TECHNICAL AUTHORING HANDOUT 1

WORKSHEET FOR PLANNING A TECHNICAL DOCUMENT

1. What is true of my audience?
a. Who will read it?
b. Why do they need the document?
c. What will they do with it or because of it?
d. How much do they know about the topic?
e. What is their personal history with the topic?
f. What expectations exist for this document’s appearance or structure?
g. Will other people read the document? What do they need to know?
h. What tone do they expect? Should I use personal pronouns or active voice?
i. Have I spoken or interacted with them previously?
j. Stakeholders and attitudes? Apprentice, academic, employer, examiner etc.
k. National or international, or both?
2. What is true of me?
a. Why am I credible? Because of my role? Because of my actions? Because of my experience? Do I need to tell the reader that?
b. What authority do I feel I have? Do I believe I have the right to speak expertly and be taken seriously?
c. What should I sound like? How formal or informal should I make myself appear?
d. Do I think I am better or know more than them? Am I arrogant? Subversive?
3. What is my goal in this writing situation?
a. What basic message do I want to get over to my audience? 
b. Is there more than one message (recommended that…., invited to note that……). 
c. To inform, to instruct? To persuade? To conform?
4. What constraints affect this situation?
a. How much time do I have?
b. How long should the document be?
c. Is budget an issue? If so, how much funding is available? Can I produce the document within that amount?
d. How will I produce the document? Hard copy? Electronic? Do I understand the problems with the process?
e. Is distributing the document an issue? If so, do I understand the process and timelines associated?
f. Where will the reader read the document? Classification? Access? Does this affect the way I create the document?
5. What are the basic facts?
a. What do I already know?
b. Could a visual aid clarify essential information?
c. Where can I read more?
d. With whom can I discuss the matter further?
e. Where can I observe actions that will reveal facts?
6. What is an effective strategy?
a. Should I choose a standard genre (set of instructions, technical report)?
b. Should I follow one example throughout the document or use many examples?
c. Should I develop a central metaphor?
d. Should I use a definition followed by an example and analogy?
7. What format should I use?
a. What margins, fonts and heads / footers are required?
b. What will my template for the document look like – does one already exist within the organisation?
8. What is my production schedule?
a. What is the due date of the document?
b. By what date can I complete each of the stages (research, literature review, referencing, internal review, external peer review, publication)?

Personal Pronouns

Wrong: We have been able to make connectio...
Better: Some researchers have been able to m...
Or: It is possible to make connections between ...

Active and Passive Voice

In the active voice, the subject is performing an action:
The dog chases the ball. 

Notice how the subject, dog, is performing the action, chase, on the target of the action, ball. This is a simple, direct example of the active voice.

In the passive voice, the action’s target, ball, is positioned first as the focus of the sentence. The sentence gets flipped, and the subject is now being acted upon by the verb. In other words, the subject is passive:
The ball is being chased by the dog. 

Metaphor

A metaphor is a figure of speech that describes an object or action in a way that isn't literally true, but helps explain an idea or make a comparison:

All the world's a stage, and all the men and women merely players.


