Speech Outline

Background: This is a speech that I gave to John Brockman’s English 312-017 class at the University of Delaware in the fall of 2001 (my sophomore year). The title is “Tech Writers…What are They?” The purpose is to explain to the listeners some of the things that a Tech Writer does, the adversity that Tech Writers face, and even some of the things they face when writing for other cultures.

I Introduction

1. Hello, today I’m going to be talking to you about Technical Writers. First I am going to explain to you what a Technical Writer is, and what their jobs usually consist of. Second I will tell you some of the main problems a Technical Writer faces. Then I will tell you about writing in some other countries and compare their standards to ours. Lastly I will give you some guidelines on how to write in some other countries so that you don’t cross any cultural taboos.

II What is a Technical Writer?

1. You might find yourself wondering what is a Technical Writer? Technical Writers are usually hired to write the help files, user manuals, and other documentation for software. Their job description usually is expanded to include writing training manuals, editing most if not all business letters, editing most interoffice proposals and reports, and in general being the one people come to for general editing.

2. Problems:

This might sound boring or tedious to some, but in truth it is probably one of the most hectic and stressful jobs one can have especially when writing user manuals or help files. Help files and user manuals must be able to fully explain the software, and tell the user how to perform every task the program is capable of performing. Some problems associated with this are:

· Software programmers constantly update and change the internal program code. Often they also completely change the graphical user interface (GUI) many times before a software program is released to the general public. Since the user manuals and help files would no longer accurately describe the program, they too have to be completely overhauled, sometimes just days before a programs public release. This can wreak havoc on the Technical Writer in charge of creating the user manuals or help files.

· Oddly enough, a lot of employees are hostile to a new Technical Writer. Programmers usually don’t want or feel the need to have someone else to write the documentation. This seems strange because the main purpose of the Technical Writer is to take the burden of writing code and documentation off of the programmers and other employees.

3. Technical Writers in other countries
· In America, business letters and written correspondence in general are more reader oriented. This means that they assume nothing about the reader and help the reader to better comprehend the writing through repetition. The paragraphs are developed linearly by writing a straight line connecting one complete thought to another.

· In France the written correspondence is mainly writer oriented. Their letters are written in such a very formal style, so that it seems almost awkward to read. The writers view buyers and sellers as potential adversaries who may be engaged in future litigation and the writer tries to create a solid case to protect him from any liability. The language follows the very formal regles de politesse (rules of          politeness). A typical closing from a French proposal translated into English is:

In the hope that this proposed sale continues to favorably attract your attention, and in anticipation of meeting you very soon on this subject, we pray, gentlemen, that you will accept the expression of our best sentiments.

· In Japan, the letters are “nonperson” oriented, and reflect the relationship between people in general instead of the particular people themselves. Letters are viewed as nothing more then ceremony, and people usually prefer to conduct business over the telephone or in person. The ceremony is best represented by the basic templates that are used. The traditional greeting is translated to say: “Allow us to open with all reverence with you” and usually follows with some remarks about the seasons, weather, or congratulations on prosperity such as: “The season for cherry blossoms is here with us and everybody is beginning to feel refreshed. We sincerely congratulate you on becoming more prosperous in your business” Then they usually thank the reader for their business or some personal gift, and then finally state the main message.

4. Writing Guidelines

· In America, we tend to try and persuade others through the use of logic. We saw examples of this in our Business Proposals and Progress Reports, where we were convincing our audiences to follow our ideas and continue to support a project that was over budget or behind schedule by explaining the benefits.

· In the Arab world, the technique best used for persuasion is through the use of repetition. There is an Arabic proverb that says: “Enough repetition will convince even a donkey.” The goal is not to convince the reader through reasoning, but to bring the reader into the writer’s point of view. Convincing them is a direct result of the sheer number of times an idea is presented, and the different elaborate ways in which it is presented. The “Truth” is revealed and validated through the elegance of its presentation, and not by “counterproductive reasoning”.

· In Japan and China the strategy used for persuasion is drastically different. There they use the tactic of silence to meet their goals. This practice is especially effective when dealing with American businessmen, who feel uncomfortable with silence and often lower their bargaining positions in their eagerness to talk. 

5. General Guidelines

· In general, don’t use any words or phrases that have a cultural connotation. Your foreign readers probably are only able to translate your letters literally, and using slang or jargon might easily confuse them. Examples phrases not to use are:

· Ballpark figure

· U-turn

· The whole 9 yards

· Point man

· 110 percent

· On the fly

Your average foreign audiences generally will not understand these terms, or even worse might take offense to what the literal translations mean.

1. Conclusion

· In conclusion, I have told you what a Technical Writer is and what they do. I told you about some common problems faced by Technical Writers. I also told you about writing styles in other countries and compared them to ours. And lastly I gave you some writing guidelines so that you don’t break any cultural taboos. Are there any questions?

