
Technical ·Writing 
As a Tool- An Art 

By Jim Wood 

Editor's Note: Amen! 

The need for high quality in research 
papers has never been more evident than 
in today's fast-paced, complex technologi­
cal age. Our minds boggle from the accel­
erating expansion of research and all the 
publ ic~tions resulting from it. The practic­
Ing sc1enttst, manager, or administrator 
has only limited time to keep abreast of the 
voluminous literature. His problems mul­
tiply and intensify when that literature is 
verbose. vague. and boring. He deserves 
to read a_rticles that are technically sound, 
mformat1ve, well-organized. and a plea­
sure to ~ead . He must be able to grasp 
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I find it ironic that: 
1. Most scientists do very well in oral 

communication , talk simply and 
20 

s

we grve the fami liar one first. then use 
parentheses to convert the figures 
into the other system. 
formatiOn and ideas at a single reading , 
ithout having to re-read sentences or 

uzzle over ambiguities. 
Although I believe the writing of many 
~S scientists is of high qual ity, as an 
1tor I have seen no manuscripts that 
uld not be polished and improved. Some 
ve been prepared so poorly and in such 
reless. sloppy language that they fell far 
ort of the high standards on which the 

ervice must insist. It was impossible to 
dge their scientific worth until they were 
anslated into reasonably acceptable 
nglish. 
Some of the best (and some of the poor­
t) written English I have seen is the work 
 technical men and women -biologists. 
ologists, social scientists. Technical 
iters, whether they realize it or not, start 
1th an advantage. Their basic material is 
ncrete facts and events. Their main 
ject is to describe such and show the 
lationships between them. 
In ~Y judgment, the best technical writing 

 be1ng done by persons at the top of their 
ofessions. They have done important 
ork, understand its meaning, and write 
out it with confidence. They are bold and 
re. enough to write simple, direct 
gltsh. 
Too many others. who lack experience 
d assurance, tend to write with an 
~asiness that leads to fog. They smother 
~1r meaning in qualification and jargon. 
1ll others are so engrossed in their work 
at its "special language" has become 
cond nature to them. They overlook how 
kward and puzzling th is gobbledygook 

n become when allowed to clot on paper. 
e scientist who is sure of himself 
cludes. of course, qualification and spe­
alized technical terms when required. 
t he also recognizes the surplus that can 
_ safely shed. This is an important part of 
sdom and essential to clear 
mmunication. 
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clearly, and can explain to a layman 
what they ~re doing . But once they 
begtn to wnte they shun simple Eng­
lish and slip into an odd jargon they 
consider "traditional" and "safe ... 
They are afraid that if they did other­
wise, their writing might seem "unpro­
fessional." It is never unprofessional 
in the sciences to make oneself clear! 

2 Although many technical and profes­
Sional people are poor writers, they 
read no better and are no less con­
fused by fog than laymen. This is easy 
to judge from the lively oral discus­
si~ns . ~ften printed following the 
sctenttf1c papers of technical meet­
ings Many scienti sts habitually skim 
the articles. then read closely the oral 
discussions ! 

All the foregoing doesn't mean scientists 
hould write their reports for grade­
hoolers. Neither should they write their 
pers as "a ll th ings to all people." What 1 

ant to emphasize is -any piece of writ­
g should revolve around the intended 
ader. The report should be related to the 
ader's experience. It should prepare him 
r what he is about to read . It should be 
esented in a rational, log ical manner and 
able him to gain facts and thei r relation­
ips in the shortest possible time. 
Any scientist who writes a paper has spent 
e gathering facts and contemplating 

eir meaning. The interpretation of mean­
g is usually the most important part of 
e paper. The author owes it to the reader 
 make clear the meaning he has been 
le to draw from the facts - without 
glecting to underline points that are sti II 
clear or unsolved. This is especially 
portant for scientists working for public 

nd management agencies like the 
ational Park Service -they have a clear 
ligation to park managers charged with 

e stewardship of these lands. 
When a scientist writes for those outside 
 field he should take care to avoid or 
plain technical terms that are not com­
only familiar. In writing for people within 
 own field. he should review his techni­
l writing self-critically and ask himself : 
 I using these words to express or to 
press? Am I using them because they 

e necessary to make my ideas clear? Or 
 I using them merely to signal that I am 

 expert? 
Four guidelines will help: 
. Arrange the material logically. Organize 

your writing in logical order. Don't 
~egin your report in unknown specif­
ICS rather than familiar basics. It is 
much better to start with something 
the reader is familiar with and then 
one section and "meters" or "kilome­
ters" in another. If for some reason we 
need_ to use both systems, ordinarily 
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Technical Writing As A Tool (continued! 

2. Prefer the active voice. Technical wri­
ters should make a special effort to 
avoid a monotonous series of passive 
constructions; active ones are shorter 
and more readable. Example: 
PASSIVE: 
The melting point of the alloy was 
lowered 50 degrees by adding 10 per 
cent of aluminum. 
ACTIVE: 
Adding 10 per cent of aluminum 
lowered the melting point 50 degrees. 

3. Don't make nouns out of good, strong 
"working verbs." Making nouns out of 
verbs tends to smother the meaning of 
sentences. Example: 
SMOTHERED: 
Authorization must be received from 
the Research Director before utiliza­
tion of new methods can be incorpo­
rated in this project. 
IMPROVED: 
The Research Director must authorize 
new methods before they are used in 
this project. 
(Why not "utilize"? Isn't that the verb 
form of "utilization"? Yes. it is. But 
"use" is shorter. crisper, and less 
stuffy.) 

The main trouble with smothered verbs 
s this: anytime you change a working verb 
o a noun, you must add another verb to 
omplete the sentence. Also , you can see 
rom the above examples that smothered 
erbs and passive constructions fre­
uently go together. In fact, they are 
lmost inseparable. 11 you can 
unsmother" a verb and, at the same time, 
hange a passive to an active construc­
ion, you'll cut sentence length by a third 
nd increase the chance for interest and 
nderstanding. 
4. Be concise - cut out excess baggage. 

Technical writers should strive to 
eliminate unnecessary complexity by 
reducing sentence length. Example: 
ORIGINAL: 
Comparison of data obtained with 
these paints using Barco with those 
using Lenol revealed that use of Barco 
solvent slowed the drying appreciably 
(approximately doubling the time in 
most instances) but had very little 
effect on the viscosity characteristics 
obtained. 
REVISION: 
The data showed paints using Barco 
were no more viscous than those 
using Lenol , but dried only about half 
as fast. 

The above guidelines do not cover every 
possible "poor writing" situation -just a 

ew of the more common ones. For those 
who wish to learn more, I suggest this 
paperback : Writing with Precision by Jef­
ferson D. Bates. Published by Acropolis 
Books, Ltd., Washington. D.C. 20009; $6.95 



per copy. 
In these days, more than ever before, the 

reading time of a scientist is precious. Few 
of them like the task of writing . But writing 
is the chief means (and permanent record) 
of handing on what they have learned. 

Remember - write for the reader, not 
the filing cabinet! And most of all, write to 
inform -not to prove that you're smarter 
than your readers! 

Wood is technical publications editor with 
the NPS Southeast Regional Office. 
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