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By David Dick and Lisa Battle

In honor of World Usability Day (November 3, 2005), the 
Washington, DC chapter of the Usability Professionals’ 
Association (UPA) presented a panel discussion entitled “e-
Gov Success Stories from the Nation’s Capital.” The focus 
of discussion was the progress made in improving the 
usability of products and services within the U.S. federal 
government. 

Co-hosted by STC WDC, the World Usability Day event 
attracted usability specialists, technical writers, and 
others who were interested in the subject of usability 
in government. Around 130 people gathered at the 
headquarters of the American Institute of Architects in 
downtown Washington for an event that one audience 
member described as “impressive.”

The event began with an opening reception and poster 
session featuring usability successes in several Web site 
redesigns, online forms, voting systems, and open source 
software. The posters included the following information:

•	 Usability and Accessibility Design Enhancements 
to the National Library of Medicine’s Local 
Legends/Women Physicians Web Site by Dick 
Horst, Nika Smith, and Cory Lebson, UserWorks 
Inc. and Renate Roske-Shelton, Quotient Inc.

•	 MedlinePlus by Melanie Huston, National Institutes 
of Health (NIH)/National Library of Medicine (NLM)

•	 Usability of Voting by Bill Killam, User-Centered 
Design Inc.

•	 The KDE Usability Project: Open Usability for an 
Open Community by Celeste Paul, KDE Usability 
Project

•	 Usability Improvements to the Process of Applying 
for Financial Aid for College by Andrew Schall and 
Dick Horst, UserWorks Inc.

•	 Design of a Web-based Diseases and Conditions 
Index for the National Heart, Lung, and Blood 
Institute by Claude Steinberg and Dick Horst, 
UserWorks Inc.

Following is a summary of the participating panelists and 
their contributions to the panel discussion.

Adam Ambrogi, Special Assistant to the Commissioner of 
the U.S. Election Assistance Commission, discussed the 
problems of voting that result from poorly designed voting 
systems. Ambrogi explained that poorly designed voting 
machines affect the ability to train poll workers, and the 
ability to educate the public on how to use the machines. 

Poorly designed voting forms resulted in the Help America 
Vote Act of 2002, which is intended to improve the 
entire voting process, including voting machines, voter 
registration, and poll worker training. Ambrogi emphasized 
that the U.S. Election Assistance Commission takes 
usability seriously. That’s why it consulted the UPA for 
advice on how to simplify the design of voting systems. 

Nicole Burton, Usability Analyst at the Financial 
Management Service, U.S. Treasury Department, delivered 
a compelling presentation on strategies for successfully 
selling usability, based on her experiences within the 
Treasury Department. She described the importance of 
cultivating “champions” for usability among customers 
from business areas who already understand the need for 
ease of use and reduced training costs. She also talked 
about successes with simple usability techniques such as 
personas, scenarios, low-fidelity prototyping, and usability 
testing in current projects involving automation of paper-
based systems. Burton also emphasized the value of 
metrics in persuading decision makers to adopt usability 
recommendations. 

Sheila Campbell, Senior Content Manager for FirstGov.
gov, discussed the redesign of the Search capability for 
FirstGov to help users find information about federal, state 
and local services. She presented results of usability tests 
that showed problems with the Search box on the home 
page and the display of search results. Cari Wolfson, 
President of Focus on U! and consultant with FirstGov 
during the redesign, described design changes made 
based on the usability test findings, including more space 
for the Search box on the home page, longer line lengths 
on the results page to get more results above the fold, 
larger result titles, and better alignment of search results. 
Campbell said that tests after the redesign showed that 
users’ success rates had increased, and that users were 
able to find relevant results almost 50% faster.

Elizabeth Murphy, Manager of the Human Factors and 
Usability Group at the U.S. Census Bureau, discussed 
efforts to improve usability of both paper and online 
forms used for data collection at the Census Bureau. She 
demonstrated enhancements made to online census forms 
as a result of prototype usability testing and accessibility 
evaluation. Murphy also described enhancements to the 
Census Bureau’s Web site made as a result of usability 
testing, with the goal of improving dissemination of data to 
the public. She discussed how usability has become part of 
the culture. 

Sean Wheeler, Lead Usability Specialist for the U.S. 
Social Security Administration, presented successes 
in institutionalizing usability within the Social Security 
Administration. Wheeler described ongoing efforts to 
educate staff about usability and set standards for usable 
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and accessible design. Under his direction, the Social 
Security Administration has implemented a series of seven 
courses in user-centered design, which are now taught 
biweekly within the agency. Certificates have been issued 
to 96 people who have completed the series. Wheeler also 
touched on the value of extending user-centered design 
practices to influence strategic planning for new products 
and services. 

Charles Sheppard, Computer Scientist Specialist at the 
National Institute of Standards and Technology, described 
the role of NIST in developing standards and tools to 
promote usability. 

Whitney Quesenbery, President of the Usability 
Professionals’ Association, discussed how UPA became 
involved with the U.S. Election Assistance Commission to 
evaluate the design of voting systems. She closed with a 
summary of World Usability Day seminars and workshops 
being held throughout the day in 35 countries. 
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Imagine drafting a document to be 
reviewed by an international business 
client whose second language is English, 

but the extent of the client’s English vocabulary is unclear. 
Imagine also that what you have written contains terms and 
phrases commonly used by American English speakers 
but which may be unfamiliar to this client. Where should 
you begin to ensure that what the client sees conveys the 
intended message? 

In The Elements of International English, author Edmond 
Weiss suggests following two basic concepts when writing 
for readers who use English as a second language: 
(1) reduce the burden on the reader by simplifying the 
language, and (2) write for those who may use a bilingual 
dictionary to translate your text.

Weiss expands on these concepts in seven relatively 
short chapters covering 57 tactics delivered in a clear and 
detailed format that reads like a college text. He includes 
discussion questions at the end of each chapter that enable 
his readers to re-evaluate common writing practices and 
to consider the difficulties that some international readers 
face. 

“The Language of Global Business is International English” 
defines what an internationalized English style is and 
details the large segment of people around the world 
who use English as a second and even third language. 

Rules of style proposed by such literary notables as Henry 
Fowler and George Orwell are highlighted, along with a 
brief discussion of the Flesch-Kincaid Readability Index, 
which is used to enforce the readability standards of U.S. 
government documents.

“Principles of Simplicity” focuses on appropriate 
vocabulary—usually the words that international readers 
learn in their few years of English study. Weiss cautions 
writers to choose words with one or few meanings and to 
replace current and fashionable words with more traditional 
ones. He states that documents should have a glossary 
that defines new, difficult, unfamiliar, and technical terms.

“Principles of Clarity” cautions writers to be aware of words 
that a spell-checker cannot differentiate and reinforces the 
need to use standard spellings. Writers are encouraged 
not to convert nouns into verbs and to avoid using 
literary and popular culture references, business jargon, 
and fashionable business terms such as “prioritize” and 
“globalization.”

“Reducing Burdens” has a similar tone to the previous 
chapter but focuses more on sentence structure, 
suggesting that writers replace wordy sentence 
constructions with simpler ones, avoid commonly made 
punctuation errors, and use appropriate paragraph 
formation.

“Writing for Translation” discusses the difficulty of exact 
translation and offers guidelines on how to prepare a 
manuscript to be sent to a translator. For example, it 
specifies which portions of the text should and should 
not be translated, and how to ensure that correct date, 
currency, and measurement formats are used. Weiss 
discusses the importance of not making the international 
reader skip from section to section with footnotes, 
endnotes, and cross-references.

In “Principles of Correspondence,” writers are encouraged 
to adopt the letter format of the audience, from letterhead 
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to closing salutation. The chapter includes sample letter 
formats. Weiss also covers e-mail etiquette with regard 
to different cultural attitudes about receiving electronic 
business communications, the suitability of the medium, 
and the need to adapt e-mail for international recipients by 
increasing the readability with just a few text changes.

“Principles of Cultural Adaptation” covers tactics to help 
writers ensure that documents do not insult or distract 
the intended audience. For example, writers should not 
use slang terminology, nor should they use first names 
or other familiarities when addressing a recipient. Writers 
should approach other cultures without stereotyping. Weiss 
suggests having an advisor who is representative of the 
intended audience review the content and point out any 
errors and omissions.

Weiss concludes with an appendix of work exercises 
aimed at applying appropriate International English style by 
providing assignments, sentences to be edited, examples 
of instructional and technical passages that can burden an 

international reader, and Web site tips for those who want 
to maintain only an English version of their site.

Using all of the tactics suggested by Weiss could be 
difficult for writers who may have never reconsidered 
the vocabulary and style formats that they were taught. 
This book is a real eye-opener for people who have 
limited experience in international communication and 
who may take for granted that even standard business 
correspondence reflects cultural attitudes and norms that 
could be misunderstood by a global audience. 

Some experienced writers of business communication for 
international readers may find the book’s advice repetitive 
and simplistic. For the majority, however, this is a useful 
educational tool—especially for beginning professionals 
and students who will be actively involved in the global 
market, where successful business relationships depend on 
readers having a clear understanding of written and visual 
presentations.

Other Events of Interest
Textual Bloopers and How to Avoid Them
January 11, 2006

This seminar covers common textual bloopers that occur in 
computer-based products and online services. Panelist Jeff 
Johnson will help you identify the most insidious types of 
bloopers, such as the following: 

•	 Too much text 

•	 Speaking Geek 

•	 Inconsistent terminology 

•	 Inconsistent style 

•	 Clueless error messages

The seminar will also include a short quiz that will provide 
practice in recognizing these errors, and a discussion of 
the techniques you can use to keep them from occurring, 
particularly the importance of developing and adhering 
strictly to a project lexicon. 

This seminar costs $99 for STC members and $149 for 
non-members. To enroll, visit https://stc.webex.com/stc/
mywebex/default.php?Rnd1315=0.6869852012654498.

Developing Visual Fluency
January 25, 2006

Note: This is a repeat of William Horton’s seminar that was 
held on August 10, 2005.

Words are great, but you also need clear, simple, 
expressive graphics to communicate to today’s overloaded, 
global audiences. Sophisticated graphics programs and 
vast libraries of reusable artwork mean that any technical 
communicator can create graphics—provided that he 
or she is visually fluent. This seminar will boost your 
visual creativity so you can imagine the right picture to 
communicate your message. It will also hone your critical 
skills so you can make your first attempts truly professional. 
You’ll learn answers to the following questions: 

•	 Where do I need graphics? 

•	 What kinds of graphics do I need for each type of 
message? 

•	 How do I avoid the most common graphical 
blunders? 

This seminar costs $99 for STC members and $149 for 
non-members. To enroll, visit https://stc.webex.com/stc/
mywebex/default.php?Rnd1315=0.6869852012654498.
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Documenting APIs: Step Up to the Plate
February 8, 2006

Software applications are becoming more and more 
complex, incorporating more functionality in every version. 
Increasingly, engineering departments faced with a 
“make or buy” decision are choosing “buy,” and because 
object-oriented code is modular and portable, there are 
more and more packaged applications to choose from. 
The technology market is booming; more companies 
are packing up their code and sending it on the road. 
Suddenly, you’re faced with providing programmer docs 
and you don’t speak a word of C++, Java, or C#. This 
session, led by Susan W. Gallagher, presents an overview 
of API (Application Program Interface) documentation. 
It discusses the target audience; describes each of the 
possible deliverables; and looks at the kind of information 
you need to provide, where to find the information you 
need, and how to understand it after you find it. Finally, 
it discusses the tools that are available for generating 
reference material automatically and offers a list of both 
hard-copy and online reference materials.

This seminar costs $99 for STC members and $149 for 
non-members. To enroll, visit https://stc.webex.com/stc/
mywebex/default.php?Rnd1315=0.6869852012654498.

Improve Your Technical Communication Skills 
through Creative Writing Techniques
Feburary 22, 2006

Free-writing! Character interviews! Hooks! 

What do these creative writing techniques have to do with 
technical writing? More than you may think. 

Technical communication requires creativity. How often 
have you tried to pry knowledge gems out of busy subject-
matter experts? How many times have you faced a blank 
page with a few notes, no access to the software, and a 
looming deadline? And if you do have tons of information at 
your disposal, how do you present it in a way that will not 
intimidate the users, but will actually make them want to 
read the manual? 

This seminar will help you explore your creative side by 
teaching you the following skills: 

•	 How to tap into your creativity to improve (or jump-
start) your writing 

•	 How to use character interview techniques with job 
candidates, end users, and subject-matter experts 

•	 How to develop personas to facilitate product 
development 

•	 How to catch and keep a reader’s attention 
in such products as manuals, proposals, and 
training materials using opening hooks and design 
structures 

Presenters Susan Haire, Amy Himes, and Marella 
Colyvas will use examples from fiction to demonstrate 
these techniques, and then show you how to adapt the 
techniques to your technical writing.

This seminar costs $99 for STC members and $149 for 
non-members. To enroll, visit https://stc.webex.com/stc/
mywebex/default.php?Rnd1315=0.6869852012654498.

SCHOLARSHIP APPLICATIONS AVAILABLE

Each year, the STC offers scholarships to full-time graduate and under-
graduate students pursuing careers in technical communication.

Four awards of $1,500 each will be 
granted for academic year 2006-2007. 

Application deadline is February 15, 2006.

Application forms and instructions are available from the STC office:

901 N. Stuart Street, Suite 904
Arlington, VA 22203-1822

(703) 522-4114
www.stc.org
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