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THE PROFESSIONAL WRITER'S WORKSTATION
Bryan Pfaffenberger

Electronic Outlining Comes of Age

“'Always create an outline before writing,’” or so goes the admonition heard by generations of writing students. To
create an outline is to create what the late E.B. White calls a “‘suitable design,”” a structure that serves the
writer’s aims. A prelude to writing, this indispensable planning step is particularly useful when composing lengthy
documents in the computer environment, where the 24-line text display limits a writer’s sense of a document’s
overall structure. A good outline provides what most word-processing programs cannot: a roadmap to the big pic-
ture of a document’s organization.

Outlines can be created on the backs of old envelopes or restaurant placemats (both of which are, in my experience,
particularly fertile environments for planning.) And now, thanks to the efforts of clever programmers, they can be
created on computers. Outlining programs such as ThinkTank provide professional writers with the tools needed for
creating, restructuring, and printing an outline before writing. A writer can “‘brainstorm,’’ rapidly listing a set of
ideas, and then use the outlining program’s text-moving commands to organize them. To see the plan’s overall
structure, subordinate headings can be collapsed or hidden so that only the major headings show on the screen. A
“'show’’ or “‘expand’’ command quickly reveals the hidden headings so that details can be added.

Outlining programs are fun to use and, doubtless, do for outlining what word processing does for writing: they
reduce, quite dramatically, the tedium and paperwork that would be involved in old-fashioned, pencil-and-paper
revision. And yet, in one sense, first-generation outlining programs such as ThinkTank are as conventional as an
outline scribbled on notebook paper. They erect barriers to the revision of the outline as the writing plan changes
during the document’s composition. And changes in the plan will occur. As research on the composition process has
demonstrated, professional writers cycle back and forth among planning, writing, and revision activities as they
create a document. Writing, in short, is a discovery process, one in which the writer’s sense of the document’s
overall structure is virtually certain to change. If the outline is to serve as an accurate roadmap of that structure, it
must be updated as changes occur. And this is precisely where first-generation outlining programs fall down.

All outlining programs, to be sure, facilitate an outline’s revision; most include text insertion, deletion, and moving
commands that rival those of the best word-processing software. Yet, because today’s personal computers can ex-
ecute only one program at a time, these tools are available only after going through a process so tedious that few
writers will update their computer-generated outlines. Consider: to make an update, you'll have to save your docu-
ment to disk, exit the word-processing program, load the outlining program, update the outline, save the updated
outline, print the updated outline, exit the outlining program, load the word-processing program, scroli to the place
you left off, and resume working.

Today’s 8088-based PCs can’t run two programs at once all that effectively, but some clever programming has
made it far easier to switch from one program to another (and back again). Many personal computers have 512K or
more of RAM installed, but most popular word-processing programs (such as WordStar or Microsoft Word) were
designed back in the days when few computers were equipped with more than 128K or 256K. Much of a 512K or
640K computer’s memory is, therefore, unused. There’s room in this underutilized memory for a supplementary
program, such as a spelling checker, an appointment calendar, or an outlining program. At a keystroke, the sup-
plementary program—called a “*memory-resident’’ program in computer jargon—can leap onto the screen, suspen-
ding a word-processing program’s execution and allowing the user to make immediate use of whatever tools the
supplementary program provides.

Memory-resident outlining programs, such as Living Videotext’s Ready! and SoftWorks Development’s PC-
OUTLINE, reduce the tedium of updating outlines considerably. Suppose you‘re writing a business report and, in the
middle of the introduction, you realize that you need a separate chapter to talk about the research methodology. At
a keystroke, the outline leaps into view on the screen. You make the changes and save them. Another keystroke
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returns you to word-processing program, positioning the cursor at precisely the same spot you were at when you
left the program to update the outline.

Ready!, the first memory-resident outlining program, comes from the same people who created the first outlining
program, ThinkTank. Not surprisingly, it resembles ThinkTank so closely that ThinkTank users will be able to use
the program immediately. Because it’s a memory-resident program designed to work “‘on top’’ of a word-
processing program, however, the process of moving back and forth from document to outline is greatly speeded.
What is more, Ready! includes a command that automatically moves selected text from the outline to the docu-
ment, so that a detailed outline can become, once transferred, a system of headings and subheadings in a docu-
ment.

Ready! closely resembles ThinkTank, but it lacks many of ThinkTank’'s beguiling features, such as the ability to
store large amounts of text under a heading. ThinkTank's text storage features are useful; indeed, the program
can be used as a hierarchically-organized *‘textbase’’ management program, storing huge quantities (up to several
megabytes) of text under a highly structured set of outline headings (see “‘A Scholar’s Typology of Database
Management Programs,’” RWPHN, Vol. 3, No. 1 [January, 1985]). Ready!-made outlines not only lack ThinkTank’s
text-storage features, but all Ready! outlines are limited to 32K. That’s more than enough for creating a “‘suitable
design” as (E.B. White would put it) for an essay or report, but Ready! cannot handle some of the more interesting
text-management applications of outlining programs (for instance, storing all the lecture notes for a course under
an outline of lecture topics).

Ready! has encountered stiff competition from a highly regarded upstart, Brown Bag Software’s PC-OUTLINE, a
well-crafted memory-resident outlining program. (Until recently, PC-OUTLINE was available on a shareware basis.
Lamentably, it has now ‘“‘graduated’’ to the commercial market.) PC-OUTLINE, like Ready!, limits the size of an
outline, but the limitation is far less severe. The default setting is 64 kilobytes’ worth of space for outlining, but a
command-line option allows the user to specify a maximum size as small as 22K or as large as 576K. Outline files
of no more than 22K are just fine for use as outlining tools when writing; they allow plenty of room for a word-
processing program and other memory-resident software to coexist in memory. I've successfully loaded Microsoft
Word, Turbo Lightning (a memory-resident spelling checker and thesaurus program), and PC-OUTLINE into my PC-
compatible’s 640K of RAM. [Use caution when loading more than one memory-resident program into your com-
puter’s internal memory. Like an uncharted frontier, the little-utilized memory above the 256K mark is a lawless
realm; programs devised to inhabit it may not have developed civilized habits of coexistence with others, leading to
strange (and often catastrophic) system crashes.] You can also use PC-OUTLINE as if it were an ordinary program
loaded from DOS. If you have a large amount of free memory, you can create monstrous outlines containing hun-
dreds of kilobytes of text.

PC-OUTLINE handles the blending of outlining and text entry by simply doing away with the clumsy distinction bet-
ween them that ThinkTank makes. Any PC-OUTLINE heading can consist of multiple lines, and there is no limit to
the size of a multiple-line entry (save those imposed by the maximum file size). Unlike Ready!, therefore, PC-
OUTLINE can be used (as can ThinkTank) as a hierarchical database management program for the storage of tex-
tual data. ThinkTank, to be sure, lets you create much larger data files since their size is limited by disk capacity
rather than the size of the internal memory. Yet 576K is more than enough for storing a term’s lecture notes. In all
likelihood, those who plan to use PC-OUTLINE as a database management program will not find the data-file size
limit constraining unless they are planning to work with truly massive amounts of stored text. PC-OUTLINE, in
short, gives you the best of both Ready! and ThinkTank, and at a bargain price.

PC-OUTLINE is commendable for many other reasons, which have been outlined in detail elsewhere (e.g., PC: The In-
dependent Guide to IBM-Standard Personal Computing, March 25, 1986, in which PC-OUTLINE was the Editor’'s
Choice out of a field of seven outlining programs, including Ready! and ThinkTank). The user interface employs pull-
down menus, reminding one forcefully of Macintosh software or Ashton-Tate’s Framework. What is more, PC-
OUTLINE strikes many users as significantly more approachable and intuitively sensible than Ready! and
ThinkTank. Ready! and ThinkTank, to be sure, are no slouches when it comes to user-friendliness. Yet both pro-
grams present you with a welter of keyboard commands and modes, which send even experienced users to the
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manual in search of a forgotten command to acomplish some relatively straightforward task. The program seems
to have been deliberately intended to improve on ThinkTank’s already laudable achievements,

No matter how good a memory-resident outlining program is, however, a writer is still left with the tedious prospect
of updating the outline after making changes in a document’s structure. That is a task that the computer, in princi-
ple, can handle, a point made forcefully by the integration of outlining and word-processing features in Framework
(RWPH, Vol. 3, No. 4 [April, 1984]). Framework, one of several programs that stemmed from the ill-fated in-
tegrated software fit of 1983-1984, biends four software functions (word processing, electronic spreadsheet,
database management, and communications) in a single, massive program, but it is Framework’s word-processing
function that is of interest here. With Framework, one writes in two modes: an outline mode, in which only the
headings are visible, and a text mode, in which only the text is visiible. What is more, changes in the outline’s struc-
ture are immediately reflected in the structure of the document itself. The result is a powerful tool for the revision
of large text domains, as well as a useful index, visible at a keystroke, of the document’s overall organization.

Although Framework pioneered the integration of outlining and word processing, my guess is that few writers
would prefer it over conventional word-processing programs such as Microsoft Word or WordPerfect. In its original
version, Framework lacked such indispensable amenities as superscripting, footnoting, and spelling checking. You
couldn’t simply scroll through a multiple-section document, moreover, without going back to the outline mode and
selecting a different heading. Some of these deficiencies and clunky features have been remedied in the most re-
cent version, Framework ll, but for the word-processing market the program has run into stiff competition: a new
version of Microsoft Word (3.0) that includes an exceptionally well-integrated outlining function.

Word 5.0 will doubtless influence the design of software for years to come. In its text mode, Word presents itself
as it did in version 2.0: it’s a full-featured, “‘what-you-see-is-what-you-get’’ word-processing program. (Version
3.0, however, is more nimble in updating the screen than its rather sluggish predecessors, and it includes a bundle
of new features designed to make it more competitive with WordPerfect, its major rival). Unlike Framework, which
forces you to organize a document using the outline-processing functions, a Word 3.0 document can be created as
if the outlining functions did not exist. When you shift to the outlining mode, however, the same document reap-
pears as a ThinkTank-style outline, replete with hierarchically-organized headings, facilities for hiding massive
amounts of text under the headings, automatic sorting and numbering of headings, and tools for outline restructur-
ing.

Word’s outline processing capabilities become particularly powerful when blended with its style-sheet feature
(RWPN, Vol 3, No. 3 [March, 1985])). In Word, a style sheet is a list of user-defined keyboard commands. Version
3.0 includes a new way to define keyboard commands so that they appear as headings in the document mode and
as outline entries in the outlining mode. The keyboard command “‘ALT-H2,’’ for example, can be defined so that it
simultaneously creates what appears to be a second-level head in the document mode (i.e., one that’s centered
and underlined, with three blank lines above and two below) and a second-level entry in the outline mode (i.e., in-
dented five spaces from the left margin).

Using the style-sheet feature in this way brings about a transparent and intuitively sensible link between the
outline and the document. Viewed in the outline mode, a document (with its patterns of headings and subheadings)
appears as an outline, in which (so long as the text is collapsed or hidden) the document’s overall structure and
organization is clearly visible. Viewed in the text mode, the document appears almost exactly as it will when
printed. Word 3.0, in other words, provides precisely the tools to meet the needs of computer-using professional
writers—namely, the need to maintain an accurate view of a document’s structure and the need to predict in
precise terms how the document will appear when printed.

Word’s outlining mode not only provides a superior way to grasp the structure of a document’s larger text domains;
it also provides powerful tools for altering them. If you restructure the headings in the outline, the document is
automatically altered so that it corresponds to the outline—all the text stored under the moved heading is moved
with it. This powerful tool for text revisions makes it extremely easy to move large domains of text (say, a ten-page
section of a chapter) and at the same time provides an accessible, automatically updated roadmap of the docu-
ment’s structure at any one point in time.
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Microsoft Word’s successful integration of outlining and word-processing functions points the way to the future
evolution of software, but we still have yet to see a program that fully facilitates the writing process (as it has been
revealed by research). Writers cycle back and forth not only between planning (e.g., outlining) and writing; they in-
clude revision activities in the process as well. Any word-processing program, to be sure, facilitates revision (at
least in principle) by making it easier to make textual insertions and deletions, and integrated word process-
ing/outlining programs greatly facilitate the revision of large textual domains. Yet a host of tools for revision, most
of which were initially formulated during the creation of Bell Laboratories’ Writer's Workbench software, have yet
to be incorporated in personal computer word-processing packages. Memory-resident program modules could con-
ceivably be developed, for instance, to monitor widely-accepted indices of readability, such as average sentence
length, average word length, or the proportion of three-syllable words, and present a **pop-up’’ screen that displays
these indices at the user’s request. The future may see such innovations, but only if professional writers make
clear to programmers what they would like to see in the next generation of software.

ThinkTank Living Videotext, Inc., 2432 Charleston Road, Mountain View, CA 94943

Category: Outlining program

List Price: $195

Requires: IBM PC, XT, At, or 100% PC-compatible, 256K RAM, DOS 2.0 or higher, and two disk drives

Summary: An outlining program that facilitates the creation of huge, hierarchically-structured textual databases as well as

the creation of writing guides. The program is not memory-resident; you must exit other programs to use it.

Ready! Living Videotext, Inc. 2432 Charleston Road, Mountain View, CA 94043

Category: Memory-resident outlining program

List Price: $99.95

Requires: IBM PC, XT, AT, or 100% PC-compatible, 112K of free RAM, DOS 2.0 or higher, and one disk drive
Summary: A memory-resident outlining program, Ready! is so similar to ThinkTank that ThinkTank users will have little

difficulty learning it. Unlike ThinkTank, Ready! is available at a keystroke while using other programs. The price
paid for this accessibility, however, is a 32K limit in outline size and the sacrifice of ThinkTank’s paragraph
or text-storage features.

PC-OUTLINE Brown Bag Software, Inc., 2105 South Bascom Ave., Suite 164, Campbell, CA 95008, (800) 323-5335
Category: Memory-resident outlining program

List Price: $89.95

Requires: IBM PC, XT, AT, or 100% PC-compatible, min. 90K free RAM

Summary: Excellent memory-resident outlining program that significantly improves on ThinkTank’s user interface.

Files are limited by the amount of free memory, so outlines of 576K can be created when the program is
loaded from DOS. When used as a memory-resident program, PC-OUTLINE can be adjusted to use as little
as 90K of free RAM. Because the program allows multiple line entries, it arguably combines the best of
both Ready! and ThinkTank with an improved user interface.

Microsoft Word 3.0 Microsoft Corporation, 16011 NE 36th Way, Box 97017, Redmond, WA 98073, (206) 882-8080

Category: Integrated word processing/outlining program

List Price: $450

Requires: 256K RAM, two disk drives, DOS 2.0 or higher

Summary: Full-featured word-processing program that successfully integrates a high-quality outlining function. Changes in

the outline’s structure are automatically reflected in the document.

Contributing Editor Bryan Pfaffenberger, a writer and anthropologist who lives in Charlottesvitle, Virginia, is the
author of The Scholar’s Personal Computing Handbook: A Practical Guide (Little, Brown, 1986) as well as several
other books on personal computing. His Personal Computer Applications: A Strategy for the Information Society, a
coliege-level introductory textbook that focuses on personal computer application software, will by published in
1987 by Little, Brown; Richard D. lrwin, Inc., will publish his Business Communications in the Personal Computer
Age the same year. Currently, Bryan is developing an anthropological approach to technology and technological in-
novation.
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