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A Supercomputing Throw Down
Students Step Up to the Challenge

by Steve Sandoval, Los Alamos Labs Employee
(© LANL Currents Magazine.  Used with permission.)

When you love what you do, sometimes you just can’t help wanting others to share 
your passion.

David Kratzer of High Performance Computer Systems knows firsthand how true 
this is. He has combined his affinity for computers and love of teaching to motivate 
and inspire thousands of New Mexico students to turn on to computing, science, 
and math.

Kratzer is the Laboratory’s Supercomputing Challenge coordinator, and it’s a role he 
relishes. Started in 1990, the Challenge is a yearlong immersion into the world of 

STC-Kachina Awards Prize in NM 
Student Supercomputing Challenge
by Sue King, STC Kachina Member

At the NM Supercomputing Challenge awards program, held on April 22 in Los 
Alamos, Kathy Pallis, STC Kachina Chapter President, awarded Best-Written 
Report to a 5-student team from Sandia Prep. 

The paper, Comparing Numerical Integration Methods, was written by students 
Alex Clement, Amy Clement, Greg Fenchel, Jeff Fenchel, and Jayson Lynch. Their 
mentor was teacher Neil McBeth. Writing a paper is a requirement for each of 
the more than 250 students, comprising more than 90 teams, who participated 
in the 2007-2008 Challenge. The $100 prize is to be used to purchase books. The 
STC award was one of dozens of awards and scholarships, totalling $70,000, given 
to the students at the ceremony. Serving as judges for the Best-Written Report 
award were four editors from the Communications Arts and Sciences group at 
Los Alamos National Laboratory. More information on the NM Supercomputing 
Challenge is available at www.challenge.nm.org/.

http://www.challenge.nm.org/
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high-performance computing that pairs scientists with teams of middle- and high-school age student teams. Over 
the years, it has become quite the success story.

“When the Challenge was created, I was right there,” said Kratzer, who had a long-time involvement with teaching 
math and computer science at the college level before joining the Lab in 1984. ”It was natural for me to step 
in. I really enjoy helping people. Part of my job at Los Alamos is helping the scientists who use the Laboratory’s 
supercomputers.

“The progress 
the student made 
throughout 
the year was 
dramatic.”

also encouraging him to see his project through. “The progress the student made throughout the year was dramatic. 
He went from a student who couldn’t read because of a learning disability to a student who prepared and was 
confident in presenting his report, which included PowerPoint slides,” Kratzer said.

Fast forward nearly 20 years, and Kratzer is excited that this year there are fifth-grade students in the competition. 
The Challenge also is working with a program that began in Santa Fe last summer called GUTS (Growing Up 
Thinking Scientifically), which is targeted at middle-school students. GUTS will have an expo in conjunction with 
the Supercomputing Challenge Expo on April 21 at the Laboratory. “We hope to have it feed into the Challenge,” 
said Kratzer.

No rest for the weary

Even in the summer, Kratzer and his Challenge assistants are busy working with related projects, such as the two-
week Summer Teacher Institute at one of the universities that supports the program. Teachers go through a mini-
Challenge project that helps them develop the confidence needed to lead a team during the following school year.

Kratzer also maintains the Supercomputing Challenge Web site (www.challenge.nm.org). Students help with the 
site, which frees up Kratzer for other Challenge tasks. Volunteers always are welcome to participant in activities 
throughout the year.

In fact, Kratzer said many Laboratory employees are repeat volunteers. “We even have past Challenge participants 
return as team mentors and judges while they are still in college,” he said. “We have done a few follow-up surveys 
and found that between 70 and 100 past Challenge participants have been Lab employees.”

Many heart-warming success stories have come out of the Challenge, Kratzer added. “It is encouraging to read the 
scholarship applications and learn about the students. The quality of the winning projects is on par with college 
graduate-level work. They really are impressive.”

continued on page 8

“I also see my role through the Challenge as helping students reach their potential 
as future scientists,” explained Kratzer. “I want to see the students succeed. There’s 
potential in everybody, and we want to give them a positive outlet for that potential.”

Kratzer recalled two especially promising Challenge students. One was Agbeli Ameko 
of Albuquerque Academy, who won the competition’s top prize in 1993. Today, 
Ameko is CEO of a technology company in Colorado. Ameko would likely have 
won the following year too, according to Kratzer, but he asked that his project not be 
judged competitively. “He felt he had enough honors,” said Kratzer. “He said he didn’t 
need any more recognition.”

The other memorable participant was a Springer High School student with a reading 
disability who entered the Challenge in 1997 with a project about the roadrunner, 
New Mexico’s state bird. The student’s mother helped him prepare his reports, while 
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Patent Careers for Technical Writers, Engineers, 
Scientists, and Medical Professionals 

by Steven C. Oppenheimer, Licensed U.S. Patent Agent

Steven Oppenheimer is a long-time technical writer with an academic background in science and technology. A 
few years ago, he made the transition into patent work, a career option available to technical writers who possess 
a suitable technical background. This article is an excerpt from the full-length article which is available at www.
oppenheimercommunications.com/Patents/PatentAgentCareers.shtml.

After working more than fifteen years as a freelance technical writer, I discovered another career option that draws 
heavily on my technical writing background and potentially offers significantly better money. The purpose of this 
article is to help other technical writers decide if they want to explore this interesting option. This same career 
option is also open to scientists (in physical, chemical, and biological sciences), engineers, and doctors. (Possibly 
nurses, too – read on….)

What Is A Patent Agent?

Let’s start by defining both patents and patent agents.  A patent is a legal document which describes a new 
invention, and in particular characterizes those aspects of the invention which are really “new” or “inventive”. A 
patent has several parts, but the crucial parts are the detailed discussion of the invention (sometimes referred to 
informally as “the disclosure”) and the claims.

The disclosure gives an overall description of the invention, in sufficient detail that someone who is well-versed in 
the overall field of technology at hand could build the invention based on the disclosure. The claims are a section 
of the patent which—by means of very specific, structured legal language and conventions—indicate precisely the 
aspects of the technology that the inventor asserts are original, and which should therefore be protected by law as 
his or her unique invention.

In the United States, inventors are legally permitted to draft patent applications for their own inventions. Most 
inventors, however, recognize that drafting an effective patent requires specialized training. As such, they turn to 
patent attorneys or patent agents to draft their patents for them. Patent attorneys and patent agents are licensed to 
draft, file, and prosecute patents on behalf of inventors.

“Drafting” a patent application entails gathering necessary information from the inventors and writing up the 
patent application. Patent “prosecution” entails a kind of legal dance between the patent applicant and the United 
States Patent and Trademark Office, or USPTO. It is common for the USPTO to initially reject all or most of the 
claims in a patent application. The claims can be rejected on various legal grounds, but the typical reason is that 
there is a prior public disclosure, in the form of a prior patent or other publication which the Patent Examiner 
considers to anticipate the claimed invention. (Sometimes the Patent Examiner argues not that patent application 
is anticipated by a single existing invention, but rather that the application is “obvious” in light of a combination 
of existing technologies. These details are not central to our discussion here, so for now we’ll just lump it all under 
“anticipation”.)

In other words, Patent Examiners at the USPTO will argue that someone else got there first. The patent applicant 
or applicants—typically represented by their attorney or agent—may then either amend the patent claims, or 
present factual arguments that the claims are not actually anticipated by prior inventions. Sometimes the attorney/
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agent will do a combination of both, amending some claims while trying to argue around other rejections. This 
dance can go through one or more rounds, and sometimes winds up going through administrative appeals within 
the USPTO. (It can even go beyond the USPTO, into the court system.)

Both patent agents and patent attorneys are licensed to fully represent inventors in all respects before the USPTO. 
In other words, from the standpoint of patent prosecution with the USPTO, there is no practical difference 
between a patent agent and a patent attorney.

The difference is, a patent attorney can also represent an inventor in various legal proceedings which may take place 
in courts beyond the jurisdiction of the USPTO. In addition, attorneys can advise inventors on contractual issues, 
licensing issues, and other legal matters which are beyond the strict scope of patent filing and prosecution. Still, 
there is a lot of work to be done just in the realm of patent filing and prosecution, more than enough to keep a 
patent agent very busy!

A patent agent, under the supervision of a licensed patent attorney, may also engage in “opinion” work. This 
means, typically, giving legal advice to a client about whether one of their inventions violates a patent claim of 
another patent (usually from another company or inventor), or whether a competing product violates one of their 
patents.

Working As A Patent Agent

I have been employed as a patent agent for close to two years now, but in some respects I’m still learning what the 
job is about. (There’s a lot to learn!) But, there are at least a few things I can share:

You can expect 
to constantly 
encounter new 
technologies, and 
you will be called 
upon to grasp 
the essence of 
those technologies 
quickly.

First, if you work at a law firm, expect to juggle many projects for many 
clients at the same time. You will not be working on one patent, you will be 
working on six or eight or possibly twenty. The work tends to be stop and go 
in nature.

As a beginner, you will do some work on a project and then have it reviewed 
by more senior staff before continuing. But even as an experienced patent 
agent, the work has breaks and pauses. A client may send you preliminary 
information about an invention, and you can start to do some researching and 
writing, but then put the project on hold until you can interview the inventor 
or another subject matter expert. Once you’ve drafted the patent, it will 
probably be reviewed by another, more experienced legal professional, as well 
as by the client, before finishing touches are put in place. So, you can see the 
need to have multiple projects in the pipeline.

In addition to drafting patents, you can also expect to be involved in patent 
prosecution, meaning you will reply to correspondence from the patent office. 
As indicated above, the work entails determining whether rejections raised 
by the patent office are in fact valid, and then either revising the claims in 
your patent or arguing the merits of the patent vs. the prior references (prior 
inventions cited by the patent office).

The writing itself is also different from technical writing. There are a host of 
legal requirements, both formal (meaning things you must do in drafting a 

patent) and prudent (meaning things that are not legally mandatory, but that make for a better, stronger patent 
application). You can expect to constantly encounter new technologies, and you will be called upon to grasp the 
essence of those technologies quickly.
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One thing that I’ve found particularly challenging is the need to sometimes be more general in my writing. As 
a technical writer, filling in the details—and filling them in early in a document—was often crucial to clearly 
conveying an understanding of a technology. With patents, by contrast, the goal is to define the invention clearly, 
but at the same time to not narrow the invention too much; the ideal patent “claims” the invention as broadly 
as possible. (The objective is to exclude competitors from gaining patents on inventions that are essentially or 
substantially the same, with only minor differences).

Broadly speaking, however, the work calls upon the same kinds of writing skills, thinking skills, and people skills as 
technical writing, while providing a somewhat different challenge, and significantly better opportunities for pay.

New Social Network For Technical 
Communication Pros
By Scott Abel, STC Kachina Member

The Content Wrangler Community (thecontentwrangler.ning.com) is the new social network dedicated to people 
who value content as a business asset, worthy of being effectively managed. This is the place where technical 
communicators, medical and science writers, marketing pros, content management gurus, indexers, online 
community managers, document engineers, information architects, localization and translation pros, e-learning 
pros, taxonomists, bloggers, documentation and training managers, and content creators of all types hang out. It’s 
much more than a blog. It’s a place to join peers, to share, to collaborate, to contribute, to find information.

“Social networks are about connecting people and ideas,” said Scott Abel, manager of The Content Wrangler 
Community. “Web-based social networks are the natural evolution of the web from a passive broadcast medium to 
a multi-directional communication platform that more closely supports the way humans interact in the physical 
world. We congregate. We join others like us. We interact with birds of a feather. Until the advent of social 
networking tools, the web failed miserably to connect people in meaningful ways.”

The Content Wrangler Community, launched officially March 8, has attracted more than 600 members from all 
over the world. Members come from a variety of disciplines and experience levels.

“Some of our members really gravitate to the social features of the community,” Abel says. “Things like videos, 
music, a discussion forums are some of the most popular. And, of course, it’s a much better medium for interaction 
compared to old-school listservs. Members can see each other online and converse in real time. And, the addition of 
photos helps humanize the site. Just look at the many different types of members that have joined the community 
already and you’ll begin to appreciate how diverse a global social network of this type can be. It’s exciting!”

The Content Wrangler Community includes a variety of features including keyword searchable archive, keyword 
searchable member directory. music and video players, groups and discussion forums, customizable home pages, 
member-to-member communication, and integration with Facebook applications.

The Content Wrangler Community provides a variety of members-only services, including discounts on upcoming 
conferences, free access to tutorials, books, webinars, and online learning courses. The community is an extension 
of TheContentWrangler.com (www.thecontentwrangler.com), a popular blog that attracts thousands of visitors each 
day interested in topics related to content creation, management, and delivery.

For more information about this new social network, contact Scott Abel at scottabel@mac.com.

http://thecontentwrangler.ning.com
mailto:scottabel@mac.com
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Competition Best of Show Resulted from Extreme Makeover

By Ellen Cline, STC Kachina Member

A minor electrical update turned into an “extreme makeover” and led to a museum exhibit being awarded Best 
of Show.  The Bradbury Science Museum History Wall exhibit won top honors at the 2007 Southwest Regional 
Publications, Art and Online Communications.

Omar Juveland spoke for the team of Jim Liljenwall, Judith Machen and himself at the awards luncheon held 
in Albuquerque on January 19.  He explained how the Bradbury Museum in Los Alamos received funding 
to replace unlisted electrical light boxes in the history exhibit.  But once they disassembled the exhibit, they 
discovered major deterioration, so took the opportunity to completely rebuild.  They improved the design, 

expanded the content, and corrected errors and 
omissions. 

Utilizing existing pieces, such as statues of 
Manhattan Project personalities Dr. Robert 
Oppenheimer and General Leslie Groves, they 
skillfully integrated old materials with new to create 
a unified design.  With a talented staff of writers, 
researchers and an in-house fabricator, the team 
redid timelines, added new photos, and color-coded 
milestones. New Mexico-related historical events, like 
the Bataan Death March, WW II Internment camps 
in Santa Fe, and Code Talkers were added to the top, 
main timeline.  

The Manhattan Project timeline was thoroughly 
researched to find information that was missing 
or conflicted in different versions. Excerpts from 
documents giving arguments, both pro and con, 
about the complicated issues surrounding the 
decision to drop the atomic bomb in WW II were 
added.

Video elements were changed to improve visitor 
traffic flow and prevent pileups. What was one 
video station with eight videos was expanded to four 

stations playing two videos each. With over 80,000 visitors a year, the Bradbury Museum has to make giving 
more people easier access to information a priority.

On the document rail, a flip book lets visitors look up Lab workers by badge photos, and a new computer 
program provides information about more people in the Lab’s history, not just the top names.  New Mexico 
Highlands University students created a template for the interactive program that allows more biographies to be 
added as they are created.

Now that the Lab history up to 1945 has been updated with this makeover, museum staff members are looking 
forward to creating museum exhibits covering more recent events.
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Correction

The Spring issue of the Tecolote incorrectly reported Anne Van Arsdall’s highest degree as an MA.  
Ms. Van Arsdall, one of the panelists on the Past, Present, and Future of Careers in Technical Writing 
discussion at the September, 2007, Kachina Chapter meeting, possesses a Ph.D.

2008-09 Kachina Chapter Officers 

The chapter’s ad hoc nomination committee – past presidents Jon Price and Bob Johnson – have been 
busy of late assembling the slate of officers for the chapter’s upcoming term: July 2008 – June 2009. 
Many of the current officers and committee chairs have offered to stay on for a subsequent term! As of 
this writing here is the 2008-09 slate: 

Officers:
President – Kathy Pallis
VP for Programs – Dr. Helen Moody
VP for Public Relations – Carmelita Wasson
Secretary – Sheina North
Treasurer – Dr. Scott Sanders

         To be filled:
         Job Bank Chair
         Historian

Throw Down, con’t from page 3

Reflecting on the Challenge participants, Kratzer 
said, “One of my favorite quotes is ‘Teenagers are like 
airplanes. You only hear about the ones that crash.’ Well, 
the Challenge is trying to change that. There are many 
great kids in New Mexico.”

New Fellow Honored

The rank of fellow is conferred only upon associate 
fellows who have attained such eminence in the field 
of technical communication that the board deems 
them worthy of being singled out. Meet Jean Gabriel, 
Kachina’s newest STC fellow.  Jean has served in 
numerous capacities in two different chapters for more 
than fifteen years.  Read the full article at www.stc-nm-
kachina.org/News/index.htm#jean.

Committee Chairpersons:
Education – Scott Sanders
Membership – Linda Gillis
Webmaster – Dr. Helen Moody
Newsletter – Vivian Jones
Job Bank – Open
Historian – Open

Jon and Bob are presently contacting members that they 
think might be interested in filling a vacant position. Any 
chapter member interested in doing so should contact 
them at jprice@swcp.com or  bob2912656@gmail.com. 

mailto:jprice@swcp.com
mailto:bob2912656@gmail.com
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When there is enough interest, the Kachina Chapter presents these lunchtime learning seminars free of charge to 
members and students, although any and all contributions towards the expense of presenting them are appreciated.  
Attendance is free for STC members and students; $10 for non-members.  
Please contact Helen Moody in advance at nmstc.programs@stc-nm-kachina.org if you are interested in attending a 
webinar.  We must have a minimum of five members signed up to purchase these presentations in order to schedule 
a webinar.

STC		Webinars

You can view a full description of these and other upcoming STC web seminars on the 
Society’s website at www.stc.org/edu/seminars01.asp.

	Upcoming	Chapter	Meetings

Calendar events are listed at the time of printing and cover the next few months of activities. Some events may change. Please check 
the STC Kachina Chapter website for updates at www.stc-nm-kachina.org. STC Kachina Chapter members will receive periodic 
email updates with  locations and sign up information. If you would like to list an event in the next Tecolote issue, email jprice@swcp.
com with event information.

© New Mexico Kachina Chapter, Society for Technical Communication. All rights reserved. www.stc-nm-kachina.org

New Mexico Kachina Chapter  
Society for Technical Communication
PO Box 25291 
Albuquerque, NM 87125-5291

Jun 25, 1:00-2:30 pm.   Decreasing Document Size and Increasing 
              Document Usability

Jul 16, 1:00-2:30 pm.   Cool Tools for Tech Writers for Less Than $100

Aug 13, 1:00-2:30 pm.   Wikis and Knowledge Management

Nov 5, 1:00-2:30 pm.   How to Avoid Common Graphical Mistakes that 
              Technical Communicators Make

For up-to-date information, visit the Kachina Chapter Meetings page on the Web: 
http://www.stc-nm-kachina.org/Meetings/index.htm.

	Kachina	Chapter	Mugs

We now have Kachina Chapter mugs! Printed with the attrac-
tive Kachina Chapter logo, these 11-ounce mugs come in a gift 
box.  The cost is $16.  These make great gifts for your favorite 
technical communicator.  Or treat yourself to a chapter mug 
to use at home or office.  See them and buy one at our next 
chapter meeting.

http://www.stc-nm-kachina.org/
mailto:jprice@swcp.com
mailto:jprice@swcp.com
http://www.stc-nm-kachina.org/

