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1. Essentials of Business Writing

Business writing is as wide a field as business itself. It includes almost all of the writing for technology we will be examining later, as well as web content, sales letters, reports, memos, press releases, verbal presentations and the minutes of meetings. Here we will consider the basic principles of writing for business, with many practical examples of how these are applied in the real world.

Essentials
Four essential points need to be considered when beginning any business writing project:

1. Getting your ideas organized.
2. Starting the actual writing.
3. Completing the document.
4. Refining the logic of the text.

These are important staging posts because business writing is not like a novel that can be mulled over and enjoyed for layer upon layer of meaning. It has to be understood at the first pass. It has to convey both interest and urgency immediately. It has to be relevant to the reader’s objectives to the extent that they will act on it straight away, not file it for future reference. 

If your punctuation is sloppy, the words may convey an alternative meaning to the one you intend. You may use a wrong word or construction. If simple grammatical errors, or duplication, make the document seem slovenly and second rate, you will be judged accordingly, and your communication will have failed.

These aspects need to be considered at the outset:

* The four touchstones of good business writing:

1. Achievement of purpose.
2. Clarity.
3. Engages attention.
4. Pleasant to read.

* The critical path between writing and time.

* The four steps that muster your writing power:

1. Planning
2. Writing
3. Polishing
4. Formatting

The Four Touchstones
Business writing is effective if it –

Achieves its purpose — Focus on the key objective in hand. Much will distract you, if you let it: personal opinions, antagonisms, office history and politics, jockeying for position, trying to impress someone, &c. All this digresses the argument and makes you look weak and easily influenced. Think of your writing as standing alone, away from your tastes and personality. Be ruthless on this point and you will soon win admirers. They will see you as stormproof from the vicissitudes of business life; able to withstand the pull of personal ambition, while possessing a steely concentration on the job in hand. Definitely promotion material.

Achieves clarity — Each part of a document has a part to play in the whole and needs its own level of clarity: 

* The overall document should carry the message like an arrow hitting a target.
* Each section should contain a segment of the argument, locally arrayed in terms of all the others.
* The paragraphs should follow on from each other in a recognizable sequence.
* Sentences should not be superfluous, nor repetitious. They should speak plainly and directly.

Engages attention — Don’t become verbose and wandering so that you lose your audience. Keep it on track.

Is pleasant to read — This is really about style. Matthew Arnold wrote: “Have something to say, and say it as clearly as you can. That is the only secret of style.” Write with sinewy English that drives its point home and don’t lose face by making silly errors. Check your work before sending it, and, finally, remember that your reader cares less about it than you do!

2. Business Writing and Time

If time is money, as it undoubtedly is, consider how much money is wasted over botched business writing. Bad writing costs money because it costs time. It also costs the goodwill of your potential client or customer, which may result in lost business. 

Inappropriate writing leads to lost reputations, jobs and more money. Think about it: total communication time is the time you take to write a document, plus the time it takes for the recipient(s) to read it.

So saving time over writing a piece will probably result in your reader having to work harder to get to its core meaning. If that reader is your boss, or a future buyer, beware. Your reputation as a poor communicator will become set in stone and you may be moved to other, less sensitive, tasks — jobs off the critical path to advancement.

In this age of email, one thought which doesn’t occur to people often enough is: should I be writing this at all? We’ve all read the newspaper stories about the Jack the Lad who emails his chums with intimate details of the night before, only to have it forwarded to many others. Before long the email is zinging between overseas offices until, over a million pairs of eyes have read the details. At this point it becomes a media story. End of story for the writer.

The same principle holds for many types of business communication. Sometimes it’s easier, and more effective, just to pick up the phone, or take the life to another floor and talk it through. Apart from the effectiveness of face-to-face discussion, it also means that your proposition is not committed to paper or screen before it matures and you have thought it through. So when should you avoid writing, if at all possible?:

1. When a delicate situation occurs and you need to observe another person’s reactions before going to the next stage, a face-to-face meeting is always preferable.
2. When you need information that someone else has in their head, you only need to make a phone call.
3. If a number of people are involved, it is better to meet than send a barrage of cc messages.
4. Sometimes a point is better not committed to paper or screen. Use your intuition.

Time is an important consideration in business writing. Don’t save time and lose your career.

3. Four Steps to Writing Power

Don’t imagine you can toss off a masterpiece of business writing, or even something passable, in one go. If you do, the faults will be as follows:

* Repetition of key points with different phraseology — not appreciated by your reader who wants to get on.
* Flabby writing which dissipates the power of your message.
* Constant asides and irrelevant digressions.
* Spelling and grammatical errors — see the introduction to the Editing module for examples of why computer spellcheckers and grammars can’t be trusted.
* Lack of logical progression in your argument.
* Paradoxically, an “over-engineered” text is usually one that has been hastily written without editing. Tightly-honed documents have always been carefully scrutinized and usually amended several times.

So, what’s to be done to produce that perfect business communication, bearing in mind that any time you save in its preparation, usually means more time needed for your reader to interpret your text? These four steps are essential:

1. Plan your work carefully and do your research.
2. Compose a first draft.
3. Copyedit and proofread the first draft. (See Editing module).
4. Consider the format for ease and pleasure of reading.

Here’s a brief overview of these steps.

1. Planning 
Ask yourself the following questions:

* What is the purpose of this piece?
* What is the readership?
* What type of document is best?
* What action do I want to result from it?
* What should be the tone of the piece?
* What specific points should I make?
* In what order should the points be made?

That list of questions may seem obvious. But it’s amazing how often simple procedures are overlooked. In the heat of the writing process, enthusiasm often takes over and the dreaded process of “over-engineering” creeps into even the simplest of tasks. 

We all want to impress and show off our knowledge of the subject — it’s plain human nature, after all. But remember the necessity of a steely focus in all business communications. You are not Charles Dickens, you are a potential Chief Executive. Be business-like in all you do, but especially in your writing. It’s on the record!

Simplifying that list, we have:

* Clarify the intent.
* Analyze the readership.
* Create a strategy: tone, style, document type.
* Decide on the content.

2. Writing the first draft
The best way to overcome the Blank Screen (or Paper) Syndrome which induces writers’ block in most people, is just to start writing. Start, keep going … and keep going. Looking back, you may find that the first page or two are total nonsense. But, as you warm to your task, and the creative juices start flowing, you’ll find how enjoyable writing can be after all. Momentum comes with action, not stasis. Don’t wait for inspiration. Begin! You will correct and rewrite later. For now, get some words down. Assess them later.

3. Polishing your work
You don’t need to be a professional editor for this task. But you do require accuracy and a hawk’s eye. The difference between copyediting and proofreading need not detain you when assessing your own work, especially if it’s not destined for the printing process. If it is, you’ll need other aspects of this course.

4. Formatting the document
A short checklist should do the trick here:

1. How does the document look? Would I want to read it if it was sent to me?
2. Are the paras too long? Should I split them up?
3. Should I put in some headings to break up the text blocks? See how mass-audience newspapers do it.
4. Are the headings worded appropriately to carry the reader forward?
5. Have I used bullet-pointed lists to full advantage?
6. Are the numbered and bullet lists the right way round?
7. Would tables be more useful?
8. Could I introduce some graphical elements to make the document more comprehensible and interesting?

We have touched on the basics of business writing here. Armed with the checklists above you can’t go far wrong in its practice. Remember always to be focused on the goal you want, and the result you want from it. 

4. Overview of the Field

The greater part of a technical writer’s work is concerned with the writing and production of manuals and handbooks. These ubiquitous documents take many forms, from the explanatory leaflet in five languages to multi-volume sets in huge ring-binders. They are vital to the efficient running of industry and the armed forces. 

We first look at manuals and handbooks, or, to give them a generic title, Customer Support Documentation.

Reports, on the other hand, are often written at earlier stages in the production process. They may contain technical proposals or feasibility studies; progress reports on current developments; or post mortems on “what went wrong”. Reports are usually generated internally, either by the Technical Publications department of an organization, or by involved staff members acting in a lay capacity. These reports are often referred to as Product Documentation.

We then look at the problems likely to be encountered by the writer of technical articles. Markets for this work, though quite extensive these days, are neither lucrative nor easy to break into, and are best approached by the specialist journalist or very experienced professional.

A field which sometimes escapes the net of more orthodox technical authorship is that of technical sales literature. If money is your priority, this is the field to tackle. Often presented in a glossy format and written in snappy language bristling with buzz words, these documents are mainly produced by technical copywriters employed by a bureau or advertising agency. Nevertheless, an occasional job of this type may fall to the technical author’s lot and a brief survey is worth its place here.

There follows a consideration of the expanding field of technical training material — the “programmed learning package”, training film or presentation, and the educational textbook. The growth of Government funding in many countries, has led to a boom in this type of documentation, both in print form and online. It’s a very good field to be a part of, but you must have expertise in your subject.

The final part of this module covers that most growing of growth areas, software documentation and web content. Apart from the large number of “Idiot’s Guides”, largely written, it seems, by American comedians, there’s a huge demand from industry for people who can develop documentation in this essential field. When a system fails, it’s usually the software that lets the side down. A lucrative area for technical authors to specialize in. 

Similarly, web content is much in demand, though spiraling downwards in value terms. A great deal of this is indistinguishable from journalism or promotional copywriting. But if it has a technical content, it’s fair game for the tech writer … and it can be well paid, most often when performed for major companies or Government departments. 

5. Manuals and Handbooks

Maintenance manuals and user guides, parts catalog(ue)s and operating handbooks are classified under the umbrella heading of Customer Support Documentation. Whatever the length and cost may be, they are written with a common aim, that of providing the user with accurate and relevant data about a particular product.

The preparation of a technical manual involves a number of distinct steps but can be broken down into three phases: outline and design, development, and production. For the present we shall concern ourselves with the general format of a technical manual — what it looks like, and the specification (house-style) governing it.

A specification is a document prepared by an authority (Standards Institution, for example) setting out in some depth, the format, presentation, heading-weights scheme, style and shape of a technical handbook. Nothing, in theory, is left to discretion, and the object is total standardization between documents. The standard British handbook specification is BS4884, produced by the British Standards Institution. Specifications are dealt with more fully later.

In general, the terms of reference of any writing contract, including the specification, are laid down at the outset by the commissioning authority. If this organization is a commercial company, it may have its own in-house specs, at the least a house-style. 

The British Standards Institution defines the scope of BS4884 as specifying “information to be given in technical manuals and other documents designed to facilitate the use, maintenance and repair (where appropriate) of any material or product.” The Institution suggests a nine category division of the book, or books:

1. Purpose and planning information (What it’s for)
2. Operating information (How to use it)
3. Technical description (How it works)
4. Handling, installation, storage, transit (How to prepare it for use)
5. Maintenance instructions (How to keep it working)
6. Maintenance schedules (What is done when)
7. Parts list (What it consists of)
8. Modification instructions (How to change it)
9. Disposal instructions (How to get rid of it)

The nine categories have been designed to cover all the information that a product’s user is likely to need. The order of listing is to some extent arbitrary (though particular to some applications), and may be altered as necessary. The standard also explains that “the extent of the information provided will depend on the nature of the product, the user’s needs and the maintenance policy; some products will not require any supporting information and others will require only some of the categories.”

Manuals supporting highly complex equipment may consist of a single volume for each category. A simple appliance might use only one or two categories in a single folded sheet of paper.

As a structure for the organization of a technical manual, BS4884 is a useful arrow in your quiver, whichever country you’re writing in. If a client has no particular specification in mind when approaching a writer, this system may be suggested. Both client and writer will then have a basis for further discussion, and the expectations will be broadly in line with the material produced.

Further division of the nine categories into subdivisions turns BS4884 into an extremely helpful pigeon-hole system in which to allocate the mass of technical data generated by modern industrial and military equipment:

1. Purpose and planning information
Provides the user with information relating to suitability of the product for particular applications.
Performance: Limits of performance. Handling requirements, physical dimensions and weights. Limitations on environment and reliability.
Sources of information: References to documents, specifications, patents, and so on.
Hazards: All known hazards.

2. Operating information
Contains lucid instructions for operating the equipment under all conditions.
General: Reasons for particular points in operating procedure. Details of each user control. Manual/automatic/remote control. Safety precautions.
Operating instructions: Step by step instructions for preparing, starting, operating and shutting-down the product in all modes under normal and emergency conditions.
Hazards: Safety monitoring devices. Warnings of hazards arising from misuse.
Malfunction: Procedures to be used during malfunctions, or when affected by external hazards.
Disposal: Safe methods of disposal of part, or all, of the equipment, and the dangers involved.
Correcting malfunction: Detecting malfunctions. Operator correction procedures.
Planned sequential procedures (drills): Critical procedures. Strict drills for operation. Consequences of not following exact sequence.
Presentation: Procedures (drills) for a team of users — each member clearly delineated.
Practice drills: Exposition. Distinction between practice and operation.

3. Technical description
Provides descriptions on the functioning of “state of the art” equipment.
Purpose: General background and purpose of equipment.
Systems: Interface data for complex systems.
New techniques: Specific to unfamiliar designs. May be covered in an annex.

4. Handling, installation, storage, transit
Contains the technical information required for storing or relocating the equipment.
Reception: Unpacking instructions. Special points.
Installation: Installing and setting up the equipment. Test schedules and performance parameters. Connection of services (electricity &c). Precautions.
Setting to work: Preparation for use. Special tools. Test equipment.
Storage: Requirements for storage. Storage life. Tests and inspections. Use after transit.
Environment: Environment required for all uses.
Hazards: As considered necessary.

5. Maintenance instructions
Information based on likely resources available to the user. Special tools or materials. Maintenance procedures.
Tasks: Routine maintenance. Checks and inspections. Fault diagnosis and corrections. Overhaul.
Details: Instructions for each task. Warnings.

6. Maintenance schedules
Cycle of maintenance routines, and lists of tasks, time intervals or run-time of equipment.
Tasks: Schedules for each trade in order of frequency.
Complex products: Schedules for a team of maintainers.

7. Parts lists
Contains information for location and identification of all replaceable items.
Content: Assemblies, subassemblies, replaceable parts. Illustrations of parts.
Identification: All relevant information allowing identification of part and/or re-ordering.
Other information: Availability of spares, maintenance levels of replacement.
Short lists: Lists of consumable, disposable or short-life items, and kits for options or typical maintenance procedures.

8. Maintenance instructions
Modifications: Authorised changes and improvements. Separate publications may be necessary to inform users of modification to the equipment.
Instructions: Detailed instructions for modification. Additional items required. Identification of products requiring modification.

9. Disposal instructions
Disposal, demolition &c and hazards.

Part 2 of BS4884 “specifies requirements for the layout and preparation of technical manuals…” The standard recommends precise information for the layout of the front cover of the book, its spine, title page, and preliminary pages (prelims).

Other topics covered include types and weight of heading, illustrations, references, production of camera-ready copy, and indexes.

Handbooks written for the consumer market usually fall into two categories: User Guides and Maintenance Manuals. They are often formatted for visual impact and present different problems to that of the industrial document.

User maintenance is not encouraged by some manufacturers, even to the extent of voiding the warranty if certain screws are tampered with. It must be admitted that there is often some point to this restriction, especially for solid-state electronic equipment, though it must be said that the withholding of information is mostly done for other reasons.

However, in writing any maintenance manual three distinct levels of maintenance and repair can be identified:

1. Simple maintenance: This may include cleaning, replacement of discrete parts, oiling, simple test procedures, correction of minor faults.
2. Technical maintenance on location with limited resources: Of the type that a visiting television repair person might perform.
3. Workshop technical maintenance: Carried out by trained technicians with all necessary resources.

This threefold division illustrates a prime concept in all fields of technical authorship: level of readership. All books must be written with the prospective users in mind. Their level of skill and technical knowledge dictates the depth of treatment, and even style, of a technical handbook. In writing a maintenance manual, this three-point division of skill and resources should be considered of prime importance.

The user manual or guide is normally a straightforward operating instruction book containing some guidance on troubleshooting and a prominent referral to the repair network of the manufacturer or importing agent. It can range from a Hong Kong interpretation of a Japanese original printed on rice paper, to a sturdy paperback book written in a user-friendly style. Perhaps we should not judge a product by the quality of its supporting documentation, but the suspicion is always there.

6. Technical Reports

A report is a document produced to convey factual information to a specific audience at a certain point in time. A report writer is usually someone with a special knowledge of the subject-matter, who may or may not be a full-time writer. He is quite likely to be an engineer or a technician of some kind, qualified either by his job status or training to undertake the particular task. Or he may be peripheral to the activity, but called upon nonetheless in an attempt to achieve objectivity.

Technical writers, especially those employed on the Tech Pubs department of a firm or organization, are often asked to contribute to the company’s report writing workload. There are several distinct advantages in this from the company point of view. Such a writer can be expected to produce a result notable for its style and clarity. The author will already have a good grasp of the technical aspects of the firm’s products and will not need an excessive amount of time at the briefing stage. And, being slightly outside the drama of actual design and production, should be able to resist internecine politics and influences.

A report, then, requires an element of factual objectivity, an appropriate style of writing and presentation, and a form which organizes the material in the most accessible manner for the prospective reader. Its purposes may be many, but the following six reasons for writing a report would cover most occasions:

* To give an accurate account of the subject.
* To present a basis for discussion.
* To arrive at a conclusion and plan further action.
* To make recommendations.
* To disseminate information.
* To provide a reference record.

A report can be subject-orientated — that is, divided into topics, or groups.
A report may be chronological — it represents a record in time, e.g. a progress report.
A report can be conceptual — dealing in abstractions or philosophical aspects of the subject.

From the technical writer’s viewpoint, we can say that reports are generated as part of a producer’s internal information — his product documentation. This, in general, may comprise:

* An initial requirement, or technical proposal.
* A feasibility study.
* Design and research reports — project definition.
* Pre-production specifications: standards, performance, design philosophy.
* Evaluation documents: trials on reliability, maintenance &c.
* Ad hoc reports: investigation, progress etc.

The requirement report, or technical proposal, begins the whole project. It sets out the requirement in general terms and allows the management and its technical advisers to make a viability decision on the proposal.

Once the go-ahead is given, a feasibility study will be commissioned in which all aspects, financial, technical and temporal are drawn together in detail. Solutions are arrived at, and time-scales suggested based on the best estimates then available. Subsequent stages, leading towards the making of a first model, or prototype, involve even greater detail in producing a definition of the project in terms of design parameters and research and development plans.

A considerable amount of data will have been accumulated at this point, and the formalization of design and test specification can be considered. Evaluation documents leading to reliability trials and consideration of maintenance needs will also be started, together with many other reports on progress, processes and investigations.

Each organization has its own way of doing things, and an author in Tech Pubs, or an engineer at any level, will be expected to become familiar with the company’s policy and methods. We shall, therefore, concern ourselves with a standard type of report, and extract only general information common to all such documents.

Our standard report will contain the following features:

1. Title
2. Contents
3. Aim of the document
4. Summary
5. Body of the report
6. Conclusions
7. A bibliography and/or an index may be required in a large-scale report

Broadening this out, these categories should contain:

1. Title: Not a fancy metaphor or double entendre, the title of a report should be informative, stating clearly, and in as few words as possible, what the document is about. If the report has an internal reference number, this should be printed here.
2. Contents: Seldom necessary in a short publication, but is usually included as a matter of course in larger documents.
3. Aim: Why the report was written, its terms of reference, and general purpose.
4. Summary: Many reports are so long and detailed that some readers will not have the time, inclination, or know-how to tackle the whole document.
5. Body of the report: The body copy is the main discussion of the subject. It may be organized according to house-style or the preferences of the author. British Standard BS4811 Report Writing is a valuable reference for writers likely to be much involved in this area.
6. Conclusions: The author of a report will often be asked to make recommendations on the basis of his investigations. This is frequently the main object of the report. The conclusions should flow naturally from the main discussion and not introduce any new material.
7. Index/bibliography: An index is useful if the report is more than just a one-shot operation to reach a conclusion at a point of time. If it is to be a source of reference for a project, an index is invaluable. An index is often prepared by a professional indexer (sometimes found through The Society of Indexers). Most technical writers, however, have at least a rudimentary knowledge of this often arcane subject, and we shall be covering it in this course as part of the Editing module. Bibliographies are usually included if there is an index, determining the importance of the report. It should be noted in passing that Microsoft’s Word WP program contains useful facilities for indexing, footnotes and other apparatus in document making.

Report writing is not the easiest of authorship tasks. It depends on a certain blend of talents: observation first and foremost, combined with organisational skills and a crisp and clear writing style which leaves no room for ambiguity or misunderstanding.

7. Technical Articles

An article is a compact piece of writing with a central point or theme. The Concise Oxford Dictionary defines it as “a literary composition forming part of a magazine etc., but independent.”

Articles tend to be shorter than they were in the more spacious days before television, the emphasis now being on fact as opposed to literary composition. Writers, therefore, must set out to convey their message succinctly and in an interesting way. 

The writing of technical articles is a relatively low-paid business, centred mainly on the trade press. It does, however, require accuracy and organization on the part of the writer. Some degree of motivation coupled with persistence is needed for success. And yet it is probably the easiest of the print marketplaces to break into. Technical expertise is half the battle; writing skills and techniques come second.

Technical articles range from pure journalism of the interesting angle and “hook” variety, to highbrow scientific reports on new theories or experiments. In between there are the articles written for the publications of companies, professional bodies and, with a little extra flair, for technical magazines and trade papers. 

Periodicals like Nature and Scientific American concentrate on state of the art research, and the pieces are usually written by the scientists involved. New Scientist, on the other hand, presents informed articles by technical journalists in a more user-friendly manner. The huge growth in computer mags and ezines is a newer outlet for writers with some knowledge of the business. The free trade papers like Computing or Datalink, are written mainly by staff journalists with a high degree of computer literacy.

If you are particularly interested in pursuing this field, there are a few publications worth noting: The Writer’s Handbook, published annually by Macmillan, gives listings of periodicals and publishers, with relevant information from the writer’s point of view. The Writers’ and Artists’ Yearbook from A.C. Black is similarly disposed. Willing’s Press Guide is a more journalistic publication, but is the complete run-down on the press.

Two points emerge in any breakdown of article writing:

* Organization: The material should be constructed and presented in a way which allows the reader maximum access to the author’s meaning and data.

* Readability: The article should be written in such a way as to maintain the reader’s interest throughout. Well-worn clichés and the Latinisms of NASA-speak should be avoided.

Most technical writing is produced to specification. In practice this means that fairly rigid rules are laid down at the outset, and a house-style prevents any rush of blood to the head. An article, by its nature, is a personal product, reflecting the interests and personality of the writer, and in that sense, it differs from most other technical writing.

All good writers acquire a particular style. All good articles develop their own momentum. Article writing is best learned by making a thorough study of a wide range of published pieces, especially in the area for which the writing is intended. Let’s now look at those two key elements of article writing.

Organization Good organization means that the information content of the piece is unfolded logically, perhaps in a narrative or chronological form, to aid the reader’s understanding and assimilation of the material. For instance, it is usually right to move from overview to detail, from the general to the particular. If the data is sequenced in time, it helps to present it in chronological order. If the material is largely philosophical or conceptual in nature, the author must use some skill in the logical transmission of argument, as well as having a deep knowledge of the subject.

Readability In any discussion of readability we are confronted with many imponderables. Readability touches on style, which impinges on taste, which moves us into areas not normally associated with technical writing. Although scientific terminology is stuffed with Greek/Latin abstractions, most authors agree that plain Anglo-Saxon words work best. In the end, writers have to decide. But it’s the reader who determines whether they will be employed again.

8. Technical Sales Literature

Sales literature is qualitatively different from other types of technical publication. For one thing, it presents a distinctively glossy face to the world, and this face is a vital element in its message. Smooth, urbane, sophisticated, it’s instantly recognizable for what it is: an attempt to maximize the sales of a particular product or service.

Writing technical sales literature (TSL) can be a fascinating part of an author’s work, especially if he/she has some creative imagination and an ability to punch home the point. Often, as in most forms of advertising, it’s a sort of game with the writer trying to keep one step ahead of the diminishing credulity of the reader.

For this reason, the best TSL is often the most factual and straightforward. Simplicity, as in theatre, usually conveys the starkest and most believable effects.

In writing TSL an author normally works in close collaboration with a graphic designer. If the item is to be a glossy brochure, either the author or the artist may suggest a theme or motif. As a first step, a set of roughs, or visuals, will be produced by the artist to impress the clients and give them an idea of how the finished work will look. Within these limits the author will determine his writing policy, the sales pitch — unless this is already established — and the length of the text.

Naturally, the style needs to be bright and informative, without becoming too chatty or convivial. The text should match the graphics in overall approach and complement them with information. There is usually a two-way split here, with the artist and marketing people favouring the graphics, while the writer and the client’s technical people emphasising the words. Sometimes the text will come back set in 8pt and coloured a light grey so that it’s almost impossible to read. This should be pointed out, but never fought over — it’s their brochure after all, and they must carry the can for it in the end.

TSL is something of an art — not one that suits the temperament (or talent) of all technical writers. But one that requires experience, flair, a good technical background, and a feel for the more expressive qualities of language. It is the icing on the cake. Well paid, and well worth doing if this is what you want.

9. Technical Training Material

Fashion dictates most things, and educational training material is no exception. Many training courses these days appear in the form called the Programmed Learning Package (PLP). This may be a mixed-media collection, containing audio-visual material: a CD ROM, video/DVD, audio cassette etc. At the other end of the scale — and depending on the subject matter — it may come as a simple book or booklets, structured for layer-type or reinforcement learning.

Essentially, the aim of these packages is to administer a measured quantity of information in fixed units, related to time. Reinforcement is achieved by certain repeating techniques, gradually refining the data into a number of key concepts.

The whole package is usually presented in a way that prevents even the most attention-span-challenged student from becoming bored, and confers a pleasant sense of progress having been made at the end of each lesson. Bite-sized chunks are the order of the day.

A technical writer may be called upon to design and write PLPs, especially training material for engineers, or health and safety courses. These all have their own special methods. Here we will concentrate on the general concept and construction of such packages.

As for most tasks, the writer will follow a number of well-defined steps in designing his course. These will include:

1. Learning objectives of the course
For example, on completion the student should be able to
* write a technical document to specification
* prepare camera-ready copy on paper, or finished copy on disk
* proof-read, as required
* amend copy, as needed
2. Aids required
These might include, textbook, book of worked exercises, cassette tapes etc.
3. Course coverage
The course will teach, for example
* concepts of technical authorship
* how to present a technical document
* the writing and production of handbooks
4. Purpose
The purpose of the course may be to prepare the student for a career, or an examination.
5. Students and pre-knowledge
Continuing with our example, the course may be designed, as is the present one, for student with some technical ability and knowledge of English, who wish to write as a career, or produce the occasional technical document.
6. Course method/methods of study
The course could be linked to a series of lectures or demonstrations, or it may be intended for self-study.
7. Course organization
Authors will probably find that their material falls naturally into a certain number of lessons. In the world of the PLP, these may be referred to as modules or units. Each lesson may contain
* reading material
* reading from other reference sources, such as online text or CD ROM
* a series of exercises relating to the reading phase and aimed at reinforcing the assimilated information, and/or assessing progress
* additional exercises presenting unfamiliar aspects of the principles learned — perhaps a number of practical problems
8. Outline of each lesson
At this stage, enough material should be available to allow a breakdown of the content of each lesson, and some indication of the time needed to complete it. For example
Lesson 1: Introduction to the course objectives — methods used and supporting material. Study time 1 hour.
9. Define learning objectives of each lesson
The learning objectives are usually placed at the head of each lesson to give the student an indication of what is required. This may just be the heading itself.
10. Course length
A calculated estimate of the course length is made for courses which are time-critical, i.e. where an exam is involved. Home-study courses are usually the exception to this.

This step-by-step approach to the designing of a learning package can be similarly extended to the individual lessons. For example

Lesson 2
Introduction to the products of a technical writer. What authors do, and how they go about the work.
1 Overall view. A general section encompassing the whole field to be studied in the lesson.
2 Learning objectives. An assessment of what the student should achieve at the end of each lesson.
3 Materials required. Props or other items; consumables
4 Time required. The time estimate for the average student to complete the lesson.
5 Body of the course. The main body of information
6 Summary of key concepts. Basic elements of the material
7 Review exercises. Exercises reviewing the foregoing information
8 Case studies. Exercises presenting different facets of the material such as might be encountered in real life. The Harvard Business School’s famous case study method is a good example of this technique.
9 Link to next lesson A lead-in to the next section will maintain the continuity and draw the student on.

These are the essential elements required for the construction of PLPs or any form of technical training material. We branch out now for two crucial aspects of PLPs: the audio-visual presentation (AV), and the educational textbook.

10. Technical Presentations

The AV has moved on from the old magic lantern days — but perhaps less so than we think. Multimedia may be the rage now, and even videoconferencing across continents. But to avoid confusing the medium with the message, we’ll here concentrate on the basic information required, as might be prepared for a simple slide presentation. Those who wish to go into the technical specification of hardware available should consult the many books found on most library shelves. A good look at Microsoft’s Powerpoint software, bundled with its Office suite, would also be a useful study addition.

Audio-visual work for industry can be placed under two heads:

* Information (including training)
* Sales (including publicity, exhibitions etc.)

AVs are often used for general staff training or for imparting information about a new system or equipment policy. If the organization is large enough, an entire “information package” may be commissioned, including video presentation, talks, plus supporting literature: brochures or booklets.

The most well-known form of presentation is the simple slide show with supporting speech or voice-over. The slides are synchronized with the sound track and are changed by a pulse recorded over the voice commentary.

The writer’s job, in most cases, is to prepare the supporting script, usually in close collaboration with the speaker, who will want his personality to show through the presentation.

Occasionally, a technical author may be asked to produce the entire package, from concept to end result, a tricky job involving liaison with many other trades, such as photographers, film-makers and sound recordists.

For a small AV presentation, a member of staff may be chosen to record the script or give the talk. In a large corporation, the commentary will often be spoken by actors working under studio conditions.

Whatever the size of the job and the cost of production, the basic principles remain the same. An audio-visual production, combining script with slides or video stills, should be approached in much the same way as any other writing task. The problem set, as always, is one of communication. Certain common features flow from this:

* The material should be fully understandable, and written to the level of expertise of its principal audience.
* A general overview should be followed by a progressive breakdown into relevant details.
* For conceptual material, abstract ideas may be illustrated by anecdotes or concrete examples.

A special point relating to audio-visual scripts is that they are by nature highly concentrated and, equally, highly selective in terms of detail. There is an upper-limit to the weight of factual matter that can be accommodated within a 15–20 minute commentary. A script that sound like a list or page from a telephone directory is hardly likely to be a good vehicle for its subject.

The answer is to paint with a broad brush, leaving much of the detail to the supporting literature. Try to maintain a light touch without losing sight of the main purpose: to complement the visual images in an interesting and informative way.

The layout of an AV script may vary with house-style. It’s worth asking to look at several samples before putting words on paper. For example, a script may be typed landscape (longer edge horizontal), fastened by a staple at the center of its upper edge. Or portrait (shorter edge horizontal). As each page is turned, a line drawing, or print of the appropriate slide, is shown at the top of the sheet, with the commentary on the lower.

Usually, an A4 (11″x6″ approx.) page is divided into two halves vertically, with the slide number on the left and the voice script on the right. This is most suitable for short, snappy descriptions. If, however, the explanatory material is lengthy, either the landscape approach, or a two-page spread should be used to give it more space.

As for length, a reasonable rule of thumb is to allow 15 minutes for 2000 words of script. If long pauses are expected (perhaps for well-deserved applause), this will reduce the wordage per minute considerably, while a continuous conversational style could extend it by as much as 300–500 words. At all events it’s advisable to read the script through at the projected pace with an eye on a stopwatch.

11. Educational Textbooks

Many academics make a good living out of writing educational textbooks which sell over long periods of time yielding a steady income for decades. In today’s technical world, though, where specifications and values change almost monthly, a different type of writer is making the going: the technical writer.

Books written specifically for educational purposes fall generally into two categories:

* Traditional textbooks for schools and colleges
* Non-fiction books aimed at the general market

This division is perhaps not so clear-cut as it used to be. Many textbooks are now packaged in a way that gives them some appeal in the bookshops. And conversely, the average nonfiction title is seen as having an educational value in an age when information is at a premium.

Computer literature is another category all together, with its own fads and fancies, such as being wide and floppy, and written by a demented geek. They usually go out-of-date very quickly and have to be constantly refreshed to be relevant. Newer technologies, like on-demand printing and ebooks, make sense in this sector.

Most technical books have an educational intent. An educational book should contain a body of knowledge in an accepted category, and in a format suitable for ease of assimilation and reference. In practice, many textbooks are opaque and some are unapproachable. This is probably because those with the greatest expertise may not be the best writers.

If you want to approach this field, have a good look at what’s currently available in specialist stores, the depth of coverage and target market.

12. Software Documentation

It has been estimated that 70 to 80 percent of the cost of developing a new industrial computer system lies with the software. Software overheads, in terms of man-hours per program, remain fairly constant. When it is considered that the mean time for developing a new computer application is about two years, and that bugs affect up to five percent of program lines, it is scarcely surprising that program maintenance is an expensive business. In this process good documentation is imperative.

Computer programmers are notorious for failing properly to document the programs they write. And this is never fully appreciated until there is a need for maintenance, or the operative who wrote it leaves the company bequeathing his eccentric codification to his colleagues. This is an unfortunate tendency because nothing contributes more to reducing the overheads of program maintenance than good documentation.

The software author, or documentalist, should therefore become involved at an early stage. He might sit in with the programming team at the outset — an enlightened procedure now being adopted by some companies — or he may be called in when the program is ready for testing. In the worst case, he/she may be invited to participate when the actual programmer has departed, leaving behind a trail of poorly documented software.

He may be asked to document a single program, or a software system. The difference is that a program performs a unitary function, whereas a system is a set of communicating programs.

The development of a program, or suite of programs, follows much the same lines as any other technical product, including technical documentation:

* Requirement
* Specification
* System design
* Software system design
* Program design
* Implementation
* Integration
* Acceptance testing
* Maintenance &c.

Software documentation embraces the whole field of programming languages, while also taking in the disciplines of technical authorship. It exists in a curious interface between abstract ideas and concrete implementation. It deals with the “intelligence” that makes a machine perform. The “design” deferred.

Good software documentation will probably contain some or all of the following features. Probably because as a fairly recent innovation, no two practitioners will agree on the perfect requirement. The breakdown is only a suggestion therefore, but it should serve to give a distinct impression of what software documentation is all about.

Title page (including any reference numbers)
Contents
Outline of program
Update or amendment record
Program specification:
Mathematical basis
Program description
Limitations and restrictions (as presently known)
Description of input
Description of output
Programming information:
Block diagram
Specimen test data
Program listing
Specimen of output from test data
Record of program development
Operating instructions

Many of those whose job it is to write programs will consider the documentation an irksome chore. There have been moves therefore for some years towards a concept called the self-documenting program. The aim is to use to the full the annotating features of the programming language itself. The programmer then relies almost entirely on the listing for maintenance and other purposes. Unfortunately, like most other attempts at improving software productivity, the concept has not proved as effective as was thought. Full software documentation is still a great asset to future users.

The following breaks down the above description in more detail:

Title page
More than just a title page, it should bear a descriptive title of the program, references (if any), programmer/analyst’s name, or names, and dates of specification and completion.
Contents
List of contents with page numbers.
Outline of program
Brief description of the function of the program, language used, special techniques incorporated, system configuration written for, and utilities or operating system required.
Update record
Reasons for, and dates of any amendments, together with known effects.
Program specification
Mathematical basis Any mathematical techniques used.
Program description General description including loops and procedures.
Limitations and restrictions Restrictions on field size, upper limits on data, and general accuracy.
Description of input Input parameters or data requirements.
Description of output Details of output.

Block diagram A general system diagram — but not a detailed flowchart here (although some documentalists do) because it is almost impossible to amend in line with maintenance changes.
Specimen test data It is not feasible completely to test every loop and procedure in a program, since the variations may be nearly infinite. Test data are used within certain limits, however, and this, plus expected results should be listed at this point.
Program listing A print-out of the program.
Specimen of output from test data Useful for debugging.
Record of program development A log of progress during testing.
Operating instructions
These may appear as a separate user manual, or part of an overall document.

Software and its documentation are developing quickly. New program development tools may even eliminate completely the need for applications programmers in the years ahead– though this has been forecast for more years than many of us would care to remember.

In the present state of the art there is a steady demand for the careful software author. He/she must be a programmer, a writer, and a solver of conundrums. The job is demanding, but the rewards are excellent.

13. Outline and Design Phase

The first unit outlined the areas of documentation covered by the term technical writing. It should be clear by now that the products of technical writing are so wide-ranging as to almost defy precise definition. We can say, though, that if a piece of work involves factual material of a technical nature and is expressed largely in words, it is potentially a product of a technical writer, whatever medium is involved in its transmission.

This unit is concerned with the first phase in the preparation of any technical document, the Outline & Design Phase, where design doesn’t just mean the artistic layout of the product, but the whole presentation and specification of the piece. The principles covered here are common to all authorship projects and to the design of almost any publication.

The accompanying flowchart represents a series of steps on the way to an objective: an agreed synopsis — with a query which sets up a loop in the event of a negative response. Therefore, if the synopsis doesn’t meet the requirement or the specification, the writer is directed around the loop and back onto the flow path for as many times as is necessary to arrive at the end-of-phase goal: final synopsis agreement. Each of the following phases — development and production — has a similar flowchart which is used as an aid in the evaluation and costing exercise.

14. The Requirement

The first thing an author hears about in any project is the requirement. It may be someone on the telephone saying: 

“We have a requirement for an author to write a user manual for a new computer add-on. We’re looking for a user-friendly text with clear diagrams and good quality illustrations … We want word processed draft only with author’s sketches. We’ll do the artwork in-house and all design … Oh, and we need the final draft in four months. Do you think you can handle it?”

That is an explicit requirement. They are not always like that. Often a requirement is vague and undefined, either because the client doesn’t know what he wants (but he’ll know it when he sees it), or else he is deliberately pitching the ball into the writer’s court on the basis that he (the writer) is the expert on these matters.

The first move, therefore, is to establish the requirement for the job. This is best undertaken by setting out a list of precise questions for the prospective client, omitting as little as possible. Writers tend to have their own way of doing this, of course, but the following eleven questions are as good as any:

1. Is there a specification to be written to, or a house style covering the company’s documentation?
2. What is the target readership, i.e. what depth of treatment will be needed?
3. Is there a deadline for the production of the manual? Can the author consult a project network, or critical path plan?
4. What technical information is available — reports, feasibility studies, for example?
5. What is the maintenance philosophy? Are there any diagnostic aids built into the equipment?
6. Are there subcontractors involved in the project? Is their documentation available? Will I be expected to work with them or with a company go-between?
7. Are commercial parts to be incorporated in the equipment?
8. Who are the writer’s contacts — names, status, email addresses, telephone number etc.
9. How is the draft to be validated (vetted)? How long will this take?
10. Will there be editorial control, and who will have it?
11. Details of further documentation meetings?

15. Specification

When the writer has established the requirement in as much detail as possible, it’s time to turn to the specification. This covers the format, length and presentation of the document in detail. Together with the requirement, it will allow a precise definition of the finished product. In most cases a writer will be asked to write to a pre-existing spec, and to these we shall now turn for further developments.

A specification is a document prepared by an authority — industry, organization, or standards institution — as a basis for the production of technical literature. We have already considered in some detail the specification for technical manuals produced by the British Standards Institution, BS4884. The next step is to have a look at the rest of the field.

British Standards
BS4884 — This standard has already been covered.

BS5261 — Copy preparation and proof correction.
Part 1 (2000) Design and layout of documents.
Part 2 (1976 — work now in hand) Specification for typographic requirements, marks for copy preparation and proof correction, proofing procedure.
Part 3 (1989) Specification for marks for mathematical copy preparation and mathematical proof correction and their uses.
C (1976) Marks for copy preparation and proof correction.
BS EN ISO (1999) Technical drawings. Simplified representation of bars and profile sections.

16. The Outline Design

Once the specification and requirement are known, a first attempt at outlining the whole project can be made. We call the result of this stage the outline design because, while providing the basis for later events, it’s not yet a complete definition of the task. It does, though, anticipate:

* The information the writer will need.
* The synopsis of the document.
* The cost estimate of the work to be done.

The outline design summarizes the content of both specification and requirement, and looks forward to the sources and type of information needed by the author in writing the book. As with previous stages we can put the outline design into a series of questions:

1. What is the purpose of the document? Customer information, sales confidence aid, training, reference or information for internal staff, product description, or maintenance information?
2. What will be the format of the document? Glossy publicity leaflet or descriptive brochure, summary card, reference/user/maintenance handbook, suite of manuals/CD ROMS etc?
3. How many copies are needed?
4. What is the intended readership? Customers — actual or potential, company personnel, management, trainees, fully trained operatives?
5. What are the sources of information? Existing documents, training courses, practical experience, company personnel?
6. How frequently will the publication be updated? Never, occasionally, often?
7. Who will do this, and how? The author, company staff? By complete reissue, replacement of pages or sections, separate sheets for manual amendment?
8. What form of presentation will be used? Binding: 3/4-ring binder (plain or printed), lie-flat plastic (GBC), glued or stitched, multi-hole ring binder, or welded plastic spine? Contents: typed, word processed, typeset, full page or columns, pre-printed sheets (running-head or company logo). Illustrations: full or half page or in-text, half-tones or colour photographs, line drawings, flowcharts, block diagrams. Cover: special artwork?
9. What is the deadline?
The answers to these questions, some of which arise from the specification and requirement, will make up the outline design of the publication. Before writing a full synopsis, however, authors must survey the subject-matter in detail to determine its extent and content. Without a good feel for the topic they will find it very difficult to decide on chapter headings and further subdivisions of the book. 

The next stage in the process is to consider in some depth the whole field of information gathering.

17. Sources of Information

In these heady days of the so-called information revolution, data is everywhere. Data means power, and data has gone democratic — at a price.

This section will consider information from three broad standpoints:

* Printed information available from libraries or other sources.
* Verbal information imparted by personal contacts.
* Visual information — we will include e-data (websites etc) in this category.

We shall also discuss information gathering in general, and we’ll examine the restrictions placed by law on sources of information, namely, copyright.

Libraries
Many large organisations maintain extensive libraries on technical subjects for the benefit of authors working in their Technical Publications department. No private company library, however, is likely to measure up to all demands placed upon it, and it is often necessary for a writer to approach a large public library in search of information. This applies even more to the freelance or student, whose personal resources will be limited.

There are two things an author needs to know in this respect: 

* How to handle the organization of large collections of books and manuscripts.
* What assistance is available to make a search more efficient.

To begin at the top with the National Library of Great Britain: The British Library. This venerable, if somewhat chaotic, institution has now moved from Bloomsbury to St. Pancras, where its vastly expensive block of newish buildings is already inadequate for the task. The part which concerns us most is the Science, Technology and Business department. Formerly the Science Reference Library, and before that the National Reference Library of Science and Invention, it’s housed at 96 Euston Road and encompasses, engineering, business information on companies, markets and products, physical sciences and technologies; British, European and Patent Co-operation Treaty patents and trade marks. The catalogues for all this can be found on the website: www.opac97.bl.uk. The general British Library site is at: www.bl.uk.

The Research and Development department takes in an earlier and similar organisation. Another useful branch, which can be accessed via your local library’s out-of-area borrowing service, is the Lending Division at Wetherby in Yorkshire, which also holds the former National Lending Library for Science and Technology.

If, as is usually the case, the research is not weighty enough to justify lengthy sabbaticals browsing among the splendours of the British Library, it’s often possible to gain access to other sources via numerous websites in the comfort of your own home or office. A number of Oxford University sites have come on stream recently, such as askoxford.com. The OUP site is also worth a try.

Several specialized information services in the UK, available mainly by subscription, are worth bearing in mind, though this is a rapidly changing field, and some of the following may be out-of-date:

CICRIS at Acton Public Library is an amalgam of college, industrial and municipal libraries in West London.
HERTIS at Hatfied College of Technology (now University of Hertfordshire) undertakes consultancy, desk research, and postal interlibrary loans and has a capacity for up to 300 subscribing companies and organisations.
HULTIS at Hull Public Library.
NANTIS at Nottingham Public Library.
LADSIRIAC at Liverpool City Libraries, now known as Business and Technology Reference Library, has an extensive stock dealing with all aspects of science, commerce and technology, including British and European standards, patents and trade directories.
LETIS at Leicester Public Library.
ASLIB is the Association of Special Libraries and Information Bureaux, and is a national organisation supporting local branches. The ASLIB directory is worth consulting as a guide to the location of special reference material.

Any large collection of books requires a method of classification. Without this, the task of finding any one publication, or a number of publications dealing with the same subject, would be almost impossible. 

18. Library Classification Systems

Three systems of library classification have been traditionally used:

* The Universal Decimal Classification
* The Dewey Decimal System
* The Library of Congress System

The Universal Decimal Classification (UDC) has ten main divisions:

0 Generalities
1 Philosophy, Metaphysics, Psychology, Logic, Ethics and Morals.
2 Religion, Theology.
3 Social Sciences, Economics, Law, Government, Education.
4 Philology, Linguistics, Languages.
5 Mathematics, Natural Sciences.
6 Applied Sciences, Medicine, Technology.
7 The Arts, Recreation, Sport &c.
8 Literature, Belle Lettres.
9 Geography, Biography, History.

As far as the range of subjects relating to technical writing is concerned, we can concentrate almost exclusively on division 6. If, for example, we are particularly interested in telecommunications, the sector subdivides thus:

6 Applied Sciences, Medicine, Technology.
62 Engineering Sciences.
621 Mechanical & Electrical Engineering.
621.3 Electrical Engineering.
621.39 Telecommunications, Radio, TV &c.

The catalogue index will list all available titles on telecomms under the designation 621.39.

The Dewey Decimal Classification contains a similar ten-point subdivision:

000 General.
100 Philosophy.
200 Religion.
300 Sociology.
400 Languages.
500 Pure Science.
600 Useful Arts (including Technology).
700 Fine Arts.
800 Literature.
900 History.

The ten classes are subdivided into ten divisions, and each of these into ten sections. The whole system thus totals 1000 sections, numbered from 000 to 999. By the addition of a decimal point, each section is further divided into ten. The process may be continued to any practicable length.

The American Library of Congress Classification uses an alpha-numeric notational arrangement, which is not completely satisfactory since it lacks a commonality of class notation. The system was developed, as its name suggests, to classify the publication stock of the US Library of Congress.

In addition, the International Standard Book Numbering System, commonly referred to as ISBN, originated in Britain in the late 1960s. It is run in the UK by the Standard Book Numbering Agency. It has now been almost universally adopted by publishers, booksellers and librarians, and is extensively used in computer and tele-ordering systems. ISBNs are allotted to books by publishers, who are granted blocks of numbers by the agency. The ISBN of this publication, for example, is 0-9537768-1-6, where 9537768 designates the publisher, Hermitage press. The course can therefore be ordered through any bookshop, even though it is principally marketed by mail order.

The Agency, run by Whitakers, from Shaftesbury Avenue in London, describes the ISBN’s role as identifying “… one title, or edition of a title, from one specific publisher …” It is unique to that title or edition.

ISSNs, on the other hand, designate serials or periodicals and operate under a separate system, out of the British Library in Wetherby.

With the introduction of Public Lending Rights, whereby authors will receive some return on books lent out at public libraries, ISBNs are now vital for authors too.

For a technical writer, libraries exist to provide information. Armed with an understanding of the main classification systems, and an idea of what to look for, no subject, no matter how arcane, is beyond reach. Computer databases have simplified these classification systems and are generally more approachable that printed indexes.

We shall now look in more detail at three other aspects of “calling up relevant data” — contacts, meetings, and information gathering in general.

19. Contacts

Once a writing project is underway, and the author has assimilated the technical brief through the client’s requirement and specification, the next move should be to establish lines of communication with the people most intimately involved with the day to day development of the project.

It may well be that an administrative person is put in charge of all contacts between author and engineers, and in this case all arrangements should be handled through this person’s office. Alternatively, the chief design engineer or a project leader in charge of development work should be named as the contact. It’s vital to establish this chain of command from the outset. Nothing so infuriates people than to be left out of the loop in matters of this kind, even inadvertently. You will be expected to be professional about this and fit in with the client’s arrangements, of course.

If, however, the writer has been subcontracted by the Tech. Pubs. department of the company concerned, it is usual to go through the head of this office, or nominee. For authors working semi-permanently within this department, such contacts should present less of a problem.

At the outset of a writing task, it’s usual to make up a list, or card index, of all useful names. This file saves a great deal of time and trouble later, especially if it also includes information on job status, position in pecking order, and importance to the project development. Obliging contacts can be crucial at awkward moments when, as happens in any project, things start to go wrong.

It is, of course, a matter of courtesy, and common sense, not to approach technical staff until the brief has been fairly well mastered and the writer can speak to a project engineer on something close to equality. The best time to make effective use of contacts is usually high up on the learning curve.

When arranging such meetings or site visits, due regard should always be paid to company procedures and security checks — now endemic in all organizations. Appointments should always be made through the correct channels.

Every visit should be approached in a careful and professional manner. This will probably involve:

* Listing areas which need clarification.
* Compiling a list of queries on modifications.
* Making a note of questions of technical interpretation.

A good liaison visit will accomplish the following:

* Points answered.
* Technical queries clarified.
* Equipment examined.
* The way paved for the next stage of the work.

Of course, if an author wishes to examine any equipment, advance notice must always be given to the people concerned so that the right hardware can be put in the right place, and the right engineer made available at the right time. It’s sometimes a very complex procedure in logistics and full use should be made of the occasion.

20. Meetings

Technical writers are frequently asked to attend, or even chair, formal meetings. A brief summary of the rules governing business meetings will be useful here.

The chairman, or chair, is the ruling authority at any meeting. It falls to him/her to make the initial arrangements and to draw up an agenda. The main considerations will be:

* Is the meeting absolutely necessary?
* Who needs to come?
* Are they all available on the proposed date?
* What is the precise subject to be discussed?
* What will it achieve?
* At what times will it start and finish?
* Where will it be held?
* What information is required in advance?
* Are any other facilities needed, i.e. projectors, lunch etc.

The next step is to draw up an agenda. This will consider any topics that the attendees wish to raise. It will also contain:

* Place, time and date of meeting.
* Subject, or subjects, to be considered.
* Subject order for discussion.
* Other points of interest.

The agenda should be distributed in advance to all the proposed attendees at the appropriate time, i.e. neither too early, nor too late. The ideal time for distribution is not so far in advance of the gathering that the people may forget, and yet giving them sufficient time to assimilate any brief and do all the necessary homework. At the meeting the chairman will:

* Start on time unless there are pressing reasons against it.
* Introduce newcomers.
* State the purpose and aims of the meeting.
* Follow the agenda as written.
* Let the meeting flow if progress is being made.
* Sum up the arguments if they are being lost.
* Pass on to the next item if the meeting is getting bogged down.
* Not allow drama queens to dominate the discussion.
* Conclude the meeting on time if possible.

Meetings are useful in that they get people together face to face. Prevarications can be quickly worn down. Misconceptions, or areas not well defined, can be discussed, and conclusions agreed there and then. On the other hand, a badly handled or mistimed meeting may just be a waste of everyone’s time and effort.

21. Information Gathering

The problems associated with technical information largely revolve around:

* Accumulation
* Retention
* Accessibility

The human brain alas is not ideally adapted to memorizing complex blocks of data, so technical information should be referenced, and stored appropriately for ease of recall. A client may present information to an author in four ways:

* Printed: requiring referencing and filing.
* Verbally: requiring notetaking or taping.
* Visually: requiring sketching or photography.
* On computer disk: requiring sorting and referencing.

Printed information: writing jobs often fall into two categories - those which deluge the writer with ream after ream of printed matter, and those which grudgingly part with a few meagre sheets in an engineer’s indecipherable script. Naturally, whatever is given is gratefully received and filed accordingly. Printed information may come in the form of:

Manuals written for previous, or similar designs.
Sales documents.
Specifications.
Test schedules.
Parts catalogues.
System diagrams, schematic flow, circuit/layout diagrams, interconnection charts.

An ability to read and interpret such technical diagrams is a part of the background expected of a technical author. If you don’t have this, it’s strongly recommended that you bone up on the subject, or move on to a less detailed side of technical writing, as described in the first lesson of this course. Manuals written for previous or similar models should be looked at mainly as a style sample, taking in such pointers as illustrations, depth of treatment and other policy areas. On the other hand, it may be possible to identify sections which are common to the current manual.

Sales literature must be treated with some caution. It may occasionally prove useful in checking performance standards, and high-definition photographs are often valuable in providing a visual record of the equipment. Bear in mind, though, that at the initial stages of a project, equipment can change radically in a short space of time. Always check visual references against the current model.

Specifications and test schedules are another vital source of information and much data of a somewhat peripheral nature may be extracted from them. 

Similarly, parts catalogues or items lists are essential documents in the writing of a maintenance manual. They should present an accurate, indexed list of all the components parts applicable to the system. An illustrated parts catalogue is even more informative in that it depicts the equipment as a series of keyed exploded views with each component fully annotated.

Diagrams, of one sort or another, represent a highly concentrated source of technical information. It is assumed that the initial background of authors will have brought them into contact with many documents of this type and so we won’t dwell on them here. The most primitive, and therefore troublesome, of these is the engineer’s sketch. This is usually hastily scrawled on the nearest laminated object, from the classic back of an envelope to till receipt from Sainsbury’s. Circuit components often appear in a form of short-hand unknown to British Standards, and individual lines meet severally in odd places. This is the pictorial equivalent of the anagram and should appeal to crossword buffs with a low awareness threshold of profit margins.

System and flow diagrams give an overall assessment of a technical situation, revealing the relationships between components or functions in a system.

Circuit diagrams contain a series of graphical symbols drawn to show the sequence of events in a circuit and the component interconnections. It is largely a theoretical arrangement depicting functional information; and some components, such as integrated circuits, may be split up by function, the parts appearing in different areas of the drawing.

Layout diagrams represent the actual constituent components by shape and position in the design. A further extension of the circuit and layout drawings is the interconnection diagram — sometimes called a pianola. This is a tabulated presentation of all the component interconnections within the equipment.

All printed matter should be suitably arranged and filed. In practice, most authors have their own personal system of filing, and manage quite well with it. The only proviso to this is that colleagues, who may need access to it, shouldn’t find the method too hard to crack if the writer is, for any reason, indisposed.

22. Verbal information

Verbal information will usually form a sizeable part of the data input to any job concerned with state of the art equipment. Little, if anything, may have been written down at the early stages of development — indeed that’s what you are there for. And what has been committed to print may be outdated or misleading. A writer should be prepared for this common situation by adopting a suitable system of notetaking.

Notetaking is something of a learned, journalistic skill. It demands a systematic approach combined with the ability to extract the salient points from a flow of verbal information. Journalists develop this into a fine art, often by the use of shorthand. Few, if any, technical writers use shorthand, but some may have devised for themselves a system of speed-writing for clipped, yet accurate, notetaking. But beware, the sort of ad hoc shorthand which becomes indecipherable a day or two later, is worse than useless, it’s positively dangerous, as it can lead to errors and disasters.

An alternative, now widely used, is a small, personal cassette recorder. It’s always polite, though, to ask if someone minds being recorded. Engineers occasionally go dumb in the presence of a microphone, and executives have been known to wax philosophical while the tape supply dwindles away. Some people even resent a tape recorder as an intrusion of privacy. As always, play it by ear.

23. Visual Information

Photography:
This section covers only the basics of photography and doesn’t deal specifically with digital cameras which are almost universal now. To find how-to articles on digital photography, see our blog: Digital Camera Latest.

We will assume that all photographs to be used in illustrating a handbook will be taken professionally. This is not to say that many writers are not also effective photographers, but generally their time is spent more efficiently in attending to writing tasks. There are times, however, when an author will be called upon to photograph equipment for information purposes, or to supply an illustrator with the basis for line drawings. 

Consequently, a useful addition to any writer’s baggage train is a good quality 35mm camera — SLR or compact. It should be capable of focusing down to about 18in, and have a maximum aperture of at least f/1.8 — factory storerooms can be surprisingly dark areas. If you are an experienced photographer, skip the following section. If not, it may give you some background knowledge on which to build.

Photography in a technical age has largely been reduced to pressing buttons on highly automated optical recorders. Most new cameras are fully, or partially, automatic, and very little choice is left to the operator. Apart from focusing, the photographer has only to make a choice of either shutter speed (in a shutter-priority model — good for fast-moving subjects), or aperture (in an aperture-priority instrument — good for dark places).

A light reading for a shot is expressed as a trade-off between two associated parameters:

* f/stop — the ratio of lens focal length (on infinity) and the diameter of the lens aperture.
* Shutter speed — the time, expressed as a fraction of a second, for which the shutter remain open.

For a given light intensity, opening the aperture wider (say from f/5.6 to f/4) will require a corresponding decrease in shutter speed (say, from 1/125th sec. to 1/250th sec.). The difference between f/4 and f/5.6 is said to be one f/stop, in that f/4 allows twice as much light to pass through the lens in any given period of time as f/5.6. Therefore, by halving the time for which the shutter is open, the correct exposure is restored.

For example, the following combinations all represent the same exposure onto the film:

f/1.4 1/1000
f/2 1/500
f/2.8 1/250
f/4 1/125
f/5.6 1/60
f/8 1/30
f/11 1/15
f/16 1/8

The most appropriate choice between these eight combinations will depend on the situation to be photographed. A shutter speed should always be selected in relation to the subject and its capacity for movement within the field of the shot. For example, a handheld photograph will probably exhibit camera-shake at shutter speeds of 1/30 or lower. Heavy drinkers should uprate that speed! For speeds lower than 1/60, a tripod or firm surface is essential.

In choosing the shutter speed the movement of the subject is the deciding factor. A low-flying jet aircraft will require at least 1/500th and, ideally, 1/1000th of a second, even when panning with the subject. A stationary vehicle, on the other hand, may be shot handheld at speeds as low as 1/30th, and at any speed on a tripod.

The aperture of the lens at the time of shooting presents another problem of choice. Apart from considerations of light, the wider the aperture, the smaller the depth of field. This means that with the lens focused on a specific object, the range of tolerable definition extending before and beyond the subject, increases as the aperture is decreased. At full aperture, say f/1.8, very little depth of field is available. This may be useful for eliminating unwanted or fussy backgrounds, but it’s not so welcome when shooting subjects which extend considerably in distance and which must be sharp overall. The only solution may be to move it to a lighter spot, or bring in artificial lighting so that the aperture can be closed a little.

At f/22, the depth of field on a standard lens is such that if the lens is set at 10-15 feet, almost everything from about 6ft to infinity will appear acceptably sharp. Cameras nowadays do come in fully automatic form, but for most technical work it is felt that some choice should be left to the operator.

24. The Synopsis

A synopsis is a vital part of the design of any document. If it is carefully thought out and constructed, it will define the topic breakdown chapter by chapter, the amount of detail to be covered, and the number and type of illustrations to be included. It may also be possible at this stage to make an accurate estimate of the size of each chapter and therefore of the size of the book.

The synopsis is an essential preliminary step in the costing exercise. In conjunction with a suitable work schedule, which will allocate the time elements involved, a detailed synopsis will define the project in its entirety before a single word has been committed to paper.

There are a variety of ways of composing a synopsis. It is really a mater of taste. Some writers prefer a narrative approach, so that the details appear as part of a block of text. Others adopt a tabular system.

Whichever method is used, the essential data to be recorded for each chapter, or section, includes:

* Chapter or section number.
* Provisional title of chapter or section.
* Subject of chapter or section.
* Topic breakdown — subheadings &c.
* Illustrations — number and type.
* Page estimate.
* Other relevant remarks.

Some originating organizations encourage a paragraph by paragraph system, in which a complex arrangement of paragraph numbering is used, with extensive referencing. In this case, the number of paragraphs should be estimated.

The simplest way of setting out a synopsis is shown in the diagram. A tabular presentation has the advantage of consistency, forcing the author to be specific. It’s probably better suited to longer works than simple narrative approach.

If a specification is used, such as BS4884, the category breakdown recommended will determine much of the shape of the synopsis. Within each category, a more detailed consideration of the appropriate material will still be necessary.

Once a synopsis has been written it should be circulated to all interested parties for agreement before proceeding to the next level.

During the writing of a book, it may not be possible to adhere rigidly to the initial outline, particularly as the idea matures, or if the subject matter is liable to design changes. But if the synopsis is well thought out, and a certain latitude built in at the start, it will provide a firm basis on which to construct the entire project.

25. The Work Schedule

You will now need to prepare a work schedule to estimate the time likely to be needed for each step in the process. The main variable will be the number of times an author will have to go through each loop. Experience should give some indication here, but if not, it is certainly a wise practice to build in a contingency for perhaps two or even three trips around the course. An alternative would be to set a limit to this procedure, in agreement with the client, ensuring that some sort of draft is produced to time.

A straightforward time-based chart may then be constructed. For large-scale projects involving a number of volumes, the Project Evaluation and Review Technique (PERT), or the Critical Path Method (CPM) may be used. There is a lot of good software available now in this field. Approach a good supplier or, as usual, write to the Microsoft Campus in Reading. A general discussion of network analysis as these methods are called is given elsewhere under: Additional Subject Matter.

26. Costing

Costing is beset with problems for an inexperienced writer. Not only do costs of all kinds change unrelatedly over short periods of time, but many hidden variables surface only when the job has been finished and paid for.

Generally, a technical writer will not “talk money” to a client, as the contracting company will bear this responsibility. The writer will, though, be expected to “talk time”, and this in large part is the major element in the final quotation, apart from costs of production.

The exceptions to this rule are senior writers with management responsibilities, and the freelance, who will need to do most things for himself. A writer publishing commercial books will of course negotiate a royalty on sales, or dispose of his copyright for a set fee.

Technical writing jobs are usually undertaken on the following terms:

* Fixed price agreements
* Cost plus
* Limit of liability

Fixed price terms are the more usual for small to medium jobs, where any overshoot will not present too many problems for either party. The advantage from the client’s point of view is that the payout is known from the outset. For the writer, the main advantage is that, if the work can be completed within the proposed timescale, the work will be more lucrative.

Naturally, in exercises of this kind, it’s vital to estimate author-time very accurately, even adding a contingency period — 20% is usual. Other overheads, keying, illustrating, material costs etc, are more easily pinned down with some accuracy.

The usual practice in fixed-price situations is for the writer to estimate the writing time plus the number of liaison visits likely to be needed. This information is passed to the administrator, who will add the other resources needed, a 20% contingency, and the profit margin.

The quotation arrived at is an important document in the event of a dispute, so all factors should be carefully laid out.

“Cost-plus” is more normal for large, long-drawn-out documentation jobs, particularly where government contracts are concerned. A retrospective calculation of total costs is mutually agreed and a standard profit margin, perhaps 7-10% is added. It is common in such situations to invoice a client monthly or quarterly.

A limit of liability (or upper ceiling) to costs is often set when accurate forward costing is not possible, or when the author is not fully known to the contractor. This figure may be altered from time to time during a project, and gives the contractor financial control over the operation. 

The cost of a book will vary considerably according to how much weight is given to each of the factors shown. Generally, office overheads are thought to work out at 125% of basic labour. The basic cost of the manual will be labour + office overheads + materials.

27. First Draft

With the preliminaries over, the writer can get down to work: the writing of the first draft. This is usually the longest stage of the job, and any self-respecting writer will tell you that they aim to make the first draft the final one, or at least as near to it as possible. Whether this laudable aim is achieved depends, more often than not, on the attitude of the client. Some will accept a first draft with a few minor adjustments. Others will undergo changes of mind on seeing the typescript, rather like a woman buying a hat. Nevertheless, a good writer will produce a professional product, within tight limits of technical accuracy and editorial acceptability, at the first draft stage.

First draft is essentially about structure. It’s now that the actual shape and form of the finished book materializes.

Some writers will not worry too much about the precise wording at this stage, but will endeavour to cover the subject in the right depth and with the correct order and emphasis. They then tweak the manuscript into its final, polished state once they have obtained approval for the first, loose version.

While acknowledging the advantages of this approach, my own view is that it’s not advisable to show a raw, sloppily-written version to a client at an early stage simply because first impressions count, and many customers lay great stress — quite rightly — on a good standard of presentation in their documentation. It’s very easy to lose a customer’s confidence by delivering a hastily-scrawled pencil draft, or disk equivalent, no matter how brilliant it may be in terms of structure or technical excellence. “We could have done that in-house!” will be the conclusion.

The physical act of sitting down to write is largely an acquired one. It takes a considerable amount of self-discipline to tackle the first blank page, with perhaps 300 others reaching out before. The prudent author responds to this challenge by breaking the job down into manageable chunks. 

Initially, our writer may think only of the first chapter. Of that chapter he turns the full spotlight of his attention to the first section. In this way he can address the work piece by piece, with the end of each section firmly in sight. It must be stressed though that the entire book will already have been sketched in outline during the previous stages, so the form and continuity will already be there.

Such an approach is more permissible in technical literature than, say, a novel. Technical manuals do tend to break down into small sections, and each part, like the product it describes, can be bolted together to form the whole at some subsequent point. The first chapter, for instance, may be a technical description of an item of equipment. Each part of the equipment can be described in turn, giving the author a series of manageable day-by-day sections.

Which brings us to the question: how quickly should an author write? How many pages per day? Obviously this depends very much on the individual, but a well-known rule of thumb is that, averaged over the research and writing period, two pages a day is a fair rate.

It’s at this point also that the writer needs to deal with the detail of the spec. Heading weights, pagination, and layout of the text and illustrations on the page must all be dealt with in the draft. 

Using the military spec JSP 182 as an example, heading weights are as follows:

NUMBER ONE HEADING
NUMBER TWO HEADING
1 Ssss ss ssss ss ssssss

Number three heading
1 Sss sss sss ss ssssss ss

Number four heading

1 Ssss sssss ss ssss ss sssss

1 Number five heading. Ssss sss ssssss ss

This type of heading scheme is typical of many technical authorship house styles. When writing to JSP 182, or any other, these weights of heading must be strictly adhered to, for the author will be working for the Ministry of Defence, or an MoD subcontractor. The ministry demands a high standard of compliance from its writers. 

Pagination methods too vary from spec to spec. A simple “1” at lower or upper centre of the page is more often used by commercial books. JSP 182, by contrast, places both chapter and page numbers in the lower corner of the sheet — bottom left for verso (left) and bottom right for recto (right).

At this stage, draft illustrations must also be considered, and these are assembled together with the text.

28. Style of Writing

This is not an easy area for technical writers who convey facts above all. Those who write commercially, in magazines, for example, need to have a larger vocabulary and a better sense of “style” than those who write simple handbooks.

The hallmarks of a good style are:

* Clarity
* Cadence, or balance
* Appropriateness
* Brevity

The enemies of bad style are many, but include:

* Jargon
* Cliché
* Inappropriate ornament
* Somnambulism (putting the reader to sleep).

Style is something you develop as you get used to using the language in an expressive and lucid way. Technical writers should not ignore it. It make you a “real” writer!

We recommend you read the units on Business Writing for this course. Links at the top of the sidebar.

29. Technical Vetting

Unless an author is a specialist on the equipment being described, first draft material is more than likely to contain a number of technical errors. This is not so surprising when you consider that the writer will spend perhaps two or three weeks absorbing the information that design staff have been studying for years. Despite this, engineers can still become very testy if a writer goes slightly astray on a technical aspect of their product.

In any well planned project, experienced personnel will establish lines of communication to handle the validation of draft documentation. A quick turn-round will be normal practice, and no valuable author-time will be lost.

Unlike editing, technical vetting is not something a writer will ever be called on to undertake in ordinary circumstances. It’s the period in every job when the manuscript is removed, only to be returned covered in comments in a strange hand, and with whole paragraphs summarily deleted.

Occasionally, when information that had been received from an engineer is removed or changed, the author may suspect that it was wrong in the first place. This is one of the hazards. Project info changes from day to day, and designers would not be human if they didn’t seize on the opportunity provided by the vetting session to tidy up some of their thoughts and mistakes.

It sometimes happens too that engineers working on a project fail to grasp certain aspects of their design until they see it in cold print described by a technical author. It’s not unknown for them to scamper back to the “beast” for a swift rejig, leaving the author’s draft untended for days in the quiet room. After a decent interval the unfortunate writer telephones the operative in question to ask after its fate. He will be informed stiffly that “certain design changes are underway, which are likely to take some time”, and would he mind rewriting whole sections of the manual.

This is the nature of technical writing. If you see yourself as part of the project team and build in sufficient slack, it should really be taken as a compliment, not the essence of frustration.

30. Editing

Editing is the subject of a later module in this course, but it is appropriate to cover some ground here, not only because it falls into place at this stage, but because there are certain editing tasks which are the preserve of an author.

In technical writing an editor is concerned with three aspects of a draft:

* Does it conform to spec, and house style?
* Is the flow of material logical?
* Is the grammar and punctuation correct?

Editing is a vital function in the preparation of any document. It is particularly applicable to technical literature because of the need for accuracy and precision. A reader can be misled by badly worded sentences just as surely as by technical inaccuracies in the text.

Normally, a first draft will be submitted for editing once the technical changes arising from validation have been incorporated into the manuscript. It is advisable to present a word processed draft to the editor, since any document reads better than in pencil draft. Changes though, should be marked up on the MS (manuscript) rather than entered on the computer — the editor may not be as technically qualified as the author, who needs to approve the changes before they are set in stone.

The editor may be a colleague in the author’s own office, or he/she may be a specially appointed staff member in the client’s company. Frequently, the person in charge of the project will perform the editing function. He will be working on the widely-held, but false, assumption that anyone can be an editor. In this situation, the writer would do well to have his work checked by a fellow author before submission.

It’s important, therefore, that all authors are aware of the fundamental principles of editing; not only that they may improve their own work, but in case they are called on to edit another’s.

What then does an editor do? Here is a simple checklist of points to watch for in the editing of any draft MS:

* Conformity to specification headings.
* Page numbering.
* Paragraph numbering, if applicable.
* Conformity of contents list to text.
* Layout of illustrations as per spec.
* Unusual words, or phrases.
* Unexplained abbreviations.
* Long words that may not be understood.
* Unnecessary words — adjectives, adverbs, especially.
* Undefined technical terms.
* Balance of text: length of paragraphs &c.
* Ambiguities in flow of text.
* Punctuation.
* Grammatical construction.
* Spelling.
* Conformity of meaning of text to what was intended.

Editing is not an easy job. It can be tedious, and as is apparent from the checklist, requires many literary skills, as well as some familiarity with the technical background of the subject matter. This is illustrated in the following example of typical editorial decisions:

“The Large Local Exchange, like all Local Exchanges, utilizes subsystems specially conceived for large local exchanges (LLEs).”

Suggested amendment
As with all local exchanges, the large version (LLE) makes use of subsystems specially designed for them.

The sentence could be misleading. It implies that all local exchanges, regardless of size, use subsystems designed for Large Local Exchanges. Of course, this may very well be correct, especially if the LLEs were designed first, but it seems unlikely. The probable ambiguity can be side-stepped by adopting the second approach. In the absence of hard information, this is an editor’s way of avoiding a possible logical error, while covering himself against an outside chance that the facts as stated may be correct. Engineers sometimes go to huge lengths to state every possibility in a written draft, so that it reads like the outpourings of a demented lawyer being paid by the word. A good editor has to make it readable, while not interfering in the total accuracy.

Oh, and the capitalization is a bit plodding too.

Stylistically, the sentence is a tautology and it reads badly. It uses the words “local exchange” three times in sixteen words. A question of house style also emerges in that “local exchange” first begins upper-lower case, descends to lower case, then rises again to initial capitals. Obviously a consistent choice must be made, and this is usually an editorial decision. I say, usually, because in certain cases there is an industry-wide usage, perhaps derived from regulatory documents or similar. The editor should be aware of all these nuances.

“The equipment will happily run on either 240V or 110V.”

Suggested amendment
The equipment may be run on 110 or 240V.

Inanimate objects should not be anthropomorphized. Machines can’t be happy.

Transmission equipment


LINE CIRCUITS 

Suggested amendment
In the absence of a definite spec ruling on heading weights, attention should be given to the logic of any heading scheme used. Reversing the above weights would be more appropriate:

TRANSMISSION EQUIPMENT


Line circuits 

Good editing comes with practice. Experience is an essential element in the art. But with an adequate mastery of English and a reasonable technical background, there is no reason why an author should not also be a useful technical editor.

31. Final Draft

When the first draft has passed through the two loops of the development phase flowchart, it should be both technically impeccable (or as near as possible to it) and editorially beyond reproach. The time has now arrived to assemble the final draft for submission to the production people.

The final draft must be perfect in all respects, with full instructions for the production team attached, and all points of the specification observed punctiliously. Any changes demanded by the vetting authority and editor should have been incorporated, and the author’s final polishing attended to. If the book is to be lithoed, there should be full agreement on the draft by all concerned before camera-ready copy is produced.

At this point a number of smaller tasks must be tackled. The preliminary pages (prelims) should be prepared. These include title page, contents page, key to abbreviations and others depending on the type of publication. Also the end pages, which may comprise a bibliography, acknowledgements, and an index. However, the average technical document may contain few of these, and it’s the house style which will dictate on these matters.

Unless a disk copy is to be used directly for print, when preparing copy for a compositor, page designer or typist, the following points should be observed:

* Use double spacing.
* Use only one side of the paper.
* Make sure the MS is legible.
* If written, use black ink.
* Number each sheet
* Circle any instruction to the typist.
* Conform strictly to house style or spec.

It has been estimated that, on average, a typist makes three errors per page. Some, it has to be said, are much better than this, though others are worse. Suffice it to say, it would be a very unusual typescript that arrived at an author’s desk without a single typo. The typescript should be very carefully checked at this stage (page proof). This is the final version. Major author corrections — or changes of mind — are definitely ruled out now. You had your chance. Your fate is sealed!

32. Commercial Books

If the MS is a book to be published commercially, the typescript submitted will not be camera copy, as the publisher will handle all the typesetting in-house. However, this doesn’t remove the writer’s responsibility to provide the publisher with a suitably prepared copy.

All publishers have a house style. Some go so far as to distribute printed booklets to authors setting this out in detail. In the age of the word processor it means that the compositor stage can be side-stepped, and even copyeditors are rarer than they were. Computer programs can do a lot — though not everything — and each stage missed out, means a significant saving in costs. If an author is writing a commissioned book, or even if it’s intended for a specific publisher, effort should be made to conform as much as possible.

In the absence of a style guide, however, a similar volume from the same imprint will provide some information on these matters.

It’s vital that the pages are typed to a standard pattern: double-spacing between lines and consistent margins. This is to allow the MS to be “cast-off”, or the number of words estimated, and changes to be made. If it’s word processed, of course, this will all be done by the computer software. Illustrations should be packed in a separate envelope or box and carefully annotated so that reference can be made to the manuscript sheet where each belongs. Figure numbers should also be clearly marked in the margins of the MS at the appropriate place, and a list of illustrations supplied to tie the whole thing together.

The final icing on the cake, so to speak, is the prelims and end pages. These may include the following:

Prelims
* Half-title page: exhibits only the title of the book.
* Half-title verso: may carry the author’s previous works or companion titles.
* Title page: title, subtitle, author, publisher and other relevant material.
* Title verso: the history page, copyright and ISBN, printer information, and dedication. Eventually, the book’s publishing history will appear here.
* Preface: a short piece usually explaining why, how the book was written.
* Contents: chapter headings and page numbers. May contain subheadings.
* Illustrations: often varies in scope, but self-explanatory.

End pages
* Conclusions/Postscript: summary of main message; predictions of future.
* Glossary: dictionary of terms used.
* Notes/References: if no footnotes, they are all gathered here.
* Appendixes/Annexes: additional detailed material; expansion of text.
* Bibliography: list of relevant publications for reference or further study.
* Index: vital in a book intended for reference

This the point where the MS leaves the author for good, only to be returned in book form. It‘s the final moment of truth.

33. Camera Copy

“Copy” is a term used by writers, editors and printers to indicate the draft of any text which is to be printed. Much of the printing of technical literature is still done by offset lithography using a photographic method of plate-making. The final copy to be submitted to the printer for the photographic process, is consequently known as camera, or camera-ready copy.

Camera copy is produced by various means depending on the desired quality of the finished product. Nowadays, of course, documents can be scanned or saved into computer files and simply adjusted by a compositor, or other operative, and output directly to the printing process.

Camera copy may also be prepared in the now old-fashioned way as a “paste-up” in which typescript or printed material is pasted onto a special sheet ready for the photographic process. Or it may take the form of directly typed text on “laymark” sheets. Laymarks are guidelines, usually in non-reproducible blue, printed on a quality paper which indicate the margins — sometimes different for verso and recto pages — on the sheet, together with any specified datum lines, such as heading positions or classification notices. 

34. Proofreading

Proofreading is done by the author (and others) on special sheets provided by the printer. “Proofs” are example pages taken from the printing medium, as set or photographed, and fall generally into three kinds:

* Galley proofs
* Page proofs
* Machine proofs

The first two categories of proof are representative of the textual arrangement of the type, but not of the final print finish. The machine proof, on the other hand, approximates the condition of the printed book in areas of quality.

Galleys are taken at an early point in the typesetting procedure, and do not indicate the eventual configuration of the pages in the book. Traditionally, the compositor would set the type in a clamped frame called a galley. The printed sheets derived from this would be sent to the writer for proofreading; the principal aim being to reduce the number of changes needed later on in the process when amendments are much more costly.

The page proofs, indicating actual book pages, are taken when the lengths of run-on text are composed into the correct page size. Pagination and other page references can now be incorporated into the text, and the index put into its final shape. Modern books, printed by lithographic techniques, are often proofread only at this stage. For a more comprehensive consideration of proofreading, plus tables of proofing symbols, see the later discussion.

To gain an impression of the finished print quality, a machine proof must be requested from the printer. The reason for this is that page proofs are usually taken on a small printing press specially set aside for the purpose. By its nature it lacks the sophisticated facilities of the more elaborate production machines, and doesn’t therefore produce anything like the eventual print finish that may be expected. A machine proof is one that is taken from the actual production press and, while it gives a high quality sample, it’s an expensive operation, since the machine is temporarily taken out of its high productivity role.

On the question of the costs involved at the proofing stage, authors should know that there is a limit to the number and extent of changes they can make in this area. Generally, printers acknowledge two types of correction:

* Compositor’s errors
* Author’s corrections

The first are redressed free of charge to the author and his contractor. Author’s correction, however, are usually limited to a figure around 10% of the cost of typesetting. Printers expect, and with some justification, that most problems of grammar, spelling or content will have been filtered out by this stage.

A margin is allowed of course, but it should be borne in mind that 10% of costs does not mean 10% of the text can be amended. The actual figure is disproportionately smaller that this, and any over-run is charged to the writer’s or publisher’s account. Indeed. the margin is so tight that there is, for practical purposes, scarcely any room for rewriting the text at this point. An inexperienced writer would do well to cultivate a measure of self-discipline in these matters.

35. Printing

Modern technical books which are not generated in-house by newer techniques like digital printing, are usually printed by the offset-litho method. However, this system was not always the market leader, and it’s worth our while to have a quick look at some of the earlier processes, if only to gain an insight into the mystique of printing, which still accounts for many recruits into the publishing business.

Many printing methods have been invented over the eleven centuries since the Chinese produced the first printed book. All of them fall into one of three categories:

* Relief
* Intaglio
* Planographic

Relief printing as its name implies, depends on the face of each character or line protruding above the surface of a block into which it is cast or placed. Ink is applied to the face of the letter and adheres to the paper during contact. Letterpress, the oldest method of commercial printing, falls into this group. Originally, moveable type was taken from one of two cases: an upper case for capitals, and a lower case for the rest, and arranged by a compositor in a composing stick, after which the composed line–presented backwards–was transferred to a tray known as a galley.

Mechanization brought the Monotype machine, which cast single characters to order, and the Linotype machine, which cast a whole line of type from molten metal. The galleys were subsequently assembled into pages, a number which were locked up together in a frame called a chase, making up a forme, from which one side of a large sheet of paper forming a book section was printed.

The letterpress process was, and is, flexible and reliable, if laborious, and maintained its pre-eminence for five centuries until photographic developments allowed lithography to replace it. Anyone who has sweated over a letterpress book, hand-setting moveable type, and printing page by page, will thank modern computer technology and the almost effortless typesetting achieved with Word, WordPro, and their cognates.

Intaglio printing is the opposite of the relief method. Examples are gravure (line engraving) and photogravure (a photographic process using dots of varying size to form an image, and famously mentioned in the song Easter Parade). This system is still in use in its modern-day equivalent of inkjet printing.

William Blake, no less, invented an extraordinary technique for printing both text and illustration from one engraved plate. His method, though, was more relief than intaglio, because he literally painted on his words and pictures, and used an acid to cut away the rest of the copper plate to a depth of around 1/16th of an inch. By inking parts of the relief with different colours, he was able to achieve those near-miraculous effects that we so admire today. But, it should be said, his technique was so endlessly time-consuming that no technical writer should ever contemplate following his example!

In the two true ingalio variants, the characters themselves are cut, or etched, into the surface, rather than standing out above it. Low viscosity ink is applied to the surface so that the etched gullies are filled. The remaining ink is mopped up, or scraped away. When paper is applied to the printing plate, the ink in the gullies is lifted out by suction.

In the planographic process, the image is situated on the surface of the plate. The underlying principle is simplicity itself: grease repels water but retains ink. The characters are first impressed on the plate, usually by photographic means, and coated with a thin layer of grease. Water is washed over the surface, but is rejected by the greasy areas. On application of the ink, the grease on the image retains it, while the water over the rest of the plate repels it. 

At the beginning of the 20th century, offset lithography was developed in Germany. This improved method involved transferring the matter to be printed from the plate by an intermediate cylinder to the paper.

Offset litho was at last a cheap, flexible method for printing large quantities of paper. And combined with the fact that the plates could be produced ever more quickly by chemical transfer, direct photography, or electrostatic processes, the scene was set for the technology’s ultimate dominance. It retains it to this day, although variations on the laser printing method: docuprinting or digital printing/copying, are set to replace it in short measure. Already it’s clear that some newspaper supplements are printed in this way, and the development of this process is probably unstoppable.

Somewhere between intaglio and planographic processes come silk-screen printing and the old wax-stencil duplicating (Roneo), where the ink is squeezed through a master from the back to the front onto a flat, or cylindrical, surface. Silk-screen printing can be used on a variety of surfaces from cloth to metal, producing a relatively high quality image. It is still used for T-shirt printing and in a range of art forms, usually of the cottage industry type.

Colour printing is effected by making a series of passes over the same paper, each in a different base colour which merge to give the finished effect. The combination of primary colours, if correctly aligned, gives a full chromatic image.

An author should have a basic understanding of these methods and the main areas in which each is involved. Again, modern digital printers are now the systems of choice in office environments and for many documentation situations. In others, the older technologies still hold sway — litho, especially. Lithography requires some attention throughout a print run to maintain quality, but is suitable mainly for long runs and has the edge over rivals in cost and speed. For short runs (up to 1000 copies of a booklet, for example) fast laser from a computer file, will probably be used.

36. Technical Illustrations
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By the very nature of things a technical writer is rarely a competent illustrator. The converse is also true, but perhaps less so; some illustrators do engage in a cut-down form of technical writing when providing lengthy captions for their illustrations, or even writing a skeleton text linking their own artwork. Generally, however, the horses for courses principle applies and, in the course of producing a technical book, author will liaise closely with illustrator, and vice versa.

So the technical writer should understand the fundamental features of technical artwork, certainly to the point of being able to communicate in the terminology.

Here, we shall briefly consider the products of a technical illustrator: diagrams, line illustrations and half-tones. It should be borne in mind, however, that information technology has revolutionized the implementation side of illustration — the common use of scanners, and the ability to email illustrations as attachments, has all but made the old “paste-up” obsolescent, if not obsolete. 

Similarly, producing artwork directly on-screen using CAD/CAM software or Paint/Draw programs is now almost universal. But the outcome for the reader, and the basic skills needed by the draughtsman, are essentially the same. If the student of this course is particularly interested in this aspect of illustration, a study of Microsoft Publisher, Quark, or page make-up programs is recommended. Here we shall merely define the object on the page, i.e. a circuit diagram, or flowchart.

37. Diagrams and Line Illustrations
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Diagrams proliferate in the work of a technical writer. They are probably the most common form of information presentation. Diagrams are two-dimensional line representations, usually intended (in old technology) for line block or line plate reproduction. They often employ symbols or simplified blocks to represent the objects or functions involved. 

These symbols may be the subject of standards or specifications, with strictly formalised sizes and shapes. Many symbols now come as part of specialist software to ease the workload — the old-fashioned rub-on transfer is still used in some cases, though, but rarely at top level. Symbolic diagrams include graphs, maps, charts, hardware and functional drawings, circuit diagrams and flowcharts. Diagrams are useful in the presentation of statistical, symbolic or functional information. But more elaborate forms are needed for an adequate depiction of engineering hardware.

Line Illustrations
The commonest illustrations for equipment in technical documentation are line perspective drawings. These pictorial drawings are designed to convey the shape of objects and the position in space of the relevant parts. They may also illustrate the components used in assemblies and sub-assemblies, and the way they fit together and come apart.

Line illustrations are reproduced in a single solid colour with no tonal distinction. They may be black and white or coloured, using a mechanical tint, stippling or hatching, which simulate a variety of tones.

In the old technology, which you may still come across — hence our interest here — most illustrations were produced “twice up” on a Bristol board or even linen, by tracing over a pencil draft. Where modern technology is used the whole process is done on-screen, eliminating a number of the stages.

The term line illustration is used for any illustrative material which has no tonal variation, and which is suitable for simple line plate printing. Realism is often added to line illustration by means of perspective.

38. Perspective Drawings

Perspective is an artist’s attempt to come to terms with the world as it exists. To represent objects in space as they really are — or seem to be — on a flat plane (paper or screen), various expedients have to be employed. The essence of it is to project the three-dimensional object onto the two-dimensional surface in such a way that the apparent linear relationships of receding planes are maintained, or, in some cases, exaggerated. There are three types of linear perspective: 

* One-point (parallel)
* Two-point (angular)
* Three-point (oblique)

For a cube the first would show one face only; the second would show two; and the third, three faces. Distortions would appear if a one-point drawing showed two faces; two-point showed three faces, and so on. Only three-point perspective allows a true depiction of three faces of an object. For this reason it’s usually used in technical illustration.

Photographs may also be used for line drawings as a guide for the illustrator. This is not as simple as it sounds since there are many problems associated with camera angle and obtaining the right axis or axes through the equipment. Photographic prints may be useful as a simple introductory guide for exploded views or cut-aways.

A further technique is to draw in the outlines and relevant details on a photographic plate with ink, and to bleach out the image with potassium ferricyanide leaving the line drawing intact. This is not frequently used in technical work nowadays, but it can be cheap and effective in certain circumstances.

39. Half-tones

The half-tone process is used to reproduce any subject with continuous varying tones, such as photographs, shaded-in or wash drawings, air-brush work, and drawings in which the lines are so closely spaced that they would reproduce as tonal gradations.

Half-tone illustrations are generally more costly to reproduce than line drawing. Photographs may need retouching by expert hands, or the tonal contrasts may require heightening. Another consideration is the compatibility of the printed half-tone with the rest of the artwork, especially since it demands a certain quality of paper for satisfactory reproduction. We have all come across relatively expensive books which have half-tones like poor photocopies — mostly a sludge of black ink with a few dim details barely discernible. New tech doesn’t always serve the reader as well as it might.

Line drawing may sometimes be more appropriate, and less expensive, for the subject matter and presentation required. In order to produce a continuously toned subject, a printer overlays the photographically sensitive material with a screened (grid-like) glass plate or negative, which has the effect of breaking up the image into a pattern of dots. Dark areas of the original are reproduced by large dots with less separation than the smaller points representing lighter areas. In this way, tone and shape are built up on the plate. Newspaper pictures are traditionally printed this way. 

You must always be careful not to submit a printed screened picture for printing — and hence further screening — without making sure that the printer adjusts the screen adequately to eliminate that irritating wavy effect you can sometimes spot in cheaply produced brochures.

40. Validating Technical Illustrations

Technical illustrations need to be checked in much the same way as the accompanying text. In complex drawings, authors should watch particularly for omissions of lines or annotations. Annotations may be direct or indirect. That is, set on the drawing, or keyed to a separate table. In the latter case all cross-referencing should be confirmed.

The following checklist suggests points to look for when vetting a technical illustration:

* Has the specification been adhered to?
* Is the format correct?
* Are there any technical inaccuracies?
* Is the titling correctly placed and worded properly?
* If the illustration is to be reduced, is the lettering readable?
* Is the page identity or figure number accurate?
* Is the security marking present and correct?
* Is the layout and composition clear?
* Is the line thickness to spec and uniform?
* Are cross-references correct, or hyperlinks live and true?
* For double-page spreads, is the material across the fold readable?
* For simulated shadow-lines, are these placed correctly and uniformly?
* If a variety of tints are used, have they been correctly indexed?

41. Materials and Equipment

A few short years ago the materials and equipment of a technical writer would not have seemed out of place in the latter part of the 19th century. Today, much of that has been swept away by the all-devouring march of information technology. It’s hard to think of any function now that is not carried out using computerized equipment of one sort or another.

Whole swathes of earlier textbooks on the subject have had to be scrapped because of this. Irritating though this might be in one regard, in another — convenience — it’s a Godsend. Life is so much easier now for tech writers that they don’t have to worry about mountains of small, specialised items relating to their task and their’s alone. Almost every office is now equipped with the standard kit for every trade. Hot-desking is a real solution.

So, when it comes to describing the materials and equipment of a technical writer, there’s not that much to say beyond the contents of an average office. Paper sizes are now standard, and esoterica like “demy octavo” a thing of the past, except to the historically-minded.

Photocopying technology has moved on to digital printing/copying using fast laser techniques which are set to replace offset litho for most jobs in the very near future. 

Microfilm is still around, especially in libraries, but is being rapidly replaced by CD ROMS and DVDs with “burn” capabilities.

As we discussed in the previous section, almost all technical artwork is now done on-screen, and for small-to-medium sized technical documentation a single cluster of IT hardware handles every task from draft to final copy, to design and artwork, to resource storage, to draft print, final output and binding. Such is the capacity of modern systems to embrace every task within the same box of tricks. All that’s needed to make it work is that even more exquisite unit of hardware/software: the technical writer in person.

The Technical Writer
Technical writing is rather a mixed bag of a career. The qualities required of a writer vary from literary proficiency of a basic sort to capabilities of man management. In between, there are the technical skills and a knowledge of many divergent disciplines. A writer usually requires some aptitude for general management, and also the elusive ability to prise information from reluctant sources: engineers, busy technicians or frantic designers behind on their schedules.

A technical writer may be pictured as the co-ordinating centre of a complex web of trades and profession. here we examine some of the peripheral aspects of the subject. It’s not possible to cover everything here, but prospective writers should get at least a glimpse of the kind of tasks they may be faced with. We begin with translations — points to look for when preparing technical material for a translator. We then examine the sometimes awkward topic of abstracting and abridging; awkward because it takes some skill to distil a larger document to a smaller one, without missing anything out. A brief consideration of indexing is included here, as also in the next module which deals with the editing of an index. This is followed by a section on the Development Documentation System (DDS), and a look at the documentation systems used for the maintenance of complex equipment. A discussion of Network Analysis concludes the section.

42. Translations

The translation of technical material presents both writer and linguist with special problems. There is no such thing as a perfect translation. Several translators, given identical texts, will produce different solutions to the puzzle. There is, though, a middle way through the complexity, balancing accuracy of fact (essential in a technical document) with interpretative freedom. The exact end-product will, of course, depend on the requirements of the particular job. Generally, there are three types of translation:

* A literal translation rendering the original clause by clause.
* A free translation giving the translator wider scope for adaptation into the vernacular.
* A partial translation in which a summary is made of the original text.

A snappy sales brochure, for example, requires above all else a true colloquial rendering for the target community. Either the translator must be a competent copywriter with the freedom to adapt the material to local requirements, or the verbatim translation should be given to a copywriter in the target country for further work.

At the other extreme, a description of a maintenance procedures for an intricate piece of equipment with stringent safety precautions, would call for a strictly formal translation, in which each sentence is rendered literally into the new language.

Writers producing texts for which translations will be necessary, should bear certain points in mind. A badly edited or poorly punctuated document will cause problems in the original let alone in translation. Writers should always ensure that their meaning is clear and unambiguous, avoiding inconsistent terminology, the use of colloquialisms, and any other loose deviations from a tight and accurate text which a translator will need to do a good job.

Choosing the right translator is an important consideration from the outset. Starting on the premise that practitioners work best when translating into their own native tongue, two other points immediately arise: their understanding of the source language, and their technical competence to handle the subject matter. Both aspects will be crucial to the quality of the finished product.

If it falls to the author to do this, how to engage a suitable translator? Fortunately the possibilities are wide:

* Local contacts — agencies, foreign wives or husbands of friends &c.
* Directories, Yellow Pages, the Internet, for listings of bureaux or translators.
* The British Standards Institution (BSI) has a translation advisory service.
* Embassies, High Commissions, Consulates may keep lists of their nationals who offer a translating service.

Translating is a well-paid occupation — or so it seems from an author’s viewpoint. The price of translation is usually quoted as a rate per thousand words or, for small jobs, a unit called a folio, 75 words, is used, and is the least that will be charged for. The main factors likely to put up the cost of any translation are, the language to be used (i.e. non-Roman scripts like Arabic, Japanese or Russian will be significantly more expensive), and any special requirements such as side-by-side translations or additional copywriting skills. Cost assessment will be based on:

* Time factors.
* Technical content.
* Specialised subject matter.
* Specifications or standards to be observed.
* Language — European/non-European/non-Roman script.
* Any proofreading or other tasks involved.

English is now the major world language in terms of international communication. In areas of science and technology this dominance is even more pronounced. The Internet has only increased the change from lingua franca to lingua britannia, or more specifically, lingua america. Over the years this has tended to give the British a false sense of security. An insular mentality has prevented any great leaps forward, but one way of counteracting it is to make sure that all technical and customer support documentation receives the best possible translation into the language of the target population. Efficient communication overcomes many other deficiencies.

43. Abstracting & Abridging

The New Oxford Dictionary of English defines an abstract as “mak[ing] a written summary or statement of (an article or book): staff who index and abstract material for an online database … a summary or statement of the contents of a book, article, or formal speech: an abstract of her speech.”

To abridge is similar: “shorten (a book, film, speech, or other text) without losing the sense.” Abridgement is “a shortened version of a larger work.”

Abridging is usually used for larger works, especially literary; abstracting is more often used for scientific, technical, or legal articles. The process is usually the same, however, and clients will often use the two words synonymously. The essential difference is that an appended summary of a report, or book, will be an abstract, while a shortening of the whole book from say 50,000 to 20,000 words is an abridgement. 

Technical writers may occasionally be asked to do this, but it’s not a usual task for the general practitioner. This is very much a specialised job, given to those with a particular skill for extracting the nub of the matter, and reducing a whole lot of words to a concise and meaningful few. If you have a penchant for this type of work you are advised to consult a number of technical treatises on the subject, usually found in manuals of librarianship or database studies.

44. Indexing

A good index is essential for any technical document intended for reference. Indeed, the reference value of a technical book may be directly proportional to the quality of its index. Generally, two types of index are used:

* A general index at the back of a book — sometimes divided into names and subject indexes.
* A detailed contents list (so detailed it serves the function of an index) with subheadings — perhaps one for each chapter.

In technical handbooks, the contents list breakdown is normally employed. A list of abbreviations and a glossary are occasionally added, but a full index is often omitted completely. The reason for this is partly that the book must be updated at frequent intervals and may never be fixed into any final form. It may also be the case that few copies will be required and the standards (and costs) incurred for a commercial work would be inappropriate.

Commercial technical books of any weight or reputation include a general index, which is normally the last item in the end pages. The index is the responsibility of the writer and will either be compiled by him or placed with a professional indexer. If the book is part of a series, the depth, and hence length, of the index will be laid down by the series house style. Otherwise, an author should aim to make an index as comprehensive and comprehensible as resources of time and patience allow.

An index can only be finally completed when the book is in page proof. But much of the groundwork can be prepared in advance. In the period between sending the manuscript to the publisher and receiving the proofs, the author should go through the text, extracting the items of subjects required for the index. These can be written out on cards or slips of paper, or preferably using some indexing software. Card index, bundled in with Windows, is a useful tool in this respect, though there are more sophisticated examples.

The complexity of an index will depend on the scope of the subject, and the depth of treatment applied. It may be straightforward as in:

Convergence,111
adjustment, 113–118, 180
dynamic, 148
static, 148

Or all-embracing, as in Hugh Thomas’s Unfinished History of the World in which the index takes up 41 pages:

women, as slaves in ancient Iraq, 39; and childbearing,
52–53; use of wet nurses, 52, 53; breast and bottle
feeding, 53–4, 385; position in India, 56; home workers,
120, 121, 251; Liberation Movement, 172–3, 408–9; era of
100 per cent marriage, 232; fall in age of sexual maturity’
232n; hours of work, 255, 256…&c.

Several points may be made here: “Use of wet nurses, 52, 53;” as against, “breast and bottle feeding, 53–4.” The difference shows that the wet nurses are referred to only in passing on pages 52 and 53, whereas breast and bottle feeding constitute a substantial section over pages 53–4.

If a number of trivial inclusions occur over a sequence of pages, the device 52ff may be employed.

The reference to “fall in age of sexual maturity, 232n” indicates, by the use of n after the page number, that it is included in a footnote on that page.

If a particular topic occurs more or less continuously throughout a work, the word passim can be used instead of page numbers.

Subjects may be cross-referenced if this helps the reader: “Printing…see Lithography”. Too zealous an application of this device, however, can be tedious, if not confusing.

45. The Development Documentation System (DDS)

DDS is a documentation/methodology employed in system design. It can be used for both electrical and mechanical engineering disciplines, covering hardware, software, logic and functional dimensions. It has become a versatile tool for designers of any system, allowing detailed recording of progress as the project develops. It’s not a publications application, but more a methodology and information system for development purposes. Writers, however, may be involved in its implementation, and will refer to it during the writing of other project documentation. It is a good example of documentation and information organization systems, which is how we are using in here.

The Development Documentation System was begun in the Sixties by the Naval Applied Science Laboratory in America. Since then much work has been done on it in the UK, and it has been used effectively for some naval and military projects. A full account of the procedure can be found in the MoD’s Naval Weapons Specifications.

DDS uses a hierarchical approach to the recording of design information. The levels move from the general to the detailed: from the highest and broadest level (showing the system itself) through as many intermediate levels as are considered necessary, to the lowest (illustrating the smallest detail). The format used will depend on the engineering discipline involved, and whether the subject matter is software, hardware, function or logic orientated. Advantages of DDS include:

* Ease of update.
* Results of studies or analysis may be incorporated.
* Evolves with the project, allowing a dynamic approach to documentation.
* Provides a complete record of the design stages.
* Enables a testing philosophy to be formulated at an early phase of development.
* Allows a wide choice of record formats.
* Co-ordinates all design information without necessarily replacing standard publications’ procedures.
* Presents maximum information in minimum time.
* Excellent for monitoring progress.
* Encourages a systems approach to design which smoothes over any interface
problems.

DDS is an example of a systems approach to technical documentation which authors may not come across often unless working on military projects. Newer technology methods have developed and extended it to match the complexity of modern engineering design. But if a technical writer gets involved in a very large project, such as the development of an aircraft, he/she will be plunged into a documentation implementation arrangement very similar to DDS.

46. Diagnostic and Maintenance Documentation

The role of the maintenance engineer has changed dramatically over recent years. With the increased complexity and turnover of hardware devices, it has not been possible to train him sufficiently within the time available as in more expansive days. One of the consequences of this is that the diagnostic/maintenance engineer develops a range of systems skills at the expense of a thoroughgoing knowledge of discrete component technology. He also makes use of a number of modern aids, including specifically designed documentation.

One of the simplest and most cost-effective ways of maintaining a complex system is by the use of an algorithm — usually expressed as a flowchart — or a Functionally Identified Maintenance System (FIMS). An algorithm is a step-by-step procedure, or list of instructions, for a process. A recipe is an algorithm; so is the mathematical base of a computer program.

A flowchart is a diagram representing an algorithm. Certain symbols are taken to depict nodal points in the process. A diamond shape signifies a decision point, the question being formulated within the block, and two of the angles representing yes and no exits. Similarly, a circle is used for a terminal point, either the beginning or end of a process, or as a link to another sheet. Flowcharts are useful, not only in computer programming, but also as a means of simplifying a complicated diagnostic/maintenance procedure. In such a system, the engineer is given a series of specific actions or observations. Questions are posed, to which the answer is either yes or no — proceed or perform some action.

A related method, but of wider scope and applicability, is the Functionally Identified Maintenance system. The FIMS concept is based on functional flow diagrams which depict functional sequences rather than hardware boundaries. The documentation provides the maintainer with a coherent test strategy, logically presented at various levels of complexity. Each level follows on from the preceding one, allowing a structured approach to maintenance not unlike the program steps running a computer.

Fault diagnosis is a logical process beginning with an “overview” and moving down to a lower, or detailed, levels. Certain definite stages may be isolated:

* Collate and analyse symptoms
* Examine equipment.
* Locate fault(s) and cause(s).
* Repair or replace faulty part or unit.
* Test performance.

FIMS documentation reflects this process using a variety of formats at each of three or more levels:

* High or “master” level — general overview showing major functions.
* Intermediate level(s) — functional subsystems within each major function.
* Low level — the most detailed level.

Functional block diagrams depict functional flows in a left to right direction. Hardware configurations are not relevant to the flow of the diagram, but may be indicated in some way within it.
Functional block texts consist of blocks containing textual descriptions of useful testing information.
Maintenance dependency charts show, in graphical form, the functions and the events which define the dependencies between them. It’s a symbolic charting of the functional block diagram.
Symptom analysis charts sometimes replace the maintenance dependency charts at the higher levels.
Test data charts list test points, setting-up procedures, and interpretation of results.
Layout diagrams revert to hardware boundaries enabling the maintainer to locate precise repair points.
Fault-finding and repair are not always carried out by the same technician. Consequently, a division is usually necessary within the documentation to reflect the needs of both diagnosis and maintenance.

47. Network Planning

Whenever a number of people co-operate on a project to a timescale, and with a common end in view, it becomes necessary to introduce some form of planning. Effort needs to be dovetailed, resources allocated with maximum cost-saving efficiency; foreseeable breakdowns avoided, and any potential frustrations or wastage eliminated.

In industry, the most applicable methods of planning involve the construction of a network. Technical authors may have to work within the compass of a project network or, if the documentation itself is of sufficient complexity, construct one themselves. This section briefly outlines the essential facts of network planning techniques. More specific information can be obtained from bundled documentation with relevant software packages.

At its broadest, planning usually involves the following elements:

* Objectives.
* Necessary steps to meet objectives.
* Estimates of time and resources needed to meet each step.
* Risks and contingencies.
* Total time required.
* Total cost.
* Alternatives.
* Decision.
* Establishing schedules.

As a further refinement we may say that a project will be based on:

* Policy.
* Objectives.
* Planning.
* Scheduling.
* Control.

If all this seems fairly elementary, it’s surprising how at least one of these simple elements can be left unattended and cause untold grief at later stages of the project. It’s just as well to spell everything out at the start and instil everyone with the confidence that it’s “all under control”. Good planning is almost always about remembering the basics and building complexity on top of them.

The relationship between these various elements is essentially dynamic and in a state of constant tension. In large projects, imperfections and deviations are always present and should be anticipated, not swept under the carpet. Efficient linkage and channels of communication are therefore crucial if the whole edifice is not to crumble into chaos — a far more likely outcome in most cases that elegant perfection!

One of the methods employed to achieve this is the network plan. As constituted, the planning network forms a subtle and responsive management control system, integrated in depth, and permitting analysis of data and subsequent control of uncertain situations. A carefully constructed network will:

* Define future work.
* Compare supply and demand of resources to improve schedules.
* Improve logistics of resource supply.
* Allow tighter financial control.
* Monitor project progress.

In most forms of networking, nodal points are defined (usually represented as boxes or circles) depicting specific events or distinct particulars of the project. Arrowed lines between the nodes signify activities or elements required to attain the intervening stage. These relationships are constructed at first without reference to time or dates. Subsequent analysis of events by time reveals a series of concurrent and interconnected processes, each with its own scheduling logic. The total time to complete the project is represented by the most time-consuming path through the network, the critical path. This is the minimum time necessary to finish the job.

Other, shorter paths, have certain amounts of leeway built into them, known as slack or float time. Any delay here will not imperil the project’s completion date. But a hold-up on the critical path will inevitably prolong the project and disturb the schedule. This method of networking is known as Critical Path Analysis (CPA) and is one of the most useful tools in large project management.

Another hoary old system is the Project Evaluation and Review Technique, or PERT. The main difference between the two methods is that PERT is event-orientated in that it analyses the events, or turning points, of a project, while CPA is activity-orientated. 

Networks may also be hierarchical, or subdivided into levels — as with DDS and FIMS. There are multi-level networks, in which the subdivisions are in tiers of higher and lower level networks, a sort of three-dimensional formation.

A further variant is the sectionalised network, which simply splits the total plan into small parts for the sake of convenience. An author may well get such a piece of a larger network depicting the documentation schedules and activities.

It sometimes happens that different, though related, projects are linked by consequence of common management or resources, or simultaneous completion dates. In these cases, multi-project networks of great sophistication (and vulnerability) are often devised. This is usually achieved by creating a mathematical model in which every element and potential problem is rigorously defined. Every possible intangible is reduced to numeric data, and all imprecisions quantified. It should be obvious to the student that this approach borders on voodoo and the outcomes are often just as speculative.

48. Copyright

Until recently, British copyright lasted for fifty years beyond the author’s death. Now, this has been extended by the EU to seventy years. There is support too for efforts to secure a decent return from those who would readily exploit an author’s work without paying for it. Photocopying used to be a licence to save money. Hardly anyone thought twice before reproducing articles, chapters from books or even a whole book without reference to the copyright holder. 

There are now agreements with education and commerce on a licensing scheme for reprographic rights. Whether or not a similar scheme can be applied to electronic rights depends largely on developing an effective policing policy. Reports are already filtering through the technological grapevine of new metering systems which will allow publishers to monitor and record the use of their information on the Internet and other networks. In early 1997, the World Intellectual Property Organisation, the UN’s agency responsible for administering copyright conventions, required member states to outlaw devices aimed at bypassing technical measures to prevent unauthorised copying.

Meanwhile, there is much that the individual writer can do to guard against the free use of what is, or what might turn out to be, a valuable property. The starting point is the small print of the contract.

One unnecessary fuss over copyright, centred on a scheme launched by Simon & Schuster, followed by Macmillan and Wiley, “to keep works of academic value in print on a permanent basis” by printing on demand. (Modern digital printing techniques allow works to be stored on disk, updated frequently, and printed off “just in time” to the customer’s order). The drawback, from an author’s point of view, is that while under current rules if a book goes out of print for more than eight weeks the copyright in the text reverts to the author, this print-on-demand initiative could be used by a publisher to hold onto these rights. The issue will doubtless be decided eventually by combat between expensive lawyers. Meanwhile, we can only wonder at the further confusion over who owns what created by the new technology. In the Far East it is reckoned that over 90% of all videocassettes sold are pirated. Unauthorized printing of books in China, Russia and a motley of smaller nations is said to be depriving British publishers and their authors of £200m a year. As for the photocopier, it’s now responsible for some 300 billion pages of illegally reproduced material.In most books a copyright notice appears on one of the front pages. In its simplest form this is the symbol © followed by the name of the copyright owner and the year of first publication. The assertion of copyright may be emphasised by the phrase “All rights reserved”, and in the case there are any lingering doubts the reader may be warned that “No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without permission”.

But this is to overstate the case. In principle, a quotation of a “substantial” extract from a copyright work or for any quotation of copyright material, however short, for an anthology must be approved by the publishers of the original work. But there is no fixed rule on what constitutes a substantial extract. In any case, even a lengthy quotation from a copyright work may not be an infringement if it is “fair dealing”…for purposes of criticism or review”.

Difficulties can arise when the identity of a copyright holder is unclear. The publisher of the relevant book may have gone out of business or been absorbed into a conglomerate, leaving no records of the original imprint. Detective work can be yet more convoluted when it comes to unpublished works. When copyright holders are hard to trace, the likeliest source of help is the Writers and their Copyright Holders project, otherwise known as WATCH. A joint enterprise of the universities of Texas and Reading, WATCH has created a database of English-language authors whose papers are housed in archives and manuscript repositories. The database is available free of charge on the Internet. If, despite best efforts, a copyright holder cannot be found, there are two options: either to cut the extract or to press ahead with publication in the hope that if the copyright holder does find out he will not object or will not demand an outrageous fee. The risk can be minimized by an open acknowledgement that every effort to satisfy the law has been made.

With the 1988 Copyright Designs and Patents Act, the European concept of “moral rights” was introduced into British law. The most basic is the right of “paternity” which entitles authors to be credited as the creators of their work. However, paternity must be asserted in writing and is not retrospective. No right of paternity attaches to authors of computer programs, or to writers who create works as part of their employment, or journalists, or as contributors to a “collective work”, such as an encyclopaedia, dictionary, or year book.

A second moral right is that of integrity. In theory, this opens ways to forceful objections to any “derogatory statement” if derogatory amounts to “distortion or mutilation … or is otherwise prejudicial to the honour or reputation of the author”.

Moral rights may “be waived by written agreement or with the consent of the author”. 

Writers trying to sell ideas should start on the assumption that it is almost impossible to stake an exclusive claim. So much unsolicited material comes the way of publishers and script departments, that the duplication of ideas is inevitable. A writer who is nervous of the attention of rivals is best advised to maintain a certain reticence in dealings with the media.

49. Contracts

Many technical writers are “self-employed professionals”, a term which covers a multitude of … (Just fill in the word you would most prefer). There are therefore two types of contract which will apply:

* A contract with an organization for a batch of work, or single job, often time-limited.
* A contract with a publisher for a specific book, or other work.

In the first case, it’s always wise to have a personal approach to these contracts which avoids the obvious elephant traps. The following isn’t perfect, but it will give you a structured approach to dealing with a new contractor.

* Read the contract first before signing.
* Keep a record of what has been agreed and compare this with the contract proffered. It won’t always agree because different people will have prepared the contract. Don’t take anything on trust.
* Try to summarize each paragraph. Note any possible objections as you go. It’s easy to forget a point later.
* Beware of complexity: “The party of the second part is known as the party of the second part.” [Marx Brothers]. “Second Part: There is no second part.”
* Make sure your advisers are competent in this particular area of law.
* Check everything, and if you can’t agree, tell the contractor. Be polite.
* You will have your sticking points. So will they. Recognize them and try to reach a fair compromise. If that’s impossible, walk away with a smile.
* If you sign, move heaven and high water to comply with the terms. Your reputation is at stake.

For contracts with publishers, we have already covered some of the problem areas under Copyright above. There is much that a writer can do to guard against the free use of what is, or what might turn out to be, a valuable property. The starting point is the small print of the contract. Any publisher who offers a deal that is dependent on exclusive rights must be regarded with suspicion. It’s likely that he has no intention of paying the author a single penny beyond a basic fee or royalty. This is what happens to contributors to academic and specialist journals, who are invariably asked to assign their copyright as a condition of publication. Even those who make a living out of writing and are skilled in the devious ways of publishing can lose out simply by ignoring the subsidiary clauses of a contract or, if reading them, by not realizing the long-term implications.

Once surrendered, copyright cannot be retrieved. An assignment of copyright is binding. There may well be occasions when the surrender of copyright is justified. A writer who works to order, adapting material provided for a company training course, say, or a sponsored history to be used as a promotional tool, would be pushing his luck to ask for more than a set fee.

50. Afterword

Fritjof Capra, in his book The Tao of Physics, explains the task of a technical writer as follows: “The notion that all scientific models and theories are approximate and that their verbal interpretations always suffer from the inaccuracy of our language was already commonly accepted by scientists at the beginning of th 20th century, when a new and completely unexpected development took place. The study of the world of atoms forced physicists to realise that our common language is not only inaccurate, but totally inadequate to describe the atomic and sub-atomic reality. Quantum theory and relativity theory, the two bases of modern physics, have made it clear that this reality transcends classical logic and that we cannot talk about it in ordinary language.”

That this theoretical sophistication will eventually filter through to the down-to-earth concepts of engineering is certain, and has probably happened already. As science continually reassesses itself in terms of its wider implications, engineering too will need to adapt to the new complexities and possibilities. Language will be forced to expand and develop in an attempt to remain abreast of the new philosophies. Even simple technical descriptions, essential for complete understanding, will need to reflect the depth of theoretical complexity inherent in modern devices.

Technical writers of the near future will be resourceful individuals. They will need to span disciplines even more than they do now. But while techniques move on, and change is there to be described, they will survive. And, with a bit of luck, prosper.

51. Reinforcements: The Field

Manuals
Level of readership: Technical manuals are produced for the skill level of the reader/user. There are at least three levels for maintenance handbooks:

* Simple maintenance
* Technical maintenance
* Workshop technical maintenance.

Customer support documentation: All literature written with the aim of providing a customer with accurate, up-to-date information about a particular product.
Specification: Detailed description of a product. A document prepared by an authority as a basis for the production of a technical manual.
BS4884: British Standard specification for technical manuals. Uses a nine-category system of book organisation.
Synopsis: A document, varying in detail, providing a summary of the contents of a book or document. Typically it contains chapter headings, subheadings and subject breakdown. It may also include a page count and/or an estimate of the number of paragraphs. A list of illustrations is usually provided. Useful for costing and organisation of material.
Vetting: A technical check on draft material.

Reports
Product documentation: Literature which provides information on a product and its progress.
Purposes of a report: To give an account of a subject. To arrive at a basis for discussion. To reach a conclusion. To plan further action. To make recommendations. To disseminate data. To provide a record or reference.
Subject-orientated report: Divided into topics or subject groups.
Chronological report: “Real-time” record of events or progress.
Conceptual report: Abstract or philosophical aspects of a subject.
Main features of a report: Title, contents, aim, summary, body of document, conclusions, index.

Technical articles
Article: Compact piece with a central point or theme.
Angle: Journalistic term relating to the orientation of an article in terms of its subject matter.
An article requires: Organisation — construction allowing the reader maximum access to the subject; and Readability — quality of a piece of writing that maintains a reader’s interest throughout.

Technical sales literature
Glossy: A brochure produced on high-quality paper with coloured illustrations, and which attempts to maximise the sales of a product or service.
Motif: A theme or recurring logo linking the pages of a book.
Visuals: “Roughs” or visuals are a dummy copy of a brochure sketched out by a graphic artist.

Technical training material
Programmed learning package: A collection of aids, usually “mixed-media”, structured for layer-type or reinforcement learning. The aim is to administer a measured quantity of information in fixed units of time.
Reinforcement learning: A spin-off of Pavlov’s classic conditioning experiment on dogs, but this time aimed at humans. Reinforcement is achieved by ingenious repeating techniques, using data which may be subtly veiled to make it more palatable to a modern audience.

Software documentation
Software: Anything in a computer system not definable as hardware: the programs, operating system, compilers, utilities and documentation.
Program maintenance: The act of patching or fixing a program when a bug is found. In practice, there is no way of testing every loop and procedure in a long, complex program. Consequently, errors may be constantly discovered in even the most mature software. The documentalist annotates programs in such a way as to provide maximum assistance for subsequent maintainers.
Stages of software development: As any other technical product: requirement, specification, system design, software system design, program design, implementation, integration, acceptance testing, maintenance &c.

52. Outline and Design Phase

Requirement
Identification of requirement: The adjacent points identify the key areas in eliciting a client’s requirements:

* Specification
* Target readership
* Deadline
* Information available
* Maintenance philosophy
* Subcontractors involved
* Commercial parts incorporated
* Author’s contacts
* Validation procedure
* Editorial procedure
* Documentation meetings.

Specification
Specification is a document prepared by an authority as a basis for the production of technical literature. In addition, we use this term to cover the format, length, and presentation of the document. As well as British Standards, there are many military and civil specs.

Outline design
The outline design anticipates:

* The information an author will need
* The synopsis of the document
* The cost estimate of the work to be done.

It summarises both the specification and the requirement, and looks forward to the sources and type of data that will be needed.

Sources of information
Types of information: Information may come in three ways:

* Printed information
* Verbal information
* Visual information.

The British Library: The national library of Great Britain which has a number of branches useful to the technology researcher.
Classification system: Methods — numeric or alpha-numeric — of allotting to publications a specific classification which distinguishes them from others.
Information search sequence: The following step by step sequence outlines a logical procedure for researching information at a library:

1. Establish subject areas and terminology.
2. Extract classifications from library catalogues.
3. Search index and directories for relevant publications.
4. Order publications not available at library.
5. Compile bibliography of the subject for further research.
6. Consult periodical indexes for state of the art data.
7. Obtain details of trade papers and journals from press guides.
8. Make list of relevant research organisations.
9. Examine year books for appropriate standards and specs.
10. Look through Patent indexes for useful information.

Universal Decimal classification: A ten-point classification system of which Class 6 refers to Applied Science and Technology, and 62 covers Engineering Sciences.
Library of Congress classification: An alpha-numeric method used to classify the publication stock of the US Library of Congress.
International Standard Book Number: A number prefaced by ISBN and found usually on the history page of most published books. Used extensively in computerised and tele-ordering systems.

Contacts
Points for approaching a contact:

* Areas needing clarification
* Queries on modifications
* Technical interpretation
* New information.

A visit should accomplish:

* Points answered
* Queries clarified
* Equipment examined
* Way paved for next stage.

Meetings
Chairman’s main considerations:

* Is meeting necessary?
* Who should come?
* Are they available?
* Subject of discussion?
* What is to be achieved?
* Start/finish times?
* Venue?
* Advance information?
* Supplementary topics?

Agenda 
The agenda of a meeting will usually contain:

* Place, time, and date
* Subject
* Order of discussion
* Other business.

Information gathering
Data management: The problems associated with technical information revolve around:

* Accumulation
* Retention
* Accessibility

Printed information: May come in the form of:

* Previous manuals
* Sales documents
* Specifications
* Test schedules
* Parts catalogues
* Diagrams and drawings.

Verbal information: The most difficult to deal with in that it requires use of memory, notetaking, and/or tape recordings.
Visual information: All authors should have sight of the equipment they are writing about. This information is best stored in sketch or photographic form.

The synopsis
Defines the topic breakdown chapter by chapter and section by section. It includes the amount of detail to be covered, and the number and type of illustrations to be used. It should comprise:

* Chapter number
* Provisional title of chapter
* Subject of chapter
* Topic breakdown
* Illustrations
* Page estimate
* Other remarks.

Costing
Writing terms: Writing tasks are usually undertaken on the adjacent terms:

* Fixed price quotation
* Cost plus
* Limit of liability.

Office overheads: Approximately 125% of basic labour.
Cost of handbook: Labour + materials + office overheads.
Quotation charge to client: Cost + profit + VAT.

53. Reinforcements - Development

First draft
Learning curve: The time needed to assimilate the brief. It’s derived from a graphical curve illustrating the rate of learning against time. The curve tends to rise steeply in the beginning, before reaching a plateau. If the effort is continued, another jump occurs prior to settling down to a further plateau.

Heading weight: The importance given to a heading by means of its case, position on the page, underlining, italics &c. A chapter heading has a higher “weight” than a subheading.

Pagination: Page numbering. Many systems exist, but generally, those used in Tech. Pubs. will be more informative than decorative.

Style of writing
Man-machine languages: Abbreviated languages, almost akin to software, which, in theory, can be read both by automated machines and their human operators. Much vaunted in recent years, but experiencing problems of implementation.
Style: In the sense used here, style is a function of textual narrative. It’s characteristics are: clarity, cadence, and appropriateness. Bad style employs jargon, cliché, inappropriate ornament, and a use of stale imagery that closes down thought.

Technical vetting
Validation: The act of vetting a draft for technical accuracy and balance of interpretation.

Editing
Editing function: In technical writing an editor is concerned with three aspects of a draft:

* Does it conform to spec or house style?
* Is the flow of material logical?
* Is the grammar and punctuation correct?

Principles of editing: An editor checks a manuscript for:
* Conformity of headings to spec
* Pagination
* Paragraph numbering
* Contents list reflecting text
* Layout of illustrations
* Unusual or ugly word usage
* Undefined abbreviations
* Unnecessary words
* Unexplained technical terminology
* General balance
* Ambiguities
* Punctuation
* Construction
* Spelling.

54. Reinforcements – Final Draft

Final draft
Copy preparation: The following points should be observed when preparing copy for the typist or compositor:

* Use double spacing
* Type or print on one side of the paper
* Be legible
* Number each sheet consecutively
* Circle keying instruction so that they don’t become part of the text
* Conform to house style.

Cast off: Estimating the length of a document in terms of pages. Word processor packages, like MS Word, will give you the number of characters and words. No-one manually estimates these now.
Prelims: Preliminary pages. These may be:

* Half-title page
* Half-title verso


* Title page
* Title verso
* Preface/foreword
* Contents list
* List of illustrations.

End pages: The final pages in a book following the body text:

* Conclusions
* Postscript
* Glossary
* Notes/references
* Appendixes/annexes
* Bibliography
* Index.

Production Phase
Proofreading
Types of proof: There are three types of proof in the traditional printing process:

* Galley proofs
* Page proofs
* Machine proofs.

There is also an intermediate stage of proofing referred to as “page-on-galley” proofs. The first two categories indicate the textual arrangement of the type, but not the final print finish. The machine proof approximates this quality.
Corrections at proof stage: Two types of correction are acknowledged by printers:

* Compositors’ errors corrected by printer or author.
* Author’s corrections indicated during proofreading.

The first are usually made gratis, but the second may be limited to 10% of the total cost of composition.

55. Reinforcements - Printing

Printing
Categories of printing methods: Most modern technical documentation will be printed by fast laser, docuprint techniques, often in-house, leaving the writer considerable control over the final outcome. Still to be found, however, are three traditional methods of printing:

* Relief printing
* Intaglio printing
* Planographic printing.

Relief printingTechnical Illustrations

Diagrams
Diagrams are two-dimensional line representations, usually intended for line plate reproduction. They are used in the presentation of symbolic, statistical, and functional information.

Line illustrations
Reproduction of line illustrations: These pictorial drawings are reproduced in a single solid colour with no tonal gradation. They have no intermediate grey tones and consist entirely of lines, dots or solids.
Perspective drawings: Realism is added to line illustrations by means of perspective:

* One-point (parallel)
* Two-point (angular)
* Three-point (oblique)

Three-point perspective is usually incorporated in technical illustration because it is the only form which allows the depiction of three faces of an object without distortion.

Vanishing points are dots placed at the periphery of a perspective drawing to which parallel lines apparently converge. This gives the impression of actual perspective on a two-dimensional plane. In three-point perspective, three vanishing points are used.

Half-tones
Half-tone process: is used to reproduce any subject employing continuous tonal gradation. The material is overlaid with a screened negative or glass plate, which breaks up the image into a pattern of dots of apparently varying density.

Validating technical illustrations
Checklist for vetting illustrations:

* Has spec been followed?
* Is format right?
* Are there technical errors?
* Is title correct?
* Is lettering of sufficient size?
* Are page and figure numbers correct?
* Is security marking accurate?
* Are layout and composition clear?
* Is line thickness correct?
* Are cross-references correct?
* Is material crossing spine clear?
* Is shading correctly placed?
* Have tints or colour codes been correctly indexed?

56. Technical Editing

Technical editors are often thought of as some way beneath technical authors in the food chain. In trade publishing, however, editors, of one sort or another, occupy positions from the very top (the Commissioning Editor or Editorial Director), through the middle ranks (the Production and Managing Editors), to almost the bottom of the heap (the freelance copyeditor).

In this module we will concern ourselves with the broad sweep of the publishing editor’s perspective, but, most of all, with that of the copyeditor/proofreader, with special emphasis on the technical field, where appropriate.

The Commissioning Editor
It’s the Commissioning Editor who sets the ball rolling for the publication of a book, either by taking a manuscript from an agent — or less commonly these days, the slush pile — or by commissioning a known writer to undertake the task. This editor is now under some threat by new ideas in the publishing business.

When S.I. Newhouse took over the American publishing giant Random House, a number of sweeping changes were implemented. Editorial decisions were placed under tight constraint and usually heavily influenced by accountancy criteria. As Andre Schiffrin, an editor at the time, puts it:

“It is only in retrospect that the inevitability of this pattern emerged, though we ought to have been able to identify it at the start. While initially claiming that he would leave editorial decisions alone, Newhouse soon made changes at Random House that moved it in a far more commercial direction. Random’s profitable college [educational] department (as opposed to its weak school line) was sold off early in the game; Newhouse was so eager to get rid of it that he was willing to sell it for half of what it subsequently fetched when it was resold.”

The proceeds of this sale were used to buy another, seemingly very profitable, publisher’s list. The problem was that the accountants — not totally au fait with the book market — had got it wrong. Millions were wasted buying other properties, and selling bits of Random House. Shiffrin continues:

“Despite his early promise of editorial independence, Newhouse soon became personally involved in acquiring and commissioning titles…He arranged for huge advances to be paid to figures who clearly had very little to say in public but whose names were supposed to attract the curious masses.”

We cite the above passages to highlight the current plight of serious authors and editors within the publishing business, and the cavalier way some technical writing has been treated by the big boys of the print world. Thankfully, other specialist companies have stepped in and we are now seeing the emergence of a thriving print and electronic market in technical, especially IT, content and writing.

The Commissioning Editor, then, pursues publishable books in a variety of ways, whether through auctions with other publishers, or by in-house means. It’s the most entrepreneurial role in publishing, and if this is the route you would like to go you must be very well educated, very well connected, have a total grounding in the publishing world, a great enthusiasm for books, and be able to present a case for buying snow to Eskimos. This is not an easy job to get and very few succeed in making it to the top. Those that do often become legends in their own lifetimes — others just think they are.

The commissioning editor also helps shape the book, holding the author’s hand during the process. At this level the editor is more concerned with the structure of the project, rather than the minutiae of the text or the grammar. Here is a description of a typical Commissioning Editor by a former one:

“The Senior Editor is first and foremost a voracious reader. She [and it most often is a she] reads everything from newspapers to novels, and from encyclopaedias and dictionaries to popular magazines. She is gregarious enough to get along with authors, illustrators, designers, and other editors, and to build good relationships with agents (an agent with whom she has a good working relationship is more likely to funnel worthwhile projects and good writers her way); she is aggressive enough to go after an author she admires and to ‘sell’ a project she loves to her colleagues. She is a risk taker, creative enough to follow her instincts rather than slavishly follow trends. She is also an optimist: she believes in her books and authors and is ready to go in to bat for them. She has to be flexible, because her day, if not her life, will involve a constant juggling of responsibilities. She is well organised and detail orientated, knowing how important it is to keep a ‘paper trail’ for each project. She is practical as well as idealistic, never forgetting that publishing is a business and that books are products as well as creations of the imagination. And, like every editor worth his salt, she has a lifelong love affair with — and respect for — words.”

If you match up to that considerable template, good luck, you can’t fail! One more quote; this time from Thomas McCormack, Editorial Director of St. Martin’s Press. Here Thomas lists the qualities required for a good top-level editor: “Intelligence, sensitivity, tact, articulateness, industry, patience, accessibility, promptness, orderliness, thoroughness, a capacity to work alone, a capacity to work with others. Plus sensibility and craft. No humans need apply.”


Searched and organized by Sam (fromheavenz@msn.com)


