
1

Guide to

Writing

and

Speaking

The University of New South Wales

School of Electrical Engineering &

Telecommunications

Prepared by The Learning Centre, Fourth Edition, UNSW 2004 ©

Copyright Conditions

This is a publicly available resource. Students may download a single copy for individual study

purposes.

No parts of this guide may be reproduced without written permission from the authors.

If educators or institutions not part of The University of New South Wales would like to use this

resource in their own courses, then permission is required. Please contact Pam Mort

(p.mort@unsw.edu.au) or Dr. Iain Skinner (I.Skinner@unsw.edu.au).



2

Foreword

Effective communication is a skill that can be acquired. All that is needed is desire and a guide.

Professional engineers always work as part of a team and so they need to be able to

communicate effectively with a variety of other people: managers, co-workers and customers.

There are many engineers or engineering students who have excellent technical skills but

have a hard time communicating their ideas or do not work well with others. Communication

skills are just as important as technical knowledge for success with a project.

We spend most of our working day communicating. Our communication is divided into writing,

reading, speaking and listening. The principles of good communication are how to listen and

present your ideas. The simplest communication skill is no more than how to go about ‘selling

your ideas’ and professional engineers need to sell their ideas for success.

As your knowledge of the technical part of engineering develops, you will need to communicate

more and more technically diverse material to wider and wider audiences. Your ability to

communicate will determine how successful you are in your career as an engineer.

Communication reflects your own distinct personality. Hence, this guide cannot be the final

word on communication skills. It is written as a beginning, designed to make you confident with

basic suggestions so that you will be able to enhance your communication skills on your own.

I would like to thank the staff of The Learning Centre, and especially Pam Mort who acted as

editor, for the production of this guide. I also thank Iain Skinner who co-ordinated the work in

the School.

Dr E. Ambikairajah

Director of Academic Studies

School of Electrical Engineering and Telecommunications

February 2001

Contributors to this guide include: Pam Mort (The Learning Centre), Farah Magrabi (Writing

Assistant and Research Student in The Graduate School for Biomedical Engineering), Dr Iain

Skinner, Dr Hugh Outhred and Dr Predrag Rapajic (School of Electrical Engineering and

Telecommunications), and Monica Obrien and Tony Natoli (Physical Sciences Library UNSW).

Some sections of this guide have been adapted from previous guides developed with Associate

Professor Robin Ford (School of Mechanical and Manufacturing Engineering) and Dr Paul

Hagan (School of Mining).

Design and layout by Tracey-Lee Downey (The Learning Centre).
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More than half
of an engineer’s

‘work’ involves

writing and
speaking to

others—both
engineer and

non-engineer.

These sections
explain how to

structure and
present your

communication.

You need to
present

information in
ways that satisfy

markers. Later,

these
conventions will

also be required
in your

professional

work.

Some more
advice to help

you review your

approach to
study.

You may think it is only “the answer” that matters. (This might be
true when it is already known, as at School). However, without a

clear reporting of how you attained that answer, the answer is of no

value to the professional engineer who solves new problems, and

must persuade others that the answer is valid.

Contents
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An Introduction to

Completing

Assignments
Writing, whether it be for a report, an essay or a talk, is a process that involves

a number of steps. While the steps are presented here in a set order, you will

often find yourself carrying out more than one step at a time and even repeating

steps as you prepare your assignment. The steps are presented in separate

stages here for clarity. These usually consist of:

Analyse the Task (see page 24)

This should be done before any other part of the assignment process. Otherwise,

useless information may be gathered, thus wasting your valuable time. You will

also analyse the task many times while completing your assignment to keep you

focused and ensure that you meet the specifications of the task.

Do Research (see page 26 & 34)

There are many skills needed here, from using the library systems and databases

to developing good search techniques. Expect to spend at least 30% of your time

finding out about your topic.

Take Notes (see page 32)

You should find that you take more notes than you actually need. As your own

ideas and research develop about the topic, your notetaking will become more

precise and relevant to the task.
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The Black Box

“forming your ideas and argument”

(see page 36)

Prepare Your Report (page 6) or Talk (page 18)

This is a bit of a ‘Black Box’ as scientists are still researching how our minds work.

However, there are some useful strategies that experienced writers and speakers

use to help clarify their understanding and organise their opinions about a topic.

Prepare the body sections first and the introductory (abstract and introduction)

and concluding sections last. Don’t forget the reference list and contents pages (if

a written report). Organise the body to tell a logical story about the topic. While

you may have learnt about your topic in a random sequence as you located

information from the library and had to decide what was relevant or not, your task

is to explain the topic clearly and concisely so that someone else can understand

it immediately.

Visuals (page 12 & 20), Formatting (page 10), Style,

and Editing (page 44)

Conventions and standards are important presentation tools. They set the tone

and feel of a text and project an image of you (or your organsiation) as a writer

and communicator.


