
Documentation!
aka, How to RTFM and Write TFM



What is documentation?

Merriam Webster: "the usually printed instructions, comments, and information for 
using a particular piece or system of computer software or hardware"

Documentation: text, images, videos detailing

- how something was done (for future reference and/or so that it can be repeated)
- why something was done
- how something works
- how to do something



Examples of documentation

- instruction/user manuals for appliances
- recipes
- LEGO instructions
- Finding aids (especially processing notes)
- video tutorials
- README files for software
- GitHub Docs
- CollectionBuilder documentation



Key skills

1. Reading documentation
a. How can you find the information you need?
b. When is it time to give up and ask for help?

2. Writing documentation
a. What information do you need to include?
b. How should it be structured?



Reading documentation - How to RTFM

RTFM = Read The F[reaking/$%@ing] Manual

If you're not sure how to do something, check the documentation to see if there's 
an answer!

Strategies:

- Look in the tables of contents/index (if they exist) for topics that seem 
applicable

- Scan headings
- Search in software/hardware's online documentation (if possible)
- Search Google ("How to X in Y?")



https://xkcd.com/627/ 

https://xkcd.com/627/


How not to use RTFM!

RTFM has been used rudely by some in the computing community to tell people to 
figure it out themselves or that they should already know how to do something

This is not what I (or you) should mean with RTFM

RTFM = read the freaking manual first, and if the manual doesn't help, look 
elsewhere!



When to give up on RTFM

- The documentation doesn't cover the answer you're looking for
- Google to see if someone else has had the question and a nice person has answered them
- Post in a community forum for the software/hardware if it exists
- Contact the developers with your question

- Easy for this class because we have close contact with CollectionBuilder developers!
- The documentation isn't written for your level

- See if there is alternate documentation elsewhere 
- Ask questions (forum, developers, experts you have access to)

Struggling/flailing with technical problems can be a useful learning experience, but 
if you can't solve the problem on your own or by RTFMing, seek help elsewhere!



Write the manual you wish to read!



Deciding on documentation content

- Why are you writing it?
- Does someone need to do this again in the future?
- Does someone need to know what happened?

- Who are you writing for?
- Yourself
- People in your field
- People outside your field or with different levels of experience
- General public

- What are you writing about?
- How to do one simple, small task
- How to do lots of different things or something with many steps
- All the options available for something

- How much information do they need?
- What level of detail is necessary? (enough so your audience can do what they need to do!)
- When should you explain in your own words versus link to somewhere else?



Deciding on documentation structure

- Through what medium is the documentation best delivered?
- Text, images, videos, or a combo?

- How should it be organized?
- What should be its own section?
- What order makes sense to present information?

- How can you make your documentation easier to read?
- descriptive headings
- bullet points and number lists
- tables
- screenshots, demonstrative images, videos



Documentation examples Julia Child's mayonnaise recipe





Heading

Explanation/
Directions

Link to relevant 
outside resource

Template (easy 
copy/paste)

Example 
(see how one 
would follow 
directions)
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