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A Web Designer, Technical Communicator Story

For several years I was challenged as a technical communicator with needing to know how to create web pages. My first challenge was at Siemens Oncology Care Systems, where they began to share information over the Intranet. Someone was creating web pages with documentation links, and I wanted to be that someone. Whenever I see a new tool, I always want to find out how to do it.

Later at my next contract, I had my first experience with creating web pages. I simply converted FrameMaker documents into HTML pages. Simple enough but I needed to know more. How do you make it look attractive and easy to use?

And then, once I began contracting at ChevronTexaco, all the departments I worked with had an internal web site. By the end of my first year, the company had released internal web site standards, which included the look and feel as well as content management. Well that got me hooked. I needed to know more about HTML, so I started my web site path and classroom investigation.

The Education Pursuit

Did you ever notice that many software classes teach you how to push the buttons, select items from a menu, and where to find things; but they don’t necessarily teach you how to put the tools to practical use? I hate that. Classes often don’t quite teach me exactly what I want to know. I wanted to relate my classroom knowledge to my job; and fast. So, I took a Dreamweaver class at a local school figuring I could pursue the instructor to find out how to get more help.

Presto. I hit the jackpot! My first-day instructor was David Lieberman. I quickly looked up his name on the Internet and found out that he owned the Academy of Web Design San Francisco. What’s more is that David’s teaching philosophy is to teach you not just how to do HTML and use Dreamweaver to create a web site; but how to create beautiful web sites that please customers who visit your site. David calls it “emotive design.” He explained, that your web site should capture the feelings and emotions that you want your customers to have when they visit your web site. Just like when you walk into a children’s store, you see reds, blues, yellows, toys, and soft clothing. In a shoe store you see tantalizing styles in the window. A home improvement store will display the finished product to show you how great your materials will look after you put them together. They entice you to step into the store. Lieberman explained that your web site should give the same effect. Entice your visitors to stay at your site, learn more about your product, and shop. Wow! That makes sense.

The Academy of Web Design San Francisco was exactly what I wanted and so I signed up. They offered 4-month onsite courses that alternated two nights a week and then three nights a week. The time was very reasonable and my contract ended in December, so I spent my first 3 ½ months just studying at the Academy. 

One of the first things that Lieberman taught us was to tell everyone we know that we are learning web design and are looking for web site business. And so I did that right away. Next we learned the details, how to use software, plan the business, understand the customer, and so on. It was a lot of fun and very creative. I never knew I could create cool graphics and gained lots of confidence at the Academy.

The First Web Site Contract

Half way through the fourth month of school, ChevronTexaco called me back to contract because they needed someone to build an internal web site and had remembered that I said I was going to web school. Wow! Now that’s networking at it’s best.

I have been contracting with ChevronTexaco since 2001 and am so glad that I learned how to do web sites. Many departments within the company frequently contact me to either create a new internal web site, change and existing one, upgrade a site to standard, or just implement a few changes as needed. It is great! Plus, I have been creating small business web sites on the side.

The Challenges

My small business web sites have been more challenging to pursue because I have a full time contract with ChevronTexaco. That leaves me with evenings and weekends to do small businesses. But the experience and teachings have been well worth the extra time. Whatever I learn from doing a small business web site, I transfer the skill to my main contract. 

Before going to school I would never have taken a job to create a web site. I knew how to do HTML, but I didn’t do a good job. I didn’t know how to make it look attractive, organized, and I am not a graphic artist. It was too hard. Now after doing web sites for two years, I have learned so much more. I immediately was been able to practice the skills learned at AWDSF and now edit photographs in Photoshop, create graphics in Macromedia Fireworks, create web sites in Dreamweaver and Frontpage, create sound recordings, and manage projects and multiple clients.

The most challenging part has been managing all of the work. I like to do as much work as possible because I love what I do. But it can get tricky keeping track of all clients and tasks to be done. I have shed a tear or two in frustration, but now I experience the fruits of hard work and accept projects with confidence.

The Enhanced Career

AWDSF taught me several ways to become a web developer and offer services. Now I provide different products:

· Maintenance. With a 6-month maintenance contract, a customer gets three hours of web site updates each month. If more than 3 hours is needed, we negotiate the work and price.

· Editing. Some customers need just a few changes to their site, such as the home page. I charge an hourly rate for updates and bill in 15-minute intervals. That way if a change takes me just 15 minutes, the client pays only ¼ of an hour. The client is satisfied with the work and cost and I am thrilled to do the work.

· Search Engine Optimization. With commitment you can optimize a web site to help them rank high on a search engine. AWDSF taught me the details of making this happen and pointed me to ongoing resources. This service takes a lot of work and time, so I do not offer it much, as I am pretty busy with my main contract.

· Music. I have helped a couple of musicians with their CD package and have created song samples for their promotions. Now that is a lot of fun.

· Web site. Using all of the skills I learned at AWDSF, I have put them to use to create web sites. It is especially fun when the client first reviews my design offerings. After meeting with a client, I create three design samples and then let the client choose. You just never know what they will like and what they will say. And you can’t be too sensitive. As with technical writing you have to be professional and give the client what they want.

A Technical Communicator and Web Designer

I am still a technical communicator and continue to write instructions, promotional materials, and edit documentation. Because web sites are included in the communication business, I have maintained my technical communication career but have enhanced it with web site and graphic services. It has been a lot of fun and very rewarding. Clients are very grateful for the work and I am grateful for the business. Getting my education at the Academy of Web Design San Francisco was a rewarding decision.

Resources

Academy of Web Design San Francisco (AWDSF) www.awdsf.com now offers online classes and a most agreeable rate.

Beautiful Web Sites. www.Beautifulwebsites.com is my web site where you can see samples of my work.

Janet Bran founded her web site business Beautiful Web Sites. She can be reached at www.beautifulwebsites.com. 
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