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Technology as Cod Liver Oil

by Neil Perlin and Mark Lewis

This article is reprinted with permission.  It was originally published 
in the July/August 2008 IEEE-PCS newsletter (current issue is located 
at http://ewh.ieee.org/soc/pcs/newsletter/pcsnews_current.php).

It’s good for you in the long run but terrible going down…

New technology that alters familiar ways of working often gets greeted like cod 
liver oil. PC users panned Windows in the late 1980s because it forced touch-
typists to take their hands off the keyboard in order to use the mouse, but Windows 
basically created today’s PC market. Laptop users panned early touch pads (and still 

STC-Kachina Mixer
STC-Kachina had a Fiesta!  Well, actually it was the Kachina mixer at Fiesta’s 
Restaurant in Albuquerque.  About 25 people, both members and nonmembers, 
attended the event on 
September 24.  Everyone 
enjoyed good food and 
great company. We got to 
know each other better 
through some delightful 
games that enhanced 
networking and helped 
folks share interesting 
professional and personal 
details about themselves.

The party began with 
Kachina bingo, an 

continued on page 5
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do because the pads become skiddy from accumulated skin oils) but touch pads make it easier to use laptops on 
cramped airline seat trays. And so on…

Not all new technologies succeed, but enough do that they become part of the background; early complaints 
about them seem quaint in retrospect. In other words, it helps to take a long view when dealing with annoying 
new technologies. This column looks at two fairly new technologies that illustrate that point—the Microsoft 
Word 2007 ribbon, discussed by Mark Lewis, DITA Product Manager for Usability at In.vision Research (www.
InvisionResearch.com), (who also suggested the idea for this column), and MadCap Flare’s use of styles, which I’ll 
discuss.

The Microsoft® Word Ribbon...Explained

What
Where are my favorite Word features and what is this Ribbon thing? You will be proficient and fast in Word again, 
once you understand the simple concept around what the Ribbon is and why it appeared. The transition to Word 

2007 will become “mostly” painless.

Background
Right-clicking on a paragraph, image, or table in the Word 
2003 (or earlier) canvas displays a shortcut menu that 
contains commands specific to the object that you clicked 
on. For example, right-clicking on an image displays the 
shortcut menu with image-related commands like Edit 
Picture, Format Picture, and Caption.

In addition my Word preferences are set to show the 
Picture toolbar when my current selection is an image. 
Hmmmmm.

Why
Why does Word provide shortcut menus? So you don’t have to hunt through the menu hierarchy and level of 
dialogs and tabs to find that command or feature that you want. The shortcut menu provides quick access to 
the commands and features specific to the object you clicked on. 

So…
The Ribbon changes when you change your selection in the Word canvas. When you click on a paragraph, 
image or table in the Word 2007 canvas, the Ribbon changes to display commands specific to the object that 
you clicked on.

continued on page 6
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If you have more 
material than 
you can use, you 
have an enormous 
psychological 
advantage.

The Art of Creative Procrastination
by Hal Gordon, former White House speechwriter
This article is reprinted with permission from the National Association of Government 
Communicators (NAGC). It is adapted from a speech Gordon delivered at the NAGC’s 
Communications School in Albuquerque, N.M. on April 30, 2008.

Thomas Edison once famously remarked that genius is 
one percent inspiration and 99 percent perspiration. 
The writer David Feinberg once gave that quote 

a humorous twist. He said that writing is one percent 
perspiration, and 99 percent procrastination. 

Feinberg was being facetious, but he had a point. I’m as 
guilty of procrastination as any other writer. But I always 
procrastinate creatively. 

To procrastinate creatively means to enlist your subconscious. 
Your subconscious mind is always working – even while 
you’re asleep. So give your subconscious mind something 
to work on. If you know you have to turn in a project by a 
certain time, begin doing the research and collecting the raw 
material for that project immediately. Don’t put it off. Then 
let your subconscious mind work on the raw material. If you 
procrastinate creatively, the odds are very good that when 
you finally sit down to do the project, you’ll find that your 
subconscious has already done a lot of the work for you, and 
you’ll make faster progress as a result. 

When you collect your raw material, it’s a good idea to collect more than you can possibly use for a given 
project. You may object that collecting more data than you need is doing a lot of extra work and wasting 

Hal Gordon at the NAGC’s Communications 
School in Albuquerque on April 30, 2008.

valuable time. If you feel that way, I reply that collecting a bit more material 
than you expect to use takes less work than you think and will actually save 
you time in the long run. 

The reason is that if you have more material than you can use, you have an 
enormous psychological advantage. You’re concerned about how to boil down 
too much material to fit the limits of the project. And that is much better, 
psychologically speaking, than having too little material and trying to figure 
out how you’re going to stretch it to fill the project. 

Also, when you’ve got too much material, you have the luxury of picking 
and choosing. You can pick the best items to put into your project. If you’re 
a writer, and you’ve got a surplus of raw material, it’s going to be a lot easier 
for you to find something intriguing for the opening paragraph, and still have 
something good left over for the ending. 

Does this advice apply even if you’re on a short deadline? It does indeed. 

continued on page 8
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Kachina Mixer, continued from page 1 

ice-breaker activity in which participants circulated around the 
private banquet room to find the name of a person who fit the 
description for each box on their Kachina bingo card.  Excited 
shouts of “Kachina!” rang out, and winners received prizes (STC 
Kachina coffee mugs).

Later, individual introductions were made in a way that 
interactively engaged other participants.  Introduction cards, 
which everyone completed during dinner, provided details such 
as the person’s name, a brief job description, their favorite aspect 

of technical communication, 
and a hobby or two.  Using 
these cards, each person 
introduced the person to his 
or her left.

It was a fun and rewarding opportunity to get to know 
the tech writing community in the area, catch up with 
old friends, and make some new ones.
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Cod Liver Oil, con’t from page 3

Therefore
The Ribbon is really just a big shortcut menu. It’s both dynamic and context sensitive, providing quick and easy access 
to the commands and features specific to your current selection. But, instead of having the limitations of a shortcut 
menu, the Ribbon categorizes and organizes the commands, and provides more commands in all that extra real estate. 
Knowing this, you can control the Ribbon and become fast and proficient in Word again. 

The Microsoft Evangelist that visited the STC Suncoast chapter told us that of all the requests for new features in Word, 
70% of them were for features that were already in the application, the user just couldn’t find them. And so, the Ribbon 
was born.

MadCap Flare’s Styles and Style Editor… Explained 
MadCap Software’s Flare (www.madcapsoftware.com) is the newest entry in the “help authoring tool” market. One 
of the biggest differences between Flare and other such tools is how Flare lets authors assign styles to content. If you 
don’t understand how it works, Flare is very confusing. But once you do, you’ll become faster, more efficient, and more 
standards-compliant. (In the interests of disclosure, I’m certified by MadCap and do a lot of training on Flare.) 

The differences manifest themselves in two ways—how we access the list of available styles and understanding how that 
list works.

Accessing the List of Styles
Like other tools, Flare lets authors users assign styles from a dropdown on the left side of the text formatting toolbar. 
But it also lets authors assign styles from a Styles pane on the right side of the screen. (The following image shows 
both—the standard text formatting toolbar dropdown on the left, and the Styles pane on the right.)

These two features seem redundant since they both offer the same styles. However, the Styles pane makes it possible to 
hide the text formatting toolbar, which eliminates local formatting in topics. Hiding the text formatting toolbar forces 

authors to use styles. This has been 
desirable for a long time, but we 
couldn’t hide the text formatting 
toolbar since this would have 
hidden the styles pulldown as well.

Many new authors don’t 
understand why this is important, 
and thus don’t understand the 
point of the Styles pane at first. 
But once they understand why it 
pays to use styles from a style sheet, 
then the Styles pane feature makes 
perfect sense. More difficult to 
understand is how Flare presents 
the available styles.

Understanding the Available Styles list
Many new Flare authors complain that the list of available styles changes at random. The list of styles actually does change, 
but it’s very logical once you understand it. Like the Word Ribbon, Flare’s styles list is dynamic and context sensitive. 
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However, this is so different from what most users are accustomed to that it’s confusing at first. Basically, 
Flare detects your position in a topic and only displays the relevant styles rather than all the styles. Here’s an 
example…

If I display the styles list in the Styles pane (clicking on the text formatting toolbar 
dropdown gives the same result), and click on the first paragraph without selecting 
any text, the list of available styles displays (see image at left).

But if you select some text in the first paragraph, notice how the list of styles 
changes. Click on any item in the numbered list and notice how the list of 
available styles changes again.

What’s happening is that Flare knows your current selection or location in a topic 
and only shows the relevant styles. Once you understand this, it’s a huge time-saver 

****************

Neil Perlin is president of Hyper/Word Services (www.hyperword.com) of Tewksbury, MA. He has 29 years 
experience in technical communication, with 23 in training, consulting, and development for online formats and 
tools like WinHelp, HTML Help, JavaHelp, CE Help, RoboHelp, Flare, Mimic, Captivate, and others now known 
only in legend. Neil is a member of IEEE and STC, an associate fellow of the STC, and the founder and manager of 
the Beyond the Bleeding Edge stem that ran at the STC annual conference from 1999 to 2006. 

Mark Lewis is the DITA Product Manager for Usability and a product Evangelist for In.vision Research. He designs 
the user experience for many of In.vision’s structured authoring products allowing everyday authors to create reusable 
content without knowing the details of XML syntax. Mark is an active member of STC and OASIS DITA TC, and 
creator and manager of the WritingOBJECTively group on The Content Wrangler Community.

 

since you no longer have to scroll 
through dozens of styles to find 
the one you want. The problem 
is that this is very different from 
most other tools, which simply list 
all your styles, no matter whether 
they’re relevant or not. This, 
incidentally, is a good argument 
for getting formal training on your 
authoring tools. Without that 
training and without analogies 

from previous experience to guide you through this new 
interface feature, many authors waste a lot of time trying to 
figure out what’s going on.

Summary
Today, the Word 2007 Ribbon and Flare’s styles feature are 
unusual and different. But look at them in a positive light to 
see how they can make you more efficient. A year from now, 
you may not be able to imagine how you worked without 
them.



Procrastination, continued from page 4

When you’re on a tight deadline you’re going to be tense and fearful. And when you’re tense and fearful you’re 
going to be especially prone to creative block. So having surplus raw material is going to be even more of a 
comfort to you when you’re under pressure. You’ll be less prone to freeze up and you’ll be less likely to lose time 
struggling to get yourself started. 

Procrastination by itself is a bad habit and a serious waste of time. Creative procrastination, on the other hand, 
puts your subconscious mind to work for you 24/7, and can actually make you more productive. 

Hal Gordon, who has written speeches for the Reagan White House, Gen. Colin Powell, and a raft of top 
corporate CEOs, currently freelances in Houston, TX. He writes a blog “The Speechwriter’s Slant” and can be 
reached at  gordon.h@sbcglobal.net.

STC Member Among Winners in National Note 
Card Design Contest

The American Association of University Women (AAUW) recently honored the work of Michelle Stump, an 
STC Kachina Chapter member and digital artist, by voting one of her images into the six-artist winner’s circle 
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in the national AAUW 2009 
Annual Note Card Design 
Contest. Designs by over 200 
other contestants were voted 
on by thousands of AAUW 
members from across the 
country during the weeks 
of November 10 through 
December 15, 2008.

All six winning entries are 
displayed online at http://
www.aauw.org/contests/index.
cfm and will be published 
as note cards and sent 
to over 100,000 AAUW 

members, who respond with monetary donations, which have historically resulted in significant funding for 
the association. Stump, who donated her art work to the AAUW, will receive 100 note cards of her design in 
acknowledgement of her contribution.

To have used her talents as a digital artist to contribute to the AAUW gave 2008 special meaning to Stump. 
She joined the AAUW in 2006 and commented, “As a college graduate who entered the workforce in the 60’s, 
I have lived and worked through an incredible time for women in the history of the United States. Being able 
to make a contribution to the AAUW allows me to give back to an organization that has helped me over the 
course of many years.”  

“I think it must be the mystery and beautiful colors in ‘Skyward Dreaming’ that captured our members’ votes,” 
said AAUW New Mexico co-president, Nina Thayer, when asked why Stump’s entry was among the winners. 

“Skyward Dreaming”
     Pojoaque, NM



“As a college 
graduate who 
entered the 
workforce in 
the 60’s, I have 
lived and worked 
through an 
incredible time 
for women in 
the history of the 
United States.”
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Magazine. 

Interested STC members are welcome to visit The Harp of the Spirit in 
Los Alamos to see the newest designs. Schedule a visit, by calling 866-
661-8760. To view Stump’s work electronically, see http://harpofthespirit.
com. In New Mexico, The Harp of the Spirit product line is carried at 12 
locations including The Museum of New Mexico, the Fiesta Market at the 
Albuquerque Sunport, and Borders San Busco Center, Santa Fe. Kachina 
Chapter members who are interested in publishing their artwork are 
encouraged to contact Stump at info@harpofthespirit.com.

                Photo courtesy of Michelle Stump

Michelle Stump, Digital Artist

“AAUW is indebted to Michelle for 
donating her stunning photographic 
artwork to our annual note card sale.”

In the past five years Stump’s LLC, 
the Harp of the Spirit Publishing 
Company, has been recognized 
by the State of New Mexico for 
its contributions to the economic 
well being of the state, featured 
in the University of New Mexico 
2007 Annual Report, and noted as 
an outstanding contributor to the 
Adobe User Group program. Stump 
has won awards from the UNM-
LA Small Business Development 
Center, Imaging Professionals of 
the Southwest, and New Mexico 

2008 Southwest PAO Competitions Award Winners
 
The Southwest STC chapters are pleased to announce the Southwest Regional 2008 Publications, Art, and Online 
Competition Winners.  Categories comprise competitions for Technical Publications, Technical Art, and Online 
Communication. Award levels include the Award of Distinguished Technical Communication (DTC), Award of 
Excellence, and Award of Merit. Entries that won DTC awards will go on to compete in the STC’s International Art 
and Publications Competitions.  Award winners are listed below:

                DTC Award  Technical Publications: Dana H. Felthouse, Maggie Bruce, and Randy Stalcup. 
    Technical Publications: S & TR Staff, Jane P. Bearinger, and Paul Chrzanowski.

      Award of Excellence Online Communication: TraCorp, Inc. and Ventana Medical Systems, Inc. 
    Online Communication: Dana H. Felthouse, Maggie Bruce, and Randy Stalcup. 
    Technical Publications: Katie Walter, George Kitrinos, and Paul Chrzanowski. 
    Technical Art: Kevin Melissare and Stephanie Shang. 
    Online Communication: Jill Garland, Damien Jemison, and Charles Osolin.

              Award of Merit Technical Publications: Dana H. Felthouse, Jeanette Powers, and Randy Stalcup. 
    Technical Art: George A. Kitrinos, Christine A. Zachow, and Kristen S. Kulp. 
    Technical Art: George A. Kitrinos, Lauren DeVore, and Linnea Cook. 
    Online Communications: Jeffrey Sketchley, Paul Kotta, and Denise Kellom.



We now have Kachina Chapter mugs! Printed with the attractive 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.
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YOUR HELP NEEDED: The Kachina Chapter would like to host the International Society’s webinars free to members. 
We need a venue, however. Does your organization have a meeting room in Albuquerque with internet access and 
a computer projector? Would you be able to host small monthly meetings for about 10 visitors? Please contact the 
Kachina chapter president, Helen Moody (nmstc.president@stc-nm-kachina.org).
You can view a full description of upcoming STC web seminars on the Society’s website at  
www.stc.org/edu/seminars01.asp.

STC		Society-Sponsored		Webinars

	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 
Helen Moody (nmstc.president@stc-nm-kachina.org) or Vivian Jones (nmstc.newsletter@stc-nm-kachina.org) with 
event information.
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New Mexico Kachina Chapter  
Society for Technical Communication
PO Box 25291 
Albuquerque, NM 87125-5291

Feb 10, 5:00 pm. (MT)              Leveraging Web 2.0 and Cloud Computing in Technical    
                  Communication with Adobe Software
              Hosted by the Phoenix Chapter.
              For additional information, visit 
        www.stc-phoenix.com/virtual-meeting-registration-form.

Feb 18, 6:00-7:00 pm. (MT)        Moving to Word 2007: Easing the Transition
        Hosted by the Southwestern Ohio Chapter.
        For additional information, visit 
              www.swo-btlines.com/swostc/february-meeting

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

	Kachina	Chapter	Mugs

STC		Chapter	Community		Webinars

Feb 5, 11:00-12:30 pm. (MT) FREE    The Top 10 Mistakes Writers Make When Looking for Work
                      Presented by Jack Molisani

Feb 11, 11:00-12:30 pm. (MT) FREE  Resumé Secrets That Might Surprise You
                      Presented by Jack Molisani               

http://www.stc-nm-kachina.org/
http://www.stc-nm-kachina.org/

