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1.0 A Little Story



Before we start, it is good to keep in mind this little story. Unfortunately, it is not documented. We would like to tell it here because it has become part of literary lore and because it still serves as a severe lesson for the technical writer.


In the early 50s, the American poet laureate Robert Frost was teaching literature in some university. He had assigned the students a term paper to be completed before the end of that term. That meant at least 6-8 weeks would have to be spent on researching the subject and writing the paper. We need to remember that this was in the days before carbon copies, photocopying or scanners. On the assigned deadline, the students came in, red eyed and looking like they had completed 80% of the work in the last 20% of the allotted time. Each one deposited his or her hand written 30 pages on Frost’s table. When all had been seated, Frost asked them: “Which one of you is proud of what they wrote?” Not a single hand went up in the class. Frost proceeded to tear up the term papers, one by one and throw them into the waste paper basket.


We hope the guidelines and good practices presented in this eBook will help you reach the stage Frost wanted his students to reach: to be proud of what you write. This is not to be understood as egotistic pride. If you start completing documents with the confidence that your documents are as good as you wish them to be, one of the eBook’s aims would have been realized.





2.0 Downloading the Supporting Files



This eBook comes with a set of documents found in one zipped file. Click Here to download the zipped file. Check the last sentence in this book (before the end notes) for the code to open the zipped file.


The file will unfold into 4 folders:


01. Workouts


02. Templates


03. Examples


04. Images in PDF and JPG Formats


Workouts: this folder contains the material needed for the workouts in this eBook.


Templates: one or two templates are included for your use.


Examples: various examples referred to in the text are included in this folder. It also contains original Microsoft Visio and Mindjet MindManager documents used in the eBook.


Images in PDF and JPG Formats: recent technology has a new term: “Responsive Design”. This is electronic document and web design that allows a specific document to be comfortably viewed using devices as varied as wide monitors, tablets and smart phones. This sadly means that images have restricted resolution to allow them to fit when viewed on smaller devices. To avoid loss of information, the large images used in this eBook have been placed in one PDF file as well as singly, in JPG format. 








3.0 Introducing Technical Writing



This section presents the eBook: its objectives and audience. We will also introduce key concepts in technical writing for use in later chapters. As with many management approaches or methods, technical writing is fraught with confused, overlapping and unclear terms. Some of these terms will be clarified to reduce confusion in later chapters.




	3.1 The Objectives of this Book


The main objective of this eBook is to provide a method for technical writing. However, the eBook also focuses on additional objectives:


1) How to approach technical writing as an assignment or as a project


2) How to approach the development of content as a process


3) How to structure a document


4) How to produce persuasive arguments


5) How to produce effective and efficient documents


6) How to use language that is expressive and specific


7) How to exploit technological tools and facilities a technical writer needs


The chapters of this eBook closely follow the above breakdown.




	3.2 The Audience of this Book


As we will indicate later, one of the first questions a technical writer has to ask is: who am I writing for, who will read my document and why am I writing it for them?


Who is this eBook for? The following list indicates possible readers but is not restricted to them:


1) Engineers


2) Architects


3) Business professionals (trade, industry, finance, insurance, transport, advertising, HR, audit, etc.)


4) Academicians and educators


5) Public sector and NGO personnel


6) Students


The above list can be partitioned into persons who have been working for a while (the first five entries) and students. The first group would have already had a fair exposure to technical writing. Students may be approaching it for the first time. It is quite likely that the writing skills of people with years of writing experience are being hampered by layers of poor writing practices. They are not totally to blame for these practices. It is often the expectations of their readers or aggressive requirements in their organizations that cause writers to lower their standards and compromise their practices.


I hope this eBook will highlight the good and the bad practices that both these groups might face.




	3.3 What is a Document?


Technical writing results in the production of a document. This is a wide term. However, in this eBook, we will use the term “document” to define a specific output of a technical writing task or project.


Here are some characteristics of the term “document”:


1) A document can be delivered as a hard copy (in printed form) or can be submitted in electronic form.


2) The documents we shall be concerned with are not restricted by size. A document may be a single page (such as a cover letter, an email message or a memo). It can also be an engineering proposal for building an airport or a global strategy for the use of information technology in a country.


3) Documents can also be delivered as one master document that consolidates (or binds) several standalone documents. A proposal to build a power station might be made up of an executive summary, the technical solution, the financial proposal, the company profile, the profile of the team as well as a cover letter.


In the coming chapters, we will point out the cases where a specific meaning of the term “document” is used.




	3.4 What is Technical Writing?


Let us start by considering the definition provided by the Society for Technical Communications (STC).


3.4.1 Attempting a Definition of Technical Writing


The Society for Technical Communication (STC) is a professional body that advances the theory and practice of technical communication across all user abilities and media. This allows businesses and customers to benefit from safe, appropriate and effective use of products, information and services. This description of their mission has been adapted from their home page on: www.stc.org.


“The STC Technical Communication Body of Knowledge” (TCBOK) is the product that STC has produced with the following objective:


“While the project is called TCBOK, the team is not creating a body of knowledge for the TC profession, but rather attempting to organize, make accessible and connect together the plethora of information necessary to train for and practice within the profession. To accomplish this, the team is creating the architecture for a web-based portal that will provide access to TCBOK.” (Click Here to view the full web page).


The TCBOK follows the example of the Project Management Institute with their Guide to the “Project Management Body of Knowledge” (PMBOK). These two guides define the areas of knowledge to be mastered by technical communicating and project management professions respectively.


STC has widened the scope of writing to that of communication. In addition to text, this includes other forms of expression such as a video clip or a Flash™ object or PowerPoint presentations. These are also considered as communication items. In this eBook we shall only be concerned with writing.


Let us review STC’s definition of technical communications which is stated as follows (Click Here for the full webpage):


“Technical communication is a broad field and includes any form of communication that exhibits one or more of the following characteristics:


1) Communicating about technical or specialized topics, such as computer applications, medical procedures, or environmental regulations.


2) Communicating by using technology, such as web pages, help files, or social media sites.


3) Providing instructions about how to do something, regardless of how technical the task is or even if technology is used to create or distribute that communication.”


Technical Communications is defined by STC by its output (in paragraphs 1 and 3) and by its media (in paragraph 2).


In our opinion, the above definition is restrictive. Technical writing (or communication) is a process and needs to be defined, first by its objectives then by its output.


Our other attempts at finding a robust definition of technical writing did not yield better results. Having searched various sources, on the web and in hard print, we could group the definitions of technical writing under three categories:


1) Definitions that define technical writing by its output: “Technical writing is the writing used to prepare manuals and textbooks... “. STC’s definition falls under this category.


2) Definitions that define technical writing by its method: “Technical writing helps users understand complex situations... “ or “Technical writing is a method of researching and creating information about technical processes or products. That information can then be distributed to users as printed manuals or online guides so they can perform tasks.”


3) Definitions that are circular: “Technical writing is writing that allows someone to convey clearly...” They do not define the meaning of the term “clearly” or that of other good practices expected of technical writing. It is possible that a writer of fiction considers that his latest story is very clear. Yet the writing of fiction of is not considered technical.


4) Definitions that insist that technical writing is about technical subjects: help files, equipment instruction manuals, etc. This is quite restrictive and is basically false. Documents such as the following do not cover technical subjects:


a) A proposal for providing furniture for a showroom


b) An evaluation of safety procedures in an office


c) A study showing why a supplier should be paid


d) A proposal by a company for organizing all aspects of a wedding party


e) A summary of the activities of a government department


However, they should all be subsumed under technical writing.


5) Definitions that branch into sub-phrases that use terms which are themselves in need of definition. “Technical writing uses efficient and clear expression to communicate to readers information that allows them to reach their business goals”.


Let us continue our search for a solid definition by first eliminating what is not considered as technical writing. This will help us reach an uncontestable definition.


3.4.2 Eliminating “Opinion”


It might help if we ask the question: “What is not technical writing?” A main characteristic of non technical writing is that it contains opinion. Opinions are subjective expressions that can be stated without verification or evidence. They might aim at providing knowledge but such knowledge will remain baseless as long as it is not substantiated by evidence and proof. Opinions might also be clear and very precise. But without evidence, they remain predictions or speculations.


Non-technical writing covers a large set of categories. All of them contain non verifiable statements. Such documents as the following cannot be considered technical:


a) Political, cultural or social studies, journalism or analyses


b) Personal documents such as letters, journals and diaries


c) Literary works such as fiction, theater and poetry


d) Analyses based on speculations, wish lists or subjective views.


Having eliminated “opinion”, we are closer to the definition we are after. Technical writing consists of verifiable statements. However, this is not sufficient. Let us introduce a new adjective: specific.


3.4.3 What Do We Mean by “Specific”?


"Specification" and "specific" are two words typical of many words that the technical writer should fear. Such words are used so frequently that their meaning gets diluted and very few people can give them a precise meaning. Other examples of such words are: process, function, strategy, policy, etc. We use them because everyone uses them. A technical writer has no choice but to get to a clear definition of these terms before using them.


Looking up such words can be a harrowing experience. Dictionaries will drive you into circles: one definition leads to another and back to your starting word. Another risk is finding a definition that uses other less clear terms. Starting with “specific”, you might reach “particular”. This can take you to “category” or “detail”. The definition branches out and does not get any clearer.


Where do we go from here? We cannot rely on dictionaries for accepted definitions. We should not trace the meaning of terms through other terms. We should not rely on our own redefinition of terms.


We are left with a method that starts with one term then clarifies it by removing any of its ambiguities.


Let us chase some terms to their end:


“specify”:


(a) To name or state explicitly or in detail. (Merriam-Webster Dictionary). We are now sent on another chase: what does “explicit” mean? What does “detail” mean? Let us analyze another term:


“specific”:


(a) Constituting or falling into a specifiable category.


(b) Sharing or having properties that allow something to be referred to as a particular category.


(c) Restricted to a particular individual, situation, relation or effect.


The dictionary provided other definitions. Some came from biology. Others fell into the circularity trap: “Specific means something that is not vague”.


Let us consider the above: definition (a) is circular. Definitions (b) and (c) define being “specific” to mean belonging to a particular category or being restricted to a particular individual, situation, relation or effect.


“particular”?


(a) Being a single person or thing.


The word “single” is unambiguous. “A particular eBook was used as a reference”. The statement is verifiable. We can ask the writer, “Which eBook?”.


Working backwards, in the definition of “specific”, we can replace “particular” by the term: “single”. Let us extend the definition of “specific” to “specify”.


“To specify” means to define something so it can be referred to as or to belong to a single category. So, if something is specific, it can be verified.


So it turns out that “specific” as traced above is a clear term. We hope to show that this is a very useful term for technical writers.


Examples of specific statements:


a) The proposal shall be submitted before Tuesday 12 noon.


b) The 3 engineers recruited during last month shall go through three months of on-site training. (In due course, the required training shall be specified).


c) This proposal shall be valid for 1 month after the date of submission.


d) There is no need to submit a copy of the invoice with the claim.


Examples of non-specific statements:


a) The software application shall be user friendly.


b) The installed transformer should not vibrate a lot.


c) When the accident took place, the truck driver was driving too fast.


d) Failure to meet the above conditions will results in penalties.


Let us clarify what the noun “specification” means.


3.4.4 What Do We Mean by “Specification”?


Specification is originally a process. Business usage turned it into a noun.


Specification is the process of defining something in such a manner that it can be referred to as a single category. There is nothing new here.


As a noun, the term "specification" is a written statement that defines something in such a manner that it can be referred to as a single category.


We can also use the term in its plural form:


a) The specifications of the different equipment are to be included in the proposal.


b) The Procurement Department requires the bidder to present the specifications of the website in both English and French.


c) The specifications of the data cables clearly indicated that they cannot be laid out in the same cable ducts as electrical cables.


d) The specifications of the software application shall be defined using the Unified Modeling Language (UML).


You will often come across the term “technical specifications”. We will be claiming in the next section that “technical” means “specific”. Therefore, there is a redundancy in that phrase unless the term is used to differentiate between technical which refers to engineering specifications and other types of specifications such as contractual specifications, financial specifications, etc.


3.4.5 “Specific” as the Main Characteristic of “Technical Writing”


The term “specific” can be applied to technical writing. Technical writing produces specific information. Therefore, technical writing in itself becomes a process of specification. But that is not enough. We need to scope the writing or specification process to define why it is taking place, where it starts, where it ends, how it is structured and to whom it is addressed.


We finally arrive at a definition of “technical writing”:


Technical Writing is a set of activities by which a communication is prepared containing specific information about a specific subjects addressed to a specific audience who can use it efficiently for a specific purposes.


The above definition is not circular. It does not define technical writing by its output or by its methods. It does not restrict technical writing to a specific purpose. Finally, it does not use other terms that need to be clarified.


The nouns in the definition are unambiguous: information, subjects, audiences, purposes. There is one term we have to be careful with: “efficiently”. This adverb will be defined in the next section. It is also the subject of the whole of chapter ‎9.0 where we present guidelines on how to write efficiently.


3.4.6 Technical Writing is Effective and Efficient


“Effective” and “efficient” are two terms that are often cited together. It is as if citing them together emphasizes their importance. In fact, they have different meanings. Throughout this eBook there will be guidelines and related workouts that will improve your ability to write effective and efficient documents.


Effective Writing: when a communication is effective, it should be able to meet its objectives or the purpose for which it was expressed. A communication is only successful when the audience fully understands the content of the message as the writer intended it to be. Understanding the content may also not be enough for an effective document. It should be very convincing to the reader to act as the writer wished.


The adjective “effective” can be applied to statements as well as to whole documents. In fact, each component in a document can be judged as being effective or ineffective.


Examples of Ineffective Statements:


1) “There are two ways to install the transformer. The first way is the best and consists of constructing a concrete base with the following dimensions.” (The writer does not go on to state the second way, even if it is not good. When installing a transformer, the reader will not know what to avoid).


2) The Vice President of Human Resources wrote a letter to the IT Unit Manager. In it he asked when the IT Unit will implement an HR Information System. The IT Unit Manager’s response was: “We are doing our best to complete all our pending work. We have put the HRIS on our priority list”. Both statements have no meaning. They do not comfort the HR Vice President in any way. The HRIS could be put at the bottom of the priority list.


3) This next statement has become a folkloric joke: “The check is in the mail”. The communication does not meet its purpose: to comfort the payee. It is therefore not an effective statement.


Efficient Writing: something is efficient if the work done to complete it is accomplished with a minimum expenditure of time and effort. Another definition used in engineering states that efficiency is the ratio of output to input. If the ratio is larger than 1, the process is efficient.


In terms of technical writing, it is the ratio of the value we get when reading a document to the effort we put into reading it. The higher the value we get or the lower the effort we put, the higher the ratio or the efficiency.


An efficient document is a document that provides its intended communication with the following characteristics:


a) The document is easy to understand. It does not require additional research to get clarified.


b) The document is easily navigable. Information can be easily found.


c) The language in the document is simple and clear. It does not require guessing, rereading or questioning the writer.


d) The writer provides supporting evidence. This makes it easier for the reader to accept the statements being made as true without having to resort to additional verification or falsification.


e) The document provides no more and no less than the amount of information needed to help readers reach their objectives.


f) The document provides visual aids to improve the clarity of the content.


There are other characteristics that we will be discussing in chapter ‎9.0.


We can see that efficiency can only be applied to documents and not to specific statements.




	3.5 Why Do We Write?


Now that we know the characteristics of technical writing, let us ask the question: what is the purpose of technical writing? When we defined Technical Writing, the last phrase stated that it will be used by a specific audience for a specific purpose.


In general, we can list the following purposes for writing. These are all aimed at our readers:


a) To provide readers with statements that describe items or situations


b) To analyze situations or issues of interest to our readers


c) To request actions from our readers


d) To document actions already taken


e) To show or instruct readers on how to conduct specific procedures


f) To persuade or convince our readers


g) To propose actions


We can group the above under two major categories of purpose:


[image: Image]


Workout 1: Identify Different Purposes for Typical Documents


The spreadsheet included in the Workouts Folder shows several rows. Each row contains a typical purpose (or objective) of documents. The columns identify several document types. Against each document type, place an “X” where you see a match between the purpose and the document type.




	3.6 What Skills Should a Technical Writer Have?


Technical writers need to have the skills needed to produce effective and efficient documents. Most of these skills can be acquired and most of them will be described in the latter parts of this eBook. For example:


1) The ability to investigate and analyze issues.


2) The ability to persuade and present convincing arguments.


3) The ability to convert concepts into visual data which support arguments. Visual diagrams allow the writer to be more specific as a diagram can provide more details than can be developed in text.


There are other skills which are outside the scope of this eBook. Here is a list of such skills presented to emphasize their benefits and as a guide to further improvement:


1) Competence in the language being used.


2) The ability to exercise analytic and critical thinking (whether given in single sentences, sections or in a whole document).


3) The ability to convert technical information to text that non-specialists can understand.


4) Competence in computer skills. Part 7 of this eBook recommends a set of technologies and tools that the technical writer needs to master and exploit.


5) The ability to manage writing projects, whether you have been assigned a two week task or a writing project extending over 9 months with a team of several persons. This involves:


a) Writing the business case for projects to justify their launch


b) Planning projects: scope, schedules, budgets


c) Related planning activities: quality and review procedures, risk management, communications planning, etc.


d) Monitoring the execution and progress of projects


e) Controlling projects to ensure that all activities are within the agreed upon scope definition


f) Coordinating with stakeholders


The Appendix in chapter ‎22.0 discusses some of the phases and activities in the life cycle of a project that are relevant to writing. Other phases that are strictly related to project management have been skipped.




	3.7 The Paradoxical Personality Traits of Technical Writers


In his eBook “Liberation Management”1, Tom Peters talks about eight paradoxical characteristics that apply to good project managers. Most of these will also apply to technical writers. As a technical writer, you will often find yourself needing both “sides” of these dualities. We have select the 5 most applicable dualities:


1) Total ego / No ego: a good writer will have full confidence in his or her ability and must be able to push the assignment forward to meet its objectives. At the same time, within his or her team and stakeholders, such a writer would be comfortable not overriding others. A good writer is able to delegate responsibility and trust in the ability of others.


2) Comfortable with ambiguity / obsessed with precision: the initial phases of a writing project are full of uncertainties. A good writer can come to terms with ambiguous or uncertain situations. At the same time, such a writer will be obsessed with precision without conflicting with the first trait.


3) Undisturbed by complexity / with a preference for simplicity: while comfortably navigating through complex issues and situations, a good technical writer will rely on simplicity to understand the requirements and to proceed with the writing tasks.


4) Aware of the large view / attentive to detail: it is possible to find persons whose personality drives them to disregard detail and concentrate on the “grosso modo” or large view of a situation. Others may be found who can only deal with details. A common description of the latter is the statement: “Not being able to see the forest for the trees”. A good technical writer will comfortably navigate between the two practices using one or the other as the situation dictates.


5) Impatient / patient: this is probably a summary of the above dualities. Technical writers will most often be in situations that are incomplete: awaiting information, awaiting approval, finalizing drafts, verifying statements, awaiting review, authenticating facts and investigating situations to get evidence. A good technical writer will be patient. However, dealing with team members, providers of information, reviewers and other stakeholders, the technical writer has to be impatient to keep the project on track.


Some will claim the above character traits cannot be combined or found in the same person. Others will say you are born with or without them. This eBook only recommends that technical writers accept such conflicting traits and foster them.




	3.8 Typical Reactions to Technical Writing


Now that you are on the path of proper technical writing, be prepared for some standard responses when you start applying Technical Writing principles and methods. These responses can also come from your clients, team members or your readers:


a) I’m an engineer (or businessman): I do numbers, not words.


b) I’m an engineer: writing cannot be difficult for me. I do things which are much more complex. So, what I’ve written must be good.


c) I’m too busy: I have more important things to do like win this proposal.


d) Microsoft Word™ will correct all my mistakes.


e) I will get a technical editor to edit my documents.


f) Why spend so much time on formatting and not on getting to the point?


g) Technical content is more important. The “communications” part is fluff.


h) I’m not a good writer and there’s nothing I can do about it.


i) We’ve always been sending our correspondence like this and no one has complained. Why change now?


In all cases, there is a statement that is being assumed, but out of politeness, it does not get said: I have no time for your good technical writing practices.


The reason behind this resistance is that many people dislike writing. People write technical documents because they are required to. They do not assume they have to write well. You will meet very few persons who really master technical writing. Let us hope by the end of this eBook you will be one and that you will start enjoying it.




	3.9 Some Terms and Definitions


There are some terms that need to be clarified before we commence with our work on technical writing.


3.9.1 Provider and Receiver


Writing consists of a party that requires a document (knowingly or not) and a party that is developing it. This duo comes in different varieties:


Client (beneficiary) and supplier


Writer and reader


Etc.


Rather than keep qualifying the relationship between the demanding side and the supplying side, we shall consistently use the following two terms:


The term Provider refers to the party that is writing the document, often not one party but a technical writing team. This party would also be responsible for providing related deliverables such as related training, binding, presentations, launching events, etc.


The term Receiver refers to the party that has commissioned or requested the task of writing the document. Sometimes, the receiver may be an interim party. For example, a company requests you to develop a user guide or a proposal to one of its clients. Often, receivers may not even be aware that a document is being developed to be submitted to them.
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