SIG Summary: From technical writer to information engineer - adapting to a changing identity

Virginia Allen-Terry Grenoble Networks Division, Hewlett-Packard France 5 Avenue Raymond Chanas, Eybens 38053 Grenoble Cedex 9, France Telephone: (+33) 76.62.54.67 virginia_allen-terry@hpgnd.hp.com

SUMMARY Technical communicators in the computer industry are currently witness to a paradigm shift in their identity. They are being solicited to perform roles, ranging from technical writer, human factors engineer, editor and documentation production specialist to multimedia specialist.

Their identity however remains ambiguous both within and outside the community. As borders between technical communities disappear with the widespread use of new technologies, writers must now be both engineers and communications specialists.

This SIG allows us to share our experiences in order to identify the issues, with the ultimate goal of achieving success in this new environment. Part of that success is dependent on finding common ground between ours and other communities, particularly that of development engineers, wherein we can develop our added value.

KEYWORDS writing, technical communications, information engineering, professional identity.

OBJECTIVES • Raise the issue of a challenged identity and define the

problems.

• Identify our added value and where we fit into the

technical community.

• Share experiences, best practices and success strategies. • Create and maintain a drive within the profession

centred around this question, which could be carried forward into a focus group and a follow-up workshop at a future CHI conference.

ORGANISATION • Introduction and presentation of some issues. • Open discussion of these and other issues, and

experiences.

• Small group discussion of issues, best practices and

strategies for success.

• Feedback session and proposal for report and further

action.

TOPICS Some of the reasons for this evolution are found within the changing climate of communication development environments, where new technologies such as the Web and production media through desk top publishing have caused the borders between different functional areas to disappear.

Factors such as ergonomics, customer demands for information access and the consolidation of resources due to financial and organizational constraints have precipitated the evolution of a new profession, that of the information engineer.

• What is our internal and external professional identity ? • Can we successfully perform all the tasks which are expected of us ?

• Do we have the qualifications and the skills ? • How can we recombine our skill sets to ensure efficient technical communications ?

• Do we have to be engineers to be writers ? • What is required to train an ‘information engineer’ ? • Should technical writing course curricula be changed ? • Do we provide added value in the development chain ? • What is the focus of our added value ? • What are the new directions in technical

communications ?

• What is the common ground between information and product engineering ?

• What do we own as technical communicators and what we should mobilize other communities into owning ?

PARTICIPANTS This SIG is open to technical communicators of all kinds and from all cultures, and to anyone implicated in and curious about the current and future state of technical communications.