
XML

XML -based publish-
ing can provide
many benefits.

These include the ability to more easily
manage and reuse content, publish con-
tent in multiple formats from a single
source, build customized documents for
particular users or products, share docu-

ments with other organizations, or even
meet contract or industry requirements
that documents be delivered in XML.
Migrating to XML publishing warrants a
careful evaluation of your organization’s
requirements, benefits of meeting those
requirements, and costs of moving to
XML publishing (including design time,
tools, and training costs).

“How will our authors create XML
content?” is one of many questions an
organization must answer when migrat-
ing to XML publishing. When evaluat-
ing XML authoring tools for content
development, you will need to consider
how each meets your organization’s
requirements. This article presents fac-
tors in choosing XML authoring tools
and briefly reviews three popular com-
mercially available XML authoring tools:
ArborText Epic Editor, Adobe FrameMaker
7, and SoftQuad’s XMetaL.
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XML Editors: Orient Yourself
Perhaps the most important consider-

ation when choosing an XML authoring
tool is to be sure that it is appropriate for
creating technical documents. The
strengths of XML—embedded metadata,
platform independence, and relatively
simple syntax—make it a great choice
not only for technical communicators
but also for software developers who
need to create programs for exchanging
and managing information.

Many tools are available to help soft-
ware developers work with XML. How-
ever, XML editors that are popular with
software developers will probably be dis-
appointing to technical communicators.
These XML editors tend to present a
user interface that emphasizes the struc-
ture of an XML document instead of the
content. (For an example of a developer-
oriented XML editor, see Figure 1.)
These tools are not appropriate for con-
tent creators for several reasons:

Lack of formatting feedback. Because XML
content tends to be published to multiple
output formats and may be combined in
different ways to create customized doc-
uments, XML authoring tools are typi-
cally not WYSIWYG. However, many
writers prefer some sort of formatted
screen rendition, even if it does not
exactly match the final output format.
Content developers typically do not need
to see the exact final format of the head-
ings as they are rendered in print, in a
Web browser, or in some other display
application. They typically do prefer, how-
ever, that the heading receive some sort
of special formatting—perhaps set off
with a larger font, bolded font face, and
extra vertical space—while they are
authoring a document.

If you think screen formatting is not
important to you, imagine working in an
editor that does not wrap long lines. Many
developer-oriented XML editors do not.

Lack of content-friendly features. Do you use
a spell-checker? Online thesaurus? How
about a cross-reference tool? If you use
any of these features, you may be disap-
pointed and frustrated by developer-ori-
ented XML editors that do not provide
them.

Lack of important document components.
You may be surprised to find that your
developer-oriented XML editor does not
provide an interface for creating tables
or inserting graphics. Technically, a table
is a presentation format, but it is,
nonetheless, an important tool for tech-
nical communicators. Document-oriented
XML authoring tools support tables, graph-
ics, index entries, cross-references, and
other important document components.

After you have identified XML author-
ing tools that are appropriate for creating
content, the following are other impor-
tant considerations:

Conformance to your standards. XML stan-
dards are new and evolving. The XML-
related standards that are important to your
organization might differ from those that
are important to others. Do you need to
validate your documents against an XML

Schema? Do you need to include scalable
vector graphics in your documents? If so,
be sure your XML authoring tool supports
these standards. (See the sidebar at the end
of this article for information about XML
Schema and scalable vector graphics).

Integration with your IT environment. Your
organization may use a content manage-
ment system (CMS) for revision control
and tracking of XML content. Verify
whether the XML authoring tools that
you consider will integrate with your
CMS. Ideally, your XML authoring tool
will provide menu options for checking
files in and out of the CMS.

Support for conventional publishing. XML is
a great data format but a poor publishing
format. To publish XML documents, you
must first convert the XML into a format
that the display device can understand.
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Figure 1. Screen interface of a popular developer-oriented XML editor.



The most popular display formats
include HTML for Web browsers, PDF
for print or richly formatted on-screen
viewing, wireless markup language
(WML) for display on small screens, Rich
Text Format (RTF), and PostScript.

If your authoring tool does not con-
vert XML to these formats, you will need
to buy (or develop, possibly with the help
of an XML expert) a tool to do this.

Before You Begin
You might think that you can buy an

XML authoring tool and get started right
away. However, you must also set up the
support files that your authoring tool
requires for editing valid XML documents.
These support files do the following:

• Specify the Document Type Definition
(DTD) that your organization has cho-
sen or created, to guide authors in cre-
ating valid XML content.

• Specify the screen display format (and
possibly print rendering) of the XML
documents.

• Customize (optionally) the author-
ing interface for a particular type of
document.

• Specify how XML elements will be
translated into “document” elements.
For example, which XML elements
represent graphics? Which represent
tables? Which represent block content
(like body paragraphs)? Which repre-
sent inline content (like part numbers)?

Setting up an XML authoring tool can
be a complex task. Fortunately, the XML
authoring tools reviewed here include
set-up files for one or more popular XML
DTDs. You can modify these configura-
tions for your own environment, or you
can use them as models for configura-
tions that you create from scratch. If you
are using an industry-standard DTD, ver-
ify that the authoring tools you evaluate
provide support files for that DTD.

Content-Oriented XML Tools
Of the commercially available XML

authoring tools, three are key players in
the market. ArborText’s Epic Editor,
Adobe’s FrameMaker 7, and XMetaL by
SoftQuad (now owned by Corel Corpora-
tion) share the following characteristics:

• Each tool has a history that spans sev-
eral years, and each was originally
developed as a tool for creating SGML
(the predecessor of XML) documents.

• Each tool supports authors in creating
XML documents without the need to
know XML syntax.

• Each tool provides full control over an
XML document. Specifically, these
tools allow authors to create content
that conforms to any DTD and to edit
both XML elements and attributes.
Some XML authoring tools support
only a single DTD or provide a forms-
based interface that only allows authors
to create element content.

Each of these tools is a capable choice
for creating XML content. All provide
the following features:

• Word processor interface, with word
processing features, such as drag-and-
drop editing, copy and paste, spell-
checking, and shortcut toolbars

• Optional view that shows XML tags
within the document

• Concurrent view that shows a graphical
representation of the document struc-
ture and hierarchy

• Feedback to the writer regarding legal

tags at any given cursor location
• Continuous validation of an XML doc-

ument against a DTD or XML Schema
• Ability to create and edit both XML

element content and attribute content
• Ability to import documents created

by other applications (such as Microsoft
Word)

• Ability to create tables using a built-in
table editor

Epic Editor
Arbortext’s Epic Editor has traditionally

been targeted to authoring teams that
create large amounts of XML content.
(See Figure 2 to view Epic Editor’s inter-
face.) Epic Editor shines in its capability to
manage large document sets comprising
hundreds or thousands of source files.

Epic Editor has long supported both
XML and SGML versions of the DocBook
DTD. The DocBook DTD was originally
designed as an SGML DTD to support
collaboration among several companies
that contributed to a set of computer
software documentation. DocBook has
evolved into a large XML vocabulary
(with nearly 400 element names) for cre-
ating technical documentation. (For
more information about DocBook, see
www.oasis-open.org/docbook.)
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Figure 2. Epic Editor interface, with document window and document map.



Epic Editor is highly customizable, and it
supports creation of forms-based inter-
faces for authors. For example, if your writ-
ers create product data sheets, they will
typically enter one of a finite set of units.
You can minimize your writers’ effort and
reduce errors by presenting the possible
units in a pop-up menu instead of having
them type the units each time.

Of the three XML authoring tools pre-
sented here, Epic Editor provides the
largest number of industry-standard
DTDs—DocBook, XHTML, Telecom-
munications Interchange (TCIF/TIM),
and Military spec 38784C (CALS). If
your organization is using one of these
DTDs, the preconfigured support files
will allow you to quickly set up your
authoring environment.

Other distinctive Epic Editor features
include the following:

• Change tracking
• Handling of multi-level, compound

documents
• Multiple levels of undo
• GUI-based style sheet editor
• Can be customized using C, C++, Java,

Javascript, Visual Basic, TCL, Perl, and
Python

• Built-in scripting language (ACL)

Epic Editor is available for $695 USD.

FrameMaker 7
Before releasing FrameMaker 7 in May

2002, Adobe offered two versions of its
technical authoring and publishing
tool—standard FrameMaker and
FrameMaker+SGML. FrameMaker had tra-
ditionally been a tool for creating and
publishing technical documents.
FrameMaker has long been popular with
the technical publishing community
because of features that include robust
handling of long documents, ability to
create complex tables, and reliable auto-
numbering. FrameMaker+SGML com-
bined the features of standard
FrameMaker with the capability to import
and export SGML. FrameMaker+SGML
was widely used in several niche markets
in which SGML is important, such as the
airline and manufacturing industries.

Later versions of FrameMaker+SGML
supported saving SGML documents with

XML syntax. However, FrameMaker+
SGML did not support opening and edit-
ing XML documents. FrameMaker 7
replaces previous versions of both
FrameMaker and FrameMaker+SGML.
FrameMaker 7 includes all the capabilities
of the former products, and adds the
capability to import, create, edit, and save
XML documents. (Figure 3 shows a view
of the FrameMaker 7 interface.)

FrameMaker 7’s document display is based

on a page metaphor. Even if you are cre-
ating XML content that won’t be printed,
FrameMaker 7’s display template includes
page height and width information, mar-
gins, and number of columns. This does
not affect the XML documents created in
FrameMaker 7; it simply means that your
authors will work in a view that closely
resembles conventional page-oriented
word processing. It also means that print-
ing XML documents (or creating PDF
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Figure 3. FrameMaker 7 interface, with document window and structure view.

Figure 4. XMetaL interface, with structure view, document window, and list of elements.



files, with FrameMaker 7’s integrated Acro-
bat Distiller application) is very simple.

Other distinctive FrameMaker 7 features
include the following:

• WYSIWYG view for printing
• Built-in conversion of non-XML docu-

ments to XML
• Support for non-XML document

authoring (in conventional FrameMaker
format)

FrameMaker 7 is available for $799 USD.

XMetaL
If FrameMaker 7 is particularly well

suited for creating XML documents that
will be printed, XMetaL may be particu-
larly well suited for authoring environ-
ments in which conventional printing is
not important. The XMetaL feature set is
geared for creating content for online dis-
play, or content that will be printed sepa-
rately from the authoring application.

Unlike Epic Editor and FrameMaker 7,
XMetaL supports validating document
content against an XML Schema. (Note:
Arbortext plans to release a version of
Epic Editor with XML Schema support
before this article goes to press.) XML
Schema is a recent Recommendation of
the W3C that expands upon the capabili-
ties of XML DTDs. A key benefit of XML
Schema for content creators is stronger
element type checking. An XML author-
ing tool that supports XML Schema can,
for example, verify that a price element
contains a number, that a part_number ele-
ment contains a legal part number for
your company’s products, or that a unit
element is a legal unit of measure.

Unlike Epic Editor and FrameMaker 7,
XMetaL does not provide “out of the box”
support for the DocBook DTD. XMetaL
includes configuration files for XHTML
and several example DTDs. Like Epic Edi-
tor, XMetaL provides the capability to cre-
ate forms-based interfaces to assist writers
in entering standard or frequently
repeated information.

XMetaL provides perhaps the smallest
amount of functionality of the three
XML content creation tools, especially in
the area of managing large sets of docu-
ments (like Epic Editor) or print support
(like FrameMaker). However, XMetaL pro-

vides a highly customizable, yet relatively
simple interface, and it can be a great
choice for an authoring tool that can be
customized to meet the needs of content
creators. (For a view of XMetal’s interface,
see Figure 4.)

Other distinctive XMetaL features
include the following:

• Customizable in several different pro-
gramming languages

• Macro recorder for automating repeti-
tive tasks

• Built-in conversion of Microsoft Word
documents to XML

• Change tracking, including ability to
accept or reject changes to a document

XMetaL is available for $495 USD.

Conclusion
XML has become a popular file format

for both software developers and content
developers. While many XML editors are
available, not all meet the particular needs
of content developers. Of the document-
oriented XML authoring tools, Epic Edi-
tor, FrameMaker 7, and XMetaL share many
common features that are useful and nec-
essary for content developers, while each
product presents its own unique strengths.

Contact Information
Each of these XML authoring tools is

available in an evaluation version, with
extensive documentation to guide evalu-
ators. If you are considering an XML
content creation tool, contact the manu-
facturer for an evaluation version.

Epic Editor
Arbortext, Inc.
www.arbortext.com

FrameMaker 7
Adobe Systems Inc.
www.adobe.com

XMetaL
Software, Ltd.
www.softquad.com 
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T
echnical communicators may
find the following Recom-
mendations of the World

Wide Web Consortium (W3C) partic-
ularly interesting. For more informa-
tion about each, see the W3C Web
site at www.w3.org.

Extensible Stylesheet Language—
Formatting Objects (XSL-FO). A
vocabulary for rendering XML doc-
uments on a printed page.

Extensible Stylesheet Language—
Transformations (XSLT): A specifica-
tion for transforming and manipu-
lating content from XML documents.
Typically used for transforming XML
documents from an authoring vocab-
ulary (such as DocBook) to a presen-
tation vocabulary (such as XHTML
or XSL-FO).

Scalable Vector Graphics (SVG): A
file format for graphics that is
expressed in XML syntax.

XHTML: A reformulation of
HTML that conforms to XML syntax.

XML Schema: An alternative to
DTDs for validating XML documents.
In addition to validating the vocabu-
lary and structure of an XML docu-
ment, XML Schema allows an
application to verify the data type
(such as number, date, or string) of
XML element content.

XML: A specification for combin-
ing both document content and
information about the content (meta-
data) in a platform-independent file
format. The XML Recommendation
also defines the XML DTD, which
specifies the legal vocabulary and
structure of an XML document.

XML
and Related 

Specifications 
for Publishing
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