
Technical Document Analysis: Carolyn Dunn

Figure 1 is a photograph of a sign hanging outside the hospital in Latrobe, Pennsylvania.
The sign itself is hanging on a column outside the main entrance to the hospital. It was perhaps two feet long and one foot wide, and it was hung at eye level on the column – which made it easy to spot. It is designed to warn people walking on the sidewalks outside the hospital that there could be icy spots on the pavement. The triangles that are blue in the picture only turn blue when the temperature dips below freezing – 32 degrees Fahrenheit.  When the temperature is above freezing, the triangles are all white.  So, how do the characteristics discussed in the lecture apply to this sign? First, remember that the characteristics of a piece of technical communication are:
1. It addresses a specific audience

2. It helps readers solve problems

3. It reflects an organization’s goals and culture

4. It is often produced collaboratively

5. It uses design to increase readability

6. It consists of words or graphics or both

It is fairly clear that this sign includes at least five of the six characteristics. It addresses a specific audience – pedestrians walking outside the hospital. It helps those pedestrians solve a problem in the sense that it warns them of possible icy conditions and allows them to prepare for that possibility. If I see this sign, I am going to use caution in walking and keep an eye out for ice. It reflects an organization’s goals and culture in the sense that it is outside a hospital – a place completely devoted to health and well being. The people who work there understand how slipping on a patch of ice can lead to broken bones, so of course they would want to help us be safe (and thus reduce their liability). The use of the color blue to represent freezing conditions also reflects our culture at large – as Americans, we know that the color blue is often used to represent the concept of cold – this sign takes advantage of that cultural use of the color blue. We don’t know for sure if it was produced collaboratively – but my guess is that it was…after all, the person who designed it probably could not have actually manufactured it him or herself, right? It probably took a team of people to actually produce the sign itself from concept to finished product…but again, we don’t know that for certain. The sign absolutely uses design to increase readability – that big circle with the blue pie pieces immediately communicates to us that ice could be present- and the circle dominates the sign – it is the biggest aspect of the sign itself.  The sign also includes both words and graphics. 
In terms of the hallmarks of excellence, a few apply to this sign. It is most definitely clear – there is very little opportunity for misunderstanding what it says. Likewise, it is concise. It covers what it needs to cover and does not include any extraneous information. It is accessible; it is large enough to spot from a distance and is hung at eye level just outside the front doors of the hospital. It also has a professional appearance; the design is clean and easy to read, and the color blue is used repeatedly to reinforce the concept of freezing or cold. There are no misspellings on the sign and the margins are even throughout – it does not look “sloppy.” That also makes me more likely to believe the content. 
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Figure 1: A sign outside a hospital warning pedestrians that sidewalks could be icy.

In conclusion, that is my analysis of a piece of technical documentation I came across in my daily life. I hope this helps you in writing about yours.

