
Q&A with Andrea Ames' Technical Writing Students, Wednesday, May 21, 2008

Questions from Margaret Lynch-Freshner
Resume Questions (specific to my situation)
AD: FYI, most of my opinions on effective resumes are explained (and illustrated) in my article, "The Ideal Technical Publications Resume," at http://synergistech.com/ideal-resume.shtml.

Because of my employment gap (housewife is not unemployed but…) I decided to do a combination/chronological resume. Some questions:
1. What are the most important skills I want to put at the top. (generic resume, not one tailored for a particular job) I already have writing, instructional design and customer service, but what else should I put up there?
AD: If you seek TW work, downplay customer service. Put TW-relevant skills at the top – a specific Objective, Technical Skills section, and in the Employment History section first list those accomplishments related to the desired job. Realize that TWs collaborate with SMEs and internal resources, but have no customer contact.
2. I am not getting paid anything for the G-Wiz work. Can I still put it in with professional experience? Customers who purchase the product are seeing the information.
AD: Absolutely. It is professional experience. That you aren't being paid is irrelevant. Create a compelling account of your responsibilities. It's the very least you can, and the company would be foolish not to back you up – after all, you're giving them your time and expertise.
3. Are there any other hardware tools I should list besides computers?
AD: Only ones you know (or suspect) will be relevant to the role you seek. Most of the hardware a TW uses is generic and hardware experience is seldom the basis for a hiring decision.
4. What is the best balance between brevity and detail on a resume? Most of what I have read says that one page is the best length, but I should never write more than two pages. (Compared to Andrea's 15-20 pages)
AD: Andrea's so far beyond needing to look for work that she can do what she wants, including maintain a CV. For someone starting in the profession, keep your resume lean and relevant. A lot of what you did in your earlier incarnation is experience for which your new employer would prefer not to pay. If you keep it in, you send two signals: "I want to be paid for my prior experience" and/or "I'm a flight risk to companies where my prior experience is more relevant." So don't do it. I won't tell you to keep it to two pages, only to keep it lean and relevant.
5. This resume is very generic. Other than changing the objective, what simple hybrid customizations can you suggest?
AD: Customize the Objective and/or Summary sections to make them relevant to what you believe the hiring manager wants, downplay (or just delete references to) skills and accomplishments you believe the hiring manager won't want, and emphasize in your cover letter how you meet specific requirements from the job description. It's also refreshing to admit what you don't know, but be upbeat about it – saying "I didn't know X when I joined company Y, but within a month I was expert" often opens doors that used to be locked.
6. A lot of the guides suggest not putting in an objective at all, what have you found works best in this geographic area in any of the tech fields?
AD: If you're looking for a job in either TW or Customer Service, don't include an Objective. It would be so vague as to be vapid. But if you're focused on a specific industry sector and geographic region, and don't want to hear about bartending jobs in South Carolina or Bangalore, include an Objective. Objectives achieve two things: they confirm that you're interested in a specific role, and they help inattentive hiring managers evaluate you fairly.
7. This is a major career change from what I was doing before I stopped to have kids, but I want to leverage as much of my technical background especially in regard to learning new technologies. How much detail should I put in about my experience?
AD: I can't answer this question without knowing the kinds of roles you're interested in applying for. I think you can safely assume that your past jobs gave you project management, SME interaction, tech support, and process improvement experience, so when those are relevant I'd play them up. For your first paying TW job, however, I'd focus on your G-Wiz experience and what you've learned in Andrea's class, so employers don't feel the need to compensate you for what you've done before. Later on, once you've proven you've got TW basics down, stress how your previous jobs make you a better-rounded candidate for the role you seek.
8. Is two plus pages too long for the resume? Back when dinosaurs roamed the earth (1981) we were told to keep it to one page.
AD: Ignore the one-page rule. Just keep it lean and relevant. If you can keep your resume to one page and still make a compelling case for a hiring manager to pick up the phone, so much the better. If you need space to explain how your experience is relevant to the role in question, take it. Just don't try too hard to convince the reader that plastics tooling is directly relevant to TW.
9. Is 11 point Garamond too small a font?
AD: I recommend a sans-serif typeface, and nothing smaller than 10 point. My preference is 10-point Arial (what I'm writing in now).
10. On tools: Some I know better than others. Can I include all that I have some experience with or should I do something to differentiate the ones I just barely know from the ones I really use?
AD: I've seen candidates sub-divide their Technical Skills section with titles such as "Proficient," "Capable," and "Familiar." An equally valid strategy is to omit the tools you don't want to use again, naming only the most likely tools of your profession with which you have somewhat recent experience (eg, "FrameMaker, Word, and similar authoring tools" or "Dreamweaver, InDesign, and similar web site design tools"). Just don't include web browsers, email clients, simplistic graphics programs, tax software, etc in your list of technical skills – that's a big clue that you're out of touch.
Resume Questions (general)
1. Preparing a resume for electronic submission. What fonts, formats work best?
AD: I'm speculating because each ATS (applicant tracking system) is different, but I'd avoid using tables or multi-column layouts, reliance on graphical elements any more complex than bullets, and using quotes or M-dashes.
2. If I email a resume do employers prefer pdf over doc format?
AD: Both are searchable. If you really want the hiring manager to appreciate your design sense, use PDF. If not, use Word. A few companies' systems reject Word attachments, presumably because they suspect it contains a virus. It's hard to understand this stance, but if you really want representation, find out the private email address of an individual working there and use it.
3. What are the code words to look for, in job posting, which will tell me if the resume is going to a human directly or will be triaged by a machine first?
AD: If you're submitting your application via a web form, or the email address to which you are asked to send your resume begins with jobs@, careers@, employment@, hr@ or something similar, you'll be greeted by a machine.
4. If I understand the machine reading process, when I am submitting in electronic form, then I do not need to use plain text; it is only when I have to send a paper copy.
AD: The most bullet-proof solution I can recommend is to attach both a text-only (that is, 10-pt courier file saved as TXT) and a Word or PDF resume to your email. If you're submitting via a web form, have that text-only resume ready to cut-and-paste from. See my answer to Resume Questions/#1 for what to avoid in said format.
5. If I do need to send in the plain paper resume, how close will I be if I save my Word document to.txt? What other reformatting/cleanup/simplifications to I need to do?
AD: See my answer to Resume Questions/#1 for what to avoid when preparing a text-only resume. I suggest takinga version of your pretty resume and changing the typeface to Courier 10-point, adjusting the margins to 65 or 75 characters (6.5 or 7.0 inches), replacing tabbed spaces with spacebar spaces, changing major headlines to ALL-CAPs, using asterices instead of bullet symbols, and substituting straight quote marks for curly ones. When you say "plain paper resume" do you mean "text-only/ASCII"? Paper resumes can be formatted as elaborately as you like; there's nothing to suggest you should keep them simple.
6. How does machine-reading of resumes change how I should organize the information?
AD: It doesn't. In general, though, always put on the first half-page of your resume whatever a hiring manager will need to justify continuing to read your resume.
7. If a resume is going to be machine read, then other than the terms on the advertisement, what keywords should I make sure to include?
AD: I have seen resumes encrusted with keywords designed to generate search engine hits. Some appear in white type on a white background, so a human reader never sees them when looking at your Word or PDF resume but his or her computer will still bring up that file. After the first or second false hit, most hiring managers and recruiters will simply delete your resume as being duplicitous.
The best way to play the search engine game is to include the right keywords in context, so when they're hit, a human can figure out whether how and to what extent you interacted with the searched-for term. Failing being able to guess the right keyword, it's acceptable to include a section at the end of your resume that gives (credibly) related terms for those on which your resume might be searched. For example, if you've used FileMaker, it might be acceptable to put "relational database management system, RDBMS, DBMS, database, query, SQL" and so on in a Keywords section.
Interview Questions
1. What is the dress code for interviewing? (Bay Area, high tech, one to two steps above entry level technical writer) Skirted suit? Dress?
AD: It depends on the company. Demonstrate respect but don’t draw inappropriate attention to yourself. Most companies are informal, especially on Fridays, so a suit will make you and your interviewer nervous. Clean business-casual wear that fits well, has creases in the right places, and has a collar, is more than adequate unless you're interviewing at a law firm or a bank. Dressing better than your would-be boss on the first interview is fine. On the second and subsequent interviews, dress down to his or her level.
Portfolio Questions
1. When do I give my prospective employer my portfolio? Will they ask for it when the schedule a phone screen? Waiting until the interview seems like they will not get a chance to read it.
AD: If you're not asked for portfolio samples at the end of your phone interview (which almost always precedes an in-person interview), offer to send or bring samples. If you forget to offer and get an in-person interview, bring them with you and, ideally, be prepared to leave the ones of which you're really proud behind for them to take their time reviewing. Just don't expect to see them again.
2. Is putting my portfolio on a web site a good Idea or a bad one? What do's and don'ts can you suggest? It would not have a dedicated URL name, just a subdirectory off the family's web site (www.albireo.org/marjorie). Right now the only item in my web site is my project from the information architecture class.
AD: Definitely put your portfolio on the web. It makes it easier for hiring managers to evaluate you, demonstrates confidence in your abilities, obviates the need to bring your wheelbarrow to the job interview, and generally makes things move faster. For more details, read the four articles I've posted at http://www.synergistech.com/portfolios.shtml.
3. In the "Plan to Completion" class the instructor had us write cover pages for our portfolio items. How long/detailed should they be?
AD: Brief but to the point. In my 'Presenting your Technical Communications portfolio' article, I explain how to set the context for your portfolio samples. Consider this your opportunity to issue a disclaimer on work that you know is imperfect in some regard. The absence of a disclaimer suggests that you believe it's flawless, which is always dangerous in this profession.
4. Some of my portfolio items cannot be seen on paper. If I do not have them on a web site, how do I provide them to the interviewers? Should I burn a CD or put them on a jump drive?
AD: Either would work nicely. Also refer to my article on 'When your portfolio's content is proprietary.' Be forthcoming rather than defensive, and most employers will look past the fact that it's hard to get access to your work samples.
5. How "thick" will a prospective employer expect a portfolio to be? If I have a few very large projects should I only bring excerpts or just bring several items even though they are in the 30 to 60 page range?
AD: Most employers don't care too much about volume, but rather favor relevance and the demonstrated ability to work under conditions similar to their own. If the job will involve writing a white paper from scratch, and youv'e never done a white paper but know what's involved, show them something that you researched and wrote from scratch and has an appropriate tone. If the job involves writing long tomes and you've never written anything longer than a term paper, you're probably stuck, but again they'll never read more than a couple pages of what you show so if you can point them to short segments of the requisite components (eg, TOC, Intro, Concepts chapter, Procedures chapter, Reference chapter, Glossary, Index), you'll be set.
Questions from Evangeline McKay

I heard a lot of conflicting opinions about what I should and should not include on my resume.

Here are the inconsistencies:
1. Don't include your mailing address or phone number. Your full name and email address is sufficient.
AD: I agree. Your name, email address, and phone number are sufficient. Including more is only inviting the identity thieves to do their worst. The only downside of omitting your full address is that you can't feign disgust when someone in San Francisco or Morgan Hill or Livermore asks you to work onsite every day.
2. Customize every resume for every posting. Otherwise, don't bother submitting your resume.
AD: That's hard to argue with. Unless you're submitting the same resume to jobs that are substantially the same, make some attempt (in the Objective and Summary section, if nowhere else) to customize it.
3. Don't include an objective section…that's what the cover letter is for.
AD: You can't count on anyone reading your cover letter. Claims made in cover letters are not legally binding, as are those made in a resume. As a recruiter, I only read cover letters after I've ready the candidate's resume, and only then to be sure they actually want to do the work that my client wants done. In very rare cases a candidate will make my job easy by addressing, in his or her cover letter, the requirements of the job description item by item and indicating their related experience or lack thereof, but most of the time I have to pry that info out of them over the phone or in a follow-up email. I'm tired of reading generic "I'm the best fit for the job" cover letters. If you want my idea of an effective one, go here: http://synergistech.com/images/CLTemplate.doc
4. When listing work experience, don't include the dates. Not necessary.
AD: That's terminal folly. Absolutely list dates, even in a functional (as opposed to chronological) resume. It gives hiring managers a sense about whether you are a job-hopper, have too many (or too-long) unexplained absences from the workforce, and a few other clues that they need to make an educated decision. Omitting dates is begging for  suspicion from the hiring manager.
5. Include ALL of your work experience...yes, going back to your first job in high school.
AD: No, omit the work experience that's not relevant. Even if your last job or jobs weren't relevant, omit them or cut their entries down to a single line. Better yet, recast them to draw out the relevant skills. Failure to make a resume relevant to an audience is proof that you don't know your audience, and in a TW that's unforgiveable.
6. The longer your resume, the better.
AD: Not if all the content you include isn't relevant. Andrea's resume is likely relevant to anyone who might want to hire her, because she's got so many accomplishments in the field. Someone just starting out is unlikely to have a really long resume's worth of relevant content to communicate. Keep it lean and relevant.
Questions for Andrew:

What are your thoughts on the inconsistencies listed above? Do you agree with any or all of them? I am particularly interested in hearing your thoughts on the first bullet point. I have had my identity stolen, so the less I share the better. However, I don't want to ruin my chances of obtaining a job because I left out vital contact information.
