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Unconferences and BarCamps are 
another type of real-world event where 
people with similar interests and goals 
can get together to share information. 
A third type of community event has 
just emerged and this article highlights 
aspects of this new BookSprint model 
because of its relevance to technical 
writing. This article describes the au-
thors’ experiences with participating in 
these types of events, and in particular 
the FLOSS Manuals BookSprint for the 
One Laptop per Child (OLPC) project 
held in August 2008. Anne Gentle was 
an organizer of that event, and Janet 
Swisher was a participant.

Unconference or BarCamp 
An unconference or BarCamp is usu-

ally defined by its lack of definition—
attendees gather at one place and time 
and offer their knowledge as presenta-
tions or demonstrations, which are then 
placed on a white board (or in a wiki) in 
certain time slots so that attendees can 
find sessions to attend. 

BarCamps have started in different cit-
ies around the country and around the 
world as a way for like-minded technical 

people to give impromptu presentations 
about topics that the group votes they 
want to learn. These are user-generated 
conferences: if you attend one, you 
should be as ready and willing to stand 
up and present as you are to sit down, 
take notes for future or simultaneous 
blog entries, and listen. Anyone can start 
and organize a BarCamp by using the 
BarCamp wiki at www.barcamp.org. 

The term BarCamp originated as an 
open-invitation alternative to the invita-
tion-only participant-driven FooCamp 
sponsored by O’Reilly Media. In pro-
grammer slang, “bar” follows “foo” as 
automatically as B follows A.

How can you plan for such an un-
planned event? The attendees are the 
first forming factor. For example, at a 
BarCamp that coincided with South by 
Southwest Interactive, it seemed that 
all the presenters knew one of the main 
organizers (open source advocate and 
strategist William Hurley).

Another major event involved plan-
ning an unconference as part of the 
DocTrain conference. Anne Gentle had 
little prior experience planning such 
an event, but she received encourage-
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ment from Lisa Dyer, who was going to 
attend the unconference and encour-
age others to do so. With two people 
expanding the invitation list to include 
like-minded individuals, the unconfer-
ence had some of the most interesting 
attendees and presenters in the field. 
One person even said it was the most 
useful session of the conference to him, 
a high compliment considering that 
it was embedded within DocTrain, an 
extremely valuable conference for a de-
voted group of conference-goers.

Originally the unconference started 
online with the presenters and presen-
tation ideas listed on a wiki page. Then 
on the day of the unconference, manu-
ally transferring the “presentation” titles 
from the wiki page onto a white board 
put it in front of attendees by placing it 
outside the unconference room about 
an hour before the start time. 

The unconference had about 15 at-
tendees to start, with people coming 
and going, which is the expected ebb 
and flow for an unconference. There 
were presentations about wikis, open 
source for documentation, blog statis-
tics, and even a mini-workshop session 
about wikis in the workplace, all infor-

mally presented with plenty of questions 
and answers flying. The only regret was 
that the time slot conflicted with the 
Vancouver STC chapter meeting being 
held in an adjacent conference room.

Another example of the unconfer-
ence format is found in next year’s Writ-
ing Open Source conference, a newly 
formed conference around open source 
projects and their documentation teams. 
While the first day’s schedule contains 
talks by experts, the entire second day 
is dedicated to an unconference for all 
projects to share their experiences.

What Is a BookSprint?
A BookSprint is a community writing 

event where participants, either in one 
location or participating remotely, col-
laborate on a book or book set.

The term sprint comes from open 
source software development, where a 
code sprint is an event where program-
mers meet to focus on writing software 
for a project. The term is also used in 
agile software development processes, 
where it refers to one of a series of short 
phases of development, usually about a 
couple of weeks long. Sprints in open 
source development are typically shorter 

(a day to a week) and more ad hoc than 
in “agile” commercial development.

Both an unconference and a sprint 
can be either a standalone event or con-
nected to another conference or meet-
ing. Both are driven by the community’s 
need and interests. In an unconference, 
the agenda emerges directly from the 
community without mediation. But in 
a sprint, the agenda is usually outlined 
ahead of time by organizers.

The OLPC BookSprint was a week-
long concentrated effort of technical 
writers and subject matter experts get-
ting together to create manuals for free, 
libre, open source software products: 
the “XO” laptop hardware, the “Sugar” 
user interface, and the “activities” or 
programs that come with the laptop. 
The BookSprint became a workshop 
where subject-matters experts (SMEs) 
shared their knowledge of the products, 
and writers shared how to write good 
user documentation. It was also a social 
experience where attendees formed a 
community of shared common goals and 
experiences. For the OLPC BookSprint, 
the attendees gave (up to) a week’s time 
to be curators of information housed in 
wikis and websites everywhere, bring-
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ing it all together in the FLOSS Manual 
TWiki implementation for online view-
ing or gorgeous print output.

Tools for a BookSprint 
The tweaked-out TWiki implementa-

tion at FLOSS Manuals (www.flossman 
uals.net) let us do collaborative author-
ing with a WYSIWYG HTML editor and 
a drag-and-drop chapter arrangement 
tool that also gave the status of each 
chapter, such as “Needs Images” or 
“Needs Proofing.”

FLOSS Manuals also has a PDF engine 
that gives print-ready PDFs using CSS 3 
styling, widow and orphan control, and 
a remix capability that enables any user 
of the wiki to drag chapters from mul-
tiple books and create their own book, 
either by outputting to PDF or HTML. 
HTML files can be copied onto a web-
site or API code that can be embedded 
in a website.

Organizing a BookSprint 
Much like planning a set of end-us-

er documentation for any product, a 
BookSprint must have a known scope 
for the tasks and end-users that the 
documentation will target. We used an 
OLPC email list in the two weeks lead-
ing up to the sprint describing an out-
line and the tasks we would attempt. We 
discussed the scope—such as, whether 
to include programming examples for 
extending Sugar (we did), whether the 
School Server configuration was within 
our purview (it was not), or whether to 
include step-by-step disassembly and re-
pair instructions for the laptop (we did 
not). This enabled the team to start writ-
ing after outlining. The team leaders, 
Adam Hyde and Anne Gentle, had a lot 
of discussion about who the target audi-
ence was for these books, which was an 
important part of scoping out our work 
for the week. After discussing via Skype 
and email, and vetting the decision with 
mailing-list interaction, Adam and Anne 
decided that the audience included the 
combination of students, parents, and 
teachers. Students, typically ages 6 to 
16, may not actually refer to manuals, 
but they should be able to read them 
easily if they do. Parents and teachers 
are more likely to look at the manuals 

and need orientation and reassurance 
about this unfamiliar computing envi-
ronment. Other potential audiences, 
such as hobbyist enthusiasts, were not 
directly addressed.

By the start of the OLPC BookSprint, 
the selected participants had a definite 
plan and schedule in place. Monday, 
Tuesday, and Wednesday were heads-
down writing days from about 9:00 AM 
until our stop time at 6:00 PM each day. 
Each day, both local and remote partici-
pants called in for a conference call, al-
lowing the local writers to stay in touch 
with the remote contributors and find 
out if anyone was stuck or had ques-
tions. Most of the Sprint took place in 
one room where all the writers gathered 
and could ask and answer questions 
across the table. It was so valuable to 
have OLPC and Sugar experts on site, 
as will be described in the case study be-
ginning on page 9.

The host location also provided other 
“quiet” areas that writers could go to 
when heads-down writing was needed. 
Local writers came to help as well, by 
working on the style guide, editing ac-
cording to the guide, and also testing 
instructions after they were written. 

To keep up the energy and work-
flow, the organizers made sure it wasn’t 
all work and no play. Sunday night in-
volved a coffee shop meeting with the 
Austin XO-users group (Austin locals 
who own XO laptops and support the 
OLPC project). Wednesday night the 
writers enjoyed a poolside cookout.

Nearly all the writers stayed late Thurs-
day night, sprinting to the finish. Friday 
was a clean-up day, proofing print-outs 
of all seven books.

Funding 
With attendees coming in from 

around the world and needing to sleep 
and eat while they wrote, it was necessary 
to finance their accommodations and 
travel. With three matching $1,000 sup-
port pledges from vested organizations 
(RedHat, OLPC, and an individual do-
nation to SugarLabs), plus the fundrais-
ing efforts of FLOSS Manuals, we were 
able to provide travel and lodging and 
some meals for contributors. With five 
or six in-person contributors and at least 

twice as many contributing remotely, we 
were able to fund the BookSprint for 
about $4,000 total. There are two books 
for sale as a result of the BookSprint, and 
a two-Euro markup on each book should 
help pay for such costs for future events.

Invite List
Selecting attendees by invitation or 

allowing for organic invitations is an 
important early decision. Selecting par-
ticipants will drive the choice of a con-
venient date and location. In the case 
of our FLOSS Manuals BookSprint for 
OLPC, a flurry of activity on several 
mailing lists initiated the desire for a 
BookSprint. Invitations stemmed from 
those who were initially interested but 
also from community connections al-
ready made among OLPC enthusiasts. 

Location and date selection go hand 
in hand because some locations are not 
going to be available for certain dates. 
Travel time, distance, and cost, as well 
as visa considerations are part of balanc-
ing this equation. When someone needs 
a visa to come to the United States to 
participate in such an event, at least a 
month’s lead time is necessary. 

All participants may be asked to sign 
a release by some host locations so 
that they will not be liable for any un-
fortunate result at an unconference or 
BarCamp. Signing a release should be 
fine—nearly all this planning is hap-
pening on good faith anyway, so suing 
would be poor form. 

Why Hold an In-person Event? 
It’s an interesting day and age when 

technology like wikis and Second Life 
enable virtual meetings to be just as 
useful and productive as real space. But 
sometimes even an online community 
needs in-person interaction to be more 
efficient by communicating faster, and 
in person you can understand nuances 
only available with body language, per-
sonal space, and so on.

Also, when participants enjoy interac-
tion with others with similar interests, 
these kinds of events really motivate and 
reward contributors. This interaction 
is likely to spur more activity later, by 
bringing together key players.

(Continued on page 11)

web 2.0



10	 	 January 2009 January 2009	 	 11

The OLPC BookSprint brought together several overlap-
ping communities:

•	hard-core, full-time participants in the OLPC, SugarLabs, 
and FLOSS Manuals projects 

•	Austin XO enthusiasts 
•	Austin technical writers interested in open source  

software

Janet Swisher is in the third camp; I’ve blogged and pre-
sented on why technical writers might want to contribute to 
open source projects, and I work for a company that pub-
lishes some of its software as open source. I didn’t have 
much prior experience with OLPC, other than having bought 
an XO for my nephews the previous Christmas. However, I 
knew that OLPC was a cool project and the BookSprint was 
in my hometown. On top of that, Anne Gentle, a blogging 
tech writer who I knew through the local STC chapter, asked 
me to participate. How could I not?

I walked in on day two of the sprint, having briefly seen 
my nephews’ XO laptop nine months before, and having 
downloaded the XO emulator for Windows the previous 

day. Lacking domain expertise, what I could contribute was 
technical writing expertise. My first task was to improve the 
style guide for the XO manual. I reorganized it a bit and 
added a few items that others in the room said they wanted 
guidance on. My opinion about style guides for open source 
projects is that the fewer rules writers have to remember, 
the better. However, this parsimony must balance against 
readers’ need for consistency.

After that, I reviewed chapters in the XO and Sugar manu-
als that were finished or nearly so, making sure they complied 
with the style guide, and editing anything I thought needed 
it. I tested procedures with one of the XO laptops scattered 
around the room. Apparently, this made an impression on 
David Farning, a Sugar programmer who attended the Book-
Sprint and who later wrote:

I realized this was not just a couple of programmers 
trying to throw together a wiki as I watched Janet Swisher 
intensely studying the XO’s battery. Turns out she was 
trying to determine if the “installing the battery” section 
could be misread. From my experience, a programmer 
would have said, “If they can’t figure out how to put the 
battery in, what’s the point of a fine manual?” 

case 
study
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Sure, maybe because extroverts and social animals 
really thrive on this kind of interaction, they will be 
the first to sign up. But there are good reasons for 
and benefits to occasional, planned events such as this 
one. There is a role for face-to-face interaction in on-
line communities by improving their connections and 
communications.

Real-world Enthusiasm, Real-life Interaction
While gas prices peaked this summer, making travel 

more expensive, online interactions continue to get 
easier and faster all the time. Despite these seemingly 
related forces toward online-only collaboration, an in-
person event enabled by the ease of coordination and 
organization that the Internet offers became an inno-
vative method for creating a lasting set of content.

Completely experimental and plain fun, this Book-
Sprint offered real results that you can hold in your 
hands and buy on www.lulu.com. A community Book-
Sprint model can be shaped and formed to different 
projects, so be on the lookout for future BookSprints 
coming to a location near you. Be alert for opportuni-
ties to bring online communities together in the real 
world, and let them set their own agenda—maybe your 
next user group meeting? 

Anne Gentle (annegentle@austin.rr.com) is a senior techni-
cal writer at Advanced Solutions International and blogger 
at www.justwriteclick.com. Advanced Solutions International 
provides management software for professional and social or-
ganizations such as STC. She also volunteers as a documenta-
tion coordinator and wiki gardener for One Laptop Per Child, 
an open source project dedicated to bringing kid-focused lap-
tops to developing countries. She wrote a blog for her employer 
at BMC Software on http://talk.bmc.com and now writes her 
blog entries at JustWriteClick.com. She has been a technical 
writer for over ten years and has acquired many interests in 
that time, including structured authoring, social media, XML 
models for technical documentation such as DITA, blogging, 
wikis, collaborative documentation, online user assistance, 
and writing in an Agile development environment.

Janet Swisher (JMSwisher@gmail.com) is the sole technical 
writer for Enthought, Inc., which makes software for scientific 
data analysis and visualization using open source software, 
including the Python programming language. She has been 
a technical writer for ten years, including stints at Motorola 
(now Freescale Semiconductor) and Trilogy Software, and she 
previously filled other roles related to software development, 
including testing, technical support, and build management. 
She was a volunteer editor for OOoAuthors project, working 
on manuals for the OpenOffice.org open source productivity 
suite, and has now caught the Book Sprint bug. She blogs 
about topics related to technical communication and open 
source software on her Techie Tech Writer blog at http://www 
.janetswisher.com/.

One factor that I did not have to worry about for the BookSprint 
was writing tools. The FLOSS Manuals website, being a wiki with a 
WYSIWYG HTML editor, was dead simple to use. The site even kept 
track of which chapters were currently being edited by whom, so 
that we wouldn’t step on each other’s changes. There were times 
when a chapter that I wanted to edit was one of several that the 
system said was being edited by another person. Since we were 
sitting in the same room, I could just say, “Hey, are you still working 
on that chapter? If not, can I break your lock?” For certain sections, 
I decided that the most appropriate HTML structure was a defini-
tion list, which was not supported by the WYSIWYG editor. Being 
familiar with HTML, I was able to switch into “code” view and insert 
the tags manually. However, within a few minutes of my mentioning 
this to Adam Hyde, he had modified the editor, and buttons for the 
needed tags appeared on the editor’s toolbar.

Another benefit of co-location was that when I came across a 
note that said, “Walter, check for accuracy,” I could just say, “Hey, 
Walter,” and Walter Bender (founder of SugarLabs, former presi-
dent of OLPC for Software and Content, and former executive direc-
tor of the MIT Media Lab) would walk around the table to look over 
my shoulder. Talk about immediate feedback! 

Bringing together communities with related interests can lead to 
unexpected synergies. The Sugar API documentation was not with-
in the scope of the BookSprint, but when it came up in conversa-
tion, I was able to point the Sugar folks toward a tool for wikifying it, 
to encourage programmers to contribute. Also, at the Wednesday 
cookout, my husband, who is a musician and a graduate student, 
got into a long discussion about computer-generated music with 
Adam Hyde, who is a “sound artist” as well as the FLOSS Manuals 
impresario. (OK, that has nothing directly to do with the BookSprint, 
but it wouldn’t have happened without it!) In comparing this and 
other face-to-face meetings of virtual communities, I can see the 
following benefits:

•	Community members get to know each other “for real.” If you’ve 
ever worked on a virtual team, you know that you work much 
better with team members you’ve met face-to-face. Putting faces 
to names and personalities to email addresses helps the team or 
community work together virtually in the future. 

•	A concrete time and place to work increases productivity tremen-
dously. Volunteers working asynchronously tend to lack urgency; 
there is always some other priority that pushes the volunteer work 
off to “someday.” At a sprint, the work must be done here and 
now. And, as I mentioned, feedback can be provided within a few 
seconds instead of hours or days. 

•	The event helps put the project in perspective for participants. 
When a project is coordinated online, participants can get 
swamped by details. A sprint helps focus priorities and helps 
participants see how their pieces fit into the bigger puzzle. 

•	 It’s fun! People feed off each others’ energy and excitement. 
Jokes are cracked, camaraderie develops, and friendships form.

Participating in a BookSprint


