Technical Writing
Technical writing is a formal style of writing used today in areas as varied as business, science, engineering, technology, social science, and education. Its purpose is to transfer of complex information in a manner that is useful, clear, and easy to understand.  Some common examples of technical documents are sales catalogs, financial reports, resumes, handbooks, standard operating procedures, appliance manuals, and business proposals.
Identifying Audience and Purpose
Audience analysis is an important element of all technical writing.  First, the writer must identify who the reader will be.  Then the writer must determine what information the reader requires, the reader’s background, and the level of understanding.  The technical writer must also consider the reason for the document.  Is it to inform, persuade, solve a problem, or tell how to do a process.  

Organizing and Formatting a Document
Technical writing looks different from other forms of writing, such as newspapers and fiction books. Content is generally delivered in a direct, linear format. Information is presented in specially arranged units called chunks. These chunks are organized through the use of headings, white space, section dividers, horizontal rules, numbering, bulleted lists, and boldface type.  Graphics, such as diagrams, tables, and charts can enhance the text and help the reader further understand the information.

An Awareness of Language
Technical writing is not creative writing. Flowery prose, snazzy verbs, colorful adjectives, or long paragraphs do not belong in a technical document.  The technical writer must choose words that convey ideas effectively and efficiently.  Language should be clear, direct, and grammatically correct.  A technical writer should use active rather than passive voice, avoid jargon, and write compact sentences and paragraphs.  This will ensure that the reader does not have to struggle to understand the information.  

Research

A technical writer may not know everything about his subject before he begins.  The writer must gather information from existing documents and subject matter experts, known as SMEs.  Through research, a technical writer can become a mini-expert in the subject area, but his main skill lies in being an expert in documentation.  Thus, with the proper research, a technical writer can write on almost any subject he chooses.

A Few Final Thoughts

The ability to translate technical knowledge in a clear, concise manner is a skill that can be developed with practice. The challenge for the technical writer is to present the information in a way that a person who isn’t an expert can understand and use. People who are technical writers should have good research skills, a command of grammar and language, an understanding of audience, and the ability to deliver technical information in a straightforward manner.
© 2010 Board of Regents University of Nebraska


