STC November Meeting: Hot Topics Round Table

The STC San Diego chapter held its first Hot Topics Round Table on November 11.  About 20 members engaged in dynamic discussions on: 
· Structured Documentation

· Content Management Systems

· Usability

Each group spent fifteen minutes at a table and then moved to the next table.
The Structured Documentation table was moderated by Suzanne Smith, who was very knowledgeable about Structured Framemaker, the main tool for creating structured writing.  Most people at the table were familiar with structured writing, so little explanation was needed.  Instead, a lively give-and-take emerged, discussing the pros and cons of the topic.  I learned that Structured Framemaker organizes chunks of information in a rigid structure to enforce consistency.  These “chunks” can then be moved around into different documents.  The other participants agreed that most of their time is devoted to creating templates and structure, rather than content.  They also discussed the need for a “content architect” to oversee the writers who are creating the chunks of information.

The second topic, Content Management Systems, goes hand-in-hand with structured writing.  Preston Hathaway, the moderator, went around the table to compare each participant’s experience or expectations with content management systems (CMS).  Only three people at my table had little to no experience with CMS.  The expectations of the participants with more CMS experience included:

	· file management
	· ease of workflow

	· change notification
	· communication over geographical distance

	· security of files
	· “backbone” support

	· ability to use content
	· version control (a must)




The third topic, Usability, was moderated by Walter Hanig.  Usability is communicating information in the least complicated way so users will achieve maximum comprehension.  As technical documentation, including the Web, changes, so do the expectations of usability.  For example, it is no longer essential to fit the most important information “above the fold”, the area of the computer screen that is visible without scrolling.  Web users are willing to scroll if they know they will find the information they need.  Additionally, technical communicators must also balance the delivery of information between small iPhone screens and large wide-screen computer monitors.

The round table discussions energized the group, and several members lingered at the end of the meeting to chat.  Feedback from participants was generally positive:

"This was fun - it was interesting to hear what other people are doing."

"The format turned out better than I expected."

"Great opportunity to exchange information."

To read about each topic in depth, go to http://www.stc-sd.org/events-meetings/meeting_past.htm and click on the November 2009 handout links. 
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