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Back to school
A group of technicians and engineers from the aviation sector are learning to 
access technical communications. Andrew Peck is back in the classroom.

Reflections

Andrew Peck MISTC works for 
Clearly Stated as a technical 
author. His background is as a 
Higher Education lecturer and 

military language trainer.  
E: Andrew@clearly-stated.co.uk 
W: www.clearly-stated.co.uk 
B: blog.clearly-stated.co.uk 
Tw: @writerpeck

I’ve been granted a short sabbatical 
from my workplace (Clearly Stated) 
so that I can lecture at De Montfort 
University (DMU) in Leicester. The 
students I am working with are 
technicians and engineers from a 
North African navy, who are about to 
take delivery of a new helicopter for 
search and rescue purposes. Before 
they can work on the helicopter, 
they need ‘training to type’, which 
involves exposure to a mass of 
technical communication products 
(both manuals and training materials). 
I’ve temporarily joined a small and 
specialised team of language lecturers 
at DMU who’ve been given a few 
months to get these men linguistically 
up to speed so that they can access 
the technical portion of their training 
(in common with much of the aviation 
industry, the training is in English).

Helping this skilled team limber 
up for their encounter is thought-
provoking. They will be using their 
third or fourth language when they 
read their new helicopter manuals 
and work with the technical trainers, 
which is an intellectual challenge 
most would balk at. They are 
un-fazed and approach their language 
education like boxers getting ready 
for one more fight… skipping through 
pronunciation exercises and pounding 
at writing tasks until they reach the 
required standard. They are a pleasure 
to teach and I’m already confident 
that they will reach and exceed the 
required standard thanks to the course 
at DMU and their own work ethic. I’m 
having fun and managing to package 
some technical communication 
insights alongside the English for the 
students that will make them more 
effective writers once they get out of 
the classroom back to their chosen 
careers. As a professional trainer and 
teacher, I’m loving the work…but as 
a technical communicator I can’t help 
but be a bit jealous of the people who 
get to work on flying machines.

I’m jealous because normally it’s 
me as the author who has to work out 
how my audience will think. Before 
creating some technical communication 
product, I study the people and write 

for them. But in the world of flying 
machines, the audience isn’t studied, 
it’s selected. The helicopter manual is 
only used by someone who has reached 
a defined standard, which means 
that the authors are able to make 
assumptions those of us who write for 
the ‘generally educated reader’ can only 
dream of making. I’m fairly sure that a 
certain Swedish furniture manufacturer 
has turned its stores into spatially 
challenging labyrinths as a warmup 
exercise for those who are about to find 
themselves facing a bunk-bed futon 
hybrid armed with only an Allen key 
and a few pictures. Yet still they feature 
heavily on the @uselessassist Twitter 
feed because they’re missing tricks.

Just because the aviation industry 
has a defined audience, it does not 
mean those of us working in other 
fields can’t benefit from what they do. 
Several tricks of the industry can be 
applied to any customer group, as they 
are just good technical communication 
practices that deliver accessible content 
to those with different learning and 
communication styles. My students 
will get face-to-face training as well as 
all the manuals: increasingly in-store 
demonstrations of products and 
techniques are available for many 
general products. (The DIY retail 
sector deserves special praise in this 
respect as many stores have regular 
demonstrations in skills ranging from 
pointing to plumbing, backed up by 
well-written leaflets.) 

The students will also be able to 
practise in sandbox environments 
where they are free to ‘play’ as their 
actions will not have consequences. 
Pilots get simulators and engineers 
get cut away portions of engines 
where they can poke around without 
damaging things. Financial trading 
platforms are very good at educating 
their users by providing dummy 
accounts where mistakes don’t cost real 
money and I feel that more software 
companies should take the time to 
bundle sandbox data sets with their 
software so that customers can play 
with impunity.

Finally, and this is important, 
they will be taught how to learn and 

understand the material before using it 
‘in anger’. I’m writing S1000D compliant 
documentation on how to re-assemble 
the chairs they sit on in class so that 
they get used to the format before 
they’re faced with the documentation 
and product (which means that at some 
stage in the next week they’ll have to 
put their chairs together as a learning 
experience). How many of us assume 
that users will intuitively grasp our 
conventions before plunging them 
headfirst into the task they are hoping 
to complete? Users are exposed to so 
many conventions and product types 
that they can struggle to understand 
what you’re trying to achieve with 
your content unless you tell them. An 
example of someone doing this right 
is Peter Grainge who has published 
his procedures and style guide on 
the web(1). As a fellow technical 
communicator I find this valuable, 
but I’m also confident that Peter has 
taken the time to share this with those 
who’ll be using his documentation 
alongside the system, and because they 
understand how he’s communicating, 
they’ll be much better prepared to 
understand what he’s communicating.

To conclude, while we can’t all book a 
specialist team of university lecturers 
to prepare our users for our attempts 
at communication, we can all ease them 
in gently, present in multiple formats 
and give them a safe place to make 
mistakes and learn. C 
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