To China and Back – Linda Oestreich shares her insight on the state of technical communication in China
By Jessica Arguilez Baris

Immediate past STC president Linda Oestreich was still recovering from jet lag when she shared the story of her two-week journey to Beijing, Guilin and Shanghai with a delegation of 15 technical communication professionals.  Their trip sprung from a joint effort between STC and the People to People Citizen Ambassador Program.
As leader of the delegation to China and a champion of technical communication, Oestreich said the professionals she traveled with had very specific goals.
“We met with Chinese professors, graduate students, professionals and dignitaries to discuss the interests and challenges Americans and Chinese professionals face in technical communication,” she said.  “We also were interested in learning how we could start an STC chapter in China as well as an STC China SIG.”       
At Peking University in Beijing, Oestreich and her delegation met with Professor Lai Mao-Sheng of the Department of Information Management and received presentations from several of the university’s professors and graduate students.
“The professors and students covered a diverse range of topics—media, literacy in China, the importance of CIOs in their companies and how they are becoming more prevalent, and how to turn technical information into business information,” Oestreich said.  “Professor Lai was one of the most interested people in what STC does.  It was great to have him express so much interest.”  
During the trip, one of the first differences she noticed between American and Chinese technical communicators is the way each view the end-user of a document.

“Chinese professionals revere people with knowledge and education, so they don’t see it as important to explain to them how to use something.  And end users feel it’s their fault for not understanding,” Oestreich said.
“In China, if you are able to read and write English, then you are hired to write for Western consumers,” she said.  “That’s why we spent a lot of time talking about the skills you need as a technical writer.”

Another popular topic was virtual reality.  Oestreich explained the phenomenal popularity and growth of the virtual world “DotMan.”

“DotMan is a business-focused virtual world similar to Second Life,” she said. “It has around 150 million Avatars and 7 million of them are online at any given time.  Virtual worlds like DotMan are very popular in China and are used for business meetings, banking, and distance learning.”
The delegation’s trip to China wasn’t all work and no play.  On “cultural days” Oestreich was able to climb the ancient steps of the Great Wall of China, stand before Tiananmen Square, enter the Forbidden City, and witness the breath-taking green fields of rice plantations.  Oestreich’s enthusiasm made it clear that her trip to China was rewarding both professionally and culturally.
“I experienced nothing but graciousness and willingness to be open to knowledge from my hosts,” she said.  “So many of the professionals I met in China want to maintain contact with us and build their connection to professional societies for technical communication.”

“As for the cultural experience, I think the Chinese have an incredible ancient history that they take for granted.  They focus so much of their energy on what is today.  That is the attitude of the people I met.”

Visit Linda Oestreich’s blog at http://techcommchina.livejournal.com to view photographs and read more about her delegation’s experience in China.  

