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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Hi, I’m Nat and I’m here to talk to you about How To Write Good. 

I’ve got a work colleague who thinks it’s hubris to come to a technical communication conference and tell all the writing professionals how they ought to write. 

Actually I’m not really here to talk about How to Write Really Well, or How to Write Eloquently, but How To Write Badly - because that’s something I have a lot of experience with.




Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’m a Technical Writer in the Meridian Energy Wind Team. This is me on the job, writing safety procedures for wind turbine maintenance. 

My life wasn’t always this glamorous. Actually, I spend 99% of my time in the office. But before I had “technical writer” on my business card, I actually started my career as a physicist and then as an engineer. 

I never took any writing courses. I just sort of picked it up along the way while writing essays, research articles, proposals, and my PhD thesis. I taught myself to write by watching what everyone else was doing. I liked writing and I wasn’t scared of it like all the other scientists and engineers, but that’s not to say I was very good at it.




Presenter
Presentation Notes
I used to think Technical Writing was just a skill, not a profession. Because that’s the attitude everyone else had in academia. 
“Brute force” was my default writing method for years – I’d fill my head full of facts, then walk around in circles for days berating myself for not writing, then finally get it all down onto paper, straight into final form, by pulling a crazy all-nighter at the last minute. I never produced any drafts because I would revise as I went, so there was never anything to show for it until it was all done. 
This is stressful and unsustainable as a way to write, and a way to live. It made my managers nervous because they never saw any drafts until I was done, and all the stress and angsty nonsense was hard on my family too. That’s unsustainable, and it turns out it’s not even best practise. Who knew? Well I knew something was wrong, but I didn’t know how to fix it.


@ grammarly

WRITE AT THE SPEED OF LIFE


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Then as soon as I changed my job title on LinkedIn to “Technical Writer”, I started getting bombarded with ads for apps like Grammarly – this is a plug-in which helps you fix your grammar and spelling while you type.

And this is Scrivener, it’s a “Complete Writing Studio” which helps you write, structure, and revise and keep on track with your writing targets. I actually bought a license to this for $40 US dollars.


. - Free Trial
Scrivener e v

for Microsoft Windows ,
- Download
Select Platform ~ for Windows

What is §9rivener?' Features

" ORiE 10

Scrvener 1.0

L Wt A pdwe

“The biggest software advance for writers since the word processor.”
—Michael Marshall Smith

Watch = v
Video Tutorials :
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Presentation Notes
Then as soon as I changed my job title on LinkedIn to “Technical Writer”, I started getting bombarded with ads for apps like Grammarly – this is a plug-in which helps you fix your grammar and spelling while you type.

And this is Scrivener, it’s a “Complete Writing Studio” which helps you write, structure, and revise and keep on track with your writing targets. I actually bought a license to this for $40 US dollars.




Presenter
Presentation Notes
Then I read about something. You’ve maybe heard of Game of Thrones? Yeah it’s kind of a Big Deal, and I’m a Big Fan.

Well, George R.R. Martin wrote Game of Thrones, and he does all his writing on this antique computer setup which pre-dates Windows. I started to realize that what was wrong with my writing wasn’t a lack of tools.

But here’s the thing, I’ve never actually watched the show. I’m a fan of the books! I’m one of those poor souls still waiting for Winds of Winter to come out. I’ve been trying to avoid spoilers from the last 2 or 3 seasons of the show. (Thanks Internet, for blurting out to me how Hodor got his name.) Even this guy’s got issues with writing, and if I didn’t want to end up like him then maybe I needed professional help. 

Also I went to my first TCANZ conference back in 2014, and began to get an inkling that tech writing is a real profession with a real body of knowledge (it’s not just a skill, not everybody can write).


It’s not about the tools...
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A Game of Thrones - Chapter 1
Bran

The morning had dawmed clear and cold, with a crispness that hinted at the
end of summer. They set forth at daybreak to see a man beheaded, twenty in
all, and Bran rode among them, nervous with excitement. This was the first
time he had been deemed old enough to go with his lord father and his
brothers to see the king's justice donme. It was the ninth year of summer,
and the seventh of Bran's life.

The man had been taken outside a small holdfast in the hills. Robb thought
he was a wildling, his sword sworn to Mance Rayder, the
King-beyond-the-Wall. It made Bran’s skin prickle to think of it. He
remembered the hearth tales Dld Nan told them. The wildlings were cruel men,
she said, slavers and slayers and thieves. They consorted with giants and
ghouls, stole girl children in the dead of night, and drank blood from
polished horns. find their women lay with the Others in the Long Night to
sire terrible half-human children.

But the mwan they found bound hand and foot to the holdfast wall awaiting the
y, not much taller than Robb. He had lost

king’s justice was old and scra
h E ] ] i



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Then I read about something. You’ve maybe heard of Game of Thrones? Yeah it’s kind of a Big Deal, and I’m a Big Fan.

Well, George R.R. Martin wrote Game of Thrones, and he does all his writing on this antique computer setup which pre-dates Windows. I started to realize that what was wrong with my writing wasn’t a lack of tools.

But here’s the thing, I’ve never actually watched the show. I’m a fan of the books! I’m one of those poor souls still waiting for Winds of Winter to come out. I’ve been trying to avoid spoilers from the last 2 or 3 seasons of the show. (Thanks Internet, for blurting out to me how Hodor got his name.) Even this guy’s got issues with writing, and if I didn’t want to end up like him then maybe I needed professional help. 

Also I went to my first TCANZ conference back in 2014, and began to get an inkling that tech writing is a real profession with a real body of knowledge (it’s not just a skill, not everybody can write).
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
But here’s the thing, I’ve never actually watched the show. I’m a fan of the books! I’m one of those poor souls still waiting for Winds of Winter to come out. I’ve been trying to avoid spoilers from the last 2 or 3 seasons of the show. (Thanks Internet, for blurting out to me how Hodor got his name.) Even this guy’s got issues with writing, and if I didn’t want to end up like him then maybe I needed professional help. 

Then I went to my first TCANZ conference back in 2014, and began to get an inkling that tech writing is a real profession with a real body of knowledge (it’s not just a skill, not everybody can write).


ENGAGING THE WORLD

CONTINUING STUDIES

DRSI] (1MON-FRASER TEVESALI: ( https://www.sfu.ca/continuing-studies/programs/technical-communication-certificate/ )

Search

SIGN IN ®/ This site SFU.ca

CONTINUING STUDIES HOME Continuing Studies Home / Programs / Technical Communication Certificate / Courses

PROGRAMS AND COURSES _ .
Part-time, online

STUDENT SERVICES

Technical Communication Certificate

LECTURES AND EVENTS

REGISTER
Courses :
CAREER RESOURCES About this program
ST : P
NEWS The Technical Communication Certificate consists of these 11 core courses: * Why this program?
] , : : o * Program details
ABOUTUS Concepts and Practice of Technical Communication TCOM110 9
CAMPUSES T
Technical Writing and Editing TCOM120
EONTACEY. * Instructors
BECAUSE CAREER GOALS CHANGE OVER Research, Analysis and Information Design TCOM210 . =
TIME > Professional certification

Design and Production of Technical Publications TCOM220 s Wihisk deysiaesd [ appl

Indexing: An Essential Art and Science TCOM230 » FAQ

Microsoft Word for Technical Writers: Advanced TcoM240

Attend an online info session

Fundamentals of Creating Online Documents TCOM260 Tue, 05 Nov 2019 12:00 PM

: ; — Reserve your spot
Tools for Technical Communicators TCOM270

Apply to this program
Technical Writing: Advanced Workshop TCOM310

. . Join our email list
Documentation Project Management TCOM320

Contact us

Final Project: Technical Communication Guided Practicum TCOM410
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Then I went to my first TCANZ conference back in 2014, and began to get an inkling that tech writing is a real profession with a real body of knowledge (it’s not just a skill, not everybody can write).

I signed up for a technical communication certificate through Simon Fraser University. This was a series of online courses, and I learned a lot. In particular, I learned lots of great stuff about the writing process in the Tech Writing Advanced Workshop course.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
So I decided to collect up all my notes from that course, all I learned about the writing process, and turn it into a talk called How To Write Good. I would present this to the engineers and analysts at my work, and present it at a TechCommNZ conference, and it would be awesome.

That’s what this talk is about! The End.


THE END



Presenter
Presentation Notes
That’s what this talk is about! The End.

(that’s where my talk was stuck for about 2 years). 

I was really struggling to put this thing together, figure out how to wrap up and present my notes. Duh! All I had to do was use the process to explain the process, and the talk would write itself. Easy! 

No, this wasn’t so easy. But I got there in the end.


What’s

wrong
with
your



Presenter
Presentation Notes
OK I don’t know what’s wrong with you, but here’s a couple of things which are wrong with me…


Perfectionism

T\,’ﬁs 1S YOU’ Your attention is drawn back to that one sentence...
if. .- You can’t move on until you fix all the niggly problems...

'S gOOd « Each bit of writing is perfect before you move on.
bOU—t it? * This instils confidence and releases energy.

\ m! * Your flow is interrupted, your attention is split.
P‘fob < * You zoom in on details and lose sight of the big picture.


Presenter
Presentation Notes
What’s good about it? There’s a reason why we do this. That helps you understand what’s going on.


Last-minute crisis writing

T\,’ﬂs 1S yOU— You find it hard to get started, then wait until there’s
. severe time constraints and inhuman levels of pressure.

if..-

W 'S gOOd * It forces your harsh internal critic to shut up.
bO\)—t ﬁ“? * This releases enormous energy and motivation.
a

\ m! * It takes lots of skill to pull off — very little revision time.
P‘fob < * It’s unreliable (even for expert writers).


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Force a crisis by waiting until there’s severe time constraints and inhuman levels of pressure.
What’s good about it? There’s a reason why we do this. That helps you understand what’s going on.

This stuff is UNSUSTAINABLE – let’s look that up.


SUTAI = 3:|'To keep fro ailng :

way ME. 4. To keep in being; to cause to Ik

e A2V L . o s R bl . N

valid, sound., corre

continue in a certain state ; to keep or maintain
at the proper level or standard ; to preserve the
status of ME. 5.

. an
action or process) lo keep goingi t(er-

mission ; to _carry on (a conflict, contest) ME.
+6.| e vide for the life
ortl I'o Support life twith the neces-
saries of lite; to keep -1700. +b. To supply

(2 person’s need), SHAKS, pvide for
the upkeep of (an institution, .) =1592.
8. To endure without failing OF gTvINg way; to
bear up against, withstand., Also tinér. ME.
9. To undergo. experience, have to submit to

(evil, hards! ﬂage; now chiefly with
jury, los ave inflicted nnon ona.

organism 1877
life; sustenanc

plied to spirit



Presenter
Presentation Notes
This stuff is UNSUSTAINABLE – let’s look that up 
(in my old, trusty copy of the Oxford Dictionary).

Perfectionism and crisis writing are unhealthy ways to release creative energy.


Perfectionism and crisis writing

are unsustainable, unhealthy
ways to release creative energy



Presenter
Presentation Notes
This stuff is UNSUSTAINABLE – let’s look that up 
(in my old, trusty copy of the Oxford Dictionary).

Perfectionism and crisis writing are unhealthy ways to release creative energy.


writing 1S a process,
not a product


Presenter
Presentation Notes
The “Process Theory” of the expert writing process was developed in the 1970s and 80s through actual research. This is wat it looks like.

You want to separate Creation from Revision. 
Also separate “generating ideas” from “generating text”.
Honour the process… staring into space can be a valid part of your process!
I learned to stop beating myself up for that.

Understanding the process is key. But there’s also a few tricks we can use.


The writing process

proof read

spelling + grammar

diction/style

sentences

structure Editing
occasion

purpose

audience

Revision

content

—

writing is a process,
not a product

“ideas”
mind maps etc.

research or invention

Pre-

- info/topic analysis
writing

long walks/pacing

staring into space

Drafting

“actual writing”

Creation


Presenter
Presentation Notes
The “Process Theory” of the expert writing process was developed in the 1970s and 80s through actual research. This is wat it looks like.

You want to separate Creation from Revision. 
Also separate “generating ideas” from “generating text”.
Honour the process… staring into space can be a valid part of your process!
I learned to stop beating myself up for that.

Understanding the process is key. But there’s also a few tricks we can use.


Tools & Tricks: Notebooks

Pre-
writing

My secret weapon

Drafting



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Pocket notebooks are my secret weapon for pre-writing.
Inspiration can, and does, strike anywhere.


Tools & Tricks: Notebooks

Editing

Pre-
writing

Drafting

Pel‘e E]b

Freewriting =z,

* Force yourself to “just write” for 10 minutes
e Stream of consciousness — just don’t stop
(why?)

* Practise disconnecting from your inner critic
* A useful outlet to get unstuck

* Atool of discovery

* An exercise which will improve your writing


Presenter
Presentation Notes
10 minutes, set a timer. This forces you to disconnect writing from revising. Get comfortable “just writing” without thinking about writing. 
Also a pre-writing discovery tool, or to help you get past writer’s block.


Tools & Tricks:

Editing

Pre-
writing

Drafting

Notebooks
Freewriting | -,

772‘2}29

Direct Writing -

Think carefully on the topic,
Divide your total time in half...

1. Write fast, keep your momentum going,
without allowing repetition or tangents.

Stop half-way!

2. Then do structural clean-up and editing.


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Peter Elbow – if you’re in a hurry, think 50/50 write/cleanup (edit)


»

Tools & Tricks: Notebooks

Editing

Pre-
writing

Drafting

Freewriting
Direct Writing
Edit ruthlessly

 Don’t get too attached.
* Cutting stuff out generally improves the piece.

» Edit later, this frees you up in the drafting stage.


Presenter
Presentation Notes
If you know that you’re going to be editing later, it’s easier to do pure writing in the initial stages, this frees up your mind.
Learn your blind spots, and personalize your editing checklists.


Local Government.
M

A



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Has anyone else flown into Invercargill Airport?
This design monstrosity greets you when you arrive.
I really wanted to complain about this slide in my talk, but it doesn’t belong! So I’ll cut it out and we’ll move on…


. What’s
with
your



Presenter
Presentation Notes
What else is wrong with you?


Writing for Teachers

* Often we learn by writing essays at school or uni.
prob\ﬁm * The teacher already knows the topic inside out.

€
™ * Most teachers focus on grammar, spelling, and structure.
Wwha hat? * Normally the author is the expert, not the audience!
: g -
Wit
4 habﬁs * Writing to prove how smart you are, or to seek approval.
pa * Not considering your audience and their needs.


Presenter
Presentation Notes
This was a revelation for me. Writing for teachers is weird + artificial. The energy is all backwards. It can imprint bad habits.
This mode of writing is focused on the author, not the audience!


Charging off on a tangent

Case study of a writing disaster: “To PV or not to PV”

Step One: Set unreasonable expectations
Two: Research — Write — Get stuck — Repeat

Three: Allow scope to balloon out of all proportions

e main * ] wasn'’t clear what I was trying to achieve
sUeS Wer® .1 hadn’t defined my audience


Presenter
Presentation Notes
This blog post was a train wreck, spanning more than a year.
By the way, PV means photovoltaics, i.e. solar panels. 
I had a great idea for an article or blog post… run the numbers on whether or not to put solar panels on my roof. I have a lot of ideas and great insight through my job in the electricity industry. 

Step 1 = post on Facebook, promising that I’ll deliver in a week. A whole bunch of friends hop on board – great, share it with us when you’re done!
Step 2 = get stuck in a loop
Step 3 = scope kept expanding, ballooning…

Then I took that advanced tech writing course and learned where I was going wrong. In the end I decided to let it go – that’s ok.




Presenter
Presentation Notes
Classical rhetoric, the art of forming and delivering a persuasive argument, was codified by the ancient Greeks and Romans.
This was a central part of Western education until it got dropped as a unit standard somewhere in the late 1800s.


Rhetorical Situation

Exigence 2[9
Audience
Purpose
Genre


Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Rhetorical Situation consists of 4 elements.

But what the hell is exigence? We’re going to have to look that up.


Requiring immediate action

A state of pressing need;

Exigence = Why?
(context & demand for
you to write something]



Presenter
Presentation Notes
OK so… it’s “why, where did this idea come from?”


% steP L

we oo Rhetorical Situation

Exigence

\\®» Audience
Purpose

Genre

What’s the pressing need for this thing?

Define your audience(s)
What are their expectations and needs?

(1) Your purpose as an author
(2) Your audience’s purpose as readers

Form and presentation, type of writing
What are the genre conventions?


Presenter
Presentation Notes
In hindsight this seems sort of obvious, but figure this out before you begin.
This is Step One of the writing process, Step One of the pre-writing phase.

Often writers’ block comes from not defining the rhetorical situation!

Audience in particular. Use a heuristic to figure it out.



Where’s the energy?

Exigence

Audience 4

Awesome!

Purpose

Channel that energy and write
with your audience in mind...

Genre


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let’s take an example.


Where’s the energy?

Exigence v, w |\ Hostile
_/ — S
) audience?

Audience ’ ﬁi That’s ok...

Purp()se ﬁ Maybe focus on Author’s Purpose

or Structure to get your words out.

’ Come back later when editing and
Genre tweak to fit your audience.


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Park “energy suckers” until later. Find your energy right now and write to that. This may be enough to unblock yourself.
“Parking an issue” still helps, because you’ve articulated what the problem is.


Example: Disability Pride Week

: * Disability Pride Week coming up
EXlgence * My work signing up for Accessibility Tick

Audience * Executive Team

e Co-workers

My purpose: ¢ Raise awareness — Why

Purpose

My readers’: ¢ Don’t get lectured at
* Curiosity: Tell a story!

* Intranet * Sell it: Business case!
Genre * Personal blog


Presenter
Presentation Notes
OK let’s see a real example. This is from a few weeks ago at work.

In this case, it really helped me to realize I had two key audiences.
For my co-workers, the best way to reach them would be by telling a story with a personal angle to it.
For the exec team, I wanted to sell it to them by laying out the business case.
I also wanted to put this on my personal blog… which would require a different tone and some extra editing.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is what it actually looked like… notes in my notebook about this topic.

Is there a structured way to work through this stuff? 
Yes! – it’s called a heuristic.

That’s another weird word which we’re going to have to look up.


Heuristic (hiuri‘stik), @ (s6.) 1860. [irreg.
f. Gr. evpiorew, app. after words in -Zstic from
vbs. in ~(eiv -1ZE.] 1. Serving to find out;
spec, applied to a system of education under
which the pupil is trained to find out things for
himself, 2. 56, = prec, ABP, THOMSON.

Invention heuristic = a series of questions to
determine all aspects of the rhetorical situation



Presenter
Presentation Notes
By the way, I made these little clips by filming in reverse.
Because I want to end with the definition in focus.
The best way to do that was to begin with the words in focus, and film backwards.




< DrNatJG.com/Heuristics

fche ck oul tha

\ DrN atJG.co

Heuristics

A heuristic is a method of guided discovery which enables students to discover

answers for themselves.

Here are a few sample heuristics, based on notes by Anne Hungerford and the
Technical Writing Advanced Workshop course at Simon Fraser University. Let

me know if you find them helpful for yvour writing process!

» Heuristic for Blog Posts

* Creating a Conference Presentation -..0Or Create
+ Documenting a System or a Process yO
Uur ow
n!

e Writing a Proposal

« Writing a Business Letter

« Drafting a Press Release

e Creating a System Change Recommendation



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Please check out my website – I’ve got some examples of heuristics there.

MAKE YOUR OWN TOOLS – Ken Follett, Pillars of the Earth – that’s when you level up from apprentice to master.


< DrNatJG.com/Heuristics >

Conference Presentation

Exigence

« What'’s the conference theme or topic?

« What’s the idea in a nutshell? (one simple sentence)


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Please check out my website – I’ve got some examples of heuristics there.

MAKE YOUR OWN TOOLS – Ken Follett, Pillars of the Earth – that’s when you level up from apprentice to master.


< DrNatJG.com/Heuristics )

Conference Presentation

Exigence

Audience

» Who’s my audience? Who’s coming to this conference?

« What level am I pitching this to? Is there a range of levels of understanding
in the audience?

» Dol anticipate any audience issues? (e.g. expectations, preconceptions,
hostile, disinterested...)

» If they have options at the conference (e.g. Stream A vs Stream B) then what

would make them want to show up to my talk?


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Please check out my website – I’ve got some examples of heuristics there.

MAKE YOUR OWN TOOLS – Ken Follett, Pillars of the Earth – that’s when you level up from apprentice to master.


< DrNatJG.com/Heuristics >

Conference Presentation

Exigence

Audience

Content

What information do I want to impart to my audience? Prioritize the key

pieces of info.

How does that differ from audience expectations?

What do I have to offer that’s new?

How much material have I already got that I could recycle?

How much new research is required?


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Please check out my website – I’ve got some examples of heuristics there.

MAKE YOUR OWN TOOLS – Ken Follett, Pillars of the Earth – that’s when you level up from apprentice to master.


< DrNatJG.com/Heuristics >

Conference Presentation

Exigence

Audience
Content

Genre

» What's the most appropriate format? (e.g. PowerPoint, video, Prezi, etc.)
« What info can I pull out of the presentation? (e.g. handouts, web references, etc.)

« What’s an appropriate tone for the talk?
(e.g. inform/persuade, lecture/entertain, etc.)


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Please check out my website – I’ve got some examples of heuristics there.

MAKE YOUR OWN TOOLS – Ken Follett, Pillars of the Earth – that’s when you level up from apprentice to master.


< DrNatJG.com/Heuristics >

Conference Presentation

Exigence

Audience
Content

Genre

Sanity check

» There’s always too many slides and too much text in a presentation.
+ Leave time for questions.

 Seriously, what possessed me to submit this abstract/proposal?


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Please check out my website – I’ve got some examples of heuristics there.

MAKE YOUR OWN TOOLS – Ken Follett, Pillars of the Earth – that’s when you level up from apprentice to master.


THE END



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Thanks very much.
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