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Author’s Toolkit

Writing Better Technical Papers
Ron Read
Human Global Communications Co., Ltd.

(formerly Kurdyla and Associates)

During the coronavirus pandemic, many of us
have begun working from home as a public
health precaution. When your work involves
writing, it may be a challenge to stay productive.

Writing in “lockdown”

If you're used to doing your writing jobs in an
office, a faculty room, or another professional
setting, working at home during the day will
likely seem strange, and you might be concerned
about remaining focused and productive.

One key factor affecting writing is the aural
ambience, or what you hear as you write. For
example, writing near a construction site or loud,
joking coworkers isn’t so pleasant.

Some writing authorities have suggested
playing BGM, or background music that’s
usually “softened” jazz, classical or pop music.
Personally, after an hour or so, this becomes
annoying to me—it all becomes the same.

On the other hand, music that you really enjoy,
whether classical 70s rock or John Coltrane, will
probably be distractive because it will put you in
a “time-off” mood for enjoyment or relaxing.

A compromise might be music that's both
intellectually stimulating andsuitable for taking
a secondary place in your consciousness. For this,
I like Ryuichi Sakamoto or Philip Glass.

Some people may have the discipline to write
in “library silence,” but that too is uncomfortable
for many of us less disciplined writers. One
alternative is an environment with pleasant
natural “white noise”: wind, waves, rain. If these
aren’t available where you write, check YouTube!

Another factor is other people: your spouse,
kids, parents, neighbors. They must realize that,
although “at home,” you are not “on vacation.”

People you work with may also contact you by
email/texting or phone calls more than they talk
with you in the office or at school. If this becomes
disruptive to your writing work, it may be useful
to inform them what times of the day are best to

contact you (early morning, after lunch, etc.).
Being out of a normal work environment and
away from colleagues can also create an unreal
sense of time. For example, I find myself getting
“trapped” in Google searches while reading
about my clients’ research fields. As always,
make and stick to time-marked writing goals!

Potentially tricky...

The word “potential” indicates something that
can be reasonably expected to exist or occur in
the future. In technical writing, this is usually
used in a positive way to promote an approach:

O This method has much potential as a speedy,

non-contact testing protocol.

But it can also show a negative possibility:

O Installing this battery near a heat source

creates a potential fire or explosion hazard.

The most common problem non-native
English speakers have with “potential” is simply
placing it before a noun in a vague way:

% ...and it is a potential refraction analysis.

This seems oddly incomplete—normally in
such a sentence we would expect “potential” to
modify a word that in turn modifies the noun:

O ...and it is a potentially effective and low-cost

refraction analysis.

Another use of “potential” is to indicate a new
competitor, using a word like “alternative”

O ..and it is a potential altemative to

conventional refraction analysis.

A similar word is “promising,” but using this
requires more confidence in the idea’s potential!

Need your journal/conference paper revised?

contact read@athuman.com

Mini Quiz: What's Wrong?
1) Now, many staff members work at home.
2) Now, many staff members work from home.
3) Now, many staff members do home work.
(Answers: 1) OK; 2) OK, and gives further
nuance of a temporary measure; 3) Unnatural,
and sounds like academic “homework”)
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(-Your paper is the face of your research: Make it look good! \

Human Global Communications Co., Ltd.
(formerly Kurdyla and Associates Co., Ltd.)
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“You've invested great amounts
of time, effort and money in your
research—your paper deserves
the best possible writing! Human
Contact Person: Atsuko Watanabe 1834 JEF
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HGC Kansai: www.hgckansai.com Tel: 06-7223-8990 e-mail: kansaikujira@athuman.com
Tokyo Headquarters: www.human-gc.jp A member of the Human Group: www.athuman.cou

— Ron Read

Vice President, Osaka Manager
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