Recommendations for Writing Effective Technical Descriptions

1. Summarize physical characteristics by answering questions you expect your readers to have about the appearance or composition of objects, substances, mechanisms, organisms, systems, or locations.

2. Decide what kind of details to incorporate by examining the purpose and task of your docu​ment.

3. Learn the most common applications of technical descriptions: observation notes in medi​cine, field study, and scientific research; manuals; orientation and training materials; reports; product specifications; proposals; marketing and promotional materials; and public information and education.

4. Conduct a careful audience analysis to determine your readers’ purposes in reading the tech​nical description and to identify the questions they expect to have answered. Select information that responds to the audience’s probable questions.

5. Partition your subject—separate it into parts or components—because technical descrip​tions deal with physical characteristics of each part, usually emphasizing either structural parts or functional parts.

· Structural parts – comprise the physical aspects of the device, with regard to pur​pose.  For example, a simple house key is made of a single piece of metal.

· Functional parts – perform clearly defined tasks in the operation of the device. Al​though the key has a single structural part, it has multiple functional parts. Another example concerns the hull of a sailboat, which may be molded from a uniform shell of fiberglass and thus be considered a single structural part; how​ever parts of this single-unit hull include the transom and keel, which serve dif​ferent functions.

6. Use precise, concrete words.

7. Select appropriate visuals: photographs or realistic drawings, topographic and contour maps, phantom views, overlays, schematics and wiring diagrams, cross-section maps, ex​ploded views, and blueprints.

8. Usually begin your introductory section with a definition suitable for the intended audi​ence, followed by a statement of the purpose or function of the document.

9. Develop the body of the technical description with a part-by-part explanation arranged in order of location, assembly, or importance. Use the same format for each subsection.

10. Conclude with an explanation of how the parts fit and function together.

