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To Test or Not to Test

by Victoria Thomas
recent discussion on the Techwr-1 list covered the topic of
requesting a potential new hire to take a writing or editing
test. While responses were wide-ranging, they all voiced one
of two general opinions:

» Do test to better judge the skills of your candidates, but be sure to
include this requirement in the job listing.

» Do not test as it will insult the highly-skilled candidates and scare
candidates that do not test well under pressure.

While I recognize that an interview is an opportunity for both
sides to make decisions about the candidate’s fit into the company, I
question why anyone would be insulted by a writing test. This
should be an opportunity for potential employees to “show their
stuff.”

In the past, I have used writing samples and resumes to determine
the qualifications of candidates. I find that usually I am looking for a
candidate with the aptitude and the desire to do the job, rather than
one who possesses specific tool skills or product knowledge.

I recognize that I need to train any candidate on the company
procedures and tools that we use.

Because our team produces documents in a variety of formats,
I am also looking for a candidate who is willing to accept new
challenges, often on short notice. If a potential employee balks at
taking a writing or editing test, my first impression would be that
this candidate may not be a team player and is less willing to take
the occasional menial writing task [1to complete a poject. I have
just defined personality here, which is vital in the hiring process.
Granted, it’s difficult to tell if a candidate is well suited for the
job through the interview. We can all learn new procedures and
processes, but it's how we get along with one another that really
counts. A candidate’s positive personality and enthusiasm to
learn = teamplayer.

When the new employee starts on the team, I review his or her
skills. In retrospect, this may be too late to see if [ /the new employee
is uncomfortable in revising the work of another unknown writer or
Uif Uhe or she is unfamiliar with editing symbols and the use of style
guidelines. While this may not have affected the decision to hire, it
Udefinitely aflects how much training time I need to arrange.

While questions can be asked in an interview, it is difficult to
determine the level of knowledge without a demonstration. For
years companies have given business-letter writing, typing, and 10-
key tests to potential employees to determine a minimum standard.
A writing or editing test serves as a potential gauge of what training
is required to bring this candidate “up to speed’ and defines a
minimum writing and editing standard.  MC

Editor's Note

The November/December newsletter included an error in the Pro Web URL for the article
“The Pro Web Web Site.” Please note that the correct URL for the Pro Web Web site is
http:/fwww.stcrme.org/prowebl.

We apologize for the error and any frustration you had in trying to find this new resource.

STC International Office

901 N. Stuart St., Suite 904
Arlington, VA 22203-1822
(703) 522-4114

stc@stc-va.org

www.stc-va.org
www.stc.org (chapter and regional infomation)



President’s Corner
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by Larry Prado

hat is our job here? We are writers and artists
W and we create, motivate, and educate. I highly

encourage you to add to your skills, experiment
with new publishing tools, and otherwise add to our form
of expression. But there’s something else that we can
create, and I hope my words here will encourage
your growth and in turn help everyone else on
this planet grow as well.

We're only a few steps into a new millenium
and maybe we’re not quite sure of our footing.
Where do we go and what do we do now?
We're all relatively safe and the world has
not been wracked by calamity and disaster
as tabloids have predicted.

When you woke up on January 1, 2000, the
morning light looked the same, you ate break-
fast, and you wondered if you had too much fun at the
New Year’s Eve party last night. You may have gone for a
walk, spent the rest of the day eating or being with family
or friends, and then gone to bed about the same time. It
reminds me of a line in a song: “Nothing changes on New
Year's day.”

But something is different isn’t it?

It's no accident that a significant change in the calendar
year makes us feel like things are going to be different
now. You may feel that now is the time for all in the world
to be “right,” to be peaceful, to be more exciting, happier.
Please hold on to those thoughts! As thoughts are percep-
tion and perception becomes reality, we will have the
world we all hope and pray to create.

This world might have greater bounty and fewer short-
ages, too. Wouldn't it be nice to have love, forgiveness,
friends, money, good jobs and projects, compatible web
browsers—and maybe STC president’s columns that talk
more about our work and less about hope, dreams, and
pop songs?

It is this belief of no shortages that manifests material
and nonmaterial things. What if Alexander Graham Bell
had given up and said “No one would ever use the phone
thing I've been fooling around with”? What if Galileo had

Coming in the Next Issue ...
udging is in process for the STC Rocky Mountain
Chapter Art, Online and Publications competi-
tions. We are pleased with the response to our

competition.

We received over one hundred entries covering most
categories, and even some entries from other regions.
Judges reviewed all the entries and made their decisions
in December and January. All entrants will receive

W A
Prado
us hurts all of us. Perhaps this not-so-gentle reminder will
help us realize that it is time for change.

A Chance to Create It Again

said “You're right, O Church Leaders, the sun does move
around the earth”? Why would anyone create something
called a light bulb when no one had the tools (electric
power, wiring, sockets, switches, warning labels) in their
home, office, or barn to make the darned thing work?
These guys weren’t insane or crazy—they just
believed.

The massacre at Columbine High School
just before the 2000s contained many indi-
vidual and intimate meanings for each of us.
For me, one thing, one truth, sticks in my
mind—we are all connected. Were this not so,
how is it that we (and the rest of the world)
could be so deeply touched by the loss of 15

lives and the injury to countless others, most of
whom we didn’t even know? What hurts one of

But by the same token, what heals or helps one of us
heals or helps all of us, and it’s here that we can have the
world we long for.

It's easy. It starts with a change in our perception—the
belief that we can have the world we dream about. It then
takes some action on the part of each of us. We can share
our wealth with others, we can let that driver merge in
front of us at a busy intersection. We can help someone
struggling with work, give our kids an extra hug, tell
someone special that we love them, forgive those who
seem to bring us trouble—and we can even just say “hi”
to that person we don’t know at the STC meeting. Heck,
you can even tell yourself, “I'm just going to be happy
today.” When you extend kindness to a friend or stranger
(or yourself), or share a positive belief, someone else gets
the same idea and they pass it on to another, who then
passes it on to another. Next thing you know, we have no
shortages of love, friends, forgiveness, money, better jobs
and projects, and compatible web browsers.

During your walk through the 2000s, try laughing more,
loving more, forgiving more, and smiling more—let’s see
what we can create this time! I wish all of you great joy,
love, happiness, health, and wealth. IRC

feedback and some high-level winning entries will be
submitted to the International-level competitions in
January.

Check the March/ April issue for all the details.
Plan to attend the Competition Awards Banquet on
March 16, 2000 to conratulate the local and international
award winners and view their work. MC
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Floyd, that’s another story! Thanks to hurricane
Floyd, STC had its first “virtual Board meeting”
this fall.

We may not have executed business in the environment
we had planned—we were supposed to meet on the
South Carolina coast on the same day that Floyd came
through—Dbut we still were able to conduct business.

N either rain, nor snow, nor dark of night ... but

The following paragraphs describe some of the decisions
made at the Board meeting.

The FY 2000 budget was approved. With expected
income of $4,574,500 USD, our budgeted surplus for the
year is $12,019 USD.

The board approved a new dues structure effective
January 1, 2000. Regular member dues will be $110 USD.
Student member dues will be $45 USD.

Five merit grant or loan applications were approved:

» The Atlanta chapter’s $3,000 USD grant will help
establish their scholarship program.

» The Chicago chapter’s $1,000 USD loan will support a
series of technical training programs, and its $2,000 USD
grant will be used to start a public relations program.

» The Wisconsin chapter’s $3,000 USD grant will be used
to develop and expand their mentorship program.

» The Aloha and Los Angeles chapter’s multi-chapter
$6,000 USD loan will be used for the joint Region 7-Region
8 Pan-Pacific Conference to be held in October 2000.

The External Relations Committee (ERC) presented a
two-year plan that will develop and roll out the STC
brand. The first step in this plan will be to publish the
Request for Proposals (RFP) for Brand Development,
which was reviewed and approved by the Board. The
vendor selected for this phase of the plan will conduct

& October 1999: Fall Board Report

by Tracey Chiricosta (Region 2 Director-Sponsor)

branding research—interviewing and surveying various
STC audiences—and work with a team representing all
aspects of the Society to determine preliminary brand
components and tools. At the May 2000 Board meeting,
the brand and tools will be presented to the Board for
approval. Keep your eyes open for the RFP, which will
be posted on www.stc-va.org in October.

The guideline for the Teaching Fellowship for Practicing
Professionals was approved. Under this new program,
which is similar to the existing Faculty Internship Grant
Program, the Society may award stipends to enable
practicing professionals in the field of technical
communication to serve as adjunct or visiting faculty in
colleges and universities. If you are interested in learning
more about this program, the guidelines will be posted on

www.stc-va.org in October.

Starting in the year 2000-2001, an online category will
be added to the existing hard copy category for the
International Student Technical Writing Competition.

Many committee management appointments were
approved. Included in these appointments are the
managers of the External Relations committees:
Donna Sakson (Puget Sound), Corporate Identity;
Amy Dolcourt (Los Angeles), Community Outreach;
Jeff Staples (Houston), Public Relations Resources
Network; Deborah Silvi (Houston), Corporate Support;
Katherine Staples (Austin), 50th Anniversary; Dave Garrett
(Rocky Mountain), Special Project - Promotional Booth;
Mollye Barrett (Wisconsin), Special Project - Technical
Communications Celebrations; and Lottie Applewhite
(NorthCarolina), Special Project - Journal Editor’s
Fellowship.

The appointment of Charles Fisher (Washington, DC)
as Technical Program Manager for the 49th Annual
Conference in Nashville, Tennessee was approved.

IMC

A New Technical Writer Looks at User Manuals

by Randall Voight

company's guides. I reviewed 35 manuals, covering

how to install and use consumer electronics products
like satellite receivers, TVs, and VCRs. These guides were
all produced for use in North America, in the 1990s. My
review concentrated on format and gross contents. I did
not explore detailed contents because I judged that all the
manuals were at least adequate and it was impractical for
me to test them. Here are my suggestions for improving
such guides.

I surveyed user manuals in hopes of improving my
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Please Note: This article reflects only my own opinions, and
is not endorsed in any way by EchoStar Communications
Corporation.

Feel (First Impression)

First, a manual should be a handbook, not a document. So
if possible, use a page size smaller than the standard U.S.
or European letter, but not too small. Keep the manual
light, but not so much so that it feels insubstantial.

See “"Manual Review” on page 10.
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Book Review: PDF with Acrobat,
Ted Alspach, Peachpit Press 1999 ($17.99)

by Jo Davies (jodavies@uswestmail.net)

Guide to Acrobat 4.0 is a useful book for a first-

time user of Acrobat. It provides simple and
concise information on many of the popular features of
Acrobat 4.0. Alspach summarizes the process of creating
PostScript and PDF files in a couple of pages, which is
certainly easier to absorb than the two chapters in the
Acrobat online help. He covers annotations tools in some
depth, as befits such a popular feature. The tips on blend-
ing HTML and PDF files are neatly written, as is the
discussion on graphics strategies. Examples are relevant
and easy to follow. Overall, the book is well paced. An
adequate index, combined with the chapter bleed tabs,
makes it easy to find information on specific subjects.

P DF with Acrobat, Peachpit’s Visual QuickStart

On the downside, the organization of the book is occa-
sionally puzzling and could be a hindrance to new users.
For example, different aspects of note annotations are
discussed in chapters 7 and 10, and it isn’t made clear to
the reader that much of the material in chapter 7 applies
to the various other annotations described in chapter 10.
The same type of split discussion occurs for multimedia
(chapters 7 and 13).

The page view (Fit in Window) feature is discussed
under “Making the Text Fit in the Column.” (| The heading
perhaps reveals a graphic design bias that non-graphics
users might find difficult to interpret.

mmortality
by John Hedtke (www@hedtke.com)

{l 've always felt that helping people get jobs is the best
| thing you can do for them. Lots of things go into this:
teaching interview skills, helping them structure
resumes to sell themselves more effectively, getting them
up to speed on a new software package that’s The Hot
Thing, providing internship opportunities, even teaching
them basic “Dress-for-Success” skills. All of this takes a lot
of time and energy, but that’s okay; this is my personal
contribution to the Great Work and I like doing it. But I
have wondered why I do all of this and, over the years,
I've come up with an answer.

Helping someone find a job gives you a good feeling
right away. Someone comes to you in need, sometimes
rather desperate need, and must find a job. You can give
them a hand up, put them in contact with the person who
can use someone with precisely their skill set, tell them
that if they structured their resume a little differently it
would make all the difference. They take your advice,

Sometimes, it isn’t easy to understand why Alspach
highlights the option he does in situations where multiple
choices are available. For instance, the obvious way to
advance to the next page in Acrobat is to click the next
page button on the toolbar. Alspach, however, chooses to
describe only the page down key (which doesn’t always
move you to the next page, depending on the size of
the page) or the cumbersome Document > Next Page
approach.

Readers should be aware that it is somewhat Mac-
centric, as evidenced in the discussion of launching and
using Distiller and creating PDF files from PostScript files.

The book is not without inaccuracies, but the inaccura-
cies are minor compare to the omissions. A number of
topics aren’t covered at all. Create Adobe PDF, digital
signatures, exporting and importing annotations, struc-
tured bookmarks, and SendMail are a few of the features
not discussed.

Despite some shortcomings, at 192 pages, PDF with
Acrobat fulfills its promise to use pictures rather than
lengthy explanations and to get Acrobat users up and
running in no time. Definitely a buy for first-time
Acrobat users!  MC

they get the job they’re after, and voila! They’re no
longer in need. They feel good and so do you.

Five years later, you're looking for a job yourself. And
the people that you’ve helped are out in the community
working, possibly not at the same job, but they're launched
their own careers and are moving ahead. The people you
helped in the past can tell you about jobs that they now
have to offer or positions they’ve heard about from peers.
And if nothing else, they can provide references about
what you’ve done for them and others in the past. That'll
feel good, too.

Fifty years from now, you're going to be remembered by
dozens, hundreds, possibly even thousands of people who
you've been able to help get a new job, break into a new
career, or publish a first book. They’ll remember you
fondly for the help you provided without strings, the
energy you added to their lives. That's immortality.

And it doesn’t get any better than that.  SMC
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by Jane Bender

people in STC? Have you been considering

volunteering for STC, but aren’t sure how to get
involved? If so, we have some great opportunities for you.
We need your help to make the 2000-2001 membership
year as successful as our prior years. [/dke a look at the
volunteer opportunities below:

I I ave you been wondering how you can meet more

» Vice President. Help form chapter policies, goals, and
objectives.Act as liaison with local universities. Helps
coordinate STC activities and events. This position leads
to the chapter presidency in the following membership
year. Typical commitment: One hour/week

» President. Conducts meetings for chapter council.
Helps form chapter policies, goals, and objectives. Assigns
duties to officers and appoints assistants as needed.
Typical commitment: Five+ hours/week

P Secretary. Records and reports board meeting minutes.
Prepares correspondence related to chapter business.
Assists with chapter communications. Typical commitment:
Five hours/week

Now'’s Your Chance to Make a Mark
in the New Millenium

» Nominating Committee (Two positions). Recruits
volunteers for STC officers for next membership year.
Evaluate qualifications of prospective candidates. Respon-
sible for preparing the election ballot, counting, and
announcing results. Typical commitment: Two hours/week
(Please note that the Treasurer’s position is not included as it is
understand that Mary Jo Stark Ucontinues to hold this office.)
We’d love to have you join our winning team of
STC pros who offer their talent and skills for the Rocky
Mountain Chapter. If you're interested in getting involved,
please contact an STC Nominating Committee member:

Kim Weathersby
(303) 236-4268
Kim_ Weathersby@amsinc.com

Jane Bender
(303) 930-6293
Jane bender@den.invesco.com

IMC

Remember you can make a difference!

Report from Northern Colorado: We're Alive and Kicking! .

by Sandy Lieb (Ft. Collins, Colorado)

With the help of new STC member Betsy Pfister,

who found a congenial, smoke-free meeting place,
seven of us met for happy hour in Fort Collins in October,
and agreed to organize as a professional /social group.
Even though a number of people couldn’t attend the
happy hour, they are interested in future events.

We are the invisible STC RMC members. Many of us
live in the Longmont/Greeley / Fort Collins area. We're
full-time workers and independent contractors who read
this newsletter and national STC publications, subscribe
and contribute to the listservs, and share the professional
concerns of other technical writers. We’d like to attend
meetings, network and participate more fully in chapter
activities, but commuting to meeting sites is very long and
difficult. The commute can take two hours to drive from
Fort Collins to J.D. Edwards in rush-hour traffic. For these
reasons, I'm generating some interest in a writers’ group
for Northern Front Range members.

T he embryonic Northern Colorado SIG has hatched!

At Sportscaster’s Restaurant in October, people from the
STCRMC, Boulder Writers’ Alliance, and Tech Writer’s List
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took the opportunity to socialize and get to know each
other. Both full-timers and independent contractors felt
isolated professionally and wanted to meet other writers
to share skills, network, and find job contacts. We also
discussed the possibility of organizing a carpool to
StorageTek, the closest RMC meeting site for Northern
members.

In December, we had lunch at the Olive Garden, and
have tentatively scheduled our next happy hour/meeting
for Friday, January 21, from 6:00 to 8:00 p.m. at a [1location
to be announced later. I've encouraged each member to
bring at least one other person to the meeting.

In February, I'll send out a survey to Northern members
to discover who we are and what we want from this SIG.

If you’d like to help organize, or if you have a taste
for nachos and margaritas, please contact Sandy Lieb at
<slieb@ezlink.com>.

Email is best, since I'm an independent contractor and
am frequently on the phone or the Internet. Otherwise, call
me after 5:00 p.m. at (970) 482-0831. IMC



Upcoming STC RMC Chapter Meetings

When: Thursday, January 20, 1999
Where: J.D. Edwards
One Technology Way, Denver
Admission:  Members $5
Non-members $8
Students and J.D. Edwards employees, free
Agenda: 5:45 - 6:30 P.M. Networking and snacks
6:30 - 6:45 P.M. Photos of past presidents,
associate fellows, & current
council
6:45 - 7:00 PM. Group photo of meeting
attendees
7:00 - 9:00 PM. Announcements and program

When: February 17, 1999
Where: Storage Technologies Corp.
Check www.stcrmc.org for map and details
Admission:  Members $5
Non-members $8
Students and StorageTek employees, free
Agenda: 5:45 - 6:45 P.M. Multimedia Special Interest Group
5:45 - 7:15 P.M. Networking and snacks
7:15 - 9:00 PM. Announcements and program

New and Transferring RMC Members

G[ To Downtown

To Colorado Springs

To J.D. Edwards

We now boast a total of 665 members! The following new and transferring members are all

located in Denver:

Cyndy D. Beal Sara R. Boddy
Laura B. Emerson Robert W. Hubbard
Christopher W. Husted Patrick A. Keyes
Mary A. Oliver Kathleen L. Paine
Patricia J. Steinholtz Pamela J. Sumberg
Emily K. Wagner Karen J. Luepke
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