
Ask Good Questions

By Steve Wilson

Asking good questions sounds easy. Moreover, when preceded by good listening, it is. The most competent technical writer has planned a way of obtaining information. It’s the ‘Invisible Outline’. 

The Invisible Outline constitutes the interviewer’s plan of action. Outline the subject, drill down and outline the separate segments of the subject, and then go interview a “Subject Matter Expert”. Am I really saying, “Know what you’re writing about before you do an interview?” Well, yes! 

The outline is the Big Picture. It is why I’m a writer. The “Big Picture” isn’t understanding the nuts and bolts of the subject. Not at the beginning anyway. When I am finished, I should know every nut and bolt I saw. However, at the start, I outline the subject. 
The “out” in “outline” would best be understood to refer to “outsider”. In addition, contract writers are outsiders to start off.  This is not to say interloper. I was hired after all. But coming in to a new situation, it’s sometimes easier to see the whole than for those who are already there. 

The good news about asking questions is that, often, expectations of the ‘outsider’ are pretty low. So the outsider can get a better picture of the whole, and “views expressed are not necessarily those of the author.” This means that I write what I’m told. And if I listen well and prepare from the Invisible Outline, my questions and subsequent responses are more sound than if the ‘insiders’ had written the documents.
I have had the experience of being the first person at the facility to even think of the job functions I saw as inefficient, or ineffective. In one situation, after three weeks of on-site contract employment, I had a suggestion for how the work group was organized around a certain group of tasks. Cross training being one of the mantras at this facility (a sound practice for everyone’s sake), I asked why the jobs were not divided up by how the machinery and traffic patterns were laid out on the work floor. Guess what? No one asked the question before! Result: cross-training using the layout had everyone cooperating much more naturally, and often the employees shared workloads much more readily. Secondary benefit? Fewer tired employees, and better cross training. Seems like they all got along better too.

The ‘outsider’ can become an insider pretty quickly. My experience has taught me to stay on the outside (in thought) and see things that those among the trees seem to miss. So about how to ask good questions? Stay on the outside.  
