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The TC professional:
a true Jack-of-all-trades

or two. I honestly don’t remember what my small 

comments were, but at one point I realized that 

everyone was looking at me. 

“Excuse me,” said one gentleman, “but what 

exactly do you do?” 
It seemed that my comments had revealed a 

strangely eclectic knowledge of seemingly unre-

lated (and wildly useless) trivia. My fellow dining 

companions, on the other hand, had excellent 

knowledge limited to their specific fields. My 

lack of focus 
confused them.

From the practitioners’ side, this is also a loss, as 

narrowly defined skills are the ones most easily 

outsourced. 

Long live generalism
My dinner companion may have thought 

that I had no skillsets, but that is far from the 

truth. As an experienced professional TC, I 

know many things at a more detailed level 

than most people outside of our profession, 

including:•   user/audience analysis and UX 

•   English grammar, syntax, punctuation, and 

usage •   design and layout, including what works 

and why•   standards and regulatory issues that im-

pact our work•   structuring content for effective use

•   writing global-ready content and dealing 

with localization issues
•   communicating with graphics

•   taxonomy, navigation, and signposting

•   using dozens of different software applica-

tions to get the job done
The blessings of a

generalist mindIn the past 12 months, there has been a flurry 

of TED talks and journal articles embracing 

generalism and the importance of creative 

problem-solving. Suddenly, companies are 

noticing that we generalist Jacks-of-all-trades 

outperform specialists when it comes to solv-

ing complex problems that span corporate 

silos. While engineers and developers may 

fixate on a technical solution, an experienced 

and skilled TC may be far more likely to look 

at the big picture and see content challenges 

above and beyond the deliverables for a single 

product.It is dangerous to make assumptions about 

people in a profession, but there are some 

traits shared by TCs who consider themselves 

generalists:•   We read a lot. We read all the time. Technical 

journals, novels, essays, magazines, newspa-

pers, product labels, and when in a pinch, 

the back of a box of cereal. We are insatiable 

readers, which may be either the root of our 

language skills or the result of them. In any 

case, we read far more than the population 

norm. And all this reading exposes us to a 

lot of information, most of it at best merely 

tangential to our work.
•   We have a good memory for words. Go see 

a movie with a TC, and they will quote back 

great swaths of dialogue afterwards. An 

artist may remember the images and colors 

and patterns, but a TC remembers words. 

We always remember meaning, usually re-

member most of the words, and sometimes 

nuance. To a non-TC (i.e., “normal” person), 

this may appear to verge on the savant end 

of the scale. It doesn’t. It is simply that our 

emphasis on communication gives good 

verbal memory.•   We are good with software. We learn the 

concepts quickly and then become self-

sufficient and find the functionality we need 

within a new UI. •   We think technology is pretty cool. You can’t 

live a happy life in hi-tech if you don’t enjoy 

some of the geekier aspects of what we 

produce. •   We are good at trivia. You want us on your 

team at the pub quiz. This comes from our 

pleasure of learning and reading, coupled 

with our ability to remember words (rather 

than just remember the shape of informa-

tion). 

Beyond that, it is dangerous to make sweeping 

assumptions. We come in all sizes, shapes, ages, 

genders, and nationalities. We are far less uni-

formly stereotypical than the awkward software 

engineer or the über-hip designer. We are just a 

bunch of people who have become really good 

at learning a little bit about a lot of things.Let’s teach generalism

Yes, there are many specific skills and core com-

petencies that someone needs to learn when 

entering our profession. But as an instructor, I 

want to urge other trainers, professors, and cur-

riculum developers to support and encourage 

generalism. Encourage knowledge outside the 

immediate scope of a project. Build in ways to 

reward lateral or innovative thinking. 

Ultimately, as a Jack-of-all-trades, a TC can be a 

valuable asset in any organization.
Do you have an opinion about specialization vs. 

generalism?  Let us know! 

Leah Gurenis the owner/operator of 
Cow TC. She has been ac-

tive in the field of techni-
cal communication since 

1980 as a writer, manager, Help author, and 

usability consultant. She now devotes her 

time to consulting and teaching courses 

and seminars in technical communication, 

primarily in Israel and Europe. @ leah@cowtc.com www.cowtc.com

I had to explain technical communication 

and my role as a consultant and trainer. “Every 

time I take on a new client, I learn something 

else. I have to learn about their products, their 

technology, and their area of expertise. I really 

am not an expert in any of these fields; I merely 

know a little bit about a lot of things.”

One woman, a professor of linguistics, looked 

concerned. “How can you function if you don’t 

have a specific skillset?” she asked. In a room full 

of specialists, my Jack-of-all-trades approach 

seemed to make people uncomfortable. Generalism is dead
I interact with hundreds of TC practitioners 

and students every year. I have seen the shift 

in focus over the past 20 years. Once, students 

embraced the concept of uncertainty and were 

willing to accept that they would have to con-

tinue to learn throughout their career. But now, 

I hear a different attitude: 
•   “Tell me exactly what I need to know.” 

•   “Show me what I have to do.”

•   “Why can’t you just give me a template to 

fill out?”•   “Why do I have to learn <subject>?”

•   “Why does it matter if I don’t understand 

<concept>?”
Sadly, industry itself reinforces this narrow view. 

Companies place ads that emphasize narrow 

specialization, sometimes to the ridiculous level 

of specifying the version of a DTP application 

they prefer. Ultimately, they will get what they 

ask for: drones who know how to do a set of 

tasks by rote, with no understanding of broader 

issues, no ability to do their own analysis, and no 

skills in creative or innovative thinking.

Text by Leah Guren

The dinner party was well underway. The setting 

was the lovely home of a good friend, complete 

with stunning views of the city at night. The guests 

were charming and intelligent. The food and wine 

were excellent. With all these ingredients, it was 

no surprise that the conversation flowed easily. 

We shared stories and laughter, and let the subject 

morph naturally from topic to topic, touching on 

movies, travel, nutrition, international packaging 

laws, pets, and medical advances. 

I had been happy to listen and add a comment 
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Customizing DITA – 

the Relax(i)NG way

DITA was specifically designed to cater to a large range of content domains. But only when 

customized to your specific needs will it reveal its true power. 

Text by Jang Graat

1.2 materials, but in a much better format than the 

older DTDs.

Basic Relax NG model

Relax NG is based on patterns. Each pattern 

has a name by which it can be referenced from 

anywhere in the file. This should make DITA users 

happy, as it is very similar to the conref mechanism. 

You define your pattern in one spot and reference 

it wherever you want to reuse the same one. Yes, 

DTDs also allow this type of reuse, but they rely on 

entities, which are not nearly as easy to handle (and 

they are not really XML).

Let’s look at a fictional content model to under-

stand the idea of patterns:

<defin
e name

=”myel
ement.

conten
t”>

    <r
ef nam

e=”tit
le”/>

    <o
ptiona

l>

      
  <ref

 name=
”metad

ata”/>

    </
option

al>

    <o
neOrMo

re>

      
  <cho

ice>

      
      

<text/
>

      
      

<ref n
ame=”p

h”/>

      
      

<ref n
ame=”t

erm”/>

      
  </ch

oice>

    </
oneOrM

ore>

    <z
eroOrM

ore>

      
  <ref

 name=
”note”

/>

    </
zeroOr

More>

</defi
ne>

This element has a mandatory “title” pattern, 

followed by a single optional “metadata” pattern, 

then some content (at least one piece of plain 

text or a “ph” or “term” pattern), and finally any 

number of “note” patterns. 

Note: It seems a little tedious to talk about pat-

terns instead of elements all the time, but there 

is a good reason for this, which will become 

clearer in the section on specialization. In the 

remainder of this article, I am using quotation 

marks to indicate the pattern and angular brack-

ets to indicate an element.

Customizing DITA 

patterns is constraining 

them
When we want to customize “myelement.

content”, we have several options. If we want 

to force at least one “note” at the end, we can 

change the <zeroOrMore> into <oneOrMore>. 

Making the “metadata” mandatory is done 

by unwrapping the <optional>. We can also 

document is merely defining a smaller set of tags 

to be used in your customized document shell – 

which means your content will always fit the more 

elaborate model of the standard. And, even when 

you add your own specialized tags, they can always 

be traced back to the element on which they are 

based – so that any DITA processing software can 

work with your special tags without choking on 

them. This is truly unique, and we would be silly not 

to put it into practice.

Relax – customization no 

longer requires a nerd

Until DITA 1.3, creating toolbelts for specific jobs 

(i.e. specific business domains) required a fair bit of 

knowledge of DTDs and the way the modular DTDs 

of DITA are designed. An exclusion of a domain or 

a single element would take up to five consist-

ent edits in different files. And if any of those edits 

contained a typo or were done the wrong way, you 

would end up with an invalid DTD – or with a valid 

but non-DITA DTD.

With the 1.3 release of the DITA standard, configur-

ing the document shells has become much easier. 

This is due to a change in the way the content 

models are defined. The modular set of DTDs have 

been replaced with a modular set of Relax NG files. 

This change makes all the difference, as DTDs were 

never really good for modularity, whereas Relax NG 

is. In fact, there are a lot of concepts in Relax NG 

that are very similar to the reuse we know and love 

in DITA. Relax NG files – especially the ones created 

for DITA 1.3 – are a collection of reusable patterns 

and pattern references.

Instead of having to make multiple changes 

to DTDs to remove a single element from your 

toolbelt, you usually only need to edit one single 

line in Relax NG. Where DTDs are really not defined 

as XML at all, Relax NG is. This makes configuring a 

content model in Relax NG a lot easier than trying 

to make it work in DTDs. And once you are done 

with your customizations, there are tools available 

to transform your Relax NG modules into the shell 

DTD that your authoring system uses for validation.

By the way, for those using DITA 1.2, Relax NG files 

have attributes to indicate which additions were 

done for version 1.3. DITA, unlike many other XML 

standards, is fully forward- AND backward-compat-

ible, so there is no valid reason at all to stick with an 

older version of the standard. And even if you must, 

it is really easy to filter the DITA 1.3 additions from 

the Relax NG files, leaving you with just the DITA 

When someone asks me how many elements there 

are in DITA, I answer “too many and too few”. This is 

because DITA, like other XML standards, defines its 

elements semantically. And how many semantic 

tags do you need to describe the content in your 

content domain? 

The DITA standard contains the most used ele-

ments across most of the current content domains 

where it is being applied. But your content does 

not require all of those elements. At the same 

time, there is always something very special about 

your domain that others do not need at all. And of 

course, other domains have a need for semantics 

you would not even know how to apply.

DITA was specifically designed to cater to such a 

diverse universe of content domains. And because 

of its design, it makes little sense to use DITA 

without customizing it. Using non-customized DITA 

means not understanding what DITA is all about. 

This article aims to take away your misconceptions 

and, most of all, your fears about customizing DITA. 

A follow-up article will be published in tcworld 

magazine in July explaining how you can add your 

own semantic tags to DITA without breaking away 

from the standard. Together, these two articles will 

show you all it takes to make DITA fit your content 

like a glove.

Why should everyone use 

and customize DITA?

When doing a repair job on the roof, you would be 

crazy to carry all your tools up the ladder. Instead, 

you would probably use a belt that contains only 

the tools you are likely to need for this particular 

job. When you create structured content, the tags 

are your tools, and with DITA, you have a set of pre-

configured toolbelts that you can choose from (by 

including or excluding domains). Each toolbelt is a 

document shell and contains all the tags available 

in that type of document, plus the content models 

that define which elements are allowed where.

Instead of taking one of the already preconfigured 

document shells, you can create your very own 

shell containing the exact set of tools you need for 

your particular job. It is even possible to add your 

own very special tags without making your content 

incompatible. In that sense, DITA is the only true 

XML (eXtensible) standard.

Unlike any other XML standard for technical con-

tent, DITA allows configuring document shells with-

out losing the capability to reuse content across 

different content domains. After all, configuring a 
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1.2 materials, but in a much better format than the 

older DTDs.

Basic Relax NG model

Relax NG is based on patterns. Each pattern 

has a name by which it can be referenced from 

anywhere in the file. This should make DITA users 

happy, as it is very similar to the conref mechanism. 

You define your pattern in one spot and reference 

it wherever you want to reuse the same one. Yes, 

DTDs also allow this type of reuse, but they rely on 
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number of “note” patterns. 

Note: It seems a little tedious to talk about pat-

terns instead of elements all the time, but there 

is a good reason for this, which will become 

clearer in the section on specialization. In the 

remainder of this article, I am using quotation 
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When we want to customize “myelement.
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Making the “metadata” mandatory is done 

by unwrapping the <optional>. We can also 
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to be used in your customized document shell – 

which means your content will always fit the more 

elaborate model of the standard. And, even when 

you add your own specialized tags, they can always 

be traced back to the element on which they are 

based – so that any DITA processing software can 

work with your special tags without choking on 
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longer requires a nerd
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knowledge of DTDs and the way the modular DTDs 
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ent edits in different files. And if any of those edits 

contained a typo or were done the wrong way, you 

would end up with an invalid DTD – or with a valid 

but non-DITA DTD.

With the 1.3 release of the DITA standard, configur-

ing the document shells has become much easier. 

This is due to a change in the way the content 

models are defined. The modular set of DTDs have 

been replaced with a modular set of Relax NG files. 

This change makes all the difference, as DTDs were 

never really good for modularity, whereas Relax NG 

is. In fact, there are a lot of concepts in Relax NG 

that are very similar to the reuse we know and love 
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5. Keep pursuing new 

technology

With the implementation of new technology, 

businesses are able to evaluate their current stack 

against the goals of the digital transformation to 

find functionality or data gaps. Also, notice differ-

ent behaviors for digital transformation, such as: 

•   Data-driven decision-making

•   Increased ROI of transformation activities

•   Increased productivity

•   More competitive products and services

•   Greater customer satisfaction

•   Increased revenue

It all starts with engaged and digitally savvy ex-

ecutives who drive the overall strategy including 

collaboration, faster innovation and time-to-

market, new revenue opportunities, and, most 

importantly, serving customers in a unique and 

compelling manner. 

Final word

No matter how challenging or costly digital trans-

formation is, businesses must give it a shot by 

opening themselves to collaborate, to innovate 

and market faster, to generate new revenue op-

portunities, and to serve end customers in unique 

and appealing ways.

workforce, risk management, cyber security, 

data privacy, and so on. Make sure to implement 

it right across your business.  

2. Start and end with the 

customer

To win early support, companies must keep their 

end customers in mind right from the beginning. 

And, customers don’t come to you for your tech-

nical know-how, they come to you looking for 

solutions. So, provide solutions! Try creating the 

smart and connected products that will help your 

customers complete the job they are trying to 

achieve in a faster, cheaper, and better manner. 

3. executive vision and 

leadership

Lead from the front! Management needs to be 

exceptionally digitally savvy and capable of using 

the right combination of carrots and sticks if they 

wish to move the organization through the chal-

lenges of the digital journey. Keep in mind that to 

provide a good level of digital leadership, execu-

tives don’t need to be expert technologists. Start 

with the occasional social media post. They have 

become very meaningful in improving opera-

tions, revenue, customer experience, and com-

petitive position.  

4. encourage new 

cultural norms

Pursue a digital transformation strategy with a 

broad view on innovation. Seems risky? Think of 

it this way: In the long run, it might turn out to 

be riskier to not proactively disrupt and trans-

form your business. The ongoing digital trans-

formation demands innovation and risk-taking. 

Organizations are encouraged to look beyond 

the usual paradigms of their traditional markets 

and competitors, perhaps even borrowing busi-

ness models from other industries. Of course, this 

might mean entering unknown terrain, but that 

shouldn’t stop you from trying. Start with small 

experiments and gather feedback from stake-

holders. This can then help you to plan the next 

small experiment until you discover the most ef-

fective outcome. 

It has been more than a decade since we wit-

nessed the global expansion of smartphones, 

tablets, social networking, cloud and mobile 

computing, Artificial Intelligence, Big Data, and 

the Internet of Things. Today, the digital space is 

expanding at a frightening pace. Enterprises are 

striving hard to sustain the momentum in the 

ever-changing markets shaped by technology-

driven change. But it is not only our products 

and services that need to be adapted to the con-

stantly changing expectations. Our workspaces 

are also calling for digital transformation.

The impact of digital on an organization is top to 

bottom – from strategy to customer engagement, 

operations, risk, and tax. Digital should, therefore, 

be everyone’s job.

Laurence Buchanan, Partner 

at Ernst & Young LLP

Only a few decades ago, reaching new custom-

ers was a matter of creating a compelling mes-

sage that could move your product from rags to 

riches. Technology has since moved alarmingly 

fast – today, consumer technology can reach a 

critical mass of 50 million users in fewer than 35 

days. Digital technology is starting to reach even 

the most remote places on our planet. You might 

experience its impact as slow and steady; how-

ever, the pressure is mounting. To survive in our 

digital universe, companies today are required to 

have a firm grasp on how to utilize the latest tech-

nological trends.

Below are a few suggestions for how businesses 

can make optimal use of digital developments 

and improve their effectiveness.

1. Own digital

Consider hiring a chief digital officer, or set up 

a dedicated digital business unit. A good digital 

expert or team should sooner or later provide 

enough value to pay for itself. Remember that 

implementation is key here. You might have 

spent an enormous amount of time doing re-

search and structuring your content, but all of 

that counts for nothing if you don’t know how 

to implement it rig
ht. The term digitalization is 

no longer a buzzword; it has become a norm in 

every single part of the business – be it customer 

experience, business model, technology in the 

Digital change – it’s here to stay

Digital transformation is calling organizations to rethink not only their products and services but also 

internal processes and company structures. Is it time to take some daring risks?

Text by Charles Richard

 ABOuT ThE AuThOR

Charles richard has 

eight years of experience 

as a business analyst with 

TatvaSoft. In this role, he 

analyzes data and informa-

tion to generate increased business value. 

Prior to joining TatvaSoft, he worked as a 

programmer. he holds an MBA and a Com-

puter Science degree. 

 www.tatvasoft.co.uk

 @charlesrich324
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5. Keep pursuing new 

technology

With the implementation of new technology, 

businesses are able to evaluate their current stack 

against the goals of the digital transformation to 

find functionality or data gaps. Also, notice differ-

ent behaviors for digital transformation, such as: 

• Data-driven decision-making

• Increased ROI of transformation activities

• Increased productivity

• More competitive products and services

• Greater customer satisfaction

• Increased revenue

It all starts with engaged and digitally savvy ex-

ecutives who drive the overall strategy including 

collaboration, faster innovation and time-to-

market, new revenue opportunities, and, most 

importantly, serving customers in a unique and 

compelling manner. 

Final word

No matter how challenging or costly digital trans-

formation is, businesses must give it a shot by 

opening themselves to collaborate, to innovate 

and market faster, to generate new revenue op-

portunities, and to serve end customers in unique 

and appealing ways.

workforce, risk management, cyber security, 

data privacy, and so on. Make sure to implement 

it right across your business.  

2. Start and end with the 

customer

To win early support, companies must keep their 

end customers in mind right from the beginning. 

And, customers don’t come to you for your tech-

nical know-how, they come to you looking for 

solutions. So, provide solutions! Try creating the 

smart and connected products that will help your 

customers complete the job they are trying to 

achieve in a faster, cheaper, and better manner. 

3. executive vision and 

leadership

Lead from the front! Management needs to be 

exceptionally digitally savvy and capable of using 

the right combination of carrots and sticks if they 

wish to move the organization through the chal-

lenges of the digital journey. Keep in mind that to 

provide a good level of digital leadership, execu-

tives don’t need to be expert technologists. Start 

with the occasional social media post. They have 

become very meaningful in improving opera-

tions, revenue, customer experience, and com-

petitive position.  

4. encourage new

cultural norms

Pursue a digital transformation strategy with a 

broad view on innovation. Seems risky? Think of 

it this way: In the long run, it might turn out to 

be riskier to not proactively disrupt and trans-

form your business. The ongoing digital trans-

formation demands innovation and risk-taking. 

Organizations are encouraged to look beyond 

the usual paradigms of their traditional markets 

and competitors, perhaps even borrowing busi-

ness models from other industries. Of course, this 

might mean entering unknown terrain, but that 

shouldn’t stop you from trying. Start with small 

experiments and gather feedback from stake-

holders. This can then help you to plan the next 

small experiment until you discover the most ef-

small experiment until you discover the most ef-

small experiment until you discover the most ef

fective outcome. 

It has been more than a decade since we wit-

nessed the global expansion of smartphones, 

tablets, social networking, cloud and mobile 

computing, Artificial Intelligence, Big Data, and 

the Internet of Things. Today, the digital space is 

expanding at a frightening pace. Enterprises are 

striving hard to sustain the momentum in the 

ever-changing markets shaped by technology-

driven change. But it is not only our products 

and services that need to be adapted to the con-

stantly changing expectations. Our workspaces 

are also calling for digital transformation.

The impact of digital on an organization is top to 

“The impact of digital on an organization is top to 

“bottom – from strategy to customer engagement, 

operations, risk, and tax. Digital should, therefore, 

be everyone’s job.”be everyone’s job.”
Laurence Buchanan, Partner

at Ernst & Young LLP

Only a few decades ago, reaching new custom-

ers was a matter of creating a compelling mes-

sage that could move your product from rags to 

riches. Technology has since moved alarmingly 

fast – today, consumer technology can reach a 

critical mass of 50 million users in fewer than 35 

days. Digital technology is starting to reach even 

the most remote places on our planet. You might 

experience its impact as slow and steady; how-

ever, the pressure is mounting. To survive in our 

digital universe, companies today are required to 

have a firm grasp on how to utilize the latest tech-

nological trends.

Below are a few suggestions for how businesses 

can make optimal use of digital developments 

and improve their effectiveness.

1. Own digital

Consider hiring a chief digital officer, or set up 

a dedicated digital business unit. A good digital 

expert or team should sooner or later provide 

enough value to pay for itself. Remember that 

implementation is key here. You might have 

spent an enormous amount of time doing re-

search and structuring your content, but all of 

that counts for nothing if you don’t know how 

to implement it rig
ht. The term digitalization is 

no longer a buzzword; it has become a norm in 

every single part of the business – be it customer 

experience, business model, technology in the 
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You can guess the remaining pattern changes 

from the above examples. Note that the content 

model – which references a “ph.cnt” pattern – is 

not changed yet. This is done in the next step.

Step 4: Constrain the content

modelsThe new element should not allow everything 

that the <ph> base allows. I want to constrain the 

content model of <length> to only allow my new 

<amount> and <unit> elements (both manda-

tory). Note: Instead of a <unit> child element, I 

could have chosen an attribute. The advantage of 

an attribute is the option to limit accepted values, 

but rendering would require added code to make 

the unit appear in the output. 

Each of these elements in turn only allow text. This 

means editing these content models as follows:

NOVEMBER 2019
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When someone asks me how many elements 

there are in DITA, I answer “too many and too few”. 

This is because DITA, like other XML standards, 

defines its elements semantically. And how many 

semantic tags do you need to describe the con-

tent in your content domain? 

The DITA standard contains the most used ele-

ments across most of the current content do-

mains where it is being applied. But your con-

tent does not require all of those elements. At 

the same time, there is always something very 

special about your domain that others do not 

need at all.
DITA was designed for just such a diverse universe 

of content domains. And because of its design, it 

makes little sense to use DITA without customiz-

ing it. Using non-customized DITA is not under-

standing what DITA is all about. This article aims 

to take away your misconceptions and, most of 

all, your fears about customizing DITA. The first 

article (which appeared in the March issue of this 

magazine [1]) was about reducing the available 

elements. This follow-up article is about adding 

your own semantic tags to DITA without breaking 

away from the standard. Together, these two arti-

cles show you all you need to make DITA fit your 

content like a glove.Specialization – adding 

your own elements

Some jobs, although they can be done with a 

stick, a brick and a piece of rope, are much easier 

when you have special tools for them. In that 

sense, a screwdriver is a specialized stick, a ham-

mer a specialized brick, and a chain a specialized 

rope. And there is no end to specialization. When 

you walk into a home improvement shop or a ga-

rage, you get the idea. 

Specialist (or specialized) tools make your work 

more effective. This is true for authoring content 

as well. Technical authors have moved to using 

XML because of this: Instead of just making every 

other word bold or italic, it is much more informa-

tive to mark up some content as <term> or <api-

name> or <keyword>. It also allows much better 

indexing and other processing of your content. 

Most of the elements in DITA are these special 

cases of more generic elements.

As an example, I will create semantics for meas-

urement units [2]. With special tags for <length>, 

<weight>, <pressure> etc., automatic localiza-

tion becomes a possibility. This article shows 

how the <length> element can be added to DITA 

using Relax NG.

The steps involved in specializing DITA are:

1. Create a new file to hold your specialized 

elements
2. Copy existing element definitions to the 

new file3. Rename the copied element patterns 

(use unique names)

4. Constrain the content models of the 

new elements (optional)

5. Edit the @class to allow generalization 

by DITA processing tools

6. Inject the new element as alternative for 

the base
7. Include the new file in your document 

shells
Step 1: Create a new file

It is advisable to place your specialization 

file(s) in a new directory within the DITA 1.3 plugin 

for the DITA open toolkit. Make the new directory 

a sibling to existing ones, using the same naming 

conventions. For the measurement units speciali-

zation, I am going to create the file:

[DITA-OT dir]/org.oasis-open.dita.

v1_3/rng/units/rng/unitsDomain.rng

Step 2: Copy existing element

definitions
Basically, specializing an element means copying 

an existing element definition, changing its name 

to a unique name, and optionally constraining 

its content model. This allows DITA processing 

tools to generalize your specialized element back 

to its ancestor and not choke on it. This means 

that you need to pick the right base element for 

your specialization. It needs to have at least all the 

child elements that you need in your specialized 

content model. Also, your base element must be 

valid wherever you want to make your new ele-

ment valid.
The new <length> will have mandatory 

<amount> and <unit> children, each of which 

will only have text. As I want to have <length> 

become valid anywhere in my topics, I am basing 

it on the <ph>. Both <amount> and <unit> will 

be based on <ph> as well. In my unitsDomain file, 

I will therefore create three copies of the <ph> 

element definitions.
Step 3: Rename the patterns

In the copies of the <ph> patterns, I replace 

each occurrence of “ph” with “length” (and simi-

Image: Feverpitched/istockphoto.com

Specializing DITA –

the Relax(i)NG way 

It takes a specialized tool to make your work most effective. DITA offers technical authors what a 

fine screwdriver offers a handyman: An instrument specifically designed for the job.

Text by Jang Graat

<define name="length">

<ref name="length.element"/>

</define><define name="length.element"> 

<element name="length" dita:longName="Length">

<ref name="length.attlist"/> 

<ref name="length.content"/> 

</element> 

</define><define name="length.attlist" combine="interleave"> 

<ref name="length.attributes"/> 

</define><define name="length.content"> 

<zeroOrMore> <choice> <ref name="ph.cnt"/> 

</choice> 

</zeroOrMore> 

</define>

You can guess the remaining pattern changes from the above examples. Note that 

the content model – which references a “ph.cnt” pattern – is not changed yet. This 

is done in the next step. 

Step 4: Constrain the content models 

The new element should not allow everything that the <ph> base allows. I want to 

constrain the content model of <length> to only allow my new <amount> and 

<unit> elements (both mandatory). Note: Instead of a <unit> child element, I could 

have chosen an attribute. The advantage of an attribute is the option to limit 

accepted values, but rendering would require added code to make the unit appear 

in the output.  
Each of these elements in turn only allow text. This means editing these content 

models as follows: 
<define name="length.content">

<ref name="amount"/>

<ref name="unit"/>

</define><define name="amount.content">

<text/>

</define><define name="unit.content">

<text/>

</define>

To define the attributes allowed on <length>, I need to change the model for the 

attlist. I am going to remove some of the unwanted attributes and add a 

mandatory attribute for the measurement system, with a limited set of values to 

choose from (Note: I could have chosen other values, such as “metric”, “imperial” 

<define name="length">

<ref name="length.element"/>

</define><define name="length.element"> 

<element name="length" dita:longName="Length">

<ref name="length.attlist"/> 

<ref name="length.content"/> 

</element> 

</define><define name="length.attlist" combine="interleave"> 

<ref name="length.attributes"/> 

</define><define name="length.content"> 

<zeroOrMore> <choice> <ref name="ph.cnt"/> 

</choice> 

</zeroOrMore> 

</define>

You can guess the remaining pattern changes from the above examples. Note that 

the content model – which references a “ph.cnt” pattern – is not changed yet. This 

is done in the next step. 

Step 4: Constrain the content models 

The new element should not allow everything that the <ph> base allows. I want to 

constrain the content model of <length> to only allow my new <amount> and 

<unit> elements (both mandatory). Note: Instead of a <unit> child element, I could 

have chosen an attribute. The advantage of an attribute is the option to limit 

accepted values, but rendering would require added code to make the unit appear 

in the output.  
Each of these elements in turn only allow text. This means editing these content 

models as follows: 
<define name="length.content">

<ref name="amount"/>

<ref name="unit"/>

</define><define name="amount.content">

<text/>

</define><define name="unit.content">

<text/>

</define>

To define the attributes allowed on <length>, I need to change the model for the 

attlist. I am going to remove some of the unwanted attributes and add a 

mandatory attribute for the measurement system, with a limited set of values to 

choose from (Note: I could have chosen other values, such as “metric”, “imperial” 

To define the attributes allowed on <length>, I 

need to change the model for the attlist. I am going 

to remove some of the unwanted attributes and 

add a mandatory attribute for the measurement 

system, with a limited set of values to choose from 

(Note: I could have chosen other values, such as 

lar for “amount” and “unit”). Showing only some 

patterns for <length>, the result is:
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