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General:

What do technical writers do exactly? How would an information technology (IT) company or department benefit from having a technical writer? This document answers these questions and serves as an introduction to the technical writing profession. 

The purpose of this document is to provide basic information about technical writing, what technical writers can offer an IT department or company, and information sources for technical communicators.

Guideline:

What do Technical Writers Do?

Technical writers in the information technology field may do one or many of the following tasks:

1. Create documentation standards for the project, department, or/and company:

a. Choose a manual of style to which writers must comply.

b. Create an in-house manual of style that includes documentation standards (term and punctuation usage, and so on) unique to the project, department, or company.

c. Create document templates containing the document formatting standards to which writers must comply. This may be Word, FrameMaker, or Web templates.

i. Create instructions for using the templates.

2. Write/Edit/Maintain technical documentation according to the documentation standards of the project. Documentation may include:

a. Software user manuals.

b. Technical specification documents.

c. Business design documents.

d. Technical processes and standards documents.

e. Technical marketing information.

f. Application program interface (API) documentation.

g. Software installation manuals.

h. Any other technical documentation.

3. Test applications, systems, and Web sites. 

Since technical writers are often the first users to see an application, system or Web site, and since they may know the application very well from writing the user manual and possibly the technical specifications and business design documents, they are an excellent resource for some, or all, of the following application/system/Web site testing tasks:

a. Writing test scripts from requirements.

b. Black box testing.

c. Usability testing (testing if the application is easy to understand and use for the end-user).

d. Other application testing (such as GUI, functionality, system, and regression testing) depending on the technical background of the writer.

4. Train application/system end-users.

Since technical writers may know the application or system very well from writing the user manual and possibly testing the application or system, they may be an excellent resource for some or all of the following application/system training tasks:

a. Creating application/system training manuals and presentation material.

b. Training end-users how to use the application/system in a training class.

c. Creating CBTs.

d. Creating e-learning courses.

5. Assist in marketing.

Since technical writers know an application or system from writing about it (and possibly testing it and training end-users in user it), they may be an excellent resource for:

a. Creating marketing presentation material of high-level functionality of the application or system, what it can and cannot do, who would benefit from using it, and how they would benefit.

b. Giving presentations to prospective clients

6. Create application, system, or Web site help system using HTML or help authoring software like eHelp RoboHelp.

7. Research/Create/Manage Web/intranet/extranet/Internet content.

8. Gather requirements for new application projects from the client from an end-user point of view.

Technical communicators may branch out and become documentation specialists or consultants, or specialize in human factors, design, or management. Following are some examples:

9. Information mapping.

10. Information design (knowledgeable of documentation life cycle).

11. Knowledge management.

12. Web site design.

13. Documenting Web site specifications.

14. Assisting in creating Web sites (doing some of the coding or scripting).

15. Documentation project management (knowledgeable of documentation life cycle).

16. Working in Content management systems (such as DocuShare and FileNET). Among others tasks, create specifications documents for documentation management workflow and specifications for content management systems in platforms such as DocuShare and FileNET.

17. Usability engineering. 

Usability engineers may have a human factors and cognitive psychology education. They study and research how people learn and work best when using a GUI. They may also design and test an interface or system according to human factors.

18. Graphical user interface (GUI) design.

Design graphical user interfaces that will be used by the end-user.

19. Documentation consultant.

Assess and document client documentation needs, recommend a solution, and manage the project (possibly do a lot of the actual documentation and technical work, as well).

20. Technical illustrator.

To find more information, look at the next section for resources.

Resources for Writers

Whether you are a new or seasoned technical writer or documentation project manager, there are times during a project when you will need assistance deciding term usage or style, creating a time estimate of a documentation project, or accomplishing a technical task with the software you are using. Many books, Web sites, and listservs exist that can assist you. This section lists some resources.

Books

There are many books on technical writing, writing for the Web, managing documentation projects, and writing on-line help. See amazon.com.

Technical Writing

Technical Writing 101: A Real-World Guide to Planning and Writing Technical Documentation by Alan S. Pringle and Sarah S. O’Keefe

Planning and Managing Documentation Projects

Managing your Documentation Projects by Jo-Anne Hackos

An application of the principles of the Capability Maturity Model for software (CMM) to documentation. Documentation life cycle.

Reference Books for Every Writers Bookshelf

The Elements of Style by Strunk and White

The Elements of Grammar

On Writing Well by William Zinzser

Chicago Manual of Style

Style Manuals

21. Microsoft Manual of Style for Technical Publications, Second Edition 

This style manual comes with a CD-ROM containing the electronic copy of the book and a copy of the Microsoft Press Computer Dictionary. If Microsoft produces most of the technologies used in your application development project, you might consider using this manual. Writers at Microsoft use it for creating technical documentation.

22. Chicago Manual of Style
You will find this manual of the desktops of most writers and editors. Other manuals of style (including the Microsoft Manual of Style for Technical Publications, Second Edition) defer to it regarding certain standards that are not specific to the IT industry.

23. Wired Style: Principles of English Usage in the Digital Age
Aimed at high-tech communications writers, this manual contains Internet style guidelines, a dictionary, and a list of frequently asked questions on style.

24. Read Me First: A Style Guide for the Computer Industry
This manual was created by Sun Microsystems and is an excellent guide containing everything from basic punctuation to legal guidelines to creating a documentation department.

25. U.S. Government Printing Office Style Manual
If you write for the U.S. government, you need this manual.

26. Associated Press Style Guide
This guide focuses on journalism.

Organizations

Society for Technical Communication (STC) – A must for every serious technical writer.

Information Management Center – The Capability Maturity Model (CMM) applied to information management.

Tec whirl – A great resource with a very good listserv.

Reference Material

Bartleby’s Reference Page
Technical Writing Glossaries

Desktop References

Online Writing

Resources for editors and writers of websites
useit.com: Jakob Nielsen's Website – writing for best readability and usability

Help Authoring

eHelp – Makers of RoboHelp

Yahoo Help Authors group - Subscribe: HATT-subscribe@yahoogroups.com
Yahoo eHelp list - Subscribe: forehelp-subscribe@yahoogroups.com
Help With Microsoft Word

Word MVPs
Miscellaneous

Tech Smith – You can also find a copy of SnagIt here.

Jean Weber – Resources on many topics

Tools

The following list contains only some of most popular tools available to technical communicators.

HTML Indexer
Snag It screen capture software

eHelp RoboHelp

Jean Weber’s Tools Page 

Microsoft Word

Adobe FrameMaker

Macromedia has many applications

Adobe Acrobat
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