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Welcome to the seminar

Who are you?
Why are you here?
What do you want to take away with you?
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Information Session

What is Technical 
Writing?
User documentation
White Papers
Courseware
Job Aids
Proposals 
Web content
Government IT Projects
Technology Briefs
Newsletters

Scientific Writing & 
Editing
Creative Writing
Translation
Harmonizing Documents
Scoring Writing Tests
Structural Editing
Copy Editing
Quality Assurance
Selecting a Technical 
Writer (Best Practices)
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About the presenter

Started consulting in 2002
Employed full-time 1990 to 2002
 Technical writer / editor
 Project manager for documentation projects
 Manager of writers and editors
 Lead writer / team leader
 Various employers

Studied mathematics before that…
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About Read Pen Inc.

Founded as Read Pen in May 2002
Provincially incorporated on November 5, 2002
Provides technical writing and editing services to:
 Industry
 Academia
 Government
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What is technical writing?

Analyzing the needs of the target audience
Simplifying technical language
Making technology accessible to target audience
“Obtaining and presenting specialized information 
within strict accuracy and format requirements”

http://www.calmis.cahwnet.gov/file/occguide/Techwrtr.htm

http://www.calmis.cahwnet.gov/file/occguide/Techwrtr.htm
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What is user documentation?

Typically looks like: 
 Manuals
 Online help

Describes:
 A computer program or 

software application, 
e.g., CorelDraw

 Hardware, 
e.g., cell phone

 An information system
Answers: 
 How does it work?
 How do I use it?

Single source:
Produce the manual and 
help files from the same 
source files.
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User documentation

A user asks:
 Where do I begin?
 How do I … ?
 What are the options 

for this particular 
command?

 What does this mean?

A technical writer asks:
 Who is the audience?
 What is the purpose

of the document?

Quick start guides
 Walk through first steps
 How to login & navigate
 3 to 5 common tasks

User guides
 Support all levels: 

novice to expert users
 Include navigation aids 

or signposts for each 
user level

Reference guides
 Typically written to 

support expert users
 Heavily indexed to 

support easy look-up
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White Papers

Audience:
Decision makers who may be new to the problem 
and lack related technical expertise

Purpose:
To describe a problem, a number of possible 
solutions, and put forward your solution as the 
best possible one
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White Papers (continued)

8 to 10 pages in length
 Less is usually more!

Looks a bit like a conference paper or academic 
research paper
Very light on clip art
Marketing (and sales) tool
Typically given away freely from a Web site
Do not divulge any trade secrets

Decision maker may be airborne while reading it.
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Adding value to courseware

User needs analysis
Strategic planning
 For development
 For deployment

Curriculum development
Training material
 Development
 Quality assurance
 User testing

Developing templates 
Establishing repeatable 
processes for 
courseware builds

Gagne approach to 
instructional design: 
 Analyze requirements 

for learning
 Design instructional 

events 
 Deliver through 

appropriate media
 Evaluate
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Job Aids

Are containers for information, processes, 
or perspectives
Are external to the individual
Support work and activity
Direct, guide, and may improve performance
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3 reasons to provide job aids

To explain: 
 Answer how and when
 Emphasize actions, as ordered steps

To inform: 
 Answer how, what, which, or where
 Keep focus on the user's frame of reference

To coach:
 Support decision making
 Guide the user on how to think about a topic
 May help with forming mental models
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Adding value to proposals

Synthesizing and sorting requirements quickly
Efficiently auditing a proposed solution against 
mandatory requirements 
Structuring for clarity, ease of use, and 
professionalism
Developing and reusing templates
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Proposals (continued)

Addressing requirements directly
Using simplified language
Signposting and employing navigation aids
Offering constructive suggestions regarding 
information reuse, or boilerplate content
Reviewing finished document against requirements 
and findings of initial audit
Maintaining focus on the audience and purpose
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Adding value to Web content

Needs assessment
Information architecting
Content creation & editing
 Initial content
 Maintenance 

(new & changed content)

Heuristic evaluation
Developing strategies 
and tactics to drive traffic 
to the site

Clear, effective writing 
still matters!!
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Web site auditing

Technical writers as auditors assess:
 Navigability
 Ease of use
 Accessibility to people with disabilities
 Suitability of presentation for on-screen reading 

Functional audits and reports can be used to:
 Identify priorities for change and assign costs
 Justify the resources required to take effective 

remedial action
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Government IT Projects

Supporting IT service projects
Partnering with IT service companies you trust
Specializing in the field of technical communication
 And timely delivery

Making technology accessible to target audience
 Using simplified language
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Technology Briefs

Contents:
Summary explanations, 
comparisons, and 
insights 

Purpose:
Used for executive level 
decision making

May meet single or 
one-time requirements

May also provide 
ongoing technology 
surveys of technology 
and monitoring
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Adding value to newsletters

Researching stories and verifying sources
Providing expert advice
Offering tip sheets in Top 10 style
Drawing attention to upcoming events
Highlighting achievements
Calling readers to action
Structuring for clarity, ease of use, and 
professionalism
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Newsletters (continued)

Developing and reusing templates that suit the 
frequency of release
Using simplified language
Signposting and employing navigation aids
Offering constructive suggestions regarding 
information reuse, or boilerplate content
Keeping focus on audience and purpose



© 2004 Read Pen Inc.
www.readpen.ca

25 of 40

Information Session

Scientific Writing & 
Editing
Creative Writing
Translation
Harmonizing Documents
Scoring Writing Tests
Structural Editing
Copy Editing
Quality Assurance
Selecting a Technical 
Writer (Best Practices)

What is Technical 
Writing?
User documentation
White Papers
Courseware
Job Aids
Proposals 
Web content
Government IT Projects
Technology Briefs
Newsletters



© 2004 Read Pen Inc.
www.readpen.ca

26 of 40

Adding value to scientific projects

Writing and editing to assist with
 Articles for journal publication, conference 

proceedings
 Regulatory documents
 Presentation of scientific findings to technical and 

non-technical audiences (slide shows)

Writing reviews of published documents
“Obtaining and presenting specialized information 
within strict accuracy and format requirements”
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Adding value to creative projects

Assimilating complex information quickly
Structuring information products for 
 Clarity
 Ease of use

Using simplified language to explain
 Complex problems
 Policies, procedures, and practices

Developing and reusing templates
Signposting and employing navigation aids
Keeping focus on audience and purpose
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Adding value to translation

Building lexicons or 
translation memories
 Technical or Scientific
 Non-technical content

Comparative review
Quality assurance

Simply writing source
material to minimize 
translation headaches
Editing source material 
for consistency and 
clarity before translation
Keeping focus on 
accuracy and timeliness
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Harmonizing Documents

Unifying documents from various sources
 Look and feel
 Terminology
 Indexing
 Style
 Mark up

Enforcing standards
Developing and reusing templates
Structuring for clarity, ease of use, and 
professionalism
Keeping focus on audience and purpose
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Scoring and Assessing Writing Tests

Providing:
 Impartiality
 Professionalism
 Confidentiality
 Credibility



© 2004 Read Pen Inc.
www.readpen.ca

32 of 40

Editing

Structural editing
 Organization
 Layout
 Flow
 Strength
 Audience
 Purpose

Copy editing
 Style
 Clarity
 Consistency
 Grammar
 Spelling
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Quality Assurance

User documentation
White Papers
Courseware
Job Aids
Proposals 
Web content
Government IT Projects
Technology Briefs

Newsletters
Scientific Projects
Creative Writing
Translation
Harmonizing Documents
Scoring Writing Tests
Structural Editing
Copy Editing
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Hiring strategies (the basics)

Ask about past 
documentation projects
 Portfolios

Look at industry 
experience
 Awards do not always 

recognize technical 
accuracy

Look for technical 
expertise

Assess your 
documentation needs at 
a high level first!
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Screening

Meet face to face
Expect a portfolio
Ask references to comment on trust, technical 
accuracy, and timely delivery
Ask around
 Good technical writers rarely get famous, but 

ineffective ones are not quickly forgotten!
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Portfolios

Check portfolios for evidence of the following:
 Analyzing the needs of the target audience
 Simplifying technical language
 Making technology accessible to target audience
 “Obtaining and presenting specialized information 

within strict accuracy and format requirements”
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Portfolios (continued)

For each sample, ask about:
 Audience and purpose
 Quality assurance including process for verifying 

technical accuracy

Ask about previous experience:
 Writing and/or implementing documentation plans
 Gathering and analyzing requirements for the plan
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Characteristics of a Tech Writer

Effective communicator
 Empathic
 Precise
 Logical
 Informed
 Curious

Post-secondary education
An aptitude for learning
Domain knowledge
 Subject matter expertise

A good grasp of grammar
Appreciates aesthetics

Professionalism
 Worthy of trust

Interpersonal skills
 Makes others feel 

comfortable and at 
ease

Temperament
 Composed, serene, 

stoic

Organized
 Don’t judge by the 

writer’s desk!

Good pair of shoes
Sense of humour
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Contact information

Tina Walsh, B. Math, B. A.
President & CEO
(613) 288-8184
walsh@readpen.ca

Read Pen Inc.
311 Richmond Road
Suite 201
Ottawa, Ontario, Canada
K1Z 6X3
www.readpen.ca

mailto:walsh@readpen.ca
http://www.readpen.ca/
http://www.readpen.ca/
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Sources

Job Aids
Rossett & Gauier-Downes
Heuristic Evaluation 
Jakob Nielsen
http://www.useit.com/papers/heuristic/ 
Hiring Strategies (the basics)
William Kelly (2003)
http://builder.com.com/5100-6401-5054627.html
Characteristics of Technical Writer
http://www.hci.com.au/
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