The Various Titles and Roles of
Technical Communicators in Central Florida


What is technical communication?  Is it documentation or is it rhetoric?  How about analysis or even research?  In truth all four of these elements are many more are constitutive portions of technical communication.  Technical communication crosses into a variety of fields and subjects, encompass unique and diverse work settings, and can only be matched in its variety and uniqueness by the individuals.  Technical communicators are known and often referred to by the most common title in the field, technical writer.  Nevertheless, what exactly is a technical writer?  Are they someone who toils endlessly at a computer writing manuals or is it something else?  Hopefully this article will broaden your view into the field of technical communication and what technical communicators do on a daily basis, specifically in Central Florida.
Technical writing is… 

Frequently associated with writing manuals, technical writing is very diverse field.  Let’s break away for a moment from the assumption that technical writers only write “How-to…” books and manuals.  For one thing, there are many definitions to the title of technical writer.  
One description defines technical writing as the science of professional communication where complicated information is converted into easy reading material.  Another description defines technical writing as a branch of the art of rhetoric.  The latest definition is that of analyzing and documenting highly technical information for the general masses.  Define it however many ways you can, in the end technical writing is a sum of all its definitions: written, electronic, and oral communication. 
Anyone can become a technical writer simply by developing an expertise in writing, creating, and arranging documents for daily use. Technical writers’ research and extract from a variety of documents to make and write new documents that can include:
· Reports… 
Reports vary depending on the purpose they serve. For example, a company in the scientific or medical field may require reports that cover information on biological evolution, chemical reactions, or experimentation results.  Likewise, an educational, business, or technical field based company would require report that cover quarterly costs, statistical evaluations, or procedures, to name a few.
· Promotion Materials… 
Although associated with a company’s marketing department, promotional material such as flyers, business cards, newsletters, catalogues, and posters are documents that often find they way into a technical communicator’s hands, frequently requiring their look-over to assure compliance with the company’s set image and ethos.
· Project Proposals…
Companies, specifically those involved in contract bidding (i.e. construction companies, law firms, manufactures) require communicators who can specialize in writing documents that portrays a company’s abilities and efficiencies for a potential project.

· Instructions & Procedures…

Instructions and procedures, also known as manuals, are synonymous with technical writers and communicators.  Unfortunately, manuals for programming VCR’s, TV’s, or other common household electronic equipment has overshadowed the knowledge that instructional and procedural documents delve into various fields, the most common being cooking.
· Graphics and Illustrations…

Think graphic designs and illustrations are only for artist?  Think again!  Lately graphic and illustration concept and design skills have been sought for in technical communicator along with the ability to operate numerous programs that implement written, graphic, and layout task simultaneously.
· Computer Documentation…

The largest and most notable of documents created by technical writers and communicators is electronic and technical based.  This media is created in a variety forms because of varied necessity, diversity, adaptability, and constant evolution.  Some of these documents include:

· Programming (code and script)

· Websites
· Video (filming and editing)
· Multimedia 
· Online help systems 

Working Titles, Descriptions, and Locations 

Technologies change all the time and with it job titles and responsibilities.  Although this article is targeted to the job field in Central Florida, titles and descriptions are fairly the same nation wide and sometimes internationally. You can work as a technical writer regardless if you are freelance, contract, or a permanent employee in three descriptive settings.  You can be an independent writer, a company’s one-person team, or as a member of large writing department.
As an independent technical writer…
There is no easy way around saying that being an independent technical writer can be a bit, if not the most, difficult of the three descriptive settings.  As an independent technical writer, unless your project requires that you work with company members, you work completely on your own.  You research, write, edit, design layouts (or use those supplied to you by the client), and produce the final product. You have to remain on top of things all the time such as meetings, evaluations, and updated information because not only are you working on your own, but you’re also limited on resources (especially time) and will have to depend greatly on yourself to find the necessary data or information from those individuals who are necessary for your project’s completion.   Madeline Bechtold, owner of Madwriter.com, and an independent technical writer herself, recently moved to Central Florida and although she is strong in her skills, she comments that she still finds the market for an independent technical writer to be difficult for the time being.
As a company’s only technical writer….
Being a company’s only technical writer is not as difficult as being an independent writer, but it still comes close.  As the only writer of a company, you have a great deal of responsibility. Though your title can is “Writer” your duties might includes such things as creative presentations, training development, interviewing, researching, editing (not only for your projects, but for other departments), or travel to locations.  
Mike Murray, a senior information developer for Lockheed-Martin designing and publishing marketing material for IT products and services, comments that he has faced more than one difficulty in his profession to date.  Traveling is minimal for him, 98% of his work is in the office.  What is challenging, according to him, is not being included early on in a project.  According to Mr. Murray, “Writers are often afterthoughts,” they should be included early but are often overlooked based on expertise (writers should write and engineers should design and ne’er the two should mix.) 

Other difficulties to look out for is adapting to working in “virtual teams.”  Virtual teams are most difficult to adjust to because all of its members are dispersed across the globe.  According to Mr. Murray, “lack of face-to-face dialog can often lead to misunderstandings between members due to the inability to see facial expressions and body language” which tend to be crucial in social communication.  Therefore, to overcome some of the difficulties that faced as the company’s only technical writer try to see things through another’s eyes and take things one-step at a time to avoid overwhelming yourself.
As part of a large technical writing department…
Much of what is done as a member of a large technical writing department is team-oriented.  Project for such team settings tend to be large, under time constraints, and very demanding.  Daniel Voss, Communications Manager for Tactical Missiles at Lockheed-Martin, and W.C. Weise, Manager of Communications for MEADS International, are both directors of large technical writing departments. 
Although both agree that a team setting is great to work in, coordinating a large group takes patience.   Many of the daily tasks consist of marketing briefings, proposal writing, web design and maintenance, media work and primarily done in the office.  On occasion traveling is necessary, but only required for tradeshows and press conferences that are domestic or international.
One of the greatest cons of the team setting is that if at any time there is a disagreement, following suit is the inevitable conflict that needs to be addressed immediately.  Other difficulties include deadline pressures, narrowing team inputs (that arrive internationally), maintaining up to date with new business and contract support obligations, at the moment preparations for media interviews, inconsistencies between draft submissions from members. 
Although the title of technical writer is common within the U.S., the rapid growth of technology has forced titles to slowly morph and adapt to other fields.  Coincidently international titles have also diversified because companies are now branching out into foreign markets, thus broadening their customer and product diversity.  There are other titles common to the field of technical communication but are often misleading.  These titles do not hint by name their relation to technical writing or communication because can be are company, project, region, or specialization specific.  This is a list of common job titles and positions for technical writers and communicators in Central Florida, the U.S and abroad. 
	· Web Designer / Developer 

· System analyst 

· Technical Writer 

· Network System Analyst 

· Web Advertiser 

· Corporate Trainer

· Integration Specialist 

· Project Manager 

· Document Designer 

· Business Analyst 

· Paralegal 

· Science Writer 

· Data Communications Analyst 

· Scientific Communications Writer 

· Technical Trainer 


	· Reporter 

· Market Researcher 

· Content Manager 

· Illustrator 

· New Media Specialist 

· Information Developer 

· Information Architect 

· Software engineer 

· Digital Communications Specialist 

· Data Mining specialist

· Photographer 

· Computer Support Specialist 

· Instructional Designer Engineer 

· Publications manager 

· Usability Consultant 

· Quality Assurance Analyst 
	· Control Center Officer 

· Oracle Developer 

· Document Specialist 

· Clinical Researcher 

· Corporate Product trainer 

· Grant Writer

· Marketing Writer 

· Sales Representative 

· Advertising Writer 

· Librarian 

· Public Health Manager 

· Risk Communicator 

· Information Localization Specialist 

· Editor 

· Researcher

· Publicist

 


From Permanent to Freelance  

Like most fast-paced career fields, technical writing is unique because of its workspace. A workspace is the type of setting your work will require you to be. There are three distinct ways in which you can classify your workspace and each has an added uniqueness. There are also instances where one or all three of these classifications can overlap.  Deciding on which one of these workspaces best suits you all depends on your inclinations, preferences, and experience:
Permanent
Permanent positions are a long-term commitment to a single company or employer with a base salary.  Permanent positions consist of individuals specialized in a particular field or product(s) who often work for many years for the same company or major corporation. This is the most common of the workspaces for all individuals and often the springboard for the other two types of workspaces.
Contract 

By definition, a contract is temporary employment with a company or business on a project for a specified time.  An individual who works contract is often a permanently hired member or affiliate of a parent company.  The parent company in turn leases or charters the individual for work on projects to other companies. These third-party contracts can vary or be in your field of expertise, require commuting or relocation to new locations, can last from a few days to a few years, and your salary fluctuates (depending if you are paid a fixed sum by the parent company or paid a lump assessment based on your current project).
Freelance (and Consulting)
Freelancing is common for individuals who prefer broadening their skills by working with various companies (today thermodynamics, tomorrow cooking) and changing their workspace (in field, office, or virtual).  Freelancing is also common for those who prefer to work from the comfort of their home. Although retired members of the workforce continue as consultants and make up a large portion of freelancers, their population is closely matched by working stay-at-home parents and individuals who jump into the pool of freelancing fresh out of college. 

As a freelancer, you must seek contracts on your own instead of having a parent company assign then to you; market, network, and ultimately make cold calls to promote yourself.  In spite of this, there are staffing companies that specialized in seeking contracts for freelancing individuals.  They require you pay a small fee that can be extracted from your project’s payment, and do not affiliate themselves as your parent company.  

Is it a Luxury or a Necessity?
In previous years, companies saw technical writers as an added luxury that a company could do without--why use a technical writer as a go-between to write product manuals when the creator, who would know the product best, can write the instructions instead?   
In theory, avoiding the use a technical writer is a cost effective business decision, but practicality and application often results in costly consequences.  A creator may know the working in’s and out’s of a product but that does not mean they can explain accurately without technical jargon, skipping steps, or just confusing the audience altogether. Confusion leads to technical illiteracy because if an individual cannot understand the basic working concepts of something they will avoid it and in turn not learn a (-nother) technical skill.  Technical illiteracy is still making dents in the social structure because technology is advancing faster than people can keep up. Learning new skills and information takes time and unfortunately, information cannot stand still waiting for people to catch up; it will continue to change exponentially with each passing day.  Because of this, companies now struggle to find new, more effective, and better ways to help their customers. 
Luckily, the new trends in mass communication are steering companies away from avoiding the use of technical writers.  These trends are strong, especially in the medical, business, education, and technological fields.  Companies now struggle to find new and more effective ways to better help their customers understand their products.
The Central Florida Job Search
Job searching is a task that everyone eventually as to go through at some point in life and it takes a lot of energy, time, resources, and patience to conduct.  Often, you’re not even certain how to go about things and even dread the process before starting.  If you happened to be one of those fearful individuals—take a step back, breathe, and relax.  Understand that job searching is a learning experience onto itself and it is nothing to fear.  You will gain knowledge and experience about many things within the job market and the industry of your choice, not to mention learn more about yourself too.
A few years ago, the hiring market in Central Florida for technical communicators was as deep as a shallow puddle. You couldn’t find a place willing to hire unless it was an academic, journalism, or television production setting and even then, things were extremely competitive for the limited positions. At one point during the electronic boom, the market job market in Central Florida started to rise, slowly at first and beginning to form an impression. Terrorist attacks on 9/11, followed by a steep decline in tourism, massive lay-offs, and an economic recession, severely drained the job pool’s strength and left it nearly lifeless and with a very dim prospects of survival.  However, don’t let this terrible sequence of events fool you into believing things are doomed to worsen.  On the contrary, three years have passed since 9/11 and with it a recovering economy, especially in Central Florida, which was hit hardest, and recovery if most obvious. 
The Employment Market
According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, it was estimated that during the apex of the dot com era (1996-1999) there were 4 million more jobs than people.  By 2010, it is estimated that the job market will swell to over 10 million more jobs than there will be people.  Today the odds are good and getting better with each passing day.  Adding to the vacancy increase is the looming retirement of the Baby Boomers.  A majority of the Baby Boomer generation is quickly nearing the retirement age.  Soon they will leave from the job market and a very large vacancy will be left to fill.

Furthermore, companies will no longer hire “single specialty” based individuals. The hiring trend is now steering towards hiring employees who are field diverse, mobile, and can quickly adapt so that corporations can locate them in areas where production growth is strongest.  The software and electronics industries in Central Florida have the greatest demand for technical communicators. 
When it comes to tourism and entertainment, Walt Disney World (WDW) leads the race as one of Central Florida’s leading employers for technical writers; using them as content managers, designers, and operators for the operation of multiple international theme parks, major television station (ABC) and channels (ESPN, Family, Movie), and its online division know as the Walt Disney Internet Group (WDIG).  
Another chief tourism employer in Central Florida is the American Automotive Association (AAA).  Technical writers differ in operation for AAA than Disney.  For one thing AAA employed technical writers have one of three in-house positions: Field Writer, Associate Editor, and Tourism Editor.
A AAA Field Writers creates articles associated with or about the automotive (maps, Manuela, automotive evaluations) and recreational (hotels, flights, and destinations) industry.  The Field writer is the busiest of the three positions because t requires constant traveling to foreign and domestic destinations.  The Tourism Editor collects articles from the Field Writers, researches the written information for validation, decides which field photographs to use with the articles, and evaluates to which publication (such as a tour books, magazines, manuals, newsletters, flyers, web sites, etc.) the article will be published.  The Associated Editor designs the publication layouts around the articles (and field photographs) and produces the publication that are sent to AAA members or sold at the local gas station.
Lockheed-Martin, with offices in Central Florida, is an IT based corporation engaged in the research, design, development and integration of IT system, products, and services.  Working alongside with the U.S. military, private/public corporations, government, and local organizations, Lockheed-Martin is another leading local employer of technical writers.  Many of Lockheed-Martin’s employees are writers, designers, programmers, illustrators, planners, analyzers, and specialist who work on projects, products and publishing material for all types of uses.
For business, e-commerce, and finance,--both the Kirchman Corporation (an industry leader in banking automation and compliance) and Jackson Hewitt (the nation’s second largest tax preparation service company) lead the market in Central Florida.  Both corporations locally employ technical communicators as writers, designers, researchers, and programmers to improve communication between their software experts, customers, prospects, and employees. Between these two corporations, technical writers create software, online help files, documents, web sites, and other types of media for employee or customer training purposes.

Salaries 

According to The Society of Technical Communicators’ (STC) annual salary survey, collected from a group of 600 participants nationwide, the average salary in 2003 was roughly $61,670.  The survey also included information that an individual with a 4-year degree and roughly two years of experience in the technical writing field could easily reach this annual salary range (give or take a few thousand dollars).  Another surprising note from this survey was that the largest group of active individuals in the technical writing field is women.  Of course the information can be misconstrued as deceptive towards the actual amount of active participants in the field (a little over 20,000 internationally according to the last STC membership count back in 2003) versus the amount that participated in the survey.
The best advice for employment and negotiations of salaries is to know what you are applying for and what you are negotiating.  Seeking employment should be like a temporary job.  The work you do should involve in depth research of the company, the employee turnover rate, identify what is expected from you for the position, and research the national standard pay for the position.  
Places to find the Job Pool  

To find out how hot the job market is you’ll have to go beyond the traditional ask-a-friend, or newspaper classifieds.  Learn to use a Search Engine and navigate yourself in the job market through social networking. 
School Career Centers and Job Fairs

Students, before graduation it’s a good idea to visit your school’s local career center.  Depending on your school’s career center’s procedures—there you can place a personal profile (including an up-to-date resume) on record for local employers to view or to use when applying.  School career centers, for example The University of Central Florida (UCF), co-host a number of job fairs during the calendar years where local and national employers find many of their future employees.  These job fairs are usually open to the public so it doesn’t matter if you’re soon to graduate or already have.

Search Engines

Before, people used to either read the local newspapers classified adds for their job search or would ask a friend if his or her company had open positions or knew someone whose did. Now, thanks to the mass use of the internet for virtually everything from ordering lunch to buying a home, a job search can be conducted while you're at home sitting at your desk. 

Search Engines also reduce the amount of time you would normally spend looking at job postings by scanning through hundreds of databases that employers submit positions to daily.  The search is based on specific criteria you submitted at the beginning of your search, therefore only positions matching your criteria will appear when the search is done.  These databases are publicly accessible so long as you are registered to use the search engine. Registration is required 90% of the time for submitting resumes directly or to view the contact information of a potential employer.

There are many types of search engines specifically designed for job searches; some are private (for internal company hiring and are not publicly accessible) but majority are not. The following are a list of popular websites with search engines designed for job searches particularly in the field of technology. 
· The STC National Job Search Database (www.stc.org) …
The STC website supports a database that is periodically updated with positions, both national and internationally, in the field of technical communication.
· ComputerJobs.com…

This website is IT (and related fields) oriented and categorizes job vacancies by regional (city and/or state) opportunities.
· DICE (www.dice.com)...
This is another IT oriented database (larger than ComputerJobs.com)
· Vault.com… 
This job search database includes open vacancies along with company information. 
· CareerBuilder.com…

CareerBuilder’s job database is tied into many national newspapers, posting up-to-date vacancies posted in a newspaper’s classified section.  The Orlando Sentinel’s, along with other Central Florida major newspapers, update new jobs to this database daily.
·  Monster.com …

Monster.com is a huge job search database compiled of national and international job postings.  One thing that makes Monster.com unique is that it allows users to create job search agents once they register.  An agent searches all of Monster’s databases for positions that meet the unique profile specifications (location, salary, date posting, contract/perm, etc.) dictated by the user and in turn emails the result to the user. 
Networking
Networking keeps you far from the lone path of confusing and stressing job searching. Instead, when you network you meet others who have or are going through the same experiences as you. These individuals can offer you advice, tips, support, or help you get your foot through a difficult door. 
One constructive and efficient way to network is by joining an organization that has is involved in your field of interest. These international organizations are dedicated to or are associated to the field of technical communication and hosts communication forums for members to post to one another.
· The Society of Technical Communication (www.stc.org) 
· American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) www.aaas.org
· American Medical Writers Association (AMWA) www.amwa.org
· American Society for Information Science (ASIS) www.asis.org
· American Translators Association (ATA) www.atanet.org
· Association for Women in Communications (AWC) www.womcom.org
· Council for Programs in Technical and Scientific Communication (CPTSC) sbernhar@nmsu.edu
· Information Technology Communicators Association (ITCA) silmedia@erols.com
· National Association of Government Communicators (NAGC) www.nagc.com
· The National Association of Science Writers (NASW) nasw.org/
In The End, Don’t Worry…

The field of technical communication, let alone the job force, in Central Florida is blistering with opportunity at every corner.  It is ready, willing, and waiting to receive all potentials with the skills, diversity, adaptability, and drive to join.  All you have to do to be one of these potentials is get your foot through the first door to begin taking steps in your career journey.  With a little research, some good advice, and some hard work you too can find your ideal position in the work force.
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