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Designing the future of technical communication

We live, it seems, in perilous times. We

are reminded constantly that crime is in-

creasing, basic values are breaking down,

people shoot at one another on the high-

way, and men are sneaking onto airplanes

with weird and dangerous plans in mind.

Security checks at county airports are

becoming more extensive than those at

maximum-level penitentiaries. Worms and

bugs and viruses and all other unpleasant-

ness daily invade our precious computers.

The stock market has more ups and

downs than a roller coaster. No one is

safe.

To protect us, we have devised certain

security measures. We post guards, in-

crease police forces, render our electronic

detection devices more sensitive, squirrel

away our resources, and (last and certainly

least) use passwords.

Until a few years back, the term password

referred to a word that had to be told to a

guard to gain access to a secret hideaway.

That hideaway could have been a military

installation, a nest of spies, or a gin joint.

No matter. It was secret, and only those

who knew the word got in. They passed.

Unless you were a two-timing military

spy with a thirst for after-hours entertain-

ment, you probably didn’t have to memo-

rize more than one or two passwords in

your whole life. My mother lived to be al-

most 100, and I don’t think she ever had

to learn a single password in her entire

time on this planet.

Then, something terrible happened. Com-

puters became popular. Tons of stuff you

didn’t want anyone else to fool with was

put on them, and the problem arose: How

do you guarantee that only the right per-

son gets to the right stuff? Someone came

up with a solution: the password. Tragi-

cally, the solution has become highly

popular. In some offices, every system

demands one. You password into your

own machine. You then had to password

again into your e-mail. A third password

is required to get you to your electronic

time sheet. A fourth one lets you click into

a special work program. A fifth is needed

to … etc., etc., etc. There are some people

in my office that require six passwords

just to start their day —- no kidding.

And not only that, but each one of these

passwords has to be constructed in accor-

dance with a different set of rules. Most of

these rules are quite evidently made up by

diabolical sadists and raving lunatics.

“For your password, you can enter any-

thing you want, as long as it has only six

characters consisting of two numerics fol-

lowed by four alphas and that no numeric

or alpha is repeated. Of course, the first

numeric cannot be zero and the alphas

lowercase L, O, I, or J cannot be used, es-

pecially on Tuesdays or after a full

moon.”

“Constructing your password is simple.

Use letters only, eight in all, alternating

between lower- and uppercase fonts. En-

sure that no letter is used twice and that no

vowel is used in the last position, unless,

of course, you happen to be Italian.”

You are also told to memorize all your

passwords. “Do not write them down,”

the mavens warn us. If you write them

down, “people who shouldn’t know”

would then know and, of course, they

shouldn’t and so, don’t. Of course, it takes

a memory like that of the proverbial el-

ephant with a steel trap to remember that

password WxT1X22R is good for your e-

mail but xxNT11SW1R is the right one

for your special writing program.

To add insult to injury, you are also com-

manded each month to change your

passwords — all of them. How do you

do that? Follow the easy instructions that

will inevitably lead to your being discon-

nected from the entire system and de-

clared Person Non Grata as well as

Suspected Terrorist.

This is perhaps why I keep an old ma-

chine at home that is wholly uncon-

nected to anything except my own

creativity. I open it by flicking a switch

and clicking on a few items. I close it by

clicking on a few items and flicking a

switch. Freedom.

Lawrence Don-Elysyn

Lawrence is the senior text editor at Bombar-
dier Transportation in St. Bruno,
Quebec, Canada. He has been with Bombar-
dier 14 years. He is married (to a lady from
Dallas) and has three grown children and
two grandchildren. You can reach him at
l a w r e n c e . d o n - e l y s y n @ c a .
transport.bombardier.com.
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Many scientific journals, as well as com-

panies, now accept first person as the

norm, so the above scenario may not be

an issue. Other style issues can be, how-

ever, problematic to the author and, as a

result, problematic to the editor, too. Be

cognizant of the fact that if an editor

bends (or breaks) a style rule for one au-

thor, other authors will take advantage of

this and want the rules broken for them

also, thus setting a dangerous precedent.

Remember that often, scientists are writ-

ing not only for the organizations who

pay their salaries, but also for journals in

their scientific discipline. It is quite natu-

ral for them to be more familiar with the

style of the journal they write for the most,

than they are with the style of the organi-

zation. Because of this, any manuscript

written for the organization may be in a

totally different style than what is the ac-

ceptable company style. Do not automati-

cally assume that it is written that way out

of spite; it could merely be force of habit

on the author’s part. Again, the options

presented above still hold:

€ Let the supervising technical editor

deal with it.

€ Rewrite the affected prose, and see if

it is approved by the author.

There is one possible additional option

when an editor works for a company or

organization:

€ Return it to the author for

rewriting.

If the third option is taken, be prepared for

the possible rejoinder “But the Journal of

XYZ lets me do it.” In this instance, po-

litely and professionally remind the author

that “This is not the Journal of XYZ.”

Technical editors who work for journals

have virtually no contact with the authors

themselves. Because of this, the remain-

der of this article deals exclusively with

those editors who work in an organiza-

tional environment (be it corporate, aca-

demic, or government) where editors

work directly with authors.

CHANGING WORDS?

CHANGING ATTITUDES?

What happens when authors are loathe

for any of their words to be changed?

What happens when authors insist their

prose is clear when it definitely is not?

When an author has this type of attitude

toward the editorial process and maybe

even toward the editor as a person, it is

sometimes difficult to remember that the

scientist-author is not the enemy to be

fought and defeated. The scientist-author

should be the editor’s ally in the fight for

good communication.2

Try to meet with the authors on an infor-

mal basis while a manuscript is being writ-

ten, or if this is not possible, then try to

meet prior to the actual submission of the

manuscript. Talk with the authors. Tell

them what a technical editor’s role is in the

publication process. Tell them why style

changes will be made and how an editor

can help them. After all, although they are

the subject-matter experts, the editor is the

language expert.2 Tell the scientist that the

editor (or technical writer) serves as a liai-

son between the research done and the us-

ability of the research from the reader’s

perspective.3 In other words, if the reader

cannot understand what is written, the in-

formation is not usable.

•Stand Your GroundŽ

An editor who works directly with au-

thors must earn their trust and respect.

Although it is all right to be flexible, when

appropriate, on matters of grammar,

punctuation, and syntax, editors must

stand their ground when they know they

are right.4 An author will respect and trust

an editor who has this knowledge and

who can explain why certain changes

must be made. In other words, use incor-

rect English as a teaching tool, if possible,

to help the author write better. Depending

on the author’s demeanor, be prepared to

show what the errors are and how they

should be fixed using respected references

such as dictionaries, published style

guides, and grammar texts. Keep in mind

that tact and diplomacy go a long way

when querying or correcting an author.

What the editor perceives as incorrect

grammar or punctuation may be a case of

misunderstanding what the author has

written. Using the twin attributes of tact

and diplomacy will further the editor’s repu-

tation as a professional to be respected.

Editors can also offer their expertise with

the language when manuscripts are being

written and not just as a fait accompli, 4

i.e., after the manuscript’s submission.

Many different types of problems can be

avoided when editors are consulted ahead

of time.

Who Has The Ultimate
Responsibility?

It is the author, or subject-matter expert,

who is responsible for the technical and

scientific accuracy of a manuscript.5 This

does not mean, however, that editors can-

not find technical errors. Indeed, many

editors have knowledge of the subjects

they edit and may, in fact, find technical

errors. The author’s temperament will

determine how the editor queries the au-

thor, i.e., on the level of a team player or

more as a supplicant.

DIFFERENCES AND BIASES

Interactions between authors and editors

can be difficult enough under the best of

circumstances. What happens to this rela-

tionship when various differences and bi-

ases are thrown into the equation?

Cultural Differences

When working in a multicultural work-

place, it behooves the smart editor to learn

something of the cultures that abound.

Interpersonal Differences. People from

other cultures relate to people in different

ways. Some cultures stress politeness and

the imperativeness of not causing offense

to others. Other cultures have different

Scientific Writing and Editing continued from the cover

continued on page 4
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definitions of what “personal space” en-

tails. It is very important that editors get to

know their authors and get to know what

cultural differences may affect, or even

impede, good technical communication

before it happens.

Written English Differences. Just as

people from other cultures relate to people

differently, people for whom English is

their second (or third) language have dif-

ferent sentence structures and different

“mistakes” than those people who have

grown up speaking, reading, and writing

English. As an example, some Asian and

Eastern European languages do not have

articles. The concepts for the words “a,”

“an,” and “the” do not exist. If an editor

receives a manuscript from an Asian or

Eastern European author, often the text

will be devoid of articles or the articles

present are incorrect.

Although these are definite “mistakes” as

far as English is concerned, in the author's

native language, no error is in evidence.

As long as the editor is aware of these dif-

ferences in writing, they can be fixed in

the editing process with a minimum of

angst from either the editor or author.

Gender Bias

There is still a disproportionately high

number of men in the sciences and math-

ematics, which often leads to gender bias

in the workplace.6 Sometimes these bi-

ases are cultural in nature, i.e., a person

learns what they live. No matter where

the bias is coming from, however, this is

another instance of an editor having to

“Stand Your Ground.”4 To reiterate, the

editor is supposed to be the language ex-

pert2 — it does not matter what sex the

editor is to qualify as the language expert.

If standing one’s ground does not alleviate

the problem, try talking the problem over

with a supervisor. A human resources

staff member may have to be consulted if

these other ways of dealing with the

problem are insufficient. Because this

sometimes involves forms to be filled out

and upper management brought into the

equation, the human resources consult

should be used only as a last resort unless

an informal — and confidential — meet-

ing can be arranged.

Academic Bias. Academic bias is espe-

cially prevalent in the sciences and

academia. Scientists and other people

with advanced degrees work long and

hard for their degrees; almost no one will

deny this. The problems arise when the

authors use the fact of their degrees to as-

sume expertise outside of their field of

study. They presume to know more about

language than the technical editor because

of the degrees they hold. This may hold

true if one of their degrees is in English,

but for the most part, the scientist or aca-

demician is usually no more or less

knowledgeable in writing English than

any other well-read person. In some cases,

authors use their degrees as a defense

mechanism against gaps in their writing

skills, thereby trying to make the editor

feel inferior, i.e., the author has one and

the editor does not.

Most of the time, the problem of academic

bias will go away with time, i.e., after a

working relationship is built between the

scientist and editor. If it does not go away,

the editor should try talking candidly to

the scientist as one professional to an-

other. The scientist should be enlightened

as what academic background and profes-

sional credentials the editor possesses.

The editor should stress that the author is

indeed the scientific expert and changing

the science is not usually a part of the

editor’s job. If the editor senses a problem

in the science or logic, however, it is in-

cumbent on the editor to bring it to the

scientist’s attention.

In most instances of academic bias, the

problem will alleviate itself once the scien-

tist gets a sense that the editor is also a pro-

fessional and that the editor’s expertise can

be counted on to enhance a manuscript.

CONCLUSIONS

In an ideal workplace, the scientist-author

Scientific Writing and Editing continued from page 3

and the technical editor are an integrated

team whose main concern is getting clear

and concise information to the readers who

need it, in an accepted format. The work-

place, however, is often not ideal. Just as

people in other walks of life bring their cul-

tures, experiences, and sometimes their

egos, to their places of employment, so do

scientists. Part of an editor’s job is to edu-

cate authors as to what an editor does and

what an editor can do for them2 to enhance

their research and add value to their writing.

Most problems an editor encounters in a

scientific environment can either be

solved entirely, or at least alleviated to

some degree, with a few seemingly

commonsense tactics:

€ Communicate openly, honestly, and

sometimes candidly with the authors.

€ Conduct oneself politely and profes-

sionally with the authors.

€ Understand the author’s cultural

background.

€ “Stand your ground” as a technical

communication professional.

Be cognizant of the fact that most scientist-

editor relationships are good ones. When

the relationship is a good one, it is truly

symbiotic in that the editor would not be

there if it were not for the author, but the

author would not look as good in the eyes

of the scientific community and other read-

ers without the editor. It is in the best inter-

est of both parties to maintain polite and

professional relations with each other to al-

leviate or completely avoid the problems

and issues described in this article.

You can find this article’s references on

page 5.

Elaine R. Firestone, ELS

Elaine works for Science Applications Inter-
national Corporation (SAIC) on contract at the
NASA Goddard Space Flight Center in
Greenbelt, MD. At Goddard, she has been the
Senior Scientific Technical Editor for the Sea-
viewing Wide Field-of-view Sensor (SeaWiFS)
Project for the past 10 years. Elaine is a
board-certified Editor in the Life Sciences
(ELS). You can reach her at
elaine.firestone@gsfc.nasa.gov.
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So, you want to go it on your own. But

where to begin? Unfortunately, there’s

no magic formula to finding contract

work. As with anything else, finding

contract work takes dedication and

hard work, but the payoff can be well

worth the effort. Here are a few sug-

gestions that may increase your

chances of success.

€ Take a close look at the company

you currently work for. Does it of-

fer work for hire? Could you do all

or part of your work at home? For

most companies, contract workers

cost less than employees because

the company doesn't have to pay

for work space or benefits. Submit

a proposal. You could offer to be-

gin by doing just a portion of your

work from home. Your company

may find, as is often the case, that

you are more productive that way.

Every company wants to increase

productivity, so your company just

might ask you to stay home!

€ Look for a position at a company

that you know outsources, but

don't expect to get contract work

right away. Instead, take an entry-

level position, prove yourself, and

watch the offers come looking for

you!

€ Pick up pamphlets, brochures, and

flyers anywhere you can, and then

review them. If you find a prob-

lem, or if you could improve the

document in any way, contact the

company and offer to revise or re-

design it — for a fee. You’ll be

surprised how much work you can

find this way, and it can become an

effective way to network and es-

tablish contacts.

€ Go to the Qwest Dex Web site

(www.qwestdex.com) or another

telephone directory site, and print

a list of area publishers. Find out if

they use freelance editors, and if

so, send them samples of your

work. Nearly all publishing com-

panies outsource at least part of

their editing and proofreading.

€ Check with companies that em-

ploy engineers. You can nearly al-

ways trust that those engineers are

being forced to write documenta-

tion — and hating it! “Never fear,”

you say. “I will save you.” Then do

it.

€ Look for brand-new businesses.

They usually have start-up cash

and very little time. This is a per-

fect invitation for a freelancer. The

new company may need pamphlets

or introductory materials to help

them get off the ground but have

no time or expertise to write them.

Once again, you can save the day.

€ If no contract positions are avail-

able, consider interning or volun-

teering with a company you think

you might like to work for. The

company will be impressed by

your willingness and dedication,

and you will get your foot in the

door.

€ Keep looking for more work after

you’ve landed a few contract jobs,

even if you have more than enough

to do. Contracts do end, and when

companies finish a project, they

may not need you again for several

months. It’s best to spend about

20% of your day pursuing more

work.

€ Don’t quit your day job. Contract-

ing can be a great way for you to

regain control of your days — or

perhaps even your life — but re-

member, contracting involves risk.

Be certain you’ve secured stable,

long-term contracts before you let

a sure thing go.

It’s easy in freelancing to become your

own worst enemy. It takes a pro-

foundly strong will to get up, get

dressed, and get to work like you used

to. More sneaky saboteurs can be long

BREAKING INTO FREELANCING: A BEGINNER’S GUIDE
phone calls, housework, errands, naps,

and pseudo-sickness — all things you

kept well under control in your cubicle.

If you find yourself whiling away the

time, post somewhere in your home of-

fice a mantra, a chant, a prayer —

whatever it takes — to inspire you, to

motivate you, and to keep your fingers

flying!

Valerie Thursby Hatch

Valerie has worked as a writer/editor for 18
years in manufacturing, engineering, and
health care. She currently has contract jobs
for a software company and a hospital, and
she is working on procuring one for a re-
ligious organization. She works part time
as a book editor for a publishing company
and will begin working full-time after her
graduation in January. You can reach her
at babyjanemaria@msn.com.
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SEPTEMBER ONLINE POLL RESULTS

In our September issue, we asked what type of capitalization style you use in head-

ings. Here’s how you voted:

€ I use initial capitalization, where I capitalize all words (e.g., Upcoming Seminars

Hosted By The Technical Editing Society). — 4% (13 votes)

€ I use sentence case, where I capitalize the first word and subsequent proper nouns

(e.g., Upcoming seminars hosted by the Technical Editing Society). —18% (56

votes)

€ I use title case, where I capitalize all words, except for articles, prepositions, and

conjunctions that are three letters or shorter  (e.g., Upcoming Seminars Hosted

by the Technical Editing Society). — 77% (237 votes)

€ I use another capitalization style. — 0% (1 vote)

What You Said

€ “I prefer the informality of sentence case for most headings, and use font and

size, rather than lots of capitals, to make headings stand out.”

€ “The cap style depends on the heading level. First-level headings are all centered

and all caps. Second-level headings are flush left and all caps. Third- and fourth-

level headings are title case.”

€ “While I bow to convention and use lowercase for prepositions, articles, and

conjunctions of three letters or less, I think it's an inconsistent convention, and

would prefer to see all words capitalized.”

For other comments, see the “Corrigo Supplement” section of the TE SIG Web site

(www.stcsig.org/te/newsletter/supplement/index.asp).

RESOURCES

Want more information on editing topics?

• www.woodyswatch.com/wowmm/

archtemplate.asp?v3-n04 — features

tips for using Word’s Track Changes

feature.

€ w w w. j e a n w e b e r. com/about /

responsi.htm — features a collection

of job descriptions.

€ www.microsoft.com/mspress/edu-

cation/ —  download Microsoft’s

Manual of Style for Technical Publi-

cations (click Microsoft Manual of

Style at the bottom of the page).

If you have a favorite link, let us know. E-

mail corrigo_editor@hotmail.com.

In Our Next Issue

We need your help! Are you
interested in contributing an
article (big or small) to our next
issue? Do you have a topic you’d
like to see covered? E-mail your
stories, ideas, and suggestions to
corrigo_editor@hotmail.com so
we can continue to publish a
newsletter that addresses your
needs.

SAY WHAT? Thanks to Sonja McShane for this submission.

If you’ve come across funny typos, tool tips,  or

screen shots, send them to us at

corrigo_editor@hotmail.com.

HOW DO I KNOW?LADIES’ VERSUS LADIES

Have you ever wondered if you should be writing ladies’ room or ladies room?

It’s all too easy to mistake a descriptive form ending in s for a possessive form. One easy way to determine if you should use

the descriptive or possessive form is to substitute an irregular plural form. Your ear will immediately tell you which form is

correct.

For example, substitute “women” for “ladies,” and you can easily hear which one is more appropriate:

€ Women room

€ Women’s room

Obviously, because women’s room sounds better, you know the correct form is the possessive form — ladies’ room.

Or try this one. Is it  girls soccer team or girls’ soccer team?

€ Women soccer team

€ Women’s soccer team

Again, women’s soccer team is the correct form, so you know it’s girls’ soccer team.

Julia Byrd


