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Our fourth assignment in Introduction to Professional Writing was to write instructions for completing a real-life task that, in our experience or observation, can be difficult for those unfamiliar with the task. I wrote instructions for how to view a shared folder in ePortfolio, Virginia Tech’s electronic portfolio system. ePortfolio allows accountholders to store and access electronic information through a standard internet connection. Although the system is password-protected, ePortfolio accountholders can selectively share stored information with other internet users. 

Since I learned ePortfolio by trial and error, I can appreciate the difference a good set of instructions would have made—well-written instructions would have sped my learning process and decreased the number of mistakes I made as I learned the system. While it may take lots of time and testing to produce instructions, good instructions reduce costs later. Well-written instructions bring three rewards—first, they make the product usable, satisfying customers; second, they cut down on customer service costs because customers can solve more of their own problems; and third, they reflect well on a company that will invest time and money to help customers get the most from their products. The value of instructions as a form of professional writing is evidenced by the huge manuals software companies produce to accompany their products. Good instructions enhance products’ value and companies’ reputations.

One of the most significant areas of learning for me in this project was the integration of verbal and visual content. At first the only visual element I planned for these instructions was the formatting of the text; while I planned to use headings, color, and alignment to clarify the meaning of the text, I had not even thought of using other visuals. When I experimented with adding cropped screenshots of the relevant ePortfolio pages, however, it was obvious that the instructions would be much more complete, effective, and attractive with more visuals. The text formatting also presented a challenge, as I had to balance visual interest with clarity—using different headings, colors, alignments, and type styles gives more freedom of emphasis, but combining too many options reduces clarity. I enjoyed this project because I used more variations in text formatting than I ever have before, but I was able to achieve a balance between the visual interest of the text and the clarity of the document as a whole. I also enjoyed working with the screenshots. Even though I had to experiment to find the most effective way to handle their placement, I found a layout that worked well for clarity and ease-of-use. Since turning this project in initially, I have revised some confusing phrasing (in the sections that initially read “instructions for VT users only begin with…”) and I added some troubleshooting help toward the end of the instructions, where the reader was instructed to “verify that the file was saved correctly.”

