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Introduction

This book is based on the author’s professional experience as a technical
writer, editor and translator. As an editor for texts written in English by Ger-
man developers, | soon discovered that the authors tended to make many of
the same mistakes. Some of these involved fairly trivial errors, such as using
the wrong word (e.g. “actual” for “aktuell”). However, other problems went
much deeper, involving issues of style. The fundamental question is always:
How can complicated technical matters be expressed adequately in English
that is simple, direct and easy to understand? This is not a trivial task, espe-
cially when the author’s thoughts are expressed in German sentences which
are long, complicated and overly abstract.

It occurred to me that German developers could be offered a focused crash
course on technical writing in English. Wouldn’t that be more efficient — and
less expensive — than correcting the same mistakes time and time again?

This book is the result of my work in creating such a course. It has been my
privilege to give the course a number of times, as a compact seminar. Based
on this experience, the material presented here has evolved — and hopefully
improved. Due to time constraints, it is often necessary to cut corners in the
seminar and leave some material out. This book provides the full extent of
the material.

The objective in all of technical writing is to explain complex topics in simple,
direct language. It is the aim of this work to give the reader a toolbox of sty-
listic techniques, enabling him or her to perform this challenging task in Eng-
lish. Germans will have to reflect on communication styles which are typical
of their native language but which may cause problems when applied to
English. Ideally, the reader will be able to write like a native speaker of Eng-
lish — a significant professional qualification for many people. Even a casual
reader will probably be able to recognize basic stylistic minefields, and can -
hopefully — tiptoe around them.

Please note that this is a work on questions of style. In the interest of brevity
and focus, it will be assumed throughout that sources of German/English
technical terminology are readily available, and that the terminology used
here is correct.
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Examples are given throughout the book, in order to demonstrate how the
stylistic recommendations can be applied. The exercises at the end of each
chapter allow the reader to investigate the material in a practical way. The
reader is strongly recommended to do these exercises.

The final section of the book provides a suggested solution for each exercise.
In many cases comments are added, because the reader's solution could be
quite different than mine. Some of these comments also point out various
stylistic traps in the exercises which the reader might not have noticed.

The text often uses a German sentence as the starting point. In such cases,
the exploration begins with a statement in German, followed by a poor
translation and discussion. In other cases, | begin a topic with an example
sentence in English which | then analyze. Please note that this varies, without
warning.

This book is structured around a number of stylistic “traps”, as follows:

Chapter For German text which ... The trapiis ...
1 uses German technical jargon translating directly, literally
2 is substantival writing substantival English
3 uses long sentences writing long sentences in English
4 uses the passive voice inappropriately using the passive voice in English, too
5 makes several statements in one sentence  expressing all of the statements in one long
English sentence
6 expresses technical processes in translating literally
substantival incomplete sentences
7 makes a vague statement, when it should  writing an equally vague statement
be telling people what to do in English
8 uses nonstandard word order for emphasis  violating the English rules for word order
9 includes words which are not saying translating uncritically
anything
10 uses typographical shortcuts translating literally
1 makes a general statement, instead of translating literally
telling people what to do
12 uses noun-verb combinations translating with a noun-verb combination
13 conveys much information before the noun  translating literally
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For German text which ...

uses complicated verbs

does not clearly identify and differentiate
cause and effect

deals with practical things in abstract or
vague language

packs too much information into one
sentence

includes commas

includes hyphens

The trapiis ...

using a complicated verb in English —
probably the wrong one

translating uncritically
translating into abstract, vague English

expressing all of the information in one
English sentence

violating the English rules for commas
violating the English rules for hyphens
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3 Use"...-ing" for complex thoughts

The English language has a grammatical device, the gerund, which allows us
to express complex ideas very simply.

Examples
* More and more electronic circuits are being built into vehicles, and the
demands made of testers are increasing.

* More and more electronic circuits are being built into vehicles. The de-
mands made of testers are increasing.

Problem:
This is choppy and difficult to read.

Recommendation:
Use the pattern ... -ing for complex thoughts.

Applying the recommendation:

More and more electronic circuits are being built into vehicles, increasing
the demands made of testers.

This is easy to read, easy to understand, and allows the sentence to flow.

Example

Der dufSerst robuste und schwere Verladekopf driickt die speziell entwickel-
te Kunststoffdichtung optimal in die Tankéffnung und sorgt somit fiir eine
staubfreie Verladung.

The following translation reads well:

The extremely robust and heavy loading nozzle presses the specially de-
veloped plastic seal optimally into the tank opening, ensuring dust-free
loading.

Do not write:

The extremely robust and heavy loading nozzle presses the specially de-
veloped plastic seal optimally into the tank opening and ensures dust-free
loading.
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Example

Benutzt man statt Gleichstrom Wechselstrom, so bezeichnet man den im
Wechselstromkreis gegebenen Widerstand mit Z und erhdlt fir die obige
Grundformel ...

The following translation reads well:

If AC current is used instead of DC, then the resistance in the AC circuit is
designated as Z, resulting in the following for the above basic equation ...

Do not write:

If AC current is used instead of DC, then the resistance in the AC circuit is
designated as Z, and results in the following for the above basic equa-
tion ...

Exercises

1. Yachting Excellence is revolutionizing the boating industry and opens
up new worlds of experience to spoiled yacht lovers.

2. Check the cable before you check the electrodes.
3. The light sensors are in the shadows, that makes measurement easier.

4. Die Umstellung der Bordspannung auf 24 V verursacht weitere Pro-
bleme.
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