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Putting Documentation into Practice

The worlds of technical communication and usability have charted parallel paths, with shared goals and techniques. Unfortunately, those paths were often kept apart artificially, with “documentation” kept separate from “the interface.” But, as it has changed so many things, the web has also brought different disciplines together – including skills in content, information design, information architecture, and interaction design. 

The need to understand not only usability in general, but also the usable design of technical communication is especially true when the content of the web site is standards and guidelines. Fortunately, we have a large body of work from the technical communication field to fall back on, with many people working in both documentation, software design, and usability.

This talk will look at some of the work in the field of technical communication that can shed light on what it takes to create standards that readers can put into action. The goal is to raise issues that can be helpful in the work of this group in making the W3C specifications more usable…and through this improvement, also improve the web sites and software based on these guidelines.

Some of the topics to be covered will include:

· The minimalist movement in documentation, supporting “reading to learn to do”

· Design heuristics for documentation, looking at user goals for finding information

· The difference between task oriented and content oriented documents

· Issues in document design and style guides that affect usability
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