Getting Real with DITA: Priorities, Process, and Payback

At our January meeting, Jon Pennington and Mark Lewis from Quark® presented structured authoring with DITA within the framework of their new product Quark XML Author for Microsoft Word®. Pennington is the western regional sales manager for Quark, and Lewis is the DITA Product Manager for Usability. Lewis spoke to the group remotely from Florida while Pennington acted as the moderator for the presentation. Despite some quirks with the computer connection, Pennington and Lewis provided a wealth of information on DITA (Darwin Information Typing Architecture) and Quark XML Author.

Quark was the leader in desktop publishing in the 1980s. After losing ground to Adobe InDesign, Quark acquired In.vision Research Corporation, which was known for developing an add-in to Microsoft Word for XML authoring. Quark combined this program with its dynamic publishing software to create Quark XML Author for Microsoft Word, a program that creates and manages DITA-based XML content.

DITA is an "XML-based architecture for authoring, producing, and delivering information"
. In DITA, the content architecture is dynamic, modular, and hierarchical. Content is written as topics, which are structured documents that can be moved around and reused in other deliverables. The topics are organized into a DITA map, which is a "smart" table of contents. Lewis recommends that communicators adopt DITA XML if they have to do the following:
· Translate content

· Publish to different formats

· Spend a lot of time formatting

· Duplicate content

· Ensure accuracy and consistency in text and publishing

The best way to explain Quark XML Author is to invoke an SAT-style analogy. Quark XML Author is to DITA-based XML as Adobe Dreamweaver is to HTML coding. Quark XML Author allows users to write XML-based documents within Microsoft Word whether they know XML or not. This gives anyone in an organization the ability to contribute to XML documents. Other benefits of Quark XML Author include the following:
Greater Productivity. Because Quark XML Author allows the separation of content from format, technical communicators can spend more time writing than formatting.

Increased Information Accuracy. “[Quark XML Author] improves the accuracy, consistency, and relevance of the information [an] organization publishes.”

For more information about Quark XML Author, go to http://www.stc-sd.org/events-meetings/meeting_past.htm and click the January 2010 meeting link.
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