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By Alan Pringle

It is a common stereotype that structured au-

thoring is rigid, unbending, and free of crea-

tivity. In my experience, the opposite is true. 

Creativity is necessary to develop structured 

<xsl:variable name=  level-1-family  >SansBold</xsl:variable>

<xsl:variable name=  level-1-size  >14pt</xsl:variable>

<xsl:variable name=  level-1-line-height  >15pt</xsl:variable>

<xsl:variable name=  level-1-weight  >normal</xsl:variable>

<xsl:variable name=  level-1-style  >normal</xsl:variable>

<xsl:variable name=  level-1-indent  >0pt</xsl:variable>

<xsl:variable name=  level-1-color  >#000000</xsl:variable>

<xsl:variable name=  level-1-space-before  >42pt</xsl:variable>

<xsl:variable name=  level-1-space-after  >4pt</xsl:variable>

Figure 1: Typical XML-to-PDF process

In their early efforts to gather formatting infor-

mation, Scriptorium’s stylesheet programmers 

extracted specifications from the paragraph 

styles, table styles, and so on, in the existing DTP 

templates. The programmers also received a list 

of changes from the template designers. Often, 

the designers made requests such as:

  •  Make the chapter heading a little bigger.

  •  Change the heading color to the new corpo-

rate blue. 
These requests were perfectly reasonable, but 

programmatic formatting requires specific 

numbers. How many points is a little bigger ? 

What is the Pantone color code for the corpo-

rate blue?To improve communication between template 

designers and stylesheet programmers, a Scrip-

torium stylesheet programmer developed a 

process that relies on…stylesheets!

First, the programmer added detailed code 

comments to the stylesheets. For example, for 

the page size settings, the comment reads:

Physical page dimensions. US Letter is 

8.5 in x 11 in; A4 is 8.3 in × 11.7 in. 

Dimensions that accommodate both paper 

sizes are 8.3 in x 11.0 in.
He then developed another stylesheet-based 

process that extracts the code comments and cre-

ates a Microsoft Word file. The Word file explains 

each setting and includes the default value. The 

template designer reviews the settings, modifies 

the values as necessary, and returns the revised 

Word file to the programmer (see Figure 2). 

Using the Word document to collect values great-

ly streamlines the development process. Pro-

grammers receive specific measurements they 

can add to the stylesheets. Also, the detailed code 

comments serve as a reference to those who later 

maintain the stylesheets. 

Flexible layouts for well-de-

signed print publications
Automated PDF formatting works well for tech-

nical communication. But what about highly-

designed content for printed books? How can 

companies enable flexibility in print/PDF lay-

outs generated from structured content?

Flexibility in PDF output was a requirement 

for a company’s printed study guides. Pro-

duction specialists, who designed layouts 

in Adobe InDesign, refined layouts by ad-

justing the positioning of images, how text 

breaks across pages, and so on. The design-

ers ensured that the visual flow of content 

helps readers comprehend the information.

In its transition to structured authoring, the 

company needed to preserve the high-quality 

layouts. Automated PDF formatting was not 

good enough because of the need for precise 

control over pagination, line breaks, and so on. 

Scriptorium programmers developed stylesheets 

that transform the source XML content into an 

InDesign-compatible XML file. 

Here is a sample of the source XML content:

<p>When developing a test bed, it is 

important to ensure that you cover 

<b>all</b> basic cases for your re-

quirements.</p>
The transformed XML includes references to 

styles in the InDesign template, as shown in the 

following sample:

Figure 2: Word file excerpt with page size information

Balancing standardization

against the need for creativity 

Structured authoring doesn’t have to be the adversary of creative writing. Three case studies reveal how 

companies can balance standardization and creativity for optimal documentation.
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flexibility in how content is developed and dis-

tributed.Three short case studies based on Scriptorium 

Publishing’s collaborations with clients illus-

trate how companies can balance creativity 

and standardization. The case studies are:

  •  Designers communicating layout specifica-

tions to programmers for automated out-

puts
  •  Flexible layouts for well-designed print pub-

lications  •  Evaluating efforts to customize procedures
Designers communicating lay-

out specifications to program-

mers for automated outputs
Desktop publishing (DTP) software offers tem-

plate designers a visual interface for develop-

ing the formatting of print and PDF output. The 

interface shows what the page will look like: 

the page size, the font for each paragraph, the 

spacing between paragraphs, and so on.

This visual aspect of template development is 

missing in structured workflows that generate 

automated outputs. Instead, programmers use 

a text or XML editor to develop stylesheet code 

that defines formatting. So, how can stylesheet 

programmers and DTP template designers col-

laborate most efficiently to identify formatting 

specifications for automated output?

Extensible Stylesheet Language-Formatting Ob-

jects (XSL-FO) is a common solution for creating 

PDF output from XML content (see Figure 1).  

Coding in the XSL-FO stylesheets controls the 

formatting of the PDF output. The following 

sample code defines first-level headings:

<ParagraphStyleRange AppliedParagraphStyle=  ParagraphStyle/body  >

    <CharacterStyleRange AppliedCharacterStyle=  CharacterStyle/$ID/[No character style]  >

    <Content>When developing a test bed, it is important to ensure that you cover </Content>

    </CharacterStyleRange>

    <CharacterStyleRange AppliedCharacterStyle=  CharacterStyle/bold  >

    <Content>all </Content>

    </CharacterStyleRange>

    <CharacterStyleRange AppliedCharacterStyle=  CharacterStyle/$ID/[No character style]  >

    <Content>basic cases for your requirements.</Content>

    </CharacterStyleRange>

</ParagraphStyleRange>

Image: © tiero/istockphoto.com

workflows, and – if developed with the 

specific requirements in mind – these 

workflows enable creative solutions. 

Business requirements often demand 
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SummaryTo develop custom content targeted 

for varied output formats and audi-

ences, enterprises have traditionally 

focused on content reuse and sin-

gle sourcing in an industry charac-

terized by tight budgets, resource 

constraints, stringent timescales, 

and non-negotiable quality. Foster-

ing reuse without accounting for the 

context and structure results in unus-

able documentation, from the con-

sumers’ perspective. By way of XML 

markup, technical communicators 

are able to identify the structure and 

type of information contained within 

a document, regardless of how the 

respective information is used across 

various output formats. It is important 

that the industry prioritizes the use of 

structured authoring over leveraging 

XML, as the former drives how con-

tent is labeled within a document to 

ensure the right level of reuse. XML is 

one of the ways to implement struc-

tured authoring.  

  •  Information typing using struc-

tures and tag-driven semantics 

that remain valid irrespective of 

how the information reaches the 

consumers    •  Specialization of information 

types depending on who the 

consumers are

XML or structured 
authoring? XML can be falsely deemed the key 

solution. Technical writers feel that 

by moving their enterprise content 

ent of how the information is used 

assumes great importance in XML. 

In short, XML provides a software-

independent documentation en-

vironment that facilitates reuse of 

information where a singular set of 

content can satisfy the requirements 

of a multitude of audiences or for-

mats. Extending the concept further, 

DITA offers an XML document type 

definition (DTD) that embodies: 
  •  Topic orientation in the sense 

that technical communicators can 

entirely focus on the content with-

out dipping into the various for-

mats in which the content might 

be read

to XML, they will instantly have the 

ability to reuse and seamlessly deliver 

content across channels. What XML 

does indeed provide is the ability to 

tag or label content at a granular lev-

el. However, it is important to remem-

ber that what is labeled and how it is 

labeled is crucial. For effective reuse, 

it is essential that the labeling is accu-

rate and contains the correct set of in-

formation. Thus, in most cases, while 

technical communicators choose 

XML to carry out reuse, this generic 

view dilutes the need to ensure 

that labeling is correct. In other 

words, the emphasis should be on 

embracing structured authoring 

rather than leveraging XML. All the 

choices technical communicators 

make with regard to technology or 

methodology in the form of XML, 

DITA, DocBook, or others are driven 

by the type and granularity of struc-

tured authoring adopted during 

their projects. XML is only one way 

to implement structured authoring.  

References•  www.marketwired.com/press-release/Proven-Content-Reuse-Strategies-

for-Authoring-Efficiency-Identified-1167002.htm 

•  http://xml.coverpages.org/DITA-ReuseByReference.pdf 

•  http://everypageispageone.com/2014/01/27/xml-is-not-the-answer/ 

•  http://thecontentwrangler.com/2008/10/27/content_reuse_is_it_harmful/ 

By Keith Schengili-Roberts

The birth of DITA
IBM developed Darwin Information Typing Archi-

tecture (DITA) in the early 2000s when it needed 

to upgrade its proprietary, SGML-based Informa-

tion Structure Identification Language (ISIL) and 

resolve its issues with producing standardized 

content. 
During this process, XML was introduced, provid-

ing a new, more concise way to formulate data 

formats. The World Wide Web also came into its 

own at this time, which forced technical writers 

to rethink the prevailing book model in favor of a 

(web) page-based model. This was further refined 

into a more granular and typed topic-based 

model. As a result, DITA began to grow and IBM 

released the idea freely to the OASIS standards 

body. 
Many things have happened since the initial 

release of DITA 1.0 in June 2005. As of 2015, the 

authoring and publishing software tools industry 

ASD Simplified Technical English (STE) 

term checker STE helps to make instructions as clear as possible. 

But, STE has many grammar rules and thousands of 

dictionary rules. To remember all the rules is difficult. Can you 

remember the approval status of the word fluid? * 

  - Not approved   - Approved as a noun 
  - Approved as an adjective 

  - Approved as a noun and as an adjective. 

Can you remember your organization’s technical 

terms and the unapproved alternatives? 
The STE term checker from TechScribe helps you 

to make sure that your text conforms to STE. 

Free trial: www.simplified-english.co.uk 

 

 

* Fluid is approved as a noun only, unlike liquid, 

which is approved as a noun and as an adjective. 
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By Keith Schengili-Roberts

The past, the present and the 
future of DITA As the DITA standard celebrates its 10th anniversary this year, we reflect on its existence 

over the last decade and note how much has changed in the way we think about struc-

tured technical documentation. DITA continues to evolve with the DITA 1.3 specification 

expected to officially release by the end of 2015 and Lightweight DITA pointing to other 

ways the standard can be used.
Image: © barsik/istockphoto.com
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By Leah Guren

In my technical communication courses, I always 

set up a forum in the online classroom in which 

students can introduce themselves. It is both 

charming and terrifying when I realize how 

young some of the participants are. I look at these 

fresh-faced young men and women at the very 

beginning of their career and I think, “I have shoes 

older than them.”

Yes, it’s true. I’ve been in the field 35 years and the 

time has flown by – perhaps because I like this 

profession very much and I have enjoyed a certain 

degree of success. And yet, I sometimes wish that 

I could go back in time and have a forceful heart-

to-heart with my younger self. There are so many 

things that I had to learn the hard way, and so 

many mistakes I could have avoided.

But since time travel is not possible, I can only share 

my insights (gleaned from painful inexperience and 

cheerful ignorance) with all of you starting your 

career:

1.   Take better notes. Seriously. Write it down. Listen 

to the clients. Rather than sitting there and 

formulating another question, actually listen to 

what they say. Taking notes forces you to listen 

and process information, while talking less. You 

learn more about the project requirements and 

reduce the risk of forgetting details (not to men-

tion the embarrassment if you have to go back 

to the client and ask something twice).

2.  Keep your resume and portfolio up to date. I 

usually kept my resume updated, but I didn’t 

always think about adding new content to my 

portfolio. Some clients had strict NDA (non-dis-

closure agreements) in place, so I was not able to 

use their real documentation. Had I “sanitized” a 

sample from the docs at the end of each project, 

I would have always had a robust assortment. 

This is much better than scrambling at the last 

minute to find something appropriate to show a 

prospective employer or client.

3.   Invest in soft skills. In those critical first three 

years of your career, don’t just focus on tools. 

Tools are necessary and yes, we get a certain 

buzz from mastering a tricky DTP or a new HAT. 

But don’t neglect soft skills. Things like time 

management, people skills, and even sales skills 

are incredibly useful. I cringe when I think about 

mistakes I made through poor interpersonal 

skills, or projects that quickly got out of hand 

because I didn’t know how to estimate and track 

them. 

4.   Learn beyond your current needs. I’m a big 

believer in continuing education, and this is a 

career that truly demands it. But most of us focus 

on what we need right now, rather than study-

ing what will help us in the future. I was teaching 

a topic on writing global-ready content, and one 

participant said, “We don’t do any localization at 

my company.” She seemed to be annoyed that 

she had to hear about something that wasn’t 

immediately useful to her. Two months later, she 

wrote that she had changed jobs and suddenly, 

this was a hot topic. Studying something that 

interests you (for example, video editing and cre-

ating “How to” clips) is not a waste just because 

your current job does not let you use those skills. 

The fact that you learn increases your opportuni-

ties to move your career in that direction.

5.   Take time to be kind. We are all facing deadlines 

and work pressures. It is easy to become very 

self-centered and focused entirely on our own 

little problems. That person who is asking for 

help may seem annoying, but you can be a 

mentor and a positive influence, even if you are 

only spending a few minutes. I was woefully im-

patient with coworkers when I was young; now, 

I have learned that we all learn from each other. 

Recently, I took 20 minutes to help someone 

on-site with one of my clients. He was an older 

gentleman who was trying to do something 

with PowerPoint. Only afterwards did I learn 

that he was one of the original founders of the 

company and, while no longer working there, 

still wielded significant clout. By being kind and 

helpful, I had made a valuable ally. 

6.  Stay away from energy vampires. The flip side 

of being kind and helpful is learning to distance 

yourself from people who can suck the life out 

of you and derail your career. You know who 

they are: the negative types who spend the 

strategy

whole lunch hour bad-mouthing others or 

gossiping; the people who steal credit for your 

work; passive-aggressive coworkers who don’t 

talk directly to you about a problem, but go 

and complain to your boss. We tend to be more 

trusting and naïve when we are young, and 

can be held back by hanging around negative 

people. A colleague once confessed that he 

had never learned FrameMaker because one 

of the senior engineers used to sneer about it. 

“He pretty much bullied me into not learning an 

important tool just because I thought he was 

cool and clever.” I’m happy to report that my col-

league has since taken courses and learned the 

basics.

7.  Exercise. Let’s face it − this is a very sedentary 

career. There are many well-documented health 

problems relating to sitting in front of a com-

puter all day. Invest in your health and fitness. It 

is one of the best ways to keep up your energy 

and spirits.

Do you have another career tip for those just start-

ing out? I’d love to hear from you.

If I had known

then what I know now:

words of advice to a new TC
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 www.cowtc.com
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 · Dienste

· Technical articles · Publications  
· Membership 

· Career & Education 
 · Conferences

· e-magazine  
· Events · News  

· Services 
 · Education & Training

tekom.de  tekom.eu tcworld.info

Banner 
advertisement 

Package deal
Book a banner advertisement on  www.tekom.de / www.tekom.eu 
and save 

10%
on the banner advertisements on 

www.tcworld.info

Booking options:
Monthly banner advertisement. 

In addition, you can display 

your banner in selected categories.

Reduction for repetitions
Buy ads by the bundle 3 months 6 months 9 months 12 months
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Advertorial

Topics
Exhibitors can choose from the following topics:

•   TBA

The advertorial presents exhibitors with a unique opportunity to 

reveal their know-how within the selected topics. It consists of 

a short text, company logo, web address, and booth number at 

the tekom fair. It is also possible to include a small infographic or 

image. 

Key benefits
•    Present your organization  

- Draw our readers’ attention to what you know best

•   Gain visibility  
-  Your company logo will ensure that your company is reco-

gnized at a glance

•   Prove your excellence  

- Readers will realize your expertise and topic knowledge

•   Distinguish yourself  

-  Our special advertorials stand out boldly from other 

magazine content

•   Reach out to your target audience  

- tcworld magazine’s circulation is over 4,000

What’s included
•     Publication of your half-page advertorial 

in tcworld magazine, Issue 4/2016  

(publication 10/25/2016)

•   Publication in our online conference portal 

•   Editing services, layout and print reviews

Technical requirements
•   Text

- Header: 40 characters max., incl. spaces

- Sub-header: 400 characters max., incl. spaces

-  Text: 1,600 characters with infographic 

or 2,000 characters without infographic, 

incl. spaces

•   Graphic material
- Resolution: min. 300 dpi, size: 6 x 4 cm

- Format: JPG or TIFF

•   Company logo (vector graphics)
- Resolution: 1,200 dpi

- Format: PDF/EPS/TIFF

Price and deadlines
Half-page advertorial: 710 EUR + VAT

Booking deadline: 09/06/2016

Submission deadline: 09/12/2016

Promote your business with an advertorial 
in tcworld magazine

business culture

november 2015   
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Technical communication: a wicked problemAs technical communicators, we aim to deliver just enough information to users when and 

where they need it. But new technologies such as Augmented Reality and the Internet of 

Things provide an ever-increasing number of use scenarios – leaving us with little to no 

knowledge of our users’ context. Nemetics offers a solution here.

November 2015

November 2015   

6

7

News
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Gartner, Inc. has highlighted the top ten technol-

ogy trends that will be strategic for most organi-

zations in 2016. The research firm defines a stra-

tegic technology trend as one with the potential 

for significant impact on the organization. These 

technologies impact the organization’s long-term 

plans, programs and initiatives.

The top 10 strategic technology trends for 2016 

are:

The device mesh 

The device mesh refers to an expanding set of 

endpoints people use to access applications 

and information or interact with people, social 

communities, governments and businesses. The 

device mesh includes mobile devices, wearable, 

consumer and home electronic devices, automo-

tive devices and environmental devices – such as 

sensors – in the Internet of Things (IoT).

While devices are increasingly connected to back-

end systems through various networks, they have 

often operated in isolation from one another. As 

the device mesh evolves, we expect connection 

models to expand and greater cooperative inter-

action between devices to emerge.

Ambient user experience 

The device mesh creates the foundation for a new 

continuous and ambient user experience. Immer-

sive environments delivering augmented and vir-

tual reality hold significant potential but are only 

one aspect of the experience. The ambient user 

experience preserves continuity across bounda-

ries of device, time and space. The experience 

seamlessly flows across a shifting set of devices 

and interaction channels blending physical, virtu-

al and electronic environments as the user moves 

from one place to another.

3D printing materials 

Advances in 3D printing have already enabled 3D 

printing to use a wide range of materials, includ-

ing advanced nickel alloys, carbon fiber, glass, 

conductive ink, electronics, pharmaceuticals and 

biological materials. These innovations are driv-

ing user demand, as the practical applications for 

3D printers expand to more sectors. The growing 

range of 3D-printable materials will drive a com-

pound annual growth rate of 64.1 percent for 

enterprise 3D-printer shipments through 2019. 

These advances will necessitate a rethinking of as-

sembly line and supply chain processes to exploit 

3D printing.

Information of everything 

Everything in the digital mesh produces, uses 

and transmits information. This information goes 

beyond textual, audio and video information to 

include sensory and contextual information. In-

formation of everything addresses this influx with 

strategies and technologies to link data from all 

these different data sources. Information has 

always existed everywhere but has often been 

isolated, incomplete, unavailable or unintelligi-

ble. Advances in semantic tools such as graph 

databases as well as other emerging data clas-

sification and information analysis techniques 

will bring meaning to the often chaotic deluge 

of information.

Advanced machine learning 

In advanced machine learning, deep neural nets 

(DNNs) move beyond classic computing and in-

formation management to create systems that 

Gartner identifies the 

top strategic technology 

trends for 2016
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