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About me

● Based in California, USA
● Joined the Wikimedia Foundation in 2019
● Part of the Technical Documentation Team
● IRC/Phabricator: apaskulin

https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:APaskulin_(WMF)



Today’s session
1. Defining our terms
2. Why write documentation
3. Guiding principles
4. Types of documentation

a. Code comments
b. Developer documentation
c. User documentation
d. Project documentation

5. Organizing documentation pages
6. Structuring the pages
7. Writing style
8. Working on documentation
9. Resources and getting help



1. Defining our terms



Documentation is writing that 
explains or instructs.



Documentation works when users can:
● find the information they need,
● understand what they find, and 
● act on it confidently.

"Five Steps to Plain Language", centerforplainlanguage.org



2. Why write documentation



Knowledge is power.



Documentation helps us:
● multiply our efforts and
● show empathy for each other.



3. Guiding principles



For every document, consider:
● who will use it
● how will they find it
● what are they trying to do



4. Types of documentation



Code comments

● Audience: developers
● Stored in code files
● Uses language-specific syntax

labs-tools-Isa/isa/campaigns/image_updater.py



Visual Studio Code

Reading code 
comments in a 
code editor

labs-tools-Isa/isa/campaigns/image_updater.py



Code comments

Best practices:

● Update code comments alongside code changes
● Follow existing conventions
● Explain the why



Developer 
documentation
● READMEs
● How to contribute
● Often uses Markdown syntax

labs-tools-Isa/isa/README.md

https://docs.github.com/en/get-started/writing-on-github/getting-started-with-writing-and-formatting-on-github/basic-writing-and-formatting-syntax


User 
documentation
● Audience: end users
● Often serves multiple types of users
● Manuals and how-to guides
● Wiki pages

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:ISA_Tool/Manual 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:ISA_Tool/Manual


Project 
documentation
● Audience: contributors
● Historical
● Wiki pages

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:ISA_Tool/Image_to_Concept 

  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:ISA_Tool/Image_to_Concept


5. Organizing documentation 
pages



Documentation is a process.



Organizing for 
maintainability
● Know the audience
● Define the scope
● Avoid duplication

https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Design_Systems_Team/Team_Processes 

https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Gerrit/Code_review 

https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Design_Systems_Team/Team_Processes
https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Gerrit/Code_review


Discoverability

● Navigation
● Interlinking
● Next steps

https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Developer_Portal/Contribute 

https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Local_development_quickstart 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:ISA_Tool 

https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Developer_Portal/Contribute
https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Local_development_quickstart
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:ISA_Tool


6. Structuring the page



Introduction

● Directly follows the title
● Explains the topic and purpose of the page
● Helps the reader decide if the page is right 

for them 

https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/New_Developers/Introduction
_to_the_Wikimedia_Technical_Ecosystem  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:ISA_Tool/Manual 

https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/New_Developers/Introduction_to_the_Wikimedia_Technical_Ecosystem
https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/New_Developers/Introduction_to_the_Wikimedia_Technical_Ecosystem
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:ISA_Tool/Manual


Headings

● Focus on what users want to do
● Use short phrases that users will recognize
● Use sequential heading levels for 

accessibility
● Start with general or widely-applicable 

information and end with edge cases
● The table of contents should read like a 

summary of the page

https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Gerrit/Tutorial 

https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Gerrit/Tutorial


Make the page 
easy to scan
● Use meaningful headings
● Alternate paragraphs with lists, tables, and 

code samples
● Put key words at the beginnings of 

paragraphs and sentences
● Make it easy for readers to skip things that 

arenʼt relevant to them

https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/MediaWiki_API_integration_tests 

https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/MediaWiki_API_integration_tests


Exercise
Imagine a page with this table of contents:

1. Principles
a. Translators should translate
b. Translating the wiki way
c. i18n must not be an afterthought
d. Continuous translation

2. Management of supported projects 
a. Project page
b. Things which contribute to efficient and 

good quality localisation
c. Support requests
d. Export
e. Languages, messages, editing, and 

translator issues

What things do these headings do well?

What improvements could we make?

From https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Technical_documentation_best_practices_for_Data_Documentathon_2022.pdf 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Technical_documentation_best_practices_for_Data_Documentathon_2022.pdf


Exercise
Imagine a page with this table of contents:

1. Principles
a. Translators should translate
b. Translating the wiki way
c. i18n must not be an afterthought
d. Continuous translation

2. Management of supported projects 
a. Project page
b. Things which contribute to efficient and 

good quality localisation
c. Support requests
d. Export
e. Languages, messages, editing, and 

translator issues

What things do these headings do well?

These headings do a good job summarizing each 
principle

What improvements could we make?

Use a verb and simplify
Manage your project
Enable efficient, high-quality localisation
Request support

Clarify the subject
Export translations

Split into more focused subsections



7. Writing style



Understandable writing is 
inclusive writing.



Words

● Use simple words with obvious meanings
● Define your terms and use them consistently
● Avoid acronyms and idioms
● Avoid pronouns like “it”



Sentences

● Write short, clear sentences
● One concept per sentence
● Be clear about who is doing what



Editing

● Check for ambiguity
● Ask for review
● Use tools

○  https://www.expresso-app.org/ 
■ readability grade
■ rare words
■ detached subjects (who is doing what)
■ entity substitutions (pronouns)
■ extra long sentences

https://www.expresso-app.org/


Exercise 1

This is a double-edged guide: to writing content 
with an eye to making it translatable, and to 
translating Wikimedia content effectively.



Exercise 1

This is a double-edged guide: to writing content 
with an eye to making it translatable, and to 
translating Wikimedia content effectively.

This guide has two purposes: to help write content 
that is easier to translate and to help translate 
Wikimedia content effectively.



Exercise 2

You do not harm Wikimedia technology infrastructure 
and follow the policies for that infrastructure.



Exercise 2

You do not harm Wikimedia technology infrastructure 
and follow the policies for that infrastructure.

You do not harm Wikimedia technology infrastructure, 
and you follow the policies for that infrastructure.



8. Working on documentation



Phabricator

● Documentation tag
● Asking for reviews
● Find documentation tasks for the Isa tool: 

https://phabricator.wikimedia.org/maniphe
st/query/CBz8solFje.e/#R 

phabricator.wikimedia.org

https://phabricator.wikimedia.org/maniphest/query/CBz8solFje.e/#R
https://phabricator.wikimedia.org/maniphest/query/CBz8solFje.e/#R


Wiki pages

● Add a page to your watchlist to follow the latest edits
● Read comments on the talk page to find opportunities to 

improve the documentation 



9. Resources and getting help



Resources

● Templates and guides: 
https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Document
ation

● Documentation tasks on Phabricator: 
https://phabricator.wikimedia.org/tag/docu
mentation/

● Documentation style guide: 
https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Document
ation/Style_guide

https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Documentation 

https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Documentation
https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Documentation
https://phabricator.wikimedia.org/tag/documentation/
https://phabricator.wikimedia.org/tag/documentation/
https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Documentation/Style_guide
https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Documentation/Style_guide
https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Documentation


Getting help

● Post your questions and review requests to 
https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Talk:Documentation

● Email the Wikimedia Foundation Technical 
Documentation team at techdocs@wikimedia.org

https://www.mediawiki.org/wiki/Talk:Documentation


Thank you!


