

1

Elizabeth Pinckney

Career Reflection Report

ENGL 3104, Dr. Carolyn Rude

What is technical communication about?

The twenty-first century ushers us in with more gadgets than the average twentieth century person can keep up with. From cell phones complete with cameras, internet browsers, and global positioning systems to miniature DVD/CD players just right for road trips (or class), every technological marvel requires its users to act in specific ways to enable the promised results. People can only act in these specific ways when they are given clear, usable directions for taking the necessary actions. Technical writers help people find out what they need to know in order to do what they need to do. While many technical writers do create such documents as users’ instructions and software help manuals, professional writers work in incredibly diverse fields on very different kinds of projects. However, when one looks at the profession and its people for the big picture, some patterns surface. The next section discusses three characteristics common to professional writing jobs.

What does it take to be a technical communicator?

During his graduate research at Texas Tech, Brad Butler (2003) interviewed twenty-seven “early career practitioners” in the field of technical communication who were thought to be successful by their former professors. Eleven of these twenty-seven technical communicators he profiled in a chapter called “Early Career Practitioners: Profiles.” Though these people represent a wide range of fields and actual job descriptions, each of their jobs as technical communicators require high motivation, flexibility, and familiarity with technology.
Technical communication jobs require high motivation. In today’s fast-paced world it is not uncommon for employees to work on multiple projects at one time. Keeping on top means meeting deadlines with quality work—and most people’s contributions depend in some way on the contributions of others. Technical communicators must be highly motivated to get work done well, on time. While more and more people recognize the value of technical writers, in some companies technical writers must make a place for themselves. Professional writers with high motivation have a much better chance of proving their value to the company by seizing available opportunities or making opportunities where there are none. Shannon Everhart provides a good example of a motivated individual. Butler (2003) writes, “[Shannon] has proven an integral part of the Airlift Company, moving from a jack-of-all-trades, lone technical writer to proving the need to expand the technical writing group. She has, thus, elevated herself to a supervisory position and opened up her role, redefining it as a project manager.”

Technical communication jobs require flexibility. Working with other people always requires a degree of flexibility—this goes for almost any relationship, but particularly for work relationships where one person depends on another in order to get his or her own work done. Adaptable employees also fare better when others disagree with their ideas. They persuade or compromise to work through problems. A technical communicator’s work environment also requires flexibility. As Butler (2003) writes about Matt Osielski, “He finds the ‘last minute’ and ‘always changing’ atmosphere at Qwest energizing. ‘I like the fact that there are different projects to work on always. Things are always changing—it is never the same routine […] I like the pace of things. It is quite fast, but I’m pretty adaptable.’“ While many technical communicators’ education includes courses in using different software or programming, not everyone’s does. Technical communicators must be willing to learn new skills to keep up-to-date with their surroundings.

Technical communication jobs require familiarity with technology. An online list of “Technical Communication Skills” initiated by Debbie Stewart outlines several software programs technical communicators rely on to help them do their jobs. The list includes a “general” category listing “Graphics software packages, Word processing software, Online authoring software, Online editors, Desktop publishing, and Project planning software” (2003). The list contains names of specific programs that fall under the above categories. Mike Parcher, another of Butler’s profiles, had to learn about several different technologies to be more effective at his job. Mike reports, “I said, ‘OK, I’m going to attack all of ArcView,’ which is a software tool, ‘and I’m going to learn about using import 71 to change a coverage to a shape file.’ What I would do is hang out with people and just listen” (2003). Mike’s willingness to learn technology he didn’t already know made him a much greater asset to his company.
Do I have what it takes?

These three characteristics of careers in technical communication are well met by Butler’s profiles. But how do I line up? In what aspects of motivation, flexibility, and technical skill do I have strengths? Where do I need to grow?

Motivation. As is true for most people, I find that I am most motivated when I have a personal interest in the project I’m working on. Taking on a project for an employer is motivating because my reputation (and job) with that employer is on the line. Not only is my name and position on the line, but my employer’s name is also. I am motivated to do quality work when I know that I represent my employer and myself in my work. However, my motivation level is fairly related to concrete tasks. I do not tend to be a “go-getter” in general. Also, I have little desire to work my way up the corporate ladder. However, I do like to produce quality work. I need to work on being more motivated to pursue projects and more disciplined to see them through to completion. One way I’m working to improve my motivation level is by reminding myself of the consequences of not being motivated. Because I’ve often had to deal with the consequences of pushing work off till the last minute, I’m learning to be more proactive.

Flexibility. While I am growing in this area, flexibility has never been one of my stronger traits. The freedom of having a college schedule has given me opportunity to experiment with how I use my time. Even this semester, I’m learning to take more opportunities to get work done even when the conditions aren’t ideal. Learning to be more adaptable would also help me transition more easily from one task to another. Relationally, I’m learning to be more flexible by exercising more patience when others’ plans disrupt my schedule.
Technical skills. This is definitely an area where I can improve. Last semester during a class called Technical Editing and Style, I learned much about using Microsoft Word to a fuller capacity. This semester, in a class called Designing Documents for Print, I will be learning rudiments of several software programs I would use as a technical writer. Learning the elements of these programs will give me a good foundation for expanding this knowledge later.
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