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Creating Intelligent Confent with Lightweight DITA documents the evolution
of the Darwin Information Typing Architecture (DITA) - a widely used open
standard for structuring technical content. DITA has grown in popularity and
features since its origins as an internal grammar for structuring technical docu-
mentation at IBM. This book introduces Lightweight DITA (LwDITA, which
should be read as “Lightweight DITA") as a proposed version of the DITA
standard that reduces its dependence on complex Extensible Markup Language
(XML) structures and simplifies its authoring experience. This volume aims to
reconcile discrepancies and similarities in methods for authoring content in
industry and academia and does so by reporting on DITA’s evolution through
the lens of computational thinking, which has been connected in scholarship
and media to initiatives for learning to code and programming.

Evia's core argument is that if technical communicators are trained with prin-
ciples of rhetorical problem solving and computational thinking, they can create
structured content in lightweight workflows with XML, HTMLS5, and Markdown
designed to reduce the learning curve associated with DITA and similar authoring
methodologies. At the same time, this book has the goal of making concepts of
structured authoring and intelligent content easier to learn and teach in humanities-
based writing and communication programs. This book is intended for practition-
ers and students interested in structured authoring or the DITA standard.

Carlos Evia is an associate professor in the Department of Communication
at Virginia Tech. He teaches courses in professional communication and con-
tent management strategies. Carlos is also a voting member of the DITA tech-
nical committee and co-chair of the Lightweight DITA subcommittee at the
Organization for the Advancement of Structured Information Standards.
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PREFACE

In the summer of 2004, I was on my way to Blacksburg, Virginia, to start my
new job as assistant professor of technical communication at Virginia Tech.
Fresh out of graduate school at Texas Tech University, [ was still in that period
in which I thought it was my job to read and absorb everything and anything
that was published or presented about technical communication. My new office
only had a laptop computer on an otherwise empty desk when I started reading
some of the just-published proceedings from the 2004 conference (now called
the Summit) of the Society for Technical Communication.

The proceedings included a presentation titled “The Future of Technical
Communication According to Those Who Teach It,” by David Dayton - a
fellow graduate (a couple of years ahead of me) of the PhD) in Technical
Communication and Rhetoric at Texas Tech University. Under the title of
“Plate Tectonics of T-COM,” Dayton’s presentation included a slide that prob-
ably changed my academic life. Dayton’s slide identified “two major fault lines
(that) create tension, release continuous discourse” in the field of technical
communication:

»  Between academics and practitioners
* Among academics: literary/discourse focused versus social-science/
technology focused.

As a somewhat naive new PhD graduate, [ was unaware of those fault lines.
Probably it was because I came to the academic side of technical communi-
cation from industry (I was a practicing technical writer and rather clumsy
interface designer when I decided to get a PhDD). Or maybe it was because [ was
coming from a social sciences and computing systems background in another
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country. In Mexico, English departments (if they exist) focus on English as a
second language and technical writing does not have a strong (any?) presence
in literature or letters departments.

I remember calling my father and telling him about Dayton’s presentation.
I told him I was unsure about my affiliation on those divisions. As a new col-
lege professor, did I need to side more with academics? As a new professor in
an English department, did I need to learn more about literary approaches and
discourse?

My father’s advice now sounds simple, but at the time was eye-opening and
somehow unexpected. Why not do both? Why not build bridges and connect
the seemingly separate camps?

Fifteen years later, this book represents my contribution to patching those
fault lines. Creafing Intelligent Content with Lightweight DITA is the work of an
academic who has tried to keep an active presence in industry. It also attempts
to connect discourse and writing principles to technological approaches for
managing content.

Getting here has been a long trip, and this book was, at different points, a very
different work. Initially, it was going to be a history of the computer manual. In
that version, the book claimed that the obsolescence of the manual as the main
genre of technical communication was one of the causes of the professional
fault lines identified in Dayton’s presentation. Some of that work survived and
is present in Chapter 2. At another point, the book was going to be a guide for
incorporating principles of computational thinking in technical writing courses
aimed at students of computer science. That work influenced Chapters 7 and 8.

Nevertheless, my experience with the Darwin Information Typing
Architecture (DITA) originally as a user, then as a professor teaching DITA
in my classes, and eventually as a committee member and spec author, took
the book in its final direction. Both original ideas for this book (the one about
the history of the manual and the one about computational thinking in tech-
nical writing courses) somehow ended up in the same place: they proposed
Lightweight DITA (LwDITA) as a solution to more than one problem affecting
technical communication and content development. LwDITA represents the
evolution of the computer manual and it provides a way to introduce computa-
tional thinking in writing courses.

When Taylor & Francis/Routledge circulated the prospectus and sample
chapters for this book to anonymous reviewers, their feedback was on point: the
book should be about Lightweight DITA. Since I had been breathing LwDITA
in my teaching and research work at Virginia Tech, and in my committee con-
tributions to OASIS since 2014, that sounded like an excellent idea. At the same
time, it presented a very risky challenge: I had to write a whole book about a
proposed standard for structuring information that had not been approved and
will not yet be approved by the time the book is published. Therefore, this is not
the ultimate LwDITA user guide, and the proposed content components and
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syntax details included in this book might change as the standard goes through
the rounds of committee and general public approval enforced by OASIS. The
history behind LwDITA, however, will not change. The need for a process or
lifecycle that relies on simple markup structures and values the work of human
authors to produce intelligent content will not change either. The evolution
of DITA in a path that incorporates feedback from users, practices in writing
instruction and communication that represent the bulk of this book will stay
the same even if the LwDITA authoring formats look slightly different when the
standard is finally approved.

‘Written from the hypocenter of the fault line between academia and industry
in technical communication, I hope this book reaches its target audiences in
both camps.

Reference

Dayton, D (2004). The future of technical communication according to those who teach
it. Paper presented at the conference of the Sociefy for Technical Communication. May
10, 2004.
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FOREWORD

Carlos Evia’s book Creating Intelligent Content with Lightweight DITA is a most
welcome addition to the ATTW Book Series in Technical and Professional
Communication (TPC) because, as its title suggests, it is a book about building
and maintaining content which is appropriate for users using an exciting new
standard for Extensible Markup Language (XML) called “Lightweight DITA” or
LwDITA. Like all the other books in the ATT'W Book Series, Creating Intelligent
Content with Lightweight DITA is solidly based on its author’s comprehensive
knowledge of the literature in the field and years of teaching TPC students to
create content in DITA for industry clients. Balancing between his mastery of
the academy and his practical industry experience as a voting member of the
DITA technical committee and as co-chair of the Lightweight DITA subcom-
mittee at the Organization for the Advancement of Structured Information
Standards, Evia’s book provides TPC students and practitioners with two valu-
able outcomes: 1) an introduction to a development model for creating digital
content adapted for users, and 2) an accessible introduction to the new LwDITA
standard.

Evia’s work is firmly situated in what is starting to be called the shift from the
“craftsman model” of Technical Communication to the “Component Content
Management model.” This shift has come about as a result of the ways that
new technologies like XML DITA, single-source authoring environments, and
Content Management Systems have changed the ways that technical writers
deliver information to audiences (or what we would now call “users”). As Carlos
explains in Chapter 2, the “craftsman” model made technical communicators
responsible for the development and delivery of entire documents. Workplace
practitioners wrote complete documentation sets, recommendation reports,
marketing brochures, etc. And our curricula and textbooks are still based on the
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assumption that our students are being prepared as craft persons who will do
this same sort of work in their careers. The Component Content Management
paradigm shift—which Carlos describes in Chapter 2, which Tatiana Batova
and Rebekka Andersen outline in their 2017 [EEE Transactions article on
skills needed for Component Content Management, and which JoAnn Hackos
describes in her 2015 ISO/IEC/IEEE 26531 standard on content management—
has helped our field understand that in the digital era technical writers in the
workplace don't “write” so much as they develop, delineate, and manage small
content modules which they collect into information architectures. Today's
technical communicators still have to write well, but now they also need a skill
set which Carlos calls “computational thinking.” They have to pull on their
knowledge of content strategy, information architectures, and Rhetoric in order
to produce usable documentation sets in digital environments.

The Component Content Management shift has tremendous implications
for TPC pedagogies and curriculum development. As Filipp Sapienza observed
in the Journal of Technical Writing and Communication back in 2002, it suggests
that “technical communicators will probably face a day when all organizational
documents are saved in XML format.” As educators, we should prepare our
students for that experience, but as Carlos observes in this book, the problem is
that learning XML and its complicated DITA standard is really hard. Even aca-
demics familiar with XHTML and CS5 can find DITA intimidating. But because
the new Lightweight DITA standard Carlos and his colleagues have been devel-
oping is much less dependent on both XML and DITA, it's far more accessible
to TPC students and practitioners new to coding. LwDITA is exciting because it
enjoys the benefits of the semantic web and single-source authoring without the
incredibly steep learning curve required for XML and DITA.

This book is an extremely timely and much needed introduction to the
Component Content Management and computational thinking movement in
TPC. As such, it's a pleasure to have it in the ATTW Book Series in Technical
and Professional Communication.

Dir. Tharon W. Howard

Editor, ATTW Book Series in Technical
and Professional Communication

July 21, 2018
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