Portraying your passions

Job satisfaction needn’t end with your retirement \9

Communicator

The Institute of Scientific and Technical Communicators
Summer 2010

T

2 A 1\ |11} m\

fréé-iﬁ.‘;

‘ Ty \j\
“”“H\\\I\\\unuu n;“

iyl

/ "“-?‘b_“q?ﬁ‘:; %‘ _.——-'_-1"".‘]_-1-:' j " 2 a |

~ 4 i kA .
. ] *-5--__1 . Designing and mgjstratmg\
5 ent for Iotalis‘atior‘z




W cthods

Laying the foundations for success

Nicky Bleiel discusses best practices that can help to save time
and generate higher quality outputs when single sourcing.

Technical communicators have been single
sourcing projects for many years —and we
have tools that make this easy to do—but if
the project isn’t planned correctly, the outputs
produced will not be as usable and logical as
they could be. Proper planning also increases
writing efficiency, so by starting with a good
project foundation we can save time and
produce higher quality outputs.

In this article, I will discuss best practices
and methodologies for single-sourcing projects.
Using best practices helps to reduce repetition,
missing information, indecision and rework.
You will create logical documentation for
your users, no matter what the output. This
article will focus on developing software
documentation, but is applicable to any single-
sourcing project.

Let’s start at the beginning:

I'd like to start by providing context. In this
discussion, the definition for single sourcing is.
Techniques used to create some combination

of documentation for:

= Multiple output formats (such as a printed
manual and online help)

= Multiple audiences (such as versions for
administrators and managers)

= Multiple deliverables (such as user guides and
quick reference guides).

A single project can deliver all of the above with

proper planning and organisation (Figure 1).
Before any writing begins, determine the

documentation deliverables. You will probably

be creating a help system and a PDF manual as
a minimum (although if something isn’t needed
by users, don’t produce it), but you should
consider incorporating quick reference guides
and tutorials into the project. You can use
conditions (we will talk about those more later)
to output information as separate deliverables.
If these deliverables aren’t originally planned
for, they are often spun-off into separate
projects; this adds extra work later.

Topics and paradigms
Structuring and organising topics are key
to project success. Some of us write in a
traditional book format (chapters, sections
and so on), some of us write topics as separate
chunks of content. Neither is more correct
than the other; you can write either way and be
successful. Ultimately, if your project is planned
well, the end user will not know which paradigm
you used; they will just find each output logical
and the information findable.

Sorting out the content first, and creating and
using topic architectures will keep you on track
no matter which method you use.

Sorting content

To create topics that make sense in all outputs,
we first need to determine what topics we need.
After that, we can decide their structure and
order. Start by deciding what information about
your software application needs to be covered
in each of the following categories.

Housekeeping

What mandatory topics must be included?
Welcome topics, system requirements,
installation, end user licence agreements, and
support information all fall into this bucket.

Functionality

The core of your product is what it does to
solve your users’ problems. Note all of the
major functionality of your product, using
terms that users would use, not the internal
names.

Reference

These topics provide information that is not
topic-based in nature, such as glossaries and
tutorials. Reference topics are not mandatory,
but can make outputs much more useful.

For example, if your product includes special
terminology, creating a glossary and linking to
definitions from the appropriate places in the
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online help can be very helpful to users, and it
is easy to do.

User Interface (Ul)

Software documentation has another
sub-requirement: context-sensitive help within
the user interface. For this, you need to analyse
the user interface and note the dialog boxes and
other interface items that will need specific help
topics. Those topics will generally be dropped
into the functionality bucket later, but they
should start in this category so that they are
not overlooked. Special requirements (such as
embedded help) may require additional user
interface topics not normally needed.

An existing project can be reorganised using
this method. After you've sorted the content,
you can more clearly see what is missing... and
also what is redundant.

Creating topic architectures

Creating pre-defined topic architectures makes
it easy to structure your topics so that you
neither omit information nor repeat it in several
places within your project. If there is an existing
topic type theory you would like to use, take the
time to analyse it and adapt it for the needs of
your project.

To create topic architectures, first determine
what you need. For example, my project
included embedded help, so I needed user
interface overview topics that explained
windows, ribbons, panes and so on at a high
level. I also needed an architecture for context-
sensitive help for dialog boxes. Another
architecture was needed for conceptual
overviews of major functionality. Work out what
architectures you will need and then decide
what should go in them, keeping in mind the
way the user will find them; for example, a
dialog box topic should always explain how to
open the dialog box, because the user may have
found the topic through a search. You want
users to know what they have to do and how to
get there.

When you create your topic architectures,
be sure to compare them and verify that
requirements are not repeated among them, and
that nothing is missing. You can create three
or four to start with, and add more later if you
find that you need them.

Conditions and variables
Tagging information for different uses
(conditions) enables us to create a single project
with many outputs. Creating chunks of reusable
text (variables) makes our work much more
efficient, so let’s talk about them now.
Conditions are essentially ‘markers’ that allow
you to flag specific information for different
things. Using conditions, you can mark specific
text or graphics to display only in specific
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instances: by output type (such as HTML Help,
manual, JavaHelp), or by customised attributes
(audience or deliverable), or by a combination
of these. Attaching conditions to topics, entire
documents or chunks of text gives you quite a
bit of flexibility.

Single sourcing solely for multiple output
formats will generally not require using
conditions, unless you have specific information
that should only appear in one output. If you
write in an output-neutral way, that should not
be necessary.

Using variable text, you can manage content
in one place and reuse it across your project
because the help authoring tool will insert the
text at designated places in the final project.

If you are going to use conditions, determine
what your conditions are and create them. Note
what text is used repeatedly with your project,
and create variables for that information.
Variable text can be as short as your company
or product name, or it can be longer pieces of
text, such as descriptions of dialog box fields.
It is common for software applications to use
the same fields in several dialog boxes. Instead
of keeping that description in several different
topics, create a variable for it and insert it
where needed. If it is repeated more than once
in different contexts, it should be a variable.
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Putting it all together
Now that you know what topics you need to
create and how they should be structured, you
can create your project architecture. Put your
topics (parents) and subtopics (children) in
order. You can do this in an Excel spreadsheet,
on a legal pad, in a wiki —whatever you prefer.

Of course, different outputs could have
different project architectures, but you first
want to get all of the topics from your four
buckets into a logical order.

After you have done that, assign the
appropriate topic architecture to each topic.

Following this methodology really is easy, and
it does not have to be linear. You can work on
different pieces of the puzzle at the same time.
When working on the project architecture, you
should put topics in priority order (with the
least-used functionality lower down in the table
of contents). If you need to cut topics because
of time constraints, those will be the ones taken
care of in the next release. This is much like
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using the reverse pyramid in journalism.

Overall, one of the big takeaways is that you
will find that you spend less time writing
because you know exactly what information
belongs in each topic, so nothing will be missed
or repeated.
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