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o you have (o understand the reading process to be a good

technical writer? For a few writers, the answer is no. These

writers intuitively craft highly effective sentences, often

based on their own extensive reading. They incorporate the best models

into their writing. But what about the rest of us?

Merely following the rules of grammar and mechanics does not guar-

antee effective sentences. Consider the following: “The malt that the rat

that the cat killed ate lay in the house.” The sentence is grammatically cor-

rect, yet it is virtual nonsense.

Iow, then, do fledgling writers make
themselves into ellective technical com-
municators? In part by understanding
how readers process the documents that

technical communicators create. A briel

explanation of that process follows,
along with tips on how to apply this
information to your writing,

Step |I. Reading is the process of

looking for, identilying, and synthesiz-
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ing written words to create meaning.
The place where reader and text meet is
defined not only by the text itself but
also by the reader’s long-term memory,
competency, and intention. The reading
eye moves across the page in quick hops
and jumps called saceades. Information is
picked up when the eyes rest on the
page. These stops, called fixations,
mvolve focusing the fovea centralis—ithe
point ol sharpest vision on the back of
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the retina—on the surface of the page.
The reader stores the resulting sensory
information at the beginning of a fixa-
tion. When readers fail to pick up
enough information during a fixation,
they employ a backward motion called a
regression, the frequency ol which
depends on reading competency.
Application Tip: Readers identify
meaningful parts ol a sentence by find-
ing contrasts between the information
in the foreground (words) and nonin-
formation in the background (page).
We can’t control the quality of light
readers use to identify words, but we
can control the contrast between [ore-
ground and background. Black on
white yields the highest contrast, If you
are functioning as the publication
designer as well as the writer and you
intend to use other colors, consult a
color book for designers, which con-
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