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Tech Writers Without Borders:
From Vision to Reality

Stuart Culshaw

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In this session I’d like to spend a few minutes exploring how we can start to turn our vision for Tech Writers Without Borders into reality.I’ll also take a closer look at the pilot project we’ve been working on over the past few months with our first non-profit partner, iNERDE. I’ll explain how the project came about, what we’ve achieved so far, and our plans for the future.
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Help non-profits to improve 
the content and management 
of their documentation and 
training materials. 

Offer opportunities to learn the 
tools and techniques of 
technical communication and 
related disciplines.

Promote and showcase the value of the technical communication profession.

A simple concept

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let me start with a quick reminder of the overall concept behind Tech Writers Without Borders, which is really quite simple: On one side we have non-profits who need to document their processes and train their staff and volunteers to be as effective as possible in carrying out their mission - whether that be humanitarian, educational, local or international On the other side, we have technical communicators and those in related disciplines with a desire to use their skills to make a difference in the world.Our aim is to bring these two groups together with the aim of offering learning and networking opportunities for technical communicators as they work in small project teams to improve the documentation and training assets of our partner organizations.In recognition of the effort and time invested by our volunteers, we will then seek to CELEBRATE the outcomes of these projects and promote the talent of the people involved and we see this as a really fabulous opportunity to promote the value of our profession to a wider audience.Learning and networking opportunities, of course, are what many people are looking for when they join a professional association. What we’re looking to provide in addition to this is the “feel-good” factor of working on real projects that will make a real difference in the lives or real people – and as I mentioned we’ll hear from some of the real people at iNERDE shortly about their work and how we can help.



 and non-profits collaborate

 ow appreciation to volunteers

 ublishes project outcomes

  he volunteers they want to engage

fits register their details

 shes volunteer opportunities

  pportunities of interest and apply

s provide feedback on their collaboration

s submit project requests

The TWWB Engagement Model

Identify suitable non-profits, 
refine and validate project 
objectives and publicize 
volunteer opportunities. 

Match volunteers with project 
opportunities and support the 
planning and implementation 
of projects

Evaluate and document 
project results and impact. 
Recognize volunteer 
contributions.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our small team has been working over the past few months to outline a repeatable process that we can use to expand our activities beyond our initial pilot project, so that we can work with other organizations and other projects.This chart shows the 9-step process we’ve come up with to achieve this, starting with identifying suitable non-profits and qualifying projects, matching project requirements with volunteer skills and supporting the collaboration work and then evaluating and celebrating success.We still have a lot of unanswered questions around these different phases, but we’re hoping to build out a core team of volunteers who can help us to figure out the answers to these questions and implement some simple processes to make this all work efficiently.
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Presentation Notes
Phase 1: Identify and validate suitable non-profit organisations and projectsWhat are the eligibility requirements? (Size, type, focus, location, language, …)What information do we need to capture?What types of projects can/should we accept?How many projects can we take on at once?What skills and tools are required to complete the project?What’s the timeframe/deadline?How do we manage and publish opportunities? 
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Presentation Notes
PHASE 2: Match volunteers with project opportunities & support the processOnce we’ve identified and published project opportunities, we then need to build the project team with the right mix of skills and figure out what tools and process to use to all team members to collaborate effectively and to support the project thorugh to successful completion. As I mentioned, we see this project work as very much a learning experience for all involved. So you don’t necessarily need to be an expert in a particular discipline or technique or tool, as long as you have an interest in enhancing your skills and experience in that area, then we can identify resources to support you in that learning, or perhaps pair you up with someone more experienced who can coach or mentor you throughout the process. We heard earlier from Laurent about the use of agile project methodologis and that’s certainly something we’d be looking to support our project teams with. Laurent mentioned how we’d like to assign an agile coach or “scrum master” to each project team so that everyone can get hands on experience with “scrum” – an agile methodology that is increasingly being used in the software industry and one which more and more technical communicators are being asked to get involved in, so having a working knowledge and practical experience in scrum might actually help you secure your next job, or participate more effectively with your development teams if they uses agile techniques already.The other area that we think will be of great interest to potential volunteers is the opportunity to work with some new software tools that you may not have used much or at all in your day job. We hope to interest some of the leading tech comm software and service providers out there to work with us and provide us with access to their software for free or a reduced price so that we can make these available to our volunteers for use on our projects. There’s clearly some great potential for PR opportunities around that, and if you’re able to take advantage of your volunteer work to learn a new tool that may help you in your current or future job, then again it’s a real win-win situation for everyone.We’ve also talked about developing our own online learning portal to host community training resources or promote external courses and would be looking to hold a regular series of webinars and workshops on relevant technical communication tools and techniques to support our project volunteers - led either by members of the community, leading industry experts or external training providers… (again, with the idea of providing those for free or at a discounted rate, which would be yet another great advantage of getting involved).
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Phase 3: Evaluate and document project results and impactFinally, once we have brought a project to successful completion, it’s going to be really important to share that success with the world.We’ll also want a way to capture feedback from both the project volunteers and the non-profit “client” organization, both positive and negative, so that we can identify best practices and improve our processes going forward.We’d be looking to publish testimonials from those involved, but also more in-depth case studies, perhaps organizing special webcast sessions to share project outcomes with the wider community – both as a way to showcase the value of our work, but hopefully to encourage new potential volunteers to get involved.We could envisage providing volunteers with a certificate of appreciation, professional recommendations and/or badges for their social profiles, as well as points, prizes and training discounts to encourage them to stay involved…So that’s a quick overview of how we see things working internally within TWWB. As you can see, there are still many open switches, but if you’re interested in helping us figure out and implement some of these ideas, then we’d love to hear from you.



Building an ecosystem

Vendors

Industry 
experts

Academia

Recruiters
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lunteers

Non-profits

Professional 
societies

Training 
providers

• Student projects
• Curriculum development
• Impact studies

• Promote offerings
• Negotiate discounts
• Host courses

• Recruit, train, support• Identify and vet suitable orgs and projects
• Nurture relations

• Build awareness, provide webinars/training and expertise

• Job board
• Promote talent

• Discounted access to 
tools and services

• Sponsorship
• Help with automating 

key processes

• Build awareness
• Recruit volunteers
• Joint promotion
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We also see many opportunities for TWWB to partner with other organizations. I already mentioned software and service vendors who we hope we can convince to give us their stuff for free in return for some great PR and sponsorship opportunities. Maybe some of these vendors can also provide us with solutions to help automate some of our internal project management processes also. But there are several other types of organizations or individuals where we see equally exciting opportunities for collaboration, starting with our own members and volunteersPerhaps you’ve already developed a training course or skill that you’d like to share with other members?Perhaps you (or a friend, colleague, or family member) already work with a non-profit organization and can help identify and qualify a documentation or training project for that organization that could benefit from the skills of our community members?By the way – if you do already use your tech comm skills to help a non-profit organisation, we’d love to hear your story too!Academia:We would love to develop closer relations with universities and schools offering education in technical communication or related disciplines and see how we might involve theisr students in our project work, perhaps in return for some course credit, or as part of their required assignments or research projects…Volunteering for TWWB could also be a fabulous way for students or recent graduates to get on-the-job experience to help them get that first job or take their career to the next level.Training providers (corporate/private/individuals): Encourage companies and individuals to host training content on TWWB portal (negotiate discounts)Training providers could pay a hosting or advertising fee to promote their coursesRecruiters:We mentioned already how volunteering for TWWB can be a fabulous way to gain experience and advance your skillsWell, that’s a pool of talent that I’m sure any decent recruiter would be interested in tapping into.We envisage working with recruiters to share job and contracting opportunities with the community, but also work with them identify skills gaps to help direct our training and education efforts.Industry experts:We’ve already spoken to a few industry experts and all of them are really excited by the concept of Tech Writers Without Borders and eager to get involved, They can not only help us spread the word, but also contribute their expertise, experience and advice to help support our volunteer project teams.Professional societies:We are keen to partner with other professional societies to help build awareness of our work and collaborate on projectsIn addition to being a source of volunteers and projects, organizations like STC, ISTC, Tekom, and others regularly organize events and workshops that we could contribute to or benefit from.So huge potential here for some really interesting collaboration opportunities and if you recognize yourself in one of these categories and would like to support us, or if you’d be interested in helping us to develop partnerships in these different areas, then again please get in touch.We are currently just a small team and we need more people to get involved if we’re going to be able to develop our vision further and faster. Hopefully I’ve given you a few ideas here how you, too, might benefit from getting involved. 



Our first pilot project
Revision of teacher training materials and creation of an online learning platform for 

the iNERDE summer camp program for school children in Mali and Senegal.

http://www.inerde.org

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’d like to turn now to our first pilot project and share with you what we’ve managed to achieve so far with iNERDE, our first non-profit partner. I’m hoping that if you’re not feeling inspired enough quite yet to get involved that you will be after hearing about the great work that iNERDE is doing and how we are looking to help them achieve their own vision.iNERDE is a US-based non-profit created by a group of scientists and engineers from Mali and Sénégal to help empower African youth with opportunities by providing them with access to education in Science, Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM). This summer, iNERDE organized their 3rd annual summer camp program for school children in Mali and Sénégal, a 5 week study program composed of around 25 experiential learning modules designed to teach the kids about various scientific disciplines, but also teach them about team work, project management, public speaking, and social responsibility.VIDEO 1: iNERDE PROMO

http://www.inerde.org


One person can make a big difference

Just imagine what we can achieve together!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Before getting into the details of the project itself, I did just want to take a few moments to recognize the contribution of this guy here, without whom none of this would have happened at all. This is Michael Leventhal, a good friend and former colleague of mine who I first met in Paris when I was working my first tech writing job somewhere towards the end of the last century. It was Michael who first introduced us to iNERDE in early 2015 when, in his new role as Chief Nerdy Development Officer, he reached out for help with translating the curriculum materials for iNERDE’s 2015 summer camp into French. At the time, we didn’t really have the means or the time to help, but we did end up directing Michael to another organization “Translators Without Borders” - an organization that offers pro bono translations for non-profits – and which, if you haven’t guessed already, served in many ways as the inspiration behind our own TWWB initiative.A short while later, Michael reached out again with the hope that we might be able to help him find 50 French keyboards to go with the PCs they just had donated from a US corporation. To cut a long story short, we found some cheap keyboards, the STCFR board agreed to puchase them as a donation and iNERDE had them shipped to Mali. This gave us a warm fuzzy feeling inside…This was when Michael came back a third time and admitted that, while the translations they received from Translators Without Borders were excellent, the biggest problem they had was the quality of the source materials (can any of you relate?) and could we perhaps gather a team of people to help review and suggest improvements. It was like “BINGO!” This sounds like a job for technical writers and the idea for Tech Writers Without Borders was born. The other thing to know about Michael is that he recently gave up his life in Silicon Valley where he’d been working on hardware accelerators, massively parallel compute architectures, related software ecosystems, and other truly nerdy stuff, to move to Bamako in Mali to work full time for iNERDE.Now, just to reassure you: nobody is asking you to give up your life and move to Africa to support iNERDE – though if you’re interested in doing that, you can talk to Michael. He happens to be an excellent writer and I encourage you to check out his blog on the iNERDE site where you can read about his work with iNERDE and his move to Bamako.The other reason I’m telling you all this about Michael is to illustrate just how much of a difference one person can make and that maybe if enough of us nerds get together and get organized, well, just think of all the amazing things we could achieve!



The project
• Approx 25 lesson plans
• Source files in MS Word
• SMEs on three continents
• Team of 3-4

… implement technical communication 
best practices to improve 
comprehension, readability, formatting, 
and structure of lesson plans and 
supporting materials. 

… build an online course repository 
where lesson plans and supporting 
materials will be stored and made 
available to iNERDE empowerment 
agents and teachers to assist with their 
training prior to arriving at the summer 
camp…

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It was also Michael again who helped facilitate a first web meeting with his colleagues at iNERDE, following which we put together a Memorandum of Understanding with iNERDE and began our pilot project which set out to review and revise the 25 or so lesson plans that make up their summer camp curriculum and that are used to train the local teachers and assistants who deliver the classes to the children.The 25 lesson consisted of a set of Word documents, the content of which had been gathered from various public domain sources on the Internet, or put together personally by iNERDE’s own subject matter experts.The team explained some of the modules did not provide enough background in the science or technique covered in the class to allow the teachers to fully master the subject matter (these are middle school teachers with a general education, not science teachers).In other cases, they admitted that the instructions for setting up the class or for running a particular experiment were not clear enough and some teachers struggled to deliver the class effectively. They humbly accepted that clear and concise writing was not necessarily their strong point, and that in some cases, given the million other things they had to organize for the camp, some of the material was put together quite hastily. That said, many of the lesson plans were really quite fun to work on. They included things like how to extract DNA from an onion, an explanation of the scientific method, how to create a solar oven, purify water, build an intelligent hydrogen powered car that could avoid obstacles, and (my favorite) how to built a mini catapult that would fire marshmallows across the room.The othe major issue they described was that they had just one week ahead of the summer camp for teacher training and that providing all the course material to the teachers in paper format had proved both expensive and not very efficient. That’s why we suggested transferring the content of the Word documents to an online portal that would allow the teachers to access the material online ahead of, during, and after the camp. It would also facilitate the work or our remote editing teams, and we saw potential to possibly develop the platform further in the future into a full-blown e-learning and course delivery platform. Several of us were interested in exploring e-learning and instructional design, and so this was a great opportunity to “learn by doing” – it also happened to be a great fit for iNERDE’s needs. After evaluating several different options, we finally settled on the open source learning management tool “Moodle” and I’ll share a little more about that and what we were able to achieve shortly…First, though, I’d like to hand over to Mohamed Kanté... Visionary and Chief Nerd from iNERDE to tell you a little more about iNERDE and our work together from his perspective.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
AUDIO RECORDING - Mohamed



What we implemented
• Evaluated numerous course management systems (CMS) and online 

learning platforms.
• Installed and configured a Moodle server for iNERDE and provided 

access to all staff, teachers & assistants
• Integrated all lesson plan content into Moodle
• Reviewed and revised material for several lesson plans
• Revised graphics
• Embedded existing video content
• Created a simple tutorial and overview presentation explaining how 

to access the platform (web/mobile)
• Scheduled a follow-up debrief session with iNERDE  team

Presenter
Presentation Notes
To summarize what we managed to achieve during our first pilot project…With just 3 or 4 of us working in our spare time, we knew we wouldn’t have the resources to review all 25 course modules in the time available, so we asked the iNERDE team to tell us which modules had caused most problems or which ones they thought needed most work and we started with those.We then installed and configured Moodle on our web server and transferred the content of all 25 Word documents into Moodle “as is”. We determined that even if we only managed to work on revising 3 or 4 of the lesson plans themselves, providing access to the basic material online was already a huge help in preparing the teachers and iNERDE staff for a successful camp experience.The great thing about Moodle, other than it being free, is that it provides a neat mobile app that allows you to download course materials onto your mobile device for offline viewing. Since many people in Africa have mobile phones but not very good Internet connections, this seemed to be a far more effective solution than some of the cloud-based solutions we had initially looked at.For the modules that we were able to spend time on:We reformatted and restructured the contentWe simplified the language, making it more suitable for the target audienceWe recreated some of the diagrams and graphics and reformatted some of the handouts for teachers to use in class.And of course we reviewed and validated the revised materials with the iNERDE team of subject Matter Experts.We also embedded some existing videos that iNERDE had had produced the previous year – although we didn’t spend too much time on those because we weren’t sure they were an effective medium for online delivery given the limited and slow Internet access available in Mali.The videos also consisted of little more than someone reading the content of the lesson plan to the camera which we feel didn’t add much value – and we set this aside as a second potential project to address over the coming year, perhaps using whiteboard video style training rather than full motion.Here’s a very quick test sample I made while playing around with a tool called Videoscribe – an authoring tool for this kind of whiteboard style eductional video.<VIDEO SCRIBE TEST>It’s not very exciting but there’s a lot of potential here to do some really fun stuff. We also created a simple online tutorial and presentation of the Moodle platform to allow the iNERDE team to explain its use to the teachers.Basically, this is the kind of stuff that we do every day as technical writers… but with the extra feel-good factor that comes from knowing this was all for such a great cause ☺



Tools and techniques
• Audience analysis
• Proofreading & 

rewriting
• E-learning
• Video training
• Working with SMEs
• Instructional design

• Google Drive: File sharing
• Trello: Agile task tracking
• Moodle: Course 

Management System
• Vimeo: Video hosting
• Videoscribe: Whiteboard 

style animations
• Iorad: Web-based tutorial 

builder/recorder

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The main tools & techniques that we used during the project…Pure coincidence that these three topics happen to correspond with our educational sessions this afternoon…!I’ll admit to being a bit of a tool geek and had fun exploring quite a number of new tools, including Trello and Videoscribe.I also discovered that many of these tools have non-profit pricing for assocations... So opportunity to get your hands on them if you work on our projects!



Présentation du cours
Vous trouverez dans le cours “Camp STEM – Formation des enseignants” une présentation générale du 
programme, des plans de cours pour chaque module de formation et un forum de discussion pour les 
enseignants.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here’s a quick look at the Moodle learning course for teachers



Exemple de plan de cours
En cliquant sur le titre d’un cours dans la table des matières, vous accédez à un descriptif détaillé 
du cours. Dans certains cas, vous pouvez aussi regarder une courte vidéo de présentation. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
And this is a screen shot of one of the lesson plans with an embedded video, with the list of all available lesson plans down the side.I don’t have time to show this in more detail, but for anyone who is interested in getting involved in the iNERDE project, we can arrange for a more in-depth session in the near future where we can show the tool in more detail and see how you would maybe like to contribute.



What we learned
• How to install, configure, and administer Moodle 
• How to set up a Vimeo video hosting account and embed 

streaming video content
• How to create web-based step-by-step tutorials using 

Iorad
• How to create whiteboard movies with Videoscribe
• How to work with SMEs across 3 continents
• How to manage an agile project using Trello
• How to fire marshmallows across the room…!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As I mentioned back at the beginning of my presentation, this first pilot project was very much a learning exercise, and here’s a quick summary of some of the things we learned.The greatest thing, though, is knowing that this relatively modest effort made a big impact on the success of the iNERDE summer camp this year, and I’d like to end with a couple of final videos – one featuring a couple of the teachers from this year’s program and finally some feedback from the kids themselves about their experience at the iNERDE camp.Both videos are in French, with subtitles and you’ll have to excuse the poor sound quality of the first video, which Michael put together as best he could with the limited equipment at his disposal so please refer to the subtitles if you’re having trouble hearing…<TEACHER TESTIMONIALS>OK, and finally let’s hear from the kids themselves, as this is really what makes all our efforts worthwhile....<WHY KIDS LOVE iNERDE>



Join us!
techwriterswithoutborders.org

LinkedIn group

Learn more about iNERDE and show your support:
iNERDE.org

https://www.globalgiving.org/projects/stem-in-africa/

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So hopefully you’re now feeling inspired to join us in our quest to support organizations like iNERDE. If so, I invite you to visit our website at techwriterswithoutborders.org for more information and to sign up as a volunteer. You can also join our LinkedIn group to stay in touch and learn about our activities and project opportunities as we start to grow and develop our community.If you’re interested in learning more about iNERDE’s work, you can check out their website at inerde.org and if you’re interested in donating directly to iNERDE, check out their global giving campaign. Even a small donation can make a really big difference. Thank you.

http://www.techwriterswithoutborders.org
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/8437644
http://www.inerde.org
https://www.globalgiving.org/projects/stem-in-africa/


Seeing the World Through the Client's Eyes
What They Can Teach Us About 

Multiculturalism



Culture

“Each client has its own culture,” whether we’re talking about the 
UN, an organization of countries working together, or client 

organizations. Underlying them all is “culture in different contexts.” 

- Rahel Bailie, 2016 Keynote at Lavacon East in Dublin

Bailie defines three types of cultures: 
1. Organizational
2. Team
3. Customer



Be moderators and translators of culture

Become culturally aware at each level



Learn the language

The more artful and tasteful our understanding 
of the culture becomes, the more sophisticated 
our pallet of communication becomes. 



Embrace others’ points of view

Like dancing, cultural and language exchanges 
become intuitive as you try and synchronize 
the rhythms, and requires openness, humility, 
and flexibility. 



Appreciate different communication styles

Once you accept that differences in style, look 
past them. Diversity is not a barrier to good 
communication.



Translate opinions in terms of the culture’s goals

We aren’t there to solve the problem. But we 
are there to make sure the problem is not 
muddied.



Embellish the world with your skills

“We coexist in a space between birth and death where hope lies.” 

– Yo-Yo Ma and the Silk Road Ensemble, 2016 Film The Music of 
Strangers 

Become part of the hope for this world. Develop 
your cultural sensitivity. Marry your sensibility 
with your technical prowess. 
Your sensitivity will surely leave behind traces 
in all the places where you walk.
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