When Your Only Tool is a Hammer,
Every Problem Looks Like a Nail
On Tuesday, February 22nd 2005, the Middle Tennessee STC chapter monthly meeting attendees got a real bargain—dinner, a practical technical communication presentation, and a humorous speaker for ten bucks. The evening even ended with a round of door prizes! 

In addition to our chapter’s monthly meeting portion (announcements regarding upcoming meetings, congratulations to Rita Johnson on being named an Associate Fellow in STC, and information/market survey from Beth Tanner regarding online training opportunities at discounted rates), Dave Gash of Hyper Train dot com shared his knowledge of procedure writing and its role in technical communication. 

In his presentation, Dave dissected online help procedures, breaking them down into their essential elements, defining each essential element, and providing good examples of them in action. According to Dave, a procedure can be comprised of the following elements:

· Topic title (in the form of a gerund)

· See also device (in the form of a link or drop-down menu that offers quick navigation)

· Conceptual element (to introduce the task)

· Infinitive tag (a “to” statement that often restates the title)

· Action items (imperative statements to the user)

· Feedback statement(s) (cause and effect type information)

· Special element(s) (notes, tips, cautions)

But in order for a procedure to be well-formed, each of the aforementioned elements not only needs to be present but must also be properly formatted and properly used. To illustrate this point, Dave presented several examples of procedures gone awry with practical suggestions for getting those procedures cleaned up and back on track. More importantly, he discussed the need to keep different topic types visually and topically (content) distinct to avoid "information goulash," “information creepage,” or "information identity crisis".

Finally, Dave made it clear that there is more to online help than merely procedures. Other types, or categories, of topics used in help documentation include command topics, overviews, and error documentation. Dave explained the defining characteristics for each of these topic types, presented good examples of each type of non-procedure topic, and discussed practical solutions for keeping procedures distinct from non-procedural information. 

In summary, one of the challenges of writing good procedures is knowing what to include in the procedure as well as what to exclude from the procedure. As we learned during Dave’s presentation, just because information is good and technically accurate, does not mean it belongs in the procedure. Just as important, writers must know how to link related information from within a procedure and provide multiple access points to procedural topics for the reader. 

Dave can be reached at: 888-722-0700 or dgash@hypertrain.com. As he told us, his motto is “Call me anytime.”

