Writing tips:  creating persuasive documents

· each document should sound and look as though it were created by one person

logical flow, organization to document

transition between sections

same formatting style, conventions (font, margins, heading styles, …)

leave enough time to make a final editing pass

· the document should tell a story in a logical order

bad organization: in a previous year, one structured requirements deliverable was organized as:

1.   DFDs for proposed system

2.   feasibility for proposed system

3.   description of the system's functions/purpose

· put low-level, reference information in an appendix

each appendix should be referenced in the body of the document ("for further details on X, see Appendix 2.")

if the appendix isn't mentioned in the text, how will the reader know why it's important?

title and number each appendix
· a picture is worth a thousand words, but…
…without words, how do you know what the picture means?  Always discuss a figure or diagram in the body of the text, however briefly.  What are its significant/important points?  What should the reader learn from it? 

but don't bore with a complete re-doing of the figure in text

easiest to number all figures/tables/diagrams


then in the text you can refer easily to Figure N

 always give titles


ex:  Figure 2. Context diagram for the proposed system

· never include a section heading with no text


3.1  DFD for current system  (appendix 1)



BAD!!


3.2  DFD for proposed system  (appendix 2)


3.3  Data dictionary for proposed system  (appendix 3)


3.4  Feasibility


...text describing feasibility...

2. Benefits of proposed system






BAD!

2.1 Tangible benefits

…text discussing tangible benefits

· provide good cross-references

bad:  "discussed elsewhere", "discussed below"

better:  "discussed in Section 3.2"

· note that if you number sections, then cross-referencing is easier!

· always check spelling of text in figures

· include a key (legend) for diagrams (symbol table, listing what each symbol represents)

· use capital letters sparingly (only for proper nouns)

weird:  "The Information System will capture the Personal Details of the Customers for the Client Organization."

(only "The" needs caps)

· avoid bullet points followed by brief, vague phrases

advantages of new system:

· flexibility

· efficiency

· timely information 

all of these points require significant explanation!

· use parallel construction in bullet points

ex:  if first bullet point  has the structure:      phrase : sentence in present tense 

then  they all must have that structure.

don’t mix present/past tense across bullet points

don't have one bullet point followed by a phrase, others by sentences
· always spell your client’s name correctly. Always, always, always.

· The first time you use an acronym, write out the phrase in full

This project will use the Evolutionary Prototyping (EP) method to …

· use apostrophes correctly

"the customer's file"  <>  "the customers file"

· "object oriented", not "object orientated"

· common word choice problems

staffs 
=>
several sticks   

The correct phrase is ‘staff members’ or ‘members of staff’

lets
=>
allows  (“The manager lets us take a break”)

let’s
=>
let us    (“Let’s go take a break”)

their

=>
indicates possession

there

=>
the opposite of here

they’re 
=>
they are

your

=>
indicates possession

you’re 
=>
you are

its  =  possessive form of it

it's =  "it is"

The Bainbridge rule:  do not use contractions in a formal piece of writing.  So if your deliverable contains  it’s, then you have either used a contraction or you’ve should have used its instead—and either way, you know that using it’s is incorrect.

“a lot” is two words

"There has been alot of research into Natural Language systems" is incorrect

allot means “to distribute”, and has nothing to do with “a lot”

"There has been allot of research into Natural Language systems" is incorrect

· another worry:  gender neutral sentences

bad:  "After the user enters the data, he will see a dialog box appear on the screen."

better, but wordy and awkward:  

"After the user enters the data, he or she will see a dialog box appear on the screen."

breaks old grammar rules, but now acceptable:

"After the user enters the data, they will see a dialog box appear on the screen."

best if you can re-write completely:

"After the user enters the data, a dialog box will appear on the screen."

Why care about all this?  Isn't it nit-picky?  

· yes

· clients can't judge your code—the only thing they can judge is what they read

· also very important to spell-check help files, text on screens

· different companies will have different document conventions and styles—learn to pick out what's required

And besides, I'm a computer scientist, not a writer!

· trust me, you'll end up doing this at work

· common business complaint to unis:  why can't your CS graduates write?
