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James Bond movies are 
showcases for cutting edge 

devices—from the plausible 
to the seemingly impossible.

In Quantum of Solace, an 
MI6 agent shows 007 and M 
the links between suspects 
on a digital table simply by 
touching its surface. Al-
though it seems fantastic, 
this particular device is much 
closer to reality than you 
might think; touch-enabled 
devices are becoming increas-
ingly common in schools and 
places of business.

SMART Technologies is a 
Canadian company on the 
forefront of touch-enabled 
devices and related technolo-
gies. It produces interactive 
whiteboards, public displays, 
tables, and other devices.

The company’s fl agship 
product, the SMART Board 
interactive whiteboard, is 
used in schools and business-
es around the world. Cus-
tomers connect the SMART 
Board interactive whiteboard 
to a computer and projector, 
and then see the computer’s 
display on the board. They 
can interact with windows, 
buttons, and other elements 
by simply touching them on 
the board’s surface.

I’ve been working as a 
documentation specialist at 
SMART since January 2008. 
In many respects, my work is 
similar to that of most techni-
cal writers—I develop online 
help, manuals, specifi cations, 
and release notes, and work 

with other writers, edi-
tors, usability specialists, 
and subject matter ex-
perts on a daily basis. We 
have meetings, projects, 
deadlines, and reviews 
like any other company.

That said, SMART is an 
exciting place to work as a 
technical writer. Our prod-
ucts, along with other touch-
enabled devices, represent 
a signifi cant change in how 
users interact with the digital 
world. Educators are using 
touch-enabled devices, such 
as the SMART Board inter-
active whiteboard, to teach 
to students of all learning 
styles—visual, auditory, and 
kinesthetic. Businesses are 
using similar technologies to 
improve employee communi-
cation and collaboration. As 
an example, employees can 
now record notes on an elec-
tronic whiteboard and then 
save them to a fi le for later 
reference rather than having 
to write them on a traditional 
whiteboard with the obliga-
tory “PLO” while searching 
for a scratchpad or laptop 
computer to capture them.

Multi-touch technology 
expands on these possibilities 
further by allowing multiple 
users to interact with a single 
device at the same time. 
Computing no longer has to 
be a solitary activity. One of 
SMART’s newest products, a 
multi-user interactive table 
designed for primary school 
children, is being used by 

the Spaulding Youth Center 
in New Hampshire to help 
autistic students learn and 
develop social skills.

As the software for touch-
enabled devices evolves, in-
teractions in the digital world 
will begin to resemble those 
of the real world. Imagine 
shuffl ing through the photos 
on your computer like the 
ones in your shoebox, or 
laying out a page on a digital 
table like tech writers of a 
certain vintage used to do on 
drafting tables.

So what does this mean 
for me and my colleagues at 
SMART? We’ve needed to ex-
pand the traditional software 
documentation vocabulary 
to include terms like press or 
touch (versus click) and show 
users how to interact with our 
company’s products. In ad-
dition, we’ve had to incorpo-
rate more graphical, touch-
friendly elements into our 
help. SMART’s large, diverse 
customer base requires us to 
do all of this while consider-
ing the needs of audiences 
ranging from school students 
to business professionals.

SMART and other com-
panies that produce touch-
enabled devices are creating 
third-party developer com-
munities with the ultimate 
goal of fostering broad bases 
of content and applications 
for their devices. In addi-
tion, the next version of the 
Windows operating system—
Windows 7—will include 
multi-touch functionality, 
vastly expanding the software 
ecosystem for touch-enabled 
devices. New content and 
application will require 
documentation. Perhaps you 
may be one of the techni-
cal writers that produce this 
documentation. 
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Calgary, Canada, and holds a 
bachelor of applied communica-
tions in technical writing from 
Mount Royal College. He is 
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Special Interest Group within 
STC.
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Ken Schatzke stands with coworkers in front of their touch 
screen technology (fourth from the left, wearing a black and 
white striped shirt).
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