English 114 TC

HOW TO WRITE INSTRUCTIONS

When you need to explain in writing how to do something, a set of instructions is your best choice. By enumerating the steps, you make it easy for readers to perform the process in the correct sequence. Thus, your goal is to provide a clear, self-sufficient explanation so that readers can perform the task easily.

Equipment Needed: Writing Materials (computer, paper, printer, etc.)

Preparing to Write Useful Instructions

1. Perform the task yourself, or ask an expert to demonstrate or describe it to you in detail. 

2. Analyze perspective readers’ familiarity with the process so that you can write instructions at their level of understanding (determining your audience).

Making Your Instructions Clear

1. Include four elements as needed: an introduction, a list of equipment/tools and materials, a description of the steps involved in the process, and a conclusion.

2. Explain in the opening why the process is important and how it relates to a larger purpose.

3. Divide the process into short, simple steps and present them in order of occurrence.

4. Present the steps in numbered or bulleted lists as opposed to continuous paragraphs.

5. If the process consists of more than 10 steps, divide them into groups or stages identified with headings. 

6. Phrase each step as a command (“Do this” instead of “You should do this”); use active verbs (“Look for these signs” instead of “Be alert for these signs”); use precise, specific terms (such as “three” instead of “a few” or “several).

7. When appropriate, indicate how readers may tell whether a step has been performed correctly and how one step may influence another. (Don’t go overboard with this, and use only when applicable).

8. Provide warnings and cautions when applicable. Warnings are for physical/bodily harm, and cautions are for harm to equipment, materials, etc. HINT: These interjections must precede the point at which the body or equipment is harmed. Listing them after the fact is not helpful to the reader.

9. Include diagrams of complicated devices, and refer to them in appropriate steps.

10. Summarize the importance of the process and the expected results in the conclusion.

Testing Your Instructions (Usability Testing)

1. Review the instructions to be sure they are clear and concise. Also judge whether you have provided too much (or not enough) detail.

2. Ask someone else to read the instructions and tell you whether they make sense and are easy to follow.

Important Tip: Choose a task that you can perform in class or at least show some of the process and its result(s). You will have to present this orally.

