years:
24 %

< 10–15 years:
17 %

< 15 years:
39 %

Employed or independent?

Which platform do you use?

Macintosh
28 %

PC
64 %

Unix
8 %Others 4 %

Self-employed
consultant 28 %

Employed 
consultant 13 %

Employed 
55 %

Will you stay in the profession?

Yes
70 %

Don’t know
24 %

No
6 %
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by Reto Schilliger

All over the world professional organizations
advertise the technical communication profession.
My personal impression is this: Many of these
activities address students of higher schools
(which is basically fine),while others address 
professionals already working in the field (which
only makes sense if the objective is to sell 
memberships or training).

What I have not seen up to now are activities 
to address young people in the early process of 
planning their higher education and professional
careers. The following thoughts contain some
ideas for those trying to make our profession
known to young people and to encourage them
to consider a career in technical communications

Why Address Young People?

Choosing the right professional career is 
a huge challenge to most young people --
and their parents. The wider the talents
of an adolescent are, the harder it gets to
decide on a career that focuses on one or
two specific skills and interests. Often, the
right choice just does not seem to exist.
I know this quite well, having struggled
myself with the decision to become either
a mechanical engineer (because of my
interests in technical matters and avia-
tion), a teacher (because I like to work
with people and to pass on knowledge),
or a journalist (because I have always
liked writing and foreign languages).

Nobody ever told me when I was young that
there was the option of becoming a technical 
writer to apply my somehow scattered interests
and skills in a well-balanced mix! I only found out
much later, and even then by pure coincidence. 
I strongly believe there are many young people
out there in similar situations, and I think  our
professional associations should actively address
them. Here are some ways to do so:

• Send carefully designed information material to
education and career counselling services.

• Spread the knowledge of the existence of our
working field in schools: Prepare lesson, plans
and materials for various school levels that may
be ordered or downloaded for free. Such lesson 
plans might incorporate topics such as:

– the classic communication model (sender,
receiver, channel, noise, feedback)

– the use of active and passive voice
– to be understood versus writing to get good

grades (by writing for the teacher)
– the process of writing from research, via out-

line to final text
– methods of structuring
– the limitations of written language and the

power of illustrations
– basics of layout and typography
– basics of illustration work
– testing of information

In the best case such materials encourage project-
oriented learning across classes in language, 
drawing, physics, chemistry, and more.

• Give orientation speeches at schools about the
jobs in technical communication.

On Advertising our Profession  (SA 6)
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• Organize competitions for schools in writing
and illustrating instructions for everyday tasks.
How about "repairing a flat rear tire on a 
classmates‘ bicycle"? Such a competition should
be accompanied by detailed information on
how the work can be tackled as a joint effort 
by language and drawing teachers.

If some of the above efforts require investment,
sponsors will need to be found. How about a
company that produces consumer goods and
stresses user-friendliness? Or, in the above con-
text, a bicycle manufacturer?

Prerequisite for Success:

An Inviting, Innovating and Young Image of our
Working Field

Young people are affected and influenced by very
high standards of visual communication. Just have
a look at music videos or the design of snow-
boards or computer games! What should be
taken into account, too, is that young people
spend increasingly more time with CD-ROMs and
on the Internet. So, modern media must be the
very best, whether for print, CD-ROM or the Web.
Information material must never have a cheap cli-
part-look. Depictions of soon-to-be-outdated dis-
kettes and technological innovations of the past
should be avoided. Young people are after what
they consider being „cool“.

by Ulrich Thiele
We finally are reaching the end of all our dreams:
Distributing technical documentation electroni-
cally, creating CBT applications (Computer Based
Training) and even transferring technical content
into multimedia presentations. This is what tech-
nical writers have been working hard to achieve
during the last years of our millennium. 

Well, we still have some minor problems to solve,
such as: 

• How can we force users to obey our instructions
to install the required reader software on their
computers?

• How can we make sure that the
software is 100% compatible with
the customer‘s individually configu-
red working environment?

• How can we foresee all the mistakes
that a user probably will make
during the installation process?

• How can we force customers, who
have already messed up their system
by trying to install the electronic
documentation, to tell us exactly
what was done so we are able to
help them?

• How can we prevent frustrated customers from
suing us if they are not able to use an electronic
manual as expected?

• How can we convince frustrated customers that
our products still are perfectly engineered, even
if our electronic manual sometimes crashes their
operating system?

One thing is certain: It is not very helpful if we
reject any responsibility, even if it would be
covered by some laws dealing with product safety
and product liability. And it does not help if we
write: “If you, dear customer, don‘t exactly follow
our installation instructions for the electronic
manual, this will be your fault and not our pro-
blem. We will not be responsible for any trouble
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Technical Documentation
Goes Electronic:

New Media Create New Problems
for Technical Writers (TO 10)

Reto Schilliger
Instructional Designer,
Multimedia Author and
Project Manager
Obere Fischbachstrasse 8
CHI-8932 Mettmenstetten
Switzerland
+41 1 767 18 66 (voice/fax home)
+41 41 768 01 54 (voice business) 
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caused by your stupidity (See the following list of
European laws and directives regarding product
liability).....“..
Customer satisfaction is the topic we are talking
about. And even if it is definitely not the techni-
cal writer‘s fault that some electronic documenta-
tion is not compatible with the customer‘s PC, we
have to help the customer solve the problem! This
is the never-disappoint-a-customer-rule, which is
much more important than any product liability
law. Solve any PC problem caused by your electro-
nic documentation at your customer‘s side, and
do it quickly!

Here is extract from our top ten hotline
list (don‘t laugh: this is real life experi-
ence in distributing electronic documen-
tation at the end of our century!):

1. Trouble with self-extracting WINZIP
archives:  People don‘t know where
they will find the unzipped files after
extracting them.

2. Trouble with PDF files (Adobe Acrobat format):
There are still Acrobat Reader versions 2.1 out
there, that are not compatible with the newer
3.01. And it is important that older versions are
completely removed from a system before the
new version is installed!

3. Trouble with CD ROM applications: Some users
copy the whole CD onto their hard disk (why?).
They forget, that WINDOWS as a default hides
all system files. The result: no DLL files are
copied and the application will not run from
the hard disk. It is real fun, finding out such
faults by phone ....

4. No matter how much you write in your installa-
tion instructions and hardware requirements
for multimedia documentation applications,
hardly anyone reads what is printed on the CD
or in the README files. And hardly anyone
accepts any restrictions (such as "Close all Win-
dows applications, especially any uninstaller
software and screensaver programs!").

Well, these of course are minor problems for a
programmer or experienced technical writer. 
Yet they will turn out to be major problems when
it comes to providing customer satisfaction. These
problems will still rule our electronic world for a
couple of years. Keep this in mind when you mail
another ZIP file or PDF document to a customer
you depend on!
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by Hans Springer

Some time ago somebody asked (in a German
speaking mailing list) how to produce screenshots
which include the mouse-pointer.

Many thanks to those who commented on this
topic: there were 7 comments. Here is my summary:

There are 3 or 4 software packages that enable
screenshots showing the mouse-pointer, and 
permit different outputs of the result (e.g. print,
email, save as a file in different graphic formats,
OCR...). For example: 

1. Hypersnap DX ( details from ww.hyperionics.com)
2. PaintShop Pro (details from www.jasc.com)
3. SnagIt (details from www.techsmith.com)
4. Hardcopy (details from www.sw4you.de in

German language; other languages available)

In my view, the first three have the greater flexi-
bility in output formats. The fourth mentions only
the possibility of working on the output with
'external' graphic programs.

I prefer Hypersnap DX because it is not restricted
to the dimensions of the screen. It allows 'scrol-
ling snaps' and 'repeat last capture', which 
catches the mouse-pointer where you want to
have it. Another advantage of HyperSnap and 
PaintShop Pro is interconnection to control a
scanner. I have no experience with SnagIt yet.

Others recommend SnagIt as an often used soft-
ware for this purpose. It offers specialities like
'text conversion' which converts text blocks (e.g.
on the Windows desktop) to machine readable
text, video capture and Active Capture for 
capturing web pages and (otherwise) unprintable
long lists. But I couldn't find an interconnection
to a scanner. 

For those of you who would like to read more, 
I have a WINZIP file with all comments
(Screens1.zip, 8 kB) or a self-expanding ZIP-file
(Screens1.exe; 38 kB) available for you on request
(please email me at: springer.h@geod.geonet.de).

Thanks again for joining this little discussion.

„Results from the Electronic 
TC-FORUM / Summaries from 
the Mailing list“

Knowing that not all readers of the 

TC-FORUM paper version subscribe 

to the mailing list TCF-GEN, we have 

decided to report on some of the 

electronic discussions here as well.

There are three reasons for doing so:

· To spread discussion results beyond

the TCF-GEN subscribers.

· To encourage technical communi-

cators to subscribe to the mailing list. 

· To invite colleagues to volunteer as

reporters of interesting subjects to

the readers of the TC-FORUM paper

version or of the Website. 

The topics currently under discussion 

are listed in our website under "mailing-

lists", where you can also find details 

on how to subscribe (and unsubscribe).

Discussion Results from the TC-Forum Mailing-List TCF-GEN on 

Screenshots with the
Mouse Pointer 
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Content of earlier TC-FORUMs 
We have installed the content
of earlier TC-Forums in our web-
site www.tc-forum.org
You´ll find there the papers (by
issue, topic, author) and you
may download what you are
interested in.

Address Administration
Please send correspondence re.
subscriber administration for
the TC-Forum paper version
(e.g. new subscription, address
change...) to
subs_tc-forum@tc-forum.org

Distribution
The paper version is distributed
world-wide by regular mail. 
A quicker access to the most re-
cent content is available on our
website. Mailing list subscribers
will receive a message about
any updates of the website. 

TC-Forum Website
If you´ve visited our website
recently, you may have identi-
fied some changes in the layout
of the pages and the naviga-
tion. What you can´t see is the
change in the software behind
the changes, and the new pro-
gramming using this structure-
oriented software.

With this software we can offer
our subscribers to publish larger
portions of information to be
downloaded by interested rea-
ders instead of mailing them to
everybody. Our webmaster has
agreed to prepare a brief des-
cription of the fundamentals of
the software for a future issue
of TC-FORUM.

TC-Forum Mailing List (tcf-gen)
Addresses
There has been a quiet period
during the last weeks - very few
emails have been distributed.
I´ve been asked whether we
have excluded some of our sub-
scribers from the list - not at all!
The system has sent emails to all
subscribers (399 on 23 April).

I receive a handful of messages
every week telling me an
address has failed to receive our
email or is (no longer?) valid. In
some cases I could verify the
situation by individual emails
but I have no real alternative to
unsubscribe addresses which
cause error messages more than
three times. Please understand
that -  and be careful to inform
the mail server on address chan-
ges to continue receiving the
emails. It's so easy:

Send an email to
majordomo@listserver.tc-
forum.org
With two lines of text:
• unsubscribe tcf-gen <your last

subscribed address>
• subscribe tcf-gen <your new

email address>
That's all.

Discussions in the TC-Forum
Mailing List
Our mailing list has developed
greatly with many interesting
subjects being discussed over the
past few months. For example:
1. Localisation
2. Definition of the "user"
3. Further development of the

TC-Forum mailing list
4. Object-oriented documen-

tation
5. Screen shots which also show

the cursor (mouse pointer)
6. Attachments

We look forward to many more
such lively discussions - they
show what a big international
family we are and give an idea
of what a wonderful event it
will be when many of us will
meet at our next "real" mee-
ting, Forum 2000 in London.

Archive is Active Now
We now have our archive online
which records all emails distri-
buted during one month. You
can download all entries of one
month to investigate what has
been discussed:

Send an email to majordomo 
(as above) with
"index tcf-gen" in the body 
text. The system will send you 
a reply with one line per file
available – at the end of each
line giving the file-name like
„tcf-gen.archive.9904“ for the
April 99 archive. To receive this
month's archive send an email to
majordomo with

"get tcf-gen <filename>" in the
body

where <filename> is "tcf-
gen.archive.9904" in case you
request the April 99 archive.

You then receive an ASCII file
readable with any editor.

L A S T  M I N U T E  N E W S

Last Minute News
LastMinute



24 – 28 August 1999
Innsbruck (Austria)

5th International Congress on
Terminology and Knowledge
Engineering

TKE '99, Multimedia 
and Content for a New 
Millennium
organized by:
– Association for Terminology

and Knowledge Transfer
(GTW)

– International Information Cen-
tre for Terminology (Infoterm)

– International Network for Ter-
minology (TermNet)

(Details have already been 
printed in TC-Forum 3-98 p.19)

Further information available
at:1)

30th August – 3rd September 1999
The 12th European Sympo-
sium on Language for 
Special Purposes LSP '99

"Perspectives for the new 
millennium"

Details have already been 
printed in TC-Forum 3-98 p.20;
New Information (April 99) is
available from2)

17-19 September 1999
The '99 ISTC Annual 
Conference
Leicester University Conference
Centre 
Developing partnerships for the
future

The '99 Conference will focus 
on the outside world beyond
the confines of our own work,
and in particular on the links 
or partnerships that we can
make with that outside world.
If you would like to present a
paper / run a workshop along
the general theme, or on any
other topic of interest to the
professional communicator, 
or simply register for the Confe-
rence, please contact Carol or
Georgina at the ISTC office for
further details.
Further information is available
from3)

September 29 - October 2, 1999
Universidad de las Americas 
Cholula/Puebla, Mexico

Technical Writing in the
Americas:
Ending and Starting a 
New Millenium 
The 4th Congress of the Americas

The Latin American Congress 
of the Popular Culture Associa-
tion/American Culture Associa-
tion is currently seeking pro-
posals for presentations on
International Issues in Technical
Writing.  We are especially inte-
rested in papers on issues that
affect tech writing and trade
between the US and Mexico or
other Latin American countries,
but any international issues will
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National Contact 
Persons (NCPs)

Austria: Victoria Koster-Lenhardt 
vkosterlenhardt@eur.ko.com
Australia: Julie Fisher 
+61 3365 2592 (fax)
strype@onaustralia.com.au
Belgium: Patrick Goyvaerts
+32 3 240 3759 (fax)
goyvaerp@bec.bel.alcatel.be
Canada: Ron Blicq
+1 204 488 7294 (fax)
rgi_ron@compuserve.com
Denmark: Thomas O’Connor 
+45 4226 9322 (fax)
toc@foss-electric.dk
England: Gerry D. Gentle 
+44 1462 483 480 (fax)
ns68@dial.pipex.com
France: Jean-Paul Bardez 
+33 1487 56566 (fax)
Bardez@club-internet.fr
Jeff Allen
+33 1 43 133330 (fax)
jeff@elda.fr
Germany: Brigitte Beuttenmueller
+49 711 657 40 13 (fax)
Beuttenmueller.B@t-online.de
India: Guru Kamath
guru@bom5.vsnl.net.in
Israel: Julian Zelenko
+972 9 771 8189 (fax)
techstyl@netvision.net.il
Netherlands: Rob Punselie
+31 4027 57710 (fax)
pres@stic.nl
Norway: Tove Østberg 
+47 2202 6050 (fax)
tove.ostberg@comtext.no
Spain: J. Antonio Bardera Pinuela
+34 45 185 099 (fax)
Dr. Rodolfo Beceiro Mangold
+34 925 22 89 18 (fax)
rrbbm@intercom.es
South Africa: Jan Roodbol 
+27 1283 1553 (fax)
Sweden: Johan Naesstroem 
+46 8 648 00 37 (voice/fax)
johan.nasstrom@odata.se
Switzerland: Reto Schilliger 
+41 1 767 18 66 (voice/fax)
r.schilliger@access.ch
USA: Jeffrey L. Hibbard 
+1 9149 452 018 (fax)
jeffx@us.ibm.com
Thomas L. Warren
+1 4057 446 326 (fax)
twarren_osu@osu.net

Please feel free to contact either
the Editor or your NCP for any
questions concerning TC-Forum.
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be considered as well. Presen-
tations can be in either English
or Spanish.

To submit a presentation, send 
a proposal of not more than 500
words, and a one hundred word
abstract to:4)

To learn more about the 
Congress, visit our website at:
http://gente.udlap.mx/~rich/
congress99/index.html 

30-31 October 1999, Nagaoka 
Institute of Design, Japan
4th ASIAN DESIGN 
CONFERENCE
International Symposium on
Design Science

The Japanese Society for the
Science of Design, the Korean
Society for Design Studies, the
Chinese Institute of Design, and
the Design Research Society, are
pleased to announce the 4th
Asian Design Conference - Inter-
national Symposium on Design
Science.

The conference aims to promote
international exchange of 
research findings in the field of
design science. 
All papers and presentations are
to be in  English.

For further information contact:
4thadc@syst1.ti.chiba-u.ac.jp 
(In English or Japanese) 

24 - 26 November 1999, Mannheim:
tekom-Conference
Technical Information in the
World-Wide Web
International delegates are very
welcome.
For further Information visit
www.tekom.de

12 - 14 June 2000 London, England:

Forum 2000
Technical Communication 
Leading the Way

INTECOM is pleased to 
announce FORUM 2000, which
will be held from June 12 to 
14, 2000 at the Commonwealth
Centre in London. This unique
conference invites technical
communicators worldwide to
participate in a multifaceted 
discussion of our profession. 
If you have ideas to share, or 
if you are interested in what
other professionals will be
doing and thinking, FORUM
2000 is for you.

Details on Forum 2000 have
already been printed in 
TC-Forum 3-98 p.16 - 17 

The Program Committee
requests urgently to ask the 
following contact persons for
details before submitting
proposals.

Peter Greenfield
pegre1@abbeynational.co.uk; 
+44 1908 343388 (fax from
Europe) or
Ellen Fenwick
fenwick@cyberhighway.net, 
+1 208 853 0335 (fax from 
outside Europe) 

Deadline for proposals:
1 July 1999

1) Gesellschaft für Terminologie und 
Wissenstransfer (GTW) 
Universität Innsbruck 
Fischnalerstr. 4 
A-6020 Innsbruck (Austria) 
Fax +43 512 507 2966 
http://gtw-org.uibk.ac.at 

2) Accademia Europea Bolzano  
Via Weggenstein 12/a 
I-39100 Bolzano, Italia

Europäische Akademie Bozen  
Weggensteinstraße 12/a 
I-39100 Bozen Italy 
+39 471 306 111 (voice)
+39 471 306 199 (fax)
LSP99@eurac.edu
http://www.eurac.edu/LSP99

3) ISTC Conference '99 
Blackhorse Road 
Letchworth Herts SG6 1YY England 
+44 1462 486825 (voice) 
+44 1462 483480(fax) 
istc@istc.org.uk 
http://www.istc.org.uk

4) Technical Writing in the Americas
Dr. Michael Gos 
Department of English and 
Communications 
Lee College PO Box 818 
Baytown, TX 77522
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