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iVBSTRACT 

Built in 2002, the multi-million dollar English/Philosophy/Education complex 

houses the usability lab at Texas Tech University (TTU). The two-room lab provides 

learning and research opportunities for ITU students and faculty, not only as a hands-on 

en^^ronment for two English Departinent Usability Methods courses (undergraduate and 

graduate le^'els) but also as an exploratory environment for individual research projects. As a 

graduate smdent who has taken the Usability Methods course and worked on projects in the 

usability lab, I decided to write a Usability Lab Manual for my Master's thesis. The 

vmderlying question that guided my work states, "Using theory and skills, how can a 

technical communicator create a usable, efficient usability lab manual that codifies existing 

knowledge accurately and facilitates the creation of new knowledge?" The result is a twenty-

page policies and procedures manual, available in print and online forms. Subsequent 

chapters detail my design choices and offer recommendations for future versions of the 

manual. As I completed the project, I leamed that technical communicators are not merely 

describers or publishers of technical information. Instead, they play a large role in capturing 

tacit knowledge within an organization. Specifically, technical communicators can be called 

efficiency workers, investigators and researchers, and knowledge activists as they pursue tacit 

knowledge within an organization. My work stands as concrete evidence of how technical 

communicators can add value to an organization; it reiterates other examples given by 

technical communicators who have done research on the role of technical communicators in 

organizations; and it can spur other researchers to examine further the role between 

technical communicators and tacit knowledge. 
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CHAPfKRI 

INTRODUCTION TO THE TEXAS TECH UNIVERSriT USABILITY LAB 

Built in 2002, die multi-million dollar Hnglish/Philosophy/Education complex 

houses die usability lab at Texas Tech Umversity (TTU). The two-room lab provides 

learning and research oppormnities for TTU students and faculty, not only as a hands-on 

environment for two English Department Usability Methods courses (undergraduate and 

graduate levels) but also as an exploratory environment for individual research projects. To 

date, smdents and faculty have used the lab to complete the following projects: 

imdergraduate and graduate Usability Methods coursework, data gathering for an English 

Department dissertation and, data gathering for an on-going research project in the 

Education Department. 

The mission of the lab is "to facilitate empirical study of the way users interact with 

computer programs, printed documents, and other materials" (3). By offering a facility for 

these types of smdies, the lab has the capacity to generate both short- and long-term profits 

for TTU. For example, TTU's Sttategic Plan Objectives 4.2 and 4.3. state, respectively, 

"Integrate the use of technology in teaching and learning processes," and "Integrate the use 

of technology in research." Because the lab facilitates new learning and research 

opportunities in a technology-rich environment, it sttongly supports the University-wide 

sttategic plan. By offering such an environment, TTU can retain quality smdents and faculty 

on campus. Furthermore, the lab is a long-term asset to the University, as administtators can 

use it for recruitment and advertising. TTU's Sttategic Plan Objective 1.5 states, "Compete for the 

most qualified graduate students" and G o a l 5 States, "Build strategic partnerships and alliances with extemal 



ciiritics." In keeping with lln-sc ju).ils and objccUvcs, the lab will attract quality students and faculty who are 

interested m us.ibilit)' methods. Also, mdustiics interested in conducting usability tests can turn to 

r r U for consultation and testing of their products. However, merely having a usability lab 

on campus is not enough to fulfill the University's goals or the mission of the lab. In order 

to contribute to die mission of the English Department and to support the success of the 

University, the lab must be used effectively. In order for the lab to be effective, lab users 

must receive instruction on how to use the lab, whether they need to know how to complete 

the requirements for a usability course project or how to gather data for an independent 

research project. But, because of the lab's newness, there are many instances of trial and 

error. To date, only a small number of faculty and students understand the lab on the level 

required to help set up projects or to ttoubleshoot problems. Large projects completed on 

trial and error create gross inefficiencies in the process of using the lab, and the small 

number of "experts" available to help others with their projects prevents the lab from being 

used to its full potential. Therefore, the lab needs support materials, such as documentation 

in the form of a user's guide and a policies and procedures manual, to enhance it in the 

following five ways: 

• Record lab history and inventory 

• - Record lab policies 

• Provide evidence to continue the lab 

• Support lab users 

• Support knowledge creation in the lab. 

Documentation acts as a record-keeping mechanism by recording lab history, as well 

the initial lab equipment inventory. Policies and procedures written in the manual provide as 



tlie luiglish Department with lab-use guidelines that explains how to use T F U property 

properly. Conerete materials, such as policies and procedures documentation, can aid 

Universit)' decision-makers in keeping the lab at the forefront of administrative and fmancial 

support lists. Lab documentation supports the needs of users who must learn how to work 

in the lab for course assignments or research projects. Finally, documentation spurs lab users 

to create new knowledge. 

As a graduate student who has taken the graduate Usability Methods course and 

worked on projects in the usability lab, I decided to write a Usability Lab Manual for my 

Master's thesis. Because of my past research and continued interest in usability and 

knowledge management, along with my many hours in the lab gives me a unique position 

within the EngHsh Department; I am both a communicator of the usability lab process as 

well as a user of the lab. The underlying question that guided my work states, "Using theory 

and skiUs, how can a technical communicator create a usable, efficient usability lab manual 

that codifies existing knowledge accurately and facilitates the creation of new knowledge?" 

The first step in creating an efficient usability lab manual is to take existing, tacit 

knowledge and codify it for a specific audience. Tacit knowledge is intangible; it is an idea, 

concept, or information one knows but may have difficulty expressing. For the usability lab, 

I codified existing knowledge by developing a policies and procedures manual in both print 

and online form. The twenty-two page manual includes eight chapters: 

• Inttoduction to the TTUsability Lab 

• Reserving the Lab 

• Inttoduction to the Lab Equipment 



• Setting Up die Lab 

• Using the Equipment 

• Making a Highlights Tape 

• Closmg Down the Lab 

• Finding More Information. 

I created the documentation template, and three authors developed the content: Dr. 

Locke Carter, Margarita Morales, and myself Each author has a different background and 

skill set; therefore, each author contributed to different parts of the document With a 

background in usability, a professor of Usability Methods at TTU, and the ciurent Lab 

Director, Dr. Carter contributed tacit knowledge from an expert and administtative point of 

view. For example, he wrote the lab mission statement and formulated the lab reservation 

policy. I have a background in technical communication, and, as a graduate student, I have 

taken the graduate usability course and spent many hours working on projects in the lab. My 

tacit knowledge about how the lab works helped define what types of information needed to 

be included in the manual. Margarita Morales is also a graduate student; however, she has 

not taken the usability course. Therefore, she contributed to the manual as a novice user of 

the lab. In other words, Margarita is someone eager to leam how the lab works and what her 

responsibilities include when she is in the lab. As I explained processes to her, together we 

were able to develop the content for the manual for other students and faculty members 

who have no previous experience in the lab and who wiU need to use the documentation to 

complete a course project or to fulfill a research goal. I created the printed version in 

FrameMaker 7 because I included screenshots in the Reservation Policy section and pictures 



of the lab equipment throughout the manual. From m\ own previous documentation 

experiences, FtatneMaker is the most reliable publishing program to handle placement of 

images on die page. The hard copy xersion of the manual will be disttibutcd as a PDF . The 

online version is hand coded in XHTML and is for users who wish to access the information 

ftom a computer m the lab while they work, as well as to speed the communication process 

between lab users and the Lab Director. For example, by following a hypertext link, users 

can immediately begin the Reservation procedure from the onUne manual. The following 

chapters explain the audience analysis, content organization, and design of my project 



C I l A P r E R I I 

D E S I G N RATIONALI' . 

Audience Analysis 

The first step in writing useful documentation begins with an audience analysis. An 

audience analysis requires the author to determine what the readers will need from the 

document, and by completing a thorough analysis, one ensures that readers wiU use and 

reuse the document. According to the Lay Technical Communication textbook, here is a list of 

items technical communicators should answer when analyzing their audience: what are users' 

needs, attitudes, motivations, background, past knowledge, and reading conditions (91)? For 

the usability' lab manual, the audience varies. The documentation must fit the needs of 

facult}' and students, novice and advanced users, for those who will use it as a course 

supplement and for those who will use it as a guide for independent research projects. 

Facidty campus-wide, along with undergraduate smdents enrolled in English Department 

usability courses and graduate students are allowed to use the lab. Novice users are those 

with no prior T T U lab experience, while advanced users are faculty acquainted with the 

equipment, faculty with specializations in usability, or smdents who have successfully 

completed the graduate usability course. Undergraduate students are not allowed in the lab 

without supervision from a professor or graduate s tudent The purpose of the 

documentation is two-fold: to stand as the governing, formal authority for lab policies and to 

instruct users on how to operate the lab. While the audience may include novice users of the 

lab equipment, I assume that my audiences have a basic tmderstanding of the concept of 

usability (i.e., a working definition, understanding of different usability methods, etc.). The 



mami.il is not a guide for usability metliods; therefore, it does not provide instmctions on 

how to create usability test plans, set up specific tests, interpret results, etc. Because the lab 

manual is an internal TTU and English Department document, die audience will understand 

specific vocabulary and reference to campus-specific people and places. Because the 

audience is divided into Uvo levels of user expertise (novice and advanced), chapters within 

die manual include both simple checklists for advanced users and detailed insttuctions for 

no\ace users. Users' motivation and attimdes differ, fiom those who want to use the lab as 

efficiendy as possible to complete one or two course assignments, to those who will use the 

lab frequendy for on-going data collection related to research topics. Therefore, the lab 

manual must provide easily accessible, clear instructions that are thorough and allow users to 

work in the lab without supervision (except undergraduate smdents). After determining what 

the audience needs, the next step in creating documentation is to organize the content. 

Content Organization 

Content organization is the process of writing, editing, and organizing information in 

such a way that it meets the needs of the intended audience. For the lab manual, content 

organization began with a brainstorming session between Margarita and me. Together we 

talked about the different processes in the lab, from using the equipment, to shutting down 

the lab, as well as the other types of information we needed to include, such as the Lab 

Director's contact information and the various lab use policies. After making a list of section 

tides needed for the manual, we developed the information to support each subject. Each 

information "chunk" followed a task-oriented approach. Thomas Barker, in Writing Software 

Documentation, defines task orientation as, "A design sttategy for software documentation that 



attempts to increase user knowledge ol and application of a program by integrating the 

software with die user's work environment" (10). In other words, instead of using complex 

terminology or jargon to describe machinery in the lab, we wrote in plain terms our users 

could identify, and we emphasized lab tasks (i.e., setting up the lab, recording data, making a 

highlights tape, etc.). The insttuctions in each section are also listed as a set of numbered 

tasks or buUeted task lists. Finally, to help users understand the information clearly, each 

section is organized using the same outline: inttoduction of the task(s), policies or warning 

information, individual procedures, and tips. By organizing each section in the same pattern, 

readers will recognize the type of information they are looking for faster. After organizing 

the content, the manual and online system were formatted using technical documentation 

design principles. 

Design 

The next step in a documentation project is design. In Technical Communication: 

Situations and Strategies 5'^ 'Edition, Markel lists five goals for document design: 

• to make a good impression on readers, 

• to help readers imderstand the stmctmre and hierarchy of the iaformation, 

• to help readers find the information they need, 

• to help readers imderstand the information, and 

• to help readers retain the information. (310) 

As I mentioned in the Inttoduction, the manual is in both print and electtonic form. The 

next two sections describe design choices I have made for each format 



Print n?DF) Version 

The print version of the manual was created in Adobe FrameMaker 7. I used a sans-

serif font, \Vidana, for die headings, and a serif font, Garamond, for the body text. Section 

headings go across die page (|")age size is a standard 8.5x11 sheet). Subheadings are side 

heads located on the left side of the page. The manual's running header and footer includes 

the chapter tide and page number, respectively. I included only relevant information and I 

presented it logically in order to make a good impression on readers and to meet their basic 

expectations of a user's manual. To help readers understand the structure and hierarchy of 

the information, each section was formatted similarly, with headings in a larger, bold font. 

To help readers find the information they need, I placed subheadings as side heads on the 

left side. This way, when skimming the manual, readers will be able to look down the left 

side and find the subject they want without having to read large amounts of body text. 

Screen shots within chapters also help readers find the equipment or task they are looking 

for with minimal reading. Because the hard copy version of the manual wiU be distributed as 

a P D F , I created bookmarks for each section tide and subheading. Now, when reading the 

manual online with Acrobat Reader, users can jump to the specific information they need by 

using the bookmarks, instead of scrolling through each page of the document When reading 

the manual with Acrobat Reader, hyperlinks to the Lab Director's e-mail, die English 

Department Calendar (used for making lab reservations), etc., will be active, and users will be 

able to click on the text and complete an action immediately. To help readers understand the 

information, words within each numbered task tiiat relate direcdy to words on die computer 

screen or on lab equipment are in bold. For example, in die Reserving die Lab section, users 

are required to enter their reservation information into the English Department's online 

file:///Vidana


Calendar. When explaining this procedure, words that appear on the English Department 

Calendar that users are supposed to click, such as "Create New Calendar Entty" are 

boldface. By creating tins pattern, users will understand die procedure's tasks easily. To help 

users retain die infomiation, the manual repeats information. While too much redundancy 

might clutter a techmcal document and cause reader confusion, some repeated information 

acmally helps emphasize the infonnation to a point a person can retain it longer. While there 

are only subtie differences in the audience and content organization between the P D F and 

online versions of the manual, the design differences between the two are quite significant. 

Online Version 

Designing online must not only support the principles mentioned earlier but also 

support the user's new environment in a Web browser. Special consideration must be taken 

to design online materials for screen size, scroUing, and multiple-browser support. 

Navigation on the Web is also different than print; therefore, online materials must be 

designed to accommodate user movement throughout the artifact. For the online version of 

the manual, I created a template and the subsequent pages in HTML-Kit, a free software 

application for Web development. I also followed the World-Wide Web Consortium's 

guidelines for X H T M L (Extensible.Hypertext Markup Language) Web development because 

I wanted the coding to be up-to-date and because I wanted to leam more about XHTML. 

Where applicable, I also coded as many accessibility features into the Web site so that the 

online version wiU be accessible to all stadents and faculty. I designed for an 800x600 screen 

size (the cvuient default). In one sense, the online and P D F versions look the same—I have 

used a cascading style sheet (CSS) to create the same fonts, colors, etc., for the online 

10 



version. While users will have some scrolling on each page, 1 lia\ e included Links at the top 

that jump to corresponding mformation chunks on the jiage. In essence, if users are looking 

for specific information, they can cUck on a link at the top of the page, and the 

corresponding information will appear in the window, thus minimizing some scroUing. 

Along with these t)'pes of intemal page hyperlinks, I included a hyperlink table of contents, 

links to each section at the bot tom of each page, as well as navigation forward and back 

buttons within the site. By offering more than one t)q3e of navigational aid, I aim to help 

both users who are looking for a specific piece of information and users who are reading the 

online material in sequence to leam about the lab. The main goal in including several types 

of navigation is to help all users find the information they need in an efficient manner. 

Currendy, the online manual can be viewed on newer versions of Internet Explorer and 

Netscape Navigator. By coding the material to appear on more than one browser, the online 

version will reach more users more effectively. Even though the manual in both versions 

stands as polished work, no technical documentation artifact is ever complete. The curtent 

manual must evolve as the usability lab equipment changes and the lab matures. The 

following paragraph explains my recommendations for future versions of the manual and 

Web site. 

11 



CHAPTER III 

-UTURE R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S 

General Recommendations 

The usabiUt)' lab manual is just the beginning. As the facility grows and evolves, the 

documentation must also evolve to continue to support the lab and its mission. In other 

words, without a plan for future action, the lab could become static. While the manual and 

online system help prevent inefficiencies today, continual work and evaluation must be done 

to enstire efficient lab use increases. After working on the project for several months, and as 

a student who has observed and worked in the lab, I offer the following list of 

recommendations (Table 1). 

Table 1. General Recommendations Timeline 

Recommendation 

Create a graduate assistant position for a 
Technical Communication graduate stadent 
to proctor the lab and update the lab 
documentation. 

Create an acronym and logo for the lab to 
establish identity and to aid in marketing the 
lab to smdents, faculty, and industries. 

Create lab marketing materials, such as a 
flyer, brochure, newsletter, etc. 

Create an online lab management system that 
includes the following firont-end 
components: reservations, how-to 
information, mtorials, etc. and the following 
back-end components: personnel hiring 
policy and lab equipment replacement policy 

Develop marketing plan for marketing the 
lab to extemal entities 

Date 

November 2003; employment start date in 
Spring 2004 semester 

November 2003 

November 2003 

Prototype December 2003; beta Spring 2004; 
launch Summer 2004 

Fall 2004 

12 



In this semester, 1 recommend starting die personnel paperwork required to hire a 

graduate smdent who has taken the Usabihty Methods course. This graduate smdent, who 

should begm employment in the spring 2004 semester, can aid odiers in using the lab and 

can update the lab manual. WTiile this will eliminate some of the day-to-day responsibilities 

of the Lab Director, it will also provide an excellent learning oppormnity for a technical 

commumcation graduate smdent interested in usability. In addition to hiring someone to 

work in the lab in the near fiiture, I also recommend creating a lab acronym and logo. 

Ha^^ng an acronym and logo will help create a unique identity for the lab, as well as help 

advertise it to others, especially clients who are interested in outsourcing their usability 

projects. After creating basic marketing materials, my next recommendation is must larger in 

scope. Beginning at the end of this semester and continuing until simimer 2004,1 suggest 

creating an online lab management system. The lab management system could serve as a 

portal for the lab: a collection of links and information that will allow users to reserve the 

lab, leam how to use the equipment, search the knowledge base for ttoubleshooting answers, 

and provide feedback to the Lab Director and graduate assistant. The management system 

could also serve administtators, such as the Lab Director and graduate assistant, with 

ttacking user time in the lab, maintaining lab policies, and recording inventory. Thus, by 

summer 2004,1 propose that the lab manual be a small part of a much larger online 

collection of information. Finally, by fall of 2004,1 recommend a full-scale marketing plan 

be implemented to atttact extemal clients for usability lab projects. 

13 



specific Recommendations 

Now that I have outlined the general recommendations and timeline I propose for 

the lab, the following paragraphs explain suggestions I have for updating each section of the 

lab manual. 

• Inttoduction to the Usabihty Lab Manual 

As the lab grows, the Inttoduction's Lab History section will need to be updated 

to include important milestones, especially any awards the facility receives. 

• Reserving the Lab 

As soon as the lab facility becomes locked by a keypad instead of a regular lock 

and key, the instructions wiQ need to reflect the change. Also, the reservation 

process could be automated. For example, instead of e-mailing the Lab Director, 

reserving a time on the calendar, and signing in on paper when using the lab, 

reservations could be made via e-mail, the online Calendar, and users could enter 

their sign-in information into a database. The database of reservations, including 

a sign-in section and record of time spent in the lab, could help ttack the lab's 

use for statistical pmrposes. 

• Inttoduction to the Lab Equipment 

Aside from updating this section when new equipment replaces the curtent 

machinery, this section could also be updated with pictmres of smdents using the 

equipment. Pictures might help put novices at ease, and they could be used as a 

recruitment and advertising tool as well. 

14 



• Setting Up the l a b . Using the I'-qiiipincnt, Making a Highlights i ape. Closing Down 

die Lab 

Obviously, these sections will need minor updates as equipment is replaced. 

However, odier documents could evolve from this part of the manual. For 

example, checklists within the Setting Up and Closing Down sections could be 

posted in the lab. Links to online mtorials for Using the Equipment and Making 

a Highlights Tape could be included in the onUne version. This repetition of 

information m different formats will aid users in remembering the information. 

• Finding More Information 

As other, educational sites are devoted to usability, links to their information 

should be posted in this section. As more smdents and faculty spend time in the 

lab, a ttoubleshooting section, much like a knowledge base, could be included 

with their specific knowledge about how to work around certain obstacles they 

have found or how to solve problems they have encountered while using the lab. 

WTiile technical communicators realize no single manual can accommodate every 

aspect for every user, offering a section on finding more information will help 

point readers in the right direction to find other, usable documents. 

All in all, the usability lab manual in hard copy and online is just the beginning. As 

more work is completed in the lab, as more stadents and faculty are exposed to the 

opportunities the lab has to offer, there will be more knowledge generated about the lab; 

therefore, die documentation must be altered to satisfy die new needs of an even larger 

audience. 

15 



C H A F i i U l IV 

L L : S S 0 N S L E A R N E D : T H F : R O L I ' S ()!< T E C H N I C A L COMMUNICATORS 
IN CAPTURING l A C l T K N O W L I i D G E 

By completing die manual, I learned more about the value a technical communicator 

brings to an organization. The skill set technical communicators use can capture tacit 

knowledge. 

Tacit knowledge includes feelings and thoughts that are more difficult to express 

than expUcit knowledge, which is tangible and can be written down. The idea that technical 

communicators can and do capture tacit knowledge in an organization influences the 

theoretical, practical, and curricular levels of our field. Most importandy, technical 

communicators who capture tacit knowledge can then use their skills to disseminate that 

knowledge to their audience. In tarn, the audience can take the information presented to 

them and create new knowledge. 

Theoretical Implications 

From a theoretical point of view, I leamed technical communicators have a unique 

skill set that, when given the opportanity, allows them to serve as "knowledge activists" in 

their respective organizations. In their book. Enabling Knowledge Creation, authors Krogh, 

Ichijo, and Nonaka describe knowledge activists as those members of an organization who 

"help establish the right enabling context—the essential space and relationships that allow 

tacit knowledge to be unleashed" (148). They define diree roles a knowledge activist may 

play in an organization: catalysts of knowledge creation, coordinators of knowledge creation 

16 



uiitiatives, and merchants of foresight. The authors explain that knowledge catalysts "move 

freely" throughout an organization, "tallang to organizational members across boundaries 

and levels," finding the triggers that will spur the organization on to new knowledge creation 

(150). As technical communicators leam about a product or process in order to document it, 

they too move throughout an organization, talking with a variety of employees on different 

levels. As they record how a product or process works, they may also uncover triggers that 

will enable knowledge creation. Coordinators of knowledge creation initiatives help bridge 

the gap between the tacit knowledge known in different areas of an organization. In essence, 

coordinators help pubUsh tacit knowledge across organizational boundaries; without them, 

employees might not have access to the information their coworkers create. Because 

technical commvuiicators are often part of design teams that create inttanets, policies and 

procedures, and other intemal documentation, they can serve as knowledge coordinators. 

They are experts at gathering different types of knowledge and organizing it for multiple 

audiences. Finally, the authors describe "merchants of foresight" as those who "maintain a 

bird's-eye perspective as well as soaring beyond the many specific interactions in an 

organization to look at the company fiom above" (157). Technical communicators can also 

serve as "merchants of foresight." For example, a technical communicator can maintain a 

bird's-eye perspective within his or her respective department, while assisting on a company-

wide sttategic plan. By writing and disseminating the company's sttategic plan to all 

departments within the organization, the technical communicator can look at the company 

from above. While writing the usability lab manual, I was able to serve as a knowledge 

activist. As a knowledge catalyst, I talked to many different people affiliated widi die lab 

(professors, researchers, and stadents). From die discussions I had, I was able to ask 
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t]uestions about the lab that had ne\'cr been asked before. For example, from worldng with 

others in the lab, 1 was able to ask, "How do we reseive the lab?" By setting out to answer 

them, I, along with Margarita Morales, created and compiled knowledge about the usability 

lab. In turn, because I have disseminated that laiowledge in the form of a user manual, I 

hope to trigger others to add more new knowledge about the lab. As a knowledge 

coordinator, I was able to organize knowledge fiom different types of resources. As a 

stadent m the graduate Usability Methods course, I gathered my classmates' impressions of 

the lab, noting the activities they completed that caused them the most difficulty. As a 

stadent in the graduate Online Publishing course, I gathered examples of effective Web 

design, and I gathered knowledge about information architecture. As a Master's stadent 

writing my thesis, I gathered expert knowledge from Dr. Carter, the Lab Director, and 

novice impressions from Margarita Morales, another graduate stadent. I incorporated all of 

these types of knowledge into the user manual. Ftirthermore, this appHed thesis allowed me 

to serve the English Department as a merchant of foresight. Through this work, I connect 

the Usability Lab to the Texas Tech University Sttategic Plan, and I offer recommendations 

for the lab's future that encompass the big picture, as well as the minute details. For 

example, in the Recommendations section, I suggest creating a lab logo for brand identity 

(the big picture) and updating each section when the equipment is replaced (the details). 

Practical Implications 

A t a practical level, technical communicators who capture tacit knowledge and codify 

it into successful documentation increase the bottom line of their respective employer. In an 

issue of Technical Communication Quarterly, David Leonard writes, "Technical communicators 
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play important roles in buikling die digital libraries and "storehouses of knowledge' that make 

up the electtonic memories of corporations and educational institations" (as cited in Wick 

516). Practically speaking, technical communicators can be seen as efficiency workers. We 

are ttained to research and gather infomiation then disseminate that information to a 

specific audience. Because we understand the importance of audience analysis, we know how 

to organize content, and we can determine which design will best stiit our audience's needs, 

we gather and disseminate information more effectively and efficiendy than others with 

different skill sets. Widiout technical communicators, the usabihty lab manual might not 

have been accessible to its audience, or it might not have included information for novice 

users. By creating an effective and efficient manual, the English Department will be 

burdened less with ttaining personnel to handle lab questions, and the quality of the 

experience users have in the lab will increase. As the documentation increases the efficiency 

of the lab, the cost of maintaining it decreases. For example, in other industries, efficiency 

workers (a.k.a. technical communicators) could help increase the use of inttanet portals (by 

designing it to meet their audiences' needs) and reduce the number of safety-related 

incidents (by writing clear instructions related to heavy machinery, compUcated processes, 

etc). By designing an inttanet portal with information employees want and need and by 

writing effective instructions that prevent employees fiom being injured on the job, technical 

communicators increase their company's profit. 

Curricular Implications 

O n a curricular level, technical communicators add value because, as they advance in 

the workplace, they develop new areas of research and examples for stadents. Using their 
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skiUs of research and usabihty, technical communicators continue lo shape their own field. 

As advances are made in user behavior, \'isual rhetoric, the role of communication, and 

communication technologies in industry, technical communicators begin to build a 

storehouse of tacit knowledge about the most effective modes of communication. Michael 

Hughes describes the role of a technical communicator in the workplace by writing, 

"Technical communicators negotiate meaning within development communities and 

between those communities and user contexts, and they capture the resulting consensus as 

knowledge assets" (278). As technical communicators refine and improve the knowledge 

asset process, they can then disseminate this information in lectares, in scholariy journals, 

and at conferences. The teachers of technical communication can adapt their classrooms to 

reflect this tacit knowledge by taking the information presented to them by their peers and 

discussing it with their stadents and by designing classroom activities that incorporate the 

new ideas. As stadents of technical communication apply the tacit knowledge they leam in 

the classroom and as practicing technical communicators apply the tacit knowledge their 

peers have published, new knowledge about the field will emerge. For example, had others in 

the field not written about knowledge management and its place in technical 

communication, I would not have thought about my responsibility as a graduate stadent 

with tacit knowledge about the lab as an important asset to anyone but myself However, 

using the ttaining I have received in technical commruiication, I am able to articulate my 

knowledge about the lab to help others. Furthermore, Michael Sheffield, in the Technical 

Communication journal, inttoduces die concept of benchmarking in die document design field. 

Sheffield outlines his argument by defining and describing die different types of 

benchmarking, offering a fictional example of implementation, and ending with die call for 
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die S r C Quality SIG (Special Interest Group) to begin a document design benchmarking 

standard. As practitioners begin lo apply the benchmarlung concept to the document design 

process, innovations about the process will emerge. Then, they too can publish their 

rese-.irch, teachers can implement the idea of benchmarking into their classrooms, and a new 

generation of technical communication sttidents will have new knowledge about the 

document design process at their disposal. AU in all, tacit knowledge reshapes the types of 

discussions and learning activities planned for technical communication stadents. 

I have also been able to put into practice the concept of participatory design. Robert 

Johnson writes, "...participatory designers are interested in the social, poHtical, cognitive, and 

practical facets of computer usage" (83). By working with another graduate stadent who had 

no previous experience in the lab, I was able to know first-hand what it means to include 

"users" in the beginning stages of documentation. I leamed that users are experts, and I 

leamed how to Hsten to Margarita and determine when I wrote something she didn't 

understand. 

AU in aU, a technical communicator serves several roles in capturing tacit knowledge. 

O n a practical level, he or she is an efficiency worker using tacit knowledge to further an 

organization's success. On the curricular level, the technical communicator plays the role of 

researcher and investigator. Here, the tacit knowledge captured in the application of our 

work gives rise to new ideas and concepts in education. O n the theoretical level, technical 

communicators serve as knowledge activists. By playing active roles in triggering new 

knowledge, organizing new knowledge, and keeping the big pictiire in sight, technical 

communicators can position themselves to lead organizations in the knowledge economy of 

the twenty-first century. 
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C H A l ' l ' E R V 

CCWCLUSION 

The T F U usability lab is a state-of-die-art facihty that wiU atttact and retain stadents 

and facultw as well as provide a technology-rich environment for usabUity research. By 

pro\tiding user support, in the form of documentation, users wiU have a higher success rate 

in using the lab to complete a ct>iuse assignment or research project In order to document 

the lab's pohcies and procedures, I created an online and P D F documentation set that 

chaUenged my abUities to analyze an audience, organize content, and design documentation. 

As I completed the project, I leamed that technical communicators are not merely describers 

or pubUshers of technical infomiation. Instead, they play a large role in capturing tacit 

knowledge within an organization. Using tacit knowledge can help an organization develop 

best practices that give rise to the competitive advantage in a specific market SpecificaUy, 

technical communicators can be caUed efficiency workers, investigators and researchers, and 

knowledge activists as they pursue tacit knowledge within an organization. My thesis serves 

as evidence to the value a technical communicator brings to an organization. Without a 

technical communicator to create lab documentation, the facUity might not reach its fiiU 

potential, or fiJly support its mission. For example, the usability lab manual wiU aid the 

English department in the foUowing ways: 

• Reduce lab ttaining time and cost 

• Increase lab use 

• Increase lab exposure 
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• (Aeatc new knowledge. 

Now that users wiU haxe a pohcies and procedures manual diey can access at their 

convemcnce, die time and cost of lab ttaining wiU decrease. Before die documentation, lab 

administtators and EngUsh departaient staff were die only resource for ttoubleshooting lab 

problems and die only knowledge source about lab information, such as hours of operation, 

checkout procedure, etc. Howexer, now die documentation can answer many of diose 

questions, and lab administtators and Enghsh department staff wiU be free to work on odier 

projects. In odier words, user support from die documentation will cost less than users who 

receive m-house ttairung sessions witii EngUsh department staff, much the same as in die 

high tech industry when the information presented to users keeps them fiom over

burdening die customer service caU center. T o measure die efficiency of the documentation, 

each semester, lab administtators could ttack die number of inquiries, such as phone caUs, 

e-mails, etc., that are made in regards to the lab. Each semester, if the documentation is 

advertised and expanded to reflect the audiences' needs, inquiries should decrease as users 

turn to the documentation for support. 

The lab manual may also increase lab usage. As mentioned in the Inttoduction, there 

are currendy only a few faculty and staff with the expert knowledge to conduct usabihty tests 

jn the lab. However, with support materials available, users who might otherwise have felt 

intimidated by the lab's newness may view the documentation as a network of support, and 

they may be more likely to experiment on their own in the lab. As each semester is 

completed, lab admirusttators can ttack the number of stadents and faculty who use the lab 

and the number of projects conducted in the lab. Over time, due in part to the procedures 
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documented, users wiU feel more comfortable using the equipment and lab usage will 

increase. 

Furdiermore, having dociunentation gives the lab more exposiure. Now and in the 

future, lab personnel wiU advertise die lab to possible diird-party cUents and to Umversity 

decision makers. While die documentation itself is not a marketing tool, its presence 

suggests diat die lab is organized and weU managed. In odier words, it is a concrete 

document diat supports the lab's mission, and cUents who are considering using the lab for 

testing or Umversit)- decision makers who must decide which areas on campus receive 

fiinding, will be more Ukely to take an interest in a program that represents itself in a 

dependable manner. 

FinaUy, the lab documentation stands as a centeaUzed location for managing 

knowledge about the lab and as a starting point to create new knowledge. As more and more 

users conduct tests, they too wUl have tacit knowledge about their experiences. As long as 

those responsible for updating the documentation find and convert that tacit knowledge into 

exphcit knowledge, the pohcies and procedures wiU become more refined and improved. As 

the document is rewritten, patterns in how to best present the information and what types of 

information to include wiU appear, similar to the patterns an industrial organization wUl 

refine vmtil it becomes a best practice for their work. In essence, the lab documentation 

bridges the gap between tacit knowledge about the lab and the users of the lab. Without a 

technical communicator to gather and convert the tacit knowledge into an expHcit 

document, new knowledge about the lab might not be found or applied. However, the lab 

manual is a starting place that aUows users to biuld knowledge about the lab and codify it 

into a usable form. 
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The bottom line is that, by capturing and disseminating tacit kno\\dedge, technical 

communicators contribute to the competitive advantage of their organization. My work 

stands as concrete evidence of how technical communicators add value to an organization, it 

reiterates other examples given by technical communicators who have done research on the 

role of technical communicators in organizations, and it can spur other researchers to 

examine further the role between technical communicators and tacit knovvdedge. 

25 



REI'ERENCI-:S 

Barker, l l i o m a s 1". Writing Solliiwv Documentation: A Task One ii led Approach. Boston: AUyn 
and Bacon, 1998. 

Bamum, Carol M. Usability Testing and Research. New York: Longman, 2002. 

Bates, Waiimey, Locke Carter, and Margarita Morales. Texas Tech University Usability Lab 
MiiiiiJ. (2003): 3 <http://www.enghsh.tta.edu/usabiUty>. 

Hughes, Michael. "Moving from Information Transfer to Knowledge Creation: A New 
\''alue Proposition for Technical Communicators." Techmcal Communication (2002): 
275-285. 

Johnson, Robert R. User-centered Technology: A Rhetorical Theory for Computers and Other Mundane 
Artifacts. Albany: State University of New York Press, 1998. 

I-vrogh, Georg Von, Kazuo Ichijo, and Ikujiro Nonaka. Enabling Knowledge Creation. New 
York: Oxford Press, 2000. 

Lay, Mary M., et al. Technical Communication, 2" ed. Boston: Irwin-McGraw HiU, 2000. 

Markel, Mike. Technical Communication: Situations and Strategies, 5 ed. New York: St. Martin's 
Press, 1998. 

MorviUe, Peter and Louis Rosenfeld. Information Architecture for the World-Wide Web, 2" _Ed. 
Sebastopol: O'ReUly & Associates, 2002. 

Office of the Provost, Texas Tech University. Texas Tech University Strategic Plan (2003) 
< http: / /www. tta.edu/sttatplan/universitysttatplan.php>. 

Sheffield, Michael. "QuaUty Improvement: Benchmarking, Document Design, and the 
S T C " Technical Communication (1997): 225-238. ' 

Wick, Corey. "Knowledge Management and Leadership Opportunities for Technical 
Communicators." Technical Communication (2000): 515-529. 

World Wide Web Consortium. Hypertext Markup (HTML) Home Page. (2003) 

<h t tp : / /www.w3.org /MarkUp/> . 

26 

http://www.enghsh.tta.edu/usabiUty
http://www.w3.org/MarkUp/


PERMISSION TO COPY 

In presenting this thesis in partial fulfillment of the requirements for a 

master's degree at Texas Tech University or Texas Tech University Health Sciences 

Center, I agree that the Library and my major department shall make it freely 

available for research purposes. Permission to copy this thesis for scholarly purposes 

may be granted by the Director of the Library or my major professor. It is 

understood that any copying or publication of this thesis for fmancial gain shall not 

be allowed without my further written permission and that any user may be liable for 

copyright infringement. 

Agree (Permission is granted.) 

Student Signature Date 

Disagree (Permission is not granted.) 

Stiident Signature Date 


