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My kauckles white, I cluiched the steering wheel for the entire fifty-minute drive
to Peoria. Why was I so nervous this time, I wondered? After all, I'd been through
the fuiing doill belowe: résuné, letter au\“ﬁﬂv ledglng the tdaamé, yuﬂ\,\, phonc call to
gather more information, o e Gl b set up e tinie of Gur meeting, blah,
blah, blah. So far so good. I 'liked Emma alizady. So why ali the panic? “Well, for
one thing, Carol,” T sa1d aloud, “you look hke a big dork wﬁh that cast st1ck1ng out
below your paioch sohoolgh] plaid skirt.” Maybe Ill g ;:, s polats when I
hobble into the receptivn arca, Okay, what do I know about ARB TCLALu\)any Sc-
lutions? They were a seftware startup oL, owned by three men, ARB devel-
oped customized sofrware foi industial applicctions and wanled to hire another
swriter to fill a business wiiting need they had. Thzs need inc i
plovee huandbook, desig siness forms, penerating the co
a regular basis, and 5o o1.

Emma said that ARB was located in a newly remodeled bm}dmg m the heart
of the city’s riverfront relwbilitation project. She sl mentioned that ARB was mov-
ing. As [ pulied into the paikiig lot, I

i

briefly woidered wheie to.

The reception area wasn't as for-
midable as I had thought it would be
In fact, it included just me and a very

young receplionist, I waited, trying to
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be patient with the discomfort of the cast on my leg and with watching for Emma
to appear from behind the security door. As if she had read my mind, she opened
the door. T was face to face with a slender wosan, pluf ably of my age, full of en-
ergy. Her vibraat biue eyes were set off by brown halr Her smile welcomed me, re-
ally made me feel that she wanted me there. It was the start of a beautiful friendship,

Two mouths later, Emma and I were siiting in adjoisiog cubicles, plawing
through our respective writing projects. So far, T enjoyed the blend of work, partic-
Glarly when it focused maore on busingess iopics. There was someihing about how the
writing impacted people that really struck a chord with me, From past work experi-
ences (many of them negative), I felt very capable of laking the employee perspec-
tive to heart and kuowing the impact of policies on the individual and the work
ciavironment, Hven though new to the company, I wanted to advocate for my
coworkers, Lwasn'tjust a tech writer who would write anyiling that an yone wanied,
L often struggled with managers and colleagues to fad just the right wording and (o
caution thein against the impact of bad policy,

Ernma was the only other tech writer on staff. Her position had evolved into
an intriguing and chall g blend of writing, project management, sofiware de-
velopment, and ﬁcguimlo;l with ihe owners of ARB. She was a techie at heart and
extremely capable of {aking on the programumiers and engineess when it came to soft-
ware design.

L looked over my shoulder to see Emmia typing furiously in a Word document,
She systematically filted the screen with topics, all vrganized in a logical hierarchy.
How did she do that? I sat in silent amazement, then decided to ask her,

“How do you do that?” I asked, breaking into her feverish typing,

She rofied back fn her chaly, lovking puzzled, and replicd, “What do you mean?”

“I mean, you can slam out a user manual faster tian T ever could. You open
up a blank document, set up headings and subleadings, and Al in the blanks with
info you drag out of the programmers. Not to mention the fact that you're the god-
dess of Word and Doc 10~ Help " I went on to telf her how I was even more im-

i sility. She never let her “technicalness” get in the way of her
end result: wiiting a user-friendly, reader-accessible docuinent.

She hesitated, almost cmbarrassed by the praise. Finally, she said, “I'm
amazed by your abmqy to build a story, to look at things from such a bmad pet-
spective while still ha;uilb ait idea right on the head. I look over and you're just sit-
tmg there in silent, deep thought, T used 1o thmk you were spacing out. But then you
would slart typing nonstop, and voild, you would come up with a full story, thorough
but without fitler and BS.”

She contiaued, “I think part of my speed on the technical side has to do witl
the fact that I actually thought about being an engineer. T spent one year in Towa
State’s program. But it just didn’t do encugli for me, so I switched to English for my
undergrad, which seeined o comnplement my music degree better. 1 focused on tech-
nical writing for a masier's degree because it kept me linked with the technical side,
but studying writing seemed to keep me creative,”

I started to counsider my own background and how it influenced me. T told
Emma about how I realized, in hindsight, that Ilinois State’s program was very well
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suited to me. 1 was required to take not only techuical wiiting classes, but alse those
Ivoiving rhetorie, compusitios, and literature. While others found the nine hours
of lterature painful and tedious, I welcomed them as an escape back to my happy
place: the horme of stories and artistiy.

T told Emma how I had been surprized to be fuscinated and prefoundly af-
fected by composition theories and how the conccpt of suuai consty uctiuu showed

|
ab sut

How do 1 adapt my role Wwiihin a specific eultusal ‘,mm‘;:‘ And, more xlupuﬁdni,
if T do change te fit in with different circumstances, how does this affect my writ-
ing? Is it better? worse? How do I negotiate and navigate within the community to
reach acceptance?

After intently listening to this disseriation, Emma started to talk shout our sim-

ilarities. “Even though my work at Towa State did s far into English studles,
T think that you and I have the same sense (}f audicace, We both take time to con-
sider the people who will use and read our bucks. If we can talk to them, we listen
te what they have to say and use that input in the fnal d
From there we went on to talk sbout visual design, Edward Tufte, and William
Horton. We had both studied design to some degree and were both draws to the
ways that the text and visual con ents of a documient can work together. Emma
also had work experience in applying her visual design skills to websites. .
We paused, E;:-;a;‘ay from vur 1;‘,“,"10115 codvesation about wiiting and couing-
nicaiion, feeling mutually suppoiied and appreciated. Yet over the next few months,
this idealism began to fade for me. It didn’t seem to get me very far on the softwaze-
related prodicis. Tguicidy sow tiat allhough manages ol ARB knew they necded tech
writers; they didn’t really kiuow what to do with us. We were often biought in at the
last minute, far too late to make any positive tmpact on a product. Little did these
miaiiagers kiuow how we (especially Emma) couid belp thein wilh wsabilily testing,
with GUI design, with, 'pIain and sinple logic. 1, too, could have been particularly
helpful in these arcias, onically, because T didn't favor technslogy over peuple.

As I had done sc many times before, T rolled my chair to Emma'’s cubicle.

“Eruma, when you're done with that cuapter can we talk in lhe conference
room?” She nodded, locking seunevwhat e a Jewr cagghe
door as we entered. The light blue walls secined dasker, the ¢
Emrma sat on the corner of the oblong table, making it very dlfﬁcuit to avoid her
vivid blue eves, “I'm quitting ARB,” I blurted out with an utter lack of refinement.
Tears welled in Emima’s eves. I picked at a spot on the table and then swailowed to
remove the prickly lump that had formed in my Huoat,

“1 have a job opportunity with a woman who owns her own cousuliing com-
pany in Normal. She needs a technical writer to work on a bafety rule book, one
who knows Quark. From talking to her, I think that I'd be better suited to the work
ethic and exvircueat that she has created. Her work is focused on helping people

learn. Unlike here, she develops documents and training prograins collaboratively.
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She tikes to think cutside of the box for solutlons.” I paused, waiting for Emma to
respond, Instead, she locked i1l

The silence deafened me, so I cantinued, “Tt is going to be hard for me to leave
you, Uve eijoyed workdng with you and becoming friends. I hope the friends part
will continue. I just don’t think I want to be a part of this business wiymore. T feel
undervaiued because I don't clock as many billable howe as vou do. The owners
imply that my internal witlag projects doat build fhe company as customer projects
do. I'm tired of some programmiers’ altitudes, of being treated like a glorified sec-
retary. They bore me, really. Not everyone is like that here, but you and I are never
truly involved in product development, T want to be someplace where I can make a
difference, where my work pays off. If T want to have ‘real’ value at ARB, or what
they think is real, I will have to write software documentation, learn object-oriented
programnming dieory, and immerse myself in GUI design, I would have ta become
a techie in order to stay there. Deep in my heart, that kind of change feels like los-
ing something, sometling creative and personal.” Again I paused ig again at
that spot.

With a heavy sigh, Emma composed herself. “T can’t <;ay It mamc you, but this
really sucks. I've been discoutaged about the compaiuy’s attitude, but I've always
challenged myself to overcome their aaitsdes sbout gender and their miyopia when
it comes to software development. But I'm getting tired of it, too. Brian isn’t happy
at his work either, 5o we've been talking about our options. ¥ really wonder what's
going to happen here. 've been here long enough to want to stick it out, But on the
other hand, this cavalicr attitude they have in running the business worzies me.
Shouid I get out now or hang on? Without you here, the staying will be palaful. But
really do support your decision. It sounds like the best thing for you. The woman
you know—-she's not hizing two writers, is she?” Emma tried hard o smile, but her
heart just wasn't in it

=i
3 pA

T had avoided him for the two weeks since I'd given my notice. [ really dida’t want
to do this exit interview with him. And who knows what he would report back fo
ihe two other owners. Now was the time to decide if T was going to burn s
The sight of the second owner, Saresh, approaching me broke into my ulOué,llt‘o

“Are you ready for your exit interview?” he asked. As it was so often, his ques-
tion was rhetorical, He really didn't care whether T was ready or not, so we pro-
ceeded into the conlerence room.

After speaking .,Maﬂy about the commaute and other chuices I'd made for my-
self professicnally, I decided 0 lauinch info some of the real ¢ pro blemns Tsaw at ARB.
Oddly encugh, T was still hoping that he would take some of it to heart and make
some changes. The prickly lump was back; I swaliowed hard,

“I think that you underappreciate the contidbution that your writers could
make on youi software projects. I'm fully aware that iy expericice 1s tacking on the
sottware side; however, Emma’s technical knowledge is significant, and she is still
undeiudilized. We both bring user-focused perspectives that can add real value to the
way the programuiess do their work. But as long as they are allowed to sit in their
cubes without contact with the real woild, bringing us in at the end of development,
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the saftware will cortinue to be nonlntuilive {or the user. It won't be the product you
want it to be. o

“There is a lot of talk around here of teams aid waimwoik, but it seems to me
that it is just a bunch of lp scrvice to an ideal that just isn't happ Luli; Oftcn, my
role on the so-called team 1s to “fix’ scanething duat e programmer alrcady wiote
or to do some kind of grammar magic. But Emma and I can bring so much more.
We can help with logical thinking, project management, GUI design:wI knpw you
think ['m leaving because I'm unhappy and hate the ceinmute. But in rgahty, it is
because T don't want to spend every day [iustiated at kaowing that T could make.a
difference if only anyone else besides Enumna cared. Untill l:h(_:re is some progress’m
the way projects are managed and Gntd you bring writess like Bmma in garlj on, I m
not sure that things will suproye” T trailed off to take stock of what T had just sa1.d
and wait for Saresh to respund. He was surpiisingly calin, looking at me with his
caramel brown cyes. '

After a weighty pause, he said, “It seems to me that you really Just don't want
to comrmute, that this has beci hard on you. [ wish you would have said something.
With all the technology at our dizpesal, we could have fixed that, set you up at
home.” ‘

Right, I fhought, techusology can solve everyihiug. _ .

He continucd, “I think you could have learned fivin Dimma more pf v_vhat we
do. Tt may have imade more sense to you. But it sounds as if your new job is better
guited for you.” . ‘

His tone, more than his words, suggested that he meant I was leaving because
1 wasn't equal to the demands of a techunological we 2 . o

“The pace here is intense,” said Saresh. “We have to keep up with technoiogy,
to move forward. We don’t have time to look backward.” .

At the risk of not looking fooward either | thouglit. | knew he was again dis-
missing what I had said, writing me off as someuine who wasn't a techie and who
was leaving for personal reasons. I wish I had that wasted breath back.

That was three years ago. '

My husband has often said that I have the hidas touch W_hen it comes to find-
ing jobs. T found my new job by doing cuili ¢ for Juhf: while working i
ARB. She owns her own corsulting groop, atiom companics bullc
tralzing programs and wiile documentalion related o salety, heal}‘h, policies, apd
procedures. When [ said yes to the position, I didn'l reaily know wqat I was getting
myself into. T did know one thing for sure: Julie focuses oa people;‘her energy and
einthusiasin for the work were what I found intriguing and chailenging.

-3

I sit at my new oak desk without a cubicle in sight. Across tt_le room, Ju.li_e 15 en-
grossed in a conference call with a port ciptain and a lead balser for a major Us.
barge line. She is helping them develop a muie o g

gram, one that opens the Hnes of communication wnoag vessel crews, 1, on the other
hand, am staring at the paper sirewn across my desk, fusiated ;nd cunfused. For
the first time, I'm the lead writer on a monual fos woother basge line company, Na-

1

tional Marine Transport (NMT). The book covers towhout operations, including

STe Shiues Feoaesites
ehilic Ll bay s dladil
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policies, procedures, and rescuice inforuation. We cal! the book VOM, which
stands for Vessel O v Monaal We'te using a team approach to wiiting, and P'm
partnering with the project masager, a port caplain named Dave. | leave tormoriow
for our first tcam mecting, but I feel as if U'm missing cuitical information, Even
though I've tried, T just can’t find answers to the rmaltitide of questions that I have
about facililating (s meeting.

Still knee-deep in source materials and guestions, I patiently wait for Julie to
hang up. In the meantime, my mind starts to wander, Sometimes | shmost long for
those days when T could just be the introvert at the keyboard, generating text without
much contact with e culside woild, At least then I needed aly Lo process iy own
thoughts. But that tactic didi't lesd iself well to the consuiting role that Julie expects
me to develop, | was often so wrapped up internally that I would catch mysell not
listening. I missed or got only part of the infornaton I really needed in order to do
a good job of writing for my reader, Through the lust thee years, [ had waiched Julie
for clues, seeing how she zathered infonnalion uad listening to the questions she
asked. While learning the writing style of the coinpany and our clients {their tone,
their voice, their jaigon), I was forced to quesion how my evolving compmunic
skills and background were compadible with Julie's already mature approach.

“Do you have some time?” T ask. “I need to finish planning my VOM core
team meeting.” Julie has finally Liung ap the phone,

“Where did we leave off from yesterday?”

“I was starting to tell vou about who is on the team and possible options for
the agenda that Dave and 1 have talked about. Shouid we start there?”

“Definitely,” Julie says. “Tell me who you've got coming to the meeting and
why they are there,”

“There are going to be arsund fifteen people, if everyone shows up. From the
boats, we've got two captains, two mates, three englueers, The mates know all the
deck jobs; that’s why we don’t have any deckhands, From the office side, Jack, the
cowpliance guy, s coming. So is Don from safety, We've also LOLTWO lnore purl cap-
tains that work on tralning pregrams, in addiiivn to their other work, Will is com-
ing up from the fleet office in Cairo, Ilfinois. This will help since the fleet and harbor
boats have different operations than the main line boats that run the large rivers.
Overall, I think that Dave has done a good [ob of selecting a Jiverse gioup. The boat
guys ate all involved with de safety certification process that heips them become fa-
miliar with the inauual. 1 think they will have some great insights,

“But I'm very strussed about my lack of expesence in facilitating this kind of
meeting, What if the team membeis resist being invalved and jeopardize the whole
process? How can Tmanage dissent and keep the process on a forward: moving twack?”

Without letting Julie respond, I forge ahead in my anxiety. “T know that I need
to accouiplish two things carly on in the meeting: T want the guys to reslize that this
is going to be an interactive, thought-pros ig session and not just a sitthere-and-
listen meeting. I have to find out what preconceptons they have aboul the manual
and the project. For lutroductions, I'm going to have them partner with someone
they didn’t know or kuow well. After they introduce each other to the group, one of
the questions I'11 have them: ask each other is ‘How do vou use the VOM? If you
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don't, what do you know about it?’ T'll have them write their answers on flip <l
To go a little deeper, I'm. going to post two flip charts, one with the heading ]:uz,zme
and one with the heading TNegative) Ul ask them (o wiite down at least oue specific
detail, a positive and a negative, ab hink about the VOM,

“After this, Dave is going (0 give some the revision process so
far, T hope that he can help the team uindeistand why they are ihere and establish his
authority as lead at the same time, He is going to keep it brief so that we can start
working on the text. And this is where [ get really nervous because T don't know
what to do next. How will I know?”

Julie poaders, ]ettmg my stream of infuiination scak in. “First let me say that
I think your fu tion ideas are solid. It shows your team members that their in-
volvermnent is necessary. As for your stress, T kaow you won'l believe me when T say
you're ready, but you are. Sometisnes you have to let chaos happen, let ideas flow.
Tn this kind of interaclive provess, you often take two steps back to move forward

“u...nb.« cund v

havc Dave and Don. there to wpyurt you. They won't let you down.

“They won't let you down.” Julie's words still ring in my head as ¥ move to the back
of the NMT conlerence room at WMT's uc_.zdﬂawmu in Paducah, Kentucky, The
flip charts the team has pigduced in the first two hous of vur lllCL.mub il the wails
around me, Gary, the chief ¢ :er, has been grlmly silent the whaie time, other
than occasivnally mumibling something to his eagiuesr colleagues. T wish that T had
done someiliiig (0 mix up the seating at the & Lnese clusters of three or four
at each table doi'i see be bl ith whol steruciion. The three stony-
faced engineers back there ook as if they are ploming a coap. “Let chaos Liippen,”
Julie had said. Well, it just llugm

Dave’s voice a.nd the gio iistant. It's now or never, I I
don’ t get Gﬂl’y myaly vu, Dl SECCESS 4y 8 tam 18 i J(Nrmi 57 Withn Tiiy VOMin uiluu-,
1 eve the row of chairs againsi the wail behind Gary. T mcander nonchalanty, look-
ing as if I just need a place to sit dowi with my big book. It isn't long before Gary
mutters soacthing wader his breail. Carpe diem! I lean over and start talking to
Gary’s back. “What did you say, Gary?” T ask quietly.

Gary looks stactled on one level, but oddly expeciant on another. He hpsitates,
“1 said that T don’t think it is a good idea to move the text regarding engine maliie-
nance and fueliing to the seciion after cargo. That’s all.”

1 wait for a pause in the group discussion, “Dave, Gary has some input back
here on the sequence of that mabutenase info, Gary, can you tell Dave more about
it?”

Again, Gary hesitates. Is he zuing 00 move on 1t or hot? My heart races. [ know
thatthisisa nt. 1 clrm t get him in here, die meeting willbe a wash fom
the engineciing standpolnt. Maybe putting him on the spot was a bad idea, What if
he totally claiis up?

Gary shifts in his padded metal seat. As he starts to speak, I hold my b breath,
listening intently, fecling my tension begin to melt now that he is pasticipating. He's
looking at me for reassurance as he explains his reasonling,
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Somehow, I manage to prospt him calialy. “That's a great insight,”

He continués, and T can sense that out of the chaos, some order is emerging.
What he is saying is ratioual, clear. The others are nodding; you can hear the jum-
bled pieces clicking into place Obvicusly, Gary is really smart. These towboaters
Luow their business! And big business it is; it isn't Mark Twain’s river anymore!

Boy, Julie is on the phioie a lot today. I should make some notes so that when I have
her attention, I can plow f1ght in, abkmg her about the VOM plan. Tt docsn's seem
pms1ble that & whoie month has passed since the last meeting, Qur next one is com-
ingup in a couple of weeks, and Pave and 1 still don’t have a full plan. How are we
going to get the team members to tackle the content, to get involved widi the writ-
ing and revision

My reverie is broken by the sound of Julie hanging up the phone “Do you
kave a few nilaiices to talk to me on this VOM staff?” T ask. As she nods her head
yes, T continue. "1 talked to Dave today about our next core team meeting, We de-
cided that we have o get the team members working the cantent. So far, they’ve only
reorganized the document. Granted, the work they did was great. I never would
have come up with that structue in a miflion years. I just dow't know their jo‘os well
enough. The only drawback is that they have moved arcund existing material with-
out getiing into an assessazent of the content. T don't know how o get thein engaged
with ail the company policies and work procedures. They just don't feel empowered
or smart enough to do it, even though Dave and I kaow they are,

“Dave anpd I want you to consult with us on this, as a teacher of writing
process. If you could Iead the cunient review, Dave can work the small groups as
content expert. I would be freed up to work the VOM as a writer, without thinking
about leading the meeting. What do you think?”

“How do you think you'd use me in the meeting?” Julie inquires, munching on
sesarne sticks, _ .

In my mind I assemble all the players in that NMT conference room in Padu-
cah, and T'begin to explain.

In the midst of the second meeting, it becomes cbvious why Julie is needed and how
she can work into the group dynaimnics. 1 glance in Julie’s direction. Her biowa hair
flops forward as she scribbles feverishly in the draft of the VOM, ta..ts.l.ﬂg ‘orders”
from her five group members. They are hammering out nuances of rigging require-
ments. She is surrounded by two hefty port captains {one of them Dave), one young
engineer (Todd), a manager of fleet Op(ﬂiuudub iy, and Juck, the compliance gay.
My team is at a temporary standstill, having o cied our content review of the

maintenance and repair section. It seems best to check in with Julie to make sure
that we are foliowing the writing process. We are trying to accomplish so many
things in our two groups (hat T am already wourded about how to integrate ali the in-
formation back at the office.

I get up from my table, the five “writers” in my group anxicas for a break. [
have driven the smokers into nicotine withdrawall I walk across the room to Julie's
very vocal table, As T upproach, Todd is intently telling Julie something, “No, Pank,
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Julie.,” Julie locks ciosely for any reference (0 pusk in the tiggiog text. As she exam-
ines the book, Todd again says “No. Pank. I said pank.”

With an exhousted 5 u,,,u, Julie gives up. “What are you taiking about, Todd?”

With an undesstanding look and a smirk, Todd picks up the pink highlighi

ives it to Julie, at the same time taking away her vellow one. “Pank, you should
be marking that In pauek.”

Hearty laughter breaks out at the table as we realize that Todd is speaking in
the F\),MF,M language of { the South. T can tell from Julie’s soft expression that she ap-
preciates his MWL We had decided early in the mieeting to mark mand ik
practices witli a pink uig,j.ux&,uu,f and recommended ones in vellow. This distinetion
is very significant to a worker's safety. Unguestionably, Todd s on his toes, invested
in this task.

“How are you doing over here, Julie?”" I ask. Julic Iooks up with tired but still
intense Liown eyes.

“Don't even tell me that you are done over there?” Julie says with a weary
smile.

“No, we were just at a good stopphig poiit. I think that T've pushed Danny
over the edge! We faished maistenance and repan‘ groceries and supplics, reports
and records, and have stucted cidical IL:,r,..u.o.. " 1 look at her text, trying to get a

sense of her process. When she sees me looking over her muumci she comments,
“I know this looks messy, but I think that I've made good notes aboul all their de-

Gly W

Cistons, 'mos ua;ub bll’bj to dun
library structure. Blue means delete the text extirely, they've deterimined that it is in-
correct or ouidaled. Does thls look like what you are doug?

“Yeah, you're geitlig iafo some real detall here. I thiok that is because you are
working on the operating procedures sections. My team’s sccrmns Just haven't in-
Volved as many actual work praci:ccs Ours are more related to global policy, with

wlormational text, That's why we re inoviag faster T think. I was worried that you
and 1 weren't ediiing and rew:iling in the same way. But T don’t think that is the
case.” 1 look up from Julic to find that her five team members are listening intently
to me. Once again, it stvikes me how tovolved iliey are in the process. They are Hs-
tening to every word that passes between Julie and me, making sure that we are on
the same path.

Julie questicss me furilier on niy progress. “1 don't understand what you mean
when you say that your sections are different than ours. I’ m wortied that we aren’t
enpaging with the content at the same degree of specificity.”

As I think about this, I ook at my project lead, Dave. He immaodiately jumps
. “I see what Carol is saying. The type of stuff we're dealin’ with here is very de-
tailed because it's relaicd to the woik, to the operarincf procedures Take this for ex-
ample: ‘Bridle slings, davit holst, hoist block, and cable must all be in good conditdon
and inspected prior to use. When the yawl is in 3 £¢ or o its cradle, use hold-
down straps to hwld the vawl in place” The kind of information that thew group i

reviewing consists of more genecal stutements, like those fhat nvolve compuny pol-
icy on keeping records current or caiiying cenlain cargues.” Julie's puzzled expres-
sion tells me that she is stili uncertain about the distinction that Dave 18 making. But,

& moving text from here to olhicr parls f our New.

Carol Hoeniges It's Not Mark Twain’s River Anyinoie

irue to the feam process, she takes what he said to heart and seems satisfied that we
know the VOM better than she does.

My team comes back fiom bm&k each one lucking at their drafts and gettm;:
on the same page. Danuy, a capiain and a trainer, asks Gary what he thinks about
moving all cquipmentrelaied infoomation (o cne place, the equipinent book of the
library. After staring for a moment at the ceiling tiles, Gary says, “I think it will
work, but only if we can determine what we mean by eguipment.” With his engi-
neering straight-talk, he coniinues, “To me, equipment basically i something that
doesn’t breathe, A blue pipe is a water pipe. That doesn’t breathe, A decikhand that
is supposed to paint the pipe on a regular basis, well, that breathes and probably be-
longs in the piocedures book mstead. But T'm not sure that it can always be that
clean cut.”

As T listen to Gary ftalk, I again admire his clarity. Tt is clear to me how he has
come full circle in this process. In the first team meeting, he was resistant and
grumpy about his role, Now he is sup pqrtivc of the effort but very clear about pos-
sible shorteomings. T like his honesty; you always know where he stands.

“So, how did you think the meeting went?” Using my blue Cldsmcbile as an office,
Julie and I use the five-hour jourzey home from Paducal as an opportunity W de-
brief about our work, Withicut hesitation, Julie says, “I think it went great. Ex-
hausting but fun. I think that you and Davc picked an excellent time to bring me in
for support. [t was the right use of my writing teacher/facilitation skills, and it freed
you up to be a writer. This meeting is also great for us as a company. It gave you an
oppurtuiity to shadow me on woiking a team twough the writing process. This is
great timing because you'll need to be woiking die teamss once we start Cential Rail-
way's safety rule book next year. Before these meetitgs, you were giowlig as a
teacher and writer. But now, you've really put that learning into action.”

Tlaugh. “Well, T hate to adisit it, but this meeting was fun for me, 1 was too
nervous to enjoy the first team meeting, but this one was different, 1 could reaily
see the process as creative, T found all the negotiating, problem solving, and com-
municating to be mventive and dynamic. It seems o hrmg people’s involvement
full-circle. T just really enjoy the giys. They are so gennine, so earthy.”

I ask Julie, “Where do you want to eat? There aren’t many opiicns off this
exit.” Nothing sounds good to me. She offers, “How about Steak-17 Shake?”

I can see the red sign glow in the mist, Only a few more hours to home, then
on to weeks of work at the keyboard. As ¥ brake for the exit, I wonder, with a heavy
sigh, if the mountain of vessel opu" tGons inaterials will twinble olf Gie backseat. We
had guLu\,J ed a Soatload of nfurmation!
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I was a naively optimistic, heuads: ‘
my name. All T had to sustain me Giwough four years of cnllege was adream ... a
dream to teach: Naive as I was, I believed that college giaduation would mark the
end of my angst and economic suffering.
Those days, weehs, and i 3 weie long. I paid Lol oy undcrgmdu“-
cation by working twouly to thirty hours a week while taking fifteen to €
credit hours a semester. Back then [ was a secondary Eoglish cducation majur by
day and a nanmny by night. Life was hard. T was always tized. Outside of school apd
work I had no life; mv oily exiracurricular activity was the Student North Carolina
Association of Eéucators, of which T was chapler piesidont duslng my senior year.
My sustainiug dreamn was to teach high school Buglish afier graduating from col-
lege. Tt took me Four years at the University of uxds Caroling at Chapel Hill to earn
my degree and teaching ceiiificate. In those four years I went to a gra{ld @tal of four
campus parties but [ gf'ddumm will hunois and I owed the university just $3,000.
After &um.;uu.uuu I appm,d for teaching jubs and Ghiained a position at a small
high school in a little town in North Carolina, I was cne of those people who

went to college kncwing exacily wiat I

1
e edu-

crlat

511(.\..[.11

wanted to do with my life. T had always
wanted to teach, Yet T taughi

it for only
nine weeks. I was shocked by the dis-
parity between my preconcepticis of
teaching and the realily before e Dur-
ing the first week of suhioc!, a fellow
teacher’s arm was crushed breaking up
a fight. There were seventeen-year-old
freshmen i thist
In my clusses, There were Wcapons in
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my classiovnt. My stadenls dididt need
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a teacher; they needed a parcm a friend, a counselor, and a disuiplinarian, I didn't
want to be any of those things; 1 WdlltLd to be a tea,cher I calied the parcits of my

students every aight, hoplag o gain their sz ut most of them offered o help,
The nuwjority of thom were not high schoo! gwu ates themselves, One told me that
when her kid was in oy classioom, he was my prot 11, and I needed to learn to

deal with him miysell. Whea e priacipal of the schoo! told her that if her son didn't
behave in school, he would be suspended, she replied indignantly, *You can't sus-
pend him. I can’t be at howe to walch him. He's the school's responsibility during
the day.”

My friends kept telling me to teach at least one complete school year before
tossing in the towel. T commiired myself to he semester. T thought to miysell, “Surely
I can last cighteen weeks.” T was wrong. I developed an uleer, I wasn't sleeping at
night, I cried all the time, and my paycheck was too small to cover ty medical bills,
After seven weeks of teaching, I handed in my two weeks’ notice. T lasted for one
grading period.

Nine weeks after T left Chapel Hill, I packed all my wodldly possessions and
headed back. T had no money and no idea what to do with nuy life. What:does a re-
cent College ginduate do when she discovers that her dresm job is a nightmare? Well-
meaning friends and mentors gave me mggbuum.‘ Scme of them Gicught that [
should become a subsiituie teacher or apply for a teaching job in the Chapel Hill,
Raleigh-Durbum area, where the students wese better behaved and college utieuied,
but I was too jaded by my previous leaching experience 1o cousider these options. 1
didm’t want to enter a classivoin 45 a teacher ever again, I still wanted o teach peo-
ple, to help them learn somehow, bul not in a taditional dasscown setting,

Because I had no money and no job, but still had a lease in another town, T
couid not afford to pay rent, so I had to stay with friends while I looked for a decent
job. A sympathetic formier employer offered me a job as assistant manager in a de-
partment store; huwever, the pay was orly §6.00 an hour. I could never pay rent and
buy groceries with so little income, so 1 kept searchin g I was at a Ioss as 1o how to
conduct & job search, so I went to a ter; 5¢
degree but no fclxyu ieuce, there were a lot of secretarial Jm;:, but notmuch else. Since
L was desperate for money and couldn’t affod to be too picky, Laccepted z job at a
small software company for $10 an hour

My first day at the new job was a disaster. I stuffed envelopes all day long. [
went home and cried my eyes out that night. I didn’t want to stuff envelopes for a

ving. [ needed to think long and hard about what I wanted to do with my life, but
I was clueless as to what opticns were avalluble o me, What did ex-teachiers do?

Desperate for the income, I reluctantly went to work the second day and pre-
pared myself for stuffing cnvelopes But T didn't stufl envelopes that day, or ever
again. The person I was replacing began to train me on the company's software, 1
was going to be grading compuier- and paper-based tests and providing technical
SUppOIT to clients who dido't voderstand how to use the software. My job wasn't
glamorous, but it wasi't stum 13 envelopes cither. T left fairly happy that day, and in
the months that followed my job duties continued to grow and my position contin-
ued to tmprove.
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manual for the test I dldn’t know it ¢ W\.u, but I was 5W1ft1y uLvuAr:.n@, a Lechmcal
writer! Soon T Liad zo much work to do that the owner av ut for me
I hired a college student to come in several times a weeh, | .'frc'*e an instruchional
guide so she could follow the procedures tliat I was esta"lzualuug, for iesiing the soft-
ware, We were still very busy so the owner h_'tFC,u aiothier part-time employee to as-
sist me, Within three e, but a full-time
“’ly}d and Thad
two employees of my owi,

Even though this wasii't a career Job I finally felt I had founda kwfw
which I was succeeding, not _]U‘it 1 was there for only five mauils, but T
learned and accompli time, 1 wrote new tests, heiped design
new 50l s for Lﬁbl.u;m the software,
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for the comupany. T worked uL, 10 sty hwouss a week and oved every minute of it
Asg aresult of all of the ovmmm, T+was able to save »,;m%u moeney to lease my cwa
apartment in Chap{., Hill, Unforunately, the owaer decided hie didn't need my ser-
vices or the seivices of my assistanis once tie tesis were all rewititen and the new
software was done. He fired all three of us. I'm happy to “ﬁpmi that the executlve
divector and it
fire us, so they quit, r1ght there on the spot. The company no longer exlsis,
Somictime during that fivemonth period, 1 had lunch with a friend of mine
who was a senior in the communications ‘,,i,mt;nc:“ ab Horth Corolina State Uni-
versity: I told him about my sow job and how much Terjoyed due work Lwas dolug,
At this time he told me abou! techsical writing, I had never heard the term before,
50 T asked him, “What is technical *m' He told e that 1 was dolng tec
Wnung at work every day. He expl techuical writers wille sofitware and
hasdware manuals, instiud
help; text for webpages; advest tsing iems such as pamphiets, brochares, and
urwsletess; nEwspaper and .Luu&(l.uuu.. articles; and so mrch more. He told me that
technical communication covers business jow UECatic
manuals, proposals, reports, white papes, press reieases, grauat writing, and so on.
“Wowl" 1 thought to mysclf, “T am a techoical writer. And 1 love it! I think I've
found my new career. [ am still teaching poople because ey are Ieuinin
my writing, and I love getting paid to write. Wiiting has ouvvti}o een a2 hobby
mine, [ will need some kind of training In fechud i
*How do you kiuow so much about this?” 1 asked my friend. He told me that
North Carolina State Unlversity offers a master’s degree in technical commnu
tions, and he wrote a story about the pisgian for il 1o wyaper Ive auu\ d}a
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I decided to iah; 6 sume Pw“mmm in m\, pwblm:. T ralked to the dean of the wl‘mu'z
o

and professors who taught technical cormmunication courses, and [ researched e
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field on the Tnternet. I discovered that the state of North Caroling has three colleges
that offer a maatm"s degree in technical commutideation. Of those three schools,

Nurili Carclina State University’s program was the most appealing to me. Every
professor hdd aPhD, urses were offered at night & Twould be able to work
durmjj r the day and go to schioo! at night), the curloudum maichied my interests, the
hiition was reascnable, and the sclicol was only thirty minutes away. I decided to

ap

I had a lot of prepariog to do in order to apply to the program. I would need
to take the GRE, write an essay expluining why I wauted to be a techuical wiiter,
get three recommendations fFom employers and professors, get an offivial transeript
from the University of Noxth Caroling at Chapel Hill detaiiing my vadergraduate
work, and take an ntreductory techuical wriling course. T signed up for the GRE
and began studying forit. T also started contacting technic Less via the Intercet.
1 wanted to find out as much aboat echnical wildng as T possibly could and find a
mentorn After CG“‘ip'n:{ing these tasks, T was happy to hear that Noiik Cuolina Siate
University accepted miy application to enoll in sy,ﬁm& 1997,

After the owaer of the small software company had fied me without warning,
I had to find a job, and guick. I had a lot of bills to pay, and the muncj; n my sav-
Ings account was nmrqﬁg_, uut qa'\_m y. I's difficult to save money when you make
$16 an hour and you're paying &nt, buying groceries, paying an electrle and phone
bill, makmg acar g yu yient, and paying back your school loan. Chapel Hill is an ex-
pensive little town! 1 called the sume tempo
software cowapaiy, and they placed me at another assignment that same day, Un-
fortunalely, they didn’t have any techinical writing jobls, so I had to settle for a sec-
reiesial job. It paid the same as my pI'CVIOu.:» job, but the work was boring, 1 was
misciable again, T decided that T would work there only until T could find a techni-
cal writing job.

Six weeks later [ had a technical writing job . . . at least it was supposcd to be
a technical writing job! 1 was hired to develop and makitain a website for a smail
company. Unfortanaicly, | never got to touch the website. Instead, T was a glorified
office manager of a libvary services firm. | worked fifty Lo sixty hours a week for lit-
tle more than $20,000. 1 did research, supervised four full-time employees, wrote
muonilly reports fon the president of the company, took care of billing, and talked to
clients whenever they had guestions or concerns about our services, Some of this
job was technical m“mg——lhu research and the montily rcpum I was also hucky
encugh to wiite a manual of procedures and design a new brochure, but the job in-
volved a lot of work that was not technical wiiting: Sups s, taking
care of billing, and visiting clicat sites. After nine 1 5, 1 was olfered a promo-
tion that would take me even furiier away fom fechnical weiting. The promotion
would not be accompanied by a raise; nevertheless, T was told that if T turned down
the promotion, I would not have a job at all. Alrcady overworked and underpaid, T
started looking for another job,

I interviewed with many companies for several monihs before accepting an
offer, When 1 started looking for a new job, [ was amazed by all the compaiies Gial
wanted {0 intervicw me. T putmy résumé on the Soclety for Technical Cormmunication's

rary sgeacy that offered me the job at the
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chit, T decided to accept an offer at a Fortune 1000 company
that produces comiputer sultware and hasdware. Now I work for a great company
and have a terrific boss.

My current job provides me more than double my previous salary, great ben-
efits, job duties that interest me, and a flexible work schedule. T de&g‘n and devuup
W(,ui./ué,\.b, perfora ssabiity studies, and teackh cidiess how 1o wiite effectively. With
my fexible work schedule, T can work at L one ur two days a week and take
classes without woirying about whether or not :::-, woik will be affected by iny stud-

ies, I'm learning new S}.uiif! at work every day, and T have the freedom (o pursue my
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In 1994 Aling graduated withan honotirs. B Ain F!enchlizﬂcnsn trasl‘si‘,uan and
a certificare in technical and professional-weiting from Glendan '
Callege {(York University) inToronto, Ontarie, Canada. Aftar a year
ng for employment, she landed her first sechnizal writing

of search
job at CAD\;GFT Corporation, 2 devaloper of CAD-based building/
design solutions. YWhile at CADSCFT she has been solely respon-
sible for trovialy, training manuals, oniine
heip, demos, newslesters, marketing materials, and intarface design.
Although techrisal writing is cor anging, she fnds ¢
profession very rewarding, especially with the recognition and re-
spect she has earned from her colleagies at CADSOFT, Alina lives

ating user guides,

iaually chail

in Guelph, Critaris, with her husband, Ben, and son, Nikolas.

Dressed sharply in my best (and only} Liz Clajborse suit, I tried to breathe deepl
as I waited for my potential employer to enter the room. WNatusally T was very nex
vous, Considering that T was a new grad with 00 experience, it would be hard to con
vince anyone that [ was the right person for ¢he job. I had lost out to others mam;
times over the past year, so my confidence lovel was shot. However, after so man;
disap Fuiuuu‘,inb‘, I had a fiery determination to claim this jub as mine

As I was silently giving myself the “T think I can” speech, a solemmn, mididle
aged man shullled across the floor and sat down at his seemiug'iy oversized desk
Little did T know that Johi would be a key player in my destiny as a goddess.

Wiiein he started describing the
comnpany, a software developer for the
residential building industry, T became
a bit uneasy. 1 didn’t know much about
building houses, and I certainly didn’t
know much about CAD. Naturally I
didn’t let this show, but I could see

Half the buttle was simply trying o un
stand what | was writing about. The progr
interfoce certuinly left something to be
sired, and my fack of building knowledge
a definite abstacle. Oddly enouph, even

i o ) ; ers " o a coimT
that this vpporiunity would be very programmers didn’t have a comy nlete gz
their creation. T top things off, ! ' trad to ke

challenging.

As the first round of guesiioiis
began, I tried to mask my neiv
with an air of confidence and ambition.
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