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Author’s Toolkit

Writing Better Technical Papers

Ron Read

Kurdyla and Associates Co., Ltd.

In the hot months of summer, most Japanese
firms have sensibly introduced “Cool Biz” dress
codes that relax the need for suits and ties. But
let’s not get laid-back in our technical writing.

Don’t get too casual...

Let’s face it: Most technical papers are aimed
at publications that generally take a serious ap-
proach to serious issues. If the writing style has
the casual phrasing of an e-mail between old
friends, the reader may be distracted from the
paper’s problems and solutions.

A common type of over-casual language in-
volves expressions of large quantities:

A lot of previous research efforts have. ..
Lots of previous research efforts have. . .

Many previous research efforts have. ..
Several previous research efforts have. ..

Expressions giving additional information can
also be too casual:

X By the way, we should also consider. ..

O Another important consideration is. . .

X Besides, the cooling rate influences. ..

O Furthermore, the cooling rate influ-

ences. ..

Be careful in introducing consequences:

X So we can say that...

O Therefore, we can assume that. ..

X As it turns out, the highest level is. ..

O As aresult, the highest level is. ..

Don’t be too breezy in giving permission:

X It's also OK to use histidine for the. ..

O Histidine may also be used for the. ..

X It doesn’t matter which node is used to. . .

O

O

OO X X X

Either of the nodes can be used to. ..
Any of the nodes can be used to...
Avoid using conversational expressions when
beginning to give reasons:
X To begin with, there are not enough. . .
X First of all, there are not enough. . .

Plenty of previous research efforts have. ..

O First, there are not enough. ..

Sometimes multiple-word verbs (phrasal verbs)
sound too conversational:

X It's very important to get rid of the ambi-

ent noise that exceeds this threshold.

O It's very important to eliminate the ambi-

ent noise that exceeds this threshold.

X Next, we pick up all of the t-test results

that satisfy our three basic criteria.

O Next, we select all of the t-test results that

satisfy our three basic criteria.

Finally, it’s important to remember that ca-
sual or conversational language does not mean
simple, clear, and short language, which is of
course best for technical writing.
Multi-purpose PowerPoint by Reduction

PowerPoint presentations should use the bare
minimum of text, and this is also true of dis-
played posters presented in a poster session.
Words should not block the flow of ideas. Slides
and posters benefit from relaxing white space.

On the other hand, documents that you hand
out to audience members will be read later, at
the individual’s pace, and thus can be full of de-
tailed explanations and examples.

In addition to, or instead of, copies of full pa-
pers, it’s useful to distribute extra-dense Power-
Point handouts with both images and text. But
instead of building these up from the original
slides/poster, consider tearing down the hand-
outs, by carefully reducing text, to make clean,
attractive slides and posters. This process makes
you consider what is truly necessary to show in
your real-time presentation.

Grammar Questions? read@kurdyla.com

Mini Quiz: What’s Wrong?
1) We seek after a new solution to faulty. ..
2) We seek a new solution to faulty. . .
3) We seek for a new solution to faulty. ..
(Answers: 1) & 3) incorrect; 2) OK)
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