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The Composition Teacher
as Technical Writing Teacher

1

As demand increases for technical writing courses, many instructors are recruited to teach
a subject that they might regard as alien to their training, ability, and primary interests.
But anyone experienced in teaching composition can make an easy and rewarding transi-
tion to teaching technical writing. Your proven ability to assess clarity, economy, organi-
zation, and rhetorical effectiveness provides the essential ingredient—along with a touch
of curiosity and willingness to experiment. In this course, as in any composition course,
purpose, audience, and rhetorical strategy are stressed.

In technical writing, a major rhetorical challenge is to write for an audience whose tech-
nical understanding is less than the writer’s own. Accordingly, the emphasis in this text is
on writing for a general audience. Instructors without technical background, therefore,
make an ideal audience—as do students with widely varied majors.

Technical Writing’s Practical Focus

In a technical writing class, you don’t need to struggle for answers to the student’s
implied question on each assignment: “Why are we doing this?” Because students choose
subjects with observable limits, and because they write for a specific reader in a specific
situation, they are able to make the connection between writing in the classroom and writ-
ing in the workplace. And with high motivation, skills improve quickly.

Students learn to master rhetorical strategies by writing about subjects of primary or
immediate interest. The issues are more substantive than abstract. A report analyzing why
the campus has no day-care center may require these expository skills: classification, def-
inition, description, narration, and persuasion, in addition to strategies for summary writ-
ing, outlining, primary and secondary research, and letter writing. Along with obtaining
valuable writing practice, then, students in this course develop a clear sense of purpose,
because they write about problems that touch them and their community. The range and
variety of topics are infinite, with repeated emphasis on highly informative writing. Writ-
ing is taken out of the rarefied English classroom and based in the real world. As an act
of communication for a specific purpose to a specific audience, writing becomes more a
cognitive than an affective task, more than an exercise in creative self-expression. Justifi-
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cation for such assignments is both implicit and explicit. With practice in thinking and
writing for a tangible situation and purpose, for an audience who will use the information,
students in any major leave the course better prepared to think and write incisively about
any subject.

A report-writing assignment is, in effect, an instructor’s call to “teach me,” rather than
“discover yourself.” The practical purpose for writing is always clear. Unlike the rhetori-
cal errors in more personal writing, deficiencies in a factual message can be identified
readily; moreover, a summary, an expanded definition, a set of instructions, a physical
description, or a proposal provides common ground for student-teacher discussion of
content, arrangement, and style.

Technical Writing as a Point of View

For the skeptical newcomer, technical writing’s greatest liability is its name. The term
“technical,” often misleading for both instructors and students, leads to misunderstand-
ing about what goes on in a technical writing course. It is one thing to discuss a technical
subject (a specialized subject, usually mechanical or scientific); it is another to discuss any
subject, technical or not, from a technical point of view (an informed and precise perspec-
tive from which the writer sees the related particulars of a subject). Even the most abstract
subjects are discussed from a technical point of view if interpretations and conclusions are
predicated on demonstrable evidence, and if the writing has utility beyond self-expression;
literary criticism is an example.

In technical writing, the cognitive tasks of observing, interpreting, and reporting discour-
age any tendency to make absolute or sweeping statements. And, because guidelines for
structure and format include an explicit and inclusive title, a clear statement of purpose,
a detailed outline, and relevant headings, students maintain a sense of direction consis-
tent with purpose. Far from enforcing mindless, mechanical transcription, technical writ-
ing assignments elicit thought and expression that are deliberate; volition rather than
chance shapes the message.

Because of its concrete subject matter, technical writing encourages analytical thought.
Students learn to pose imaginative questions, to answer them by precisely interpreting
factual evidence, and to communicate their findings in a “professional” format. The
approach is empirical, not mechanical. Students see that they are writing for a reason, and
that good writing is the product of a good plan and a clear sense of the specific reader’s
specific needs. Written assignments, oral reports, and class discussions about analogues
in the real world—e.g., evaluating your college’s internship program, establishing a stu-
dent-operated food co-op, comparing four popular wood-burning stoves, analyzing safety
devices at a local nuclear power plant—all have practical translations, are easy to justify,
and are carried out with enthusiasm. Ideally, a student report will also satisfy an assign-
ment in another course.

Assignments with a Purpose

As a major course project, the analytical report can evolve from shorter assignments in
summary writing, definition, description, and the like. Students are motivated when con-
vinced that they are not performing an exercise in busywork or philosophical rambling;
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instructors are pleased to learn something informative instead of suffering the usual,
thankless, and bleary-eyed plodding through unmemorable essays.

In short, teaching technical writing is one way in which instructors can make the required
conceptual and practical adjustment from education for its own sake to education with a
visible purpose. Such a change hardly means settling for second best. This kind of teach-
ing, as many continue to discover, offers the occasion for growing professionally and for
actively involving our students in reciprocal teaching and learning.



This manual includes master sheets associated with each book chapter that you might
use in a number of ways.  You can copy and distribute this material as handouts. You can
also integrate these into your presentations during class by projecting them right from
the digital version of this instructor’s manual, integrating excerpts into your PowerPoint
or other digital presentations, or projecting them via document cameras or transparen-
cies. If you are teaching an online or hybrid course, you can also extract these as pdf files
and distribute them via email or your learning management system (LMS).

For Quizzes
No book will do students any good unless they read it. To ensure that your students have
(1) done the reading and (2) understood what they have read, you might use the quiz at
the end of each chapter discussion section. Each quiz has ten questions that can be
answered in ten to fifteen minutes. You can reproduce the quizzes directly from the PDF
of this manual. You may also enter the questions directly into the quiz tool of your online
learning management system.

For Writing Samples
In addition to quizzes, many chapter discussions are supplemented by Master sheets of
visuals and writing samples. In the discussions of the letter and short-report chapters,
masters of student writing illustrate successful responses to exercises in order to comple-
ment many of the on-the-job examples from the textbook.

For Syllabi and Course Description
Either of the two sample syllabi, the course specifications, and the description of a grad-
ing system can be reproduced directly.

Advantages of a Visual Format
Besides enhancing class discussion and lectures and improving students’ attention, rou-
tine exposure to visuals is valuable preparation for students’ careers. Research suggests
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Using the Masters for 
Classroom or Online Instruction



that, in any presentation, speakers who use visuals are regarded as better prepared than
speakers without such aids.

How Master Sheets Are Distributed in This Manual
To follow the same principles of efficiency set forth in the textbook, master sheets have
been deliberately omitted (except for quizzes) from some chapters. Most of the master
sheets are found in Part I (to enhance discussions about the writing process) and in Part
IV (to provide guidance in planning and revising typical documents). For Part II, docu-
ments produced by your own students should provide abundant examples.

As a quick survey of the Table of Master Sheets suggests, the emphasis in this material is
on the process, not just the product. Instead of merely showing sample responses to this or
that assignment, many of the masters illustrate the writing process as a thinking process.

US I N G T H E MA S T E R S F O R CL A S S R O O M O R ON L I N E IN S T R U C T I O N 5
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Journals

Up-to-date information on these journals can be found online. Journals affiliated with a
professional society are typically included as part of the membership dues.

IEEE Transactions on Professional Communication. Institute of Electrical and Electronics
Engineers.

Journal of Business Communication. Association for Business Communication.

Journal of Business and Technical Communication. Sage Publications.

Journal of Mass Media Ethics. Published by Taylor & Francis Group.

Journal of Technical Writing and Communication. Sage Publications.

Technical Communication. Society for Technical Communication (STC).

Technical Communication Quarterly. Association of Teachers of Technical Writing (ATTW).

Bibliographies

“Academic and Practitioner Perspectives on Essential Works in Technical Communica-
tion.” Gerald J. Alred. ATTW Bulletin 15.1 (Spring 2005): 11–13.

“ATTW Bibliography.” The Association of Teachers of Technical Writing (ATTW) offers a
yearly listing of literature in technical and scientific communication. Available on the
ATTW Web site.

“Information Design: A Bibliography.” Michael J. Albers and Beth Conney Lisberg. Tech-
nical Communication 47.2 (2000): 170–176.

Annotated Bibliography 
of Resources for Teachers
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Collaboration

“Collaboration: How Japanese Poetry Can Help Tech Writers.” David L. Major. Issues in
Integrative Studies 26 (2008): 105–137. The author of this article “draws on the practice
of collaboration in Japanese poetry to suggest strategies for dealing with the most
common problems in collaborative writing.”

“Collaborative Writing: Bridging the Gap between the Textbook and the Workplace.”
Stephen Bremner. English for Specific Purposes 29 (2010): 121–132. This study of
eight technical writing textbooks examines the effectiveness of teaching collaboration
and offers suggestions for effective classroom instruction.  

“The Role of Communication and Trust in Global Virtual Teams: A Social Network Per-
spective.” Saonee Sarker, Manju Ahuja, Suprateek Sarker, and Sarah Kirkeby. Journal
of Management Information Systems 28 (2011): 273–309. These authors examined the
role of trust and communication on individual performance in globally distributed
student teams.  

Writing Together: Collaboration in Theory and Practice. Andrea A. Lunsford and Lisa Ede.
Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2012. This collection of essays by two collaborators
spans decades of their work together. Though primarily intended for composition
teachers, many of the essays apply also to technical communication. One of the most
recent contributions to the collection looks at audiences and new media. The book
includes the 1990 article “Collaborative Writers at Work.” 

“Using Knowledge Networks to Teach Online Writing Skills in the Professional Writ-
ing Classroom.” Rachel Robertson.  In Herrington, A. and Schrape, J. and Singh,
K. (eds). Engaging Students with Learning Technologies. Perth, Western Australia:
Curtin  University, 2012. 167–176. Describes a project requiring students to use
Google Docs and Google sites to complete individual and collaborative projects
involving writing for online audiences. Includes compelling student feedback on
the project.

Ethical Communication

Avoiding Plagiarism, Self-plagiarism, and Other Questionable Writing Practices: A Guide to
Ethical Writing. Miguel Roig. Search for this article at <ori.hhs.gov>. A thorough dis-
cussion of the topic. Though written for scientists, the guide is useful to students
across  disciplines.

Copyright Basics. Library of Congress. Provides basic information on U.S. copyright law in
an easy-to-read format. Search for “Circular 1” at <www.copyright.gov>.

Honest Work: A Business Ethics Reader, 2nd ed. Ed. Joanne B. Ciulla, Clancy Martin, Robert
C. Solomon. New York: Oxford University Press, 2011. 

Office of Research Integrity (ORI), U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
<ori.hhs.gov>. Promotes ethical conduct in the health and behavioral sciences. Pub-
lishes a quarterly newsletter. The Web site lists external resources and educational
materials about topics such as peer review and collaboration. 
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Plagiarism.org. <www.plagiarism.org>. Covers the topic in detail; offers resources; links
to Webinars and other helpful sites.

Professional Ethics Report. This quarterly newsletter is published by the American Associ-
ation for the Advancement of Science, 1333 H Street, NW, Washington, DC 20005.
Email per@aaas.org and ask to be placed on the emailing list.

“Rethinking Plagiarism for Technical Communication.” Jessica Reyman. Technical Com-
munication 55.1 (2008): 61–67. This insightful article re-examines the concept of pla-
giarism in the workplace and encourages technical writing teachers to examine
appropriate textual usages with their students.

General Resources

Academic Dishonesty: An Educator’s Guide. Bernard Whitley, Jr., and Patricia Keith-Spiegel.
New York: Psychology Press, 2001. In addition to research findings and broader con-
siderations about academic dishonesty, these authors offer good practical advice for
dealing with the problem.

The Art of Thinking: A Guide to Critical and Creative Thought. 11th ed. Vincent R. Ruggiero.
New York: Longman, 2014. Excellent and accessible coverage of creative and critical
thinking.

Bugs in Writing: Debugging Your Prose. 2nd ed. Lyn Dupré. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley,
1998. An excellent reference for matters of grammar, page design, audience analysis,
and persona, this book offers a no-nonsense approach.

Central Works in Technical Communication. 2004. Johndan Johnson-Eilola and Stuart A. Sel-
ber (eds). Oxford University Press. Contains landmark essays in technical communi-
cation; provides good overview of the history and practices of the field.

Engineering Psychology and Human Performance. 4th ed. Christopher D. Wickens et al.
New York: Psychology Press, 2013. A detailed analysis of “human factors” as they
affect information processing, this work is essential reading for professional
 communicators.

Risk Communication: A Handbook for Communicating Environmental, Safety, and Health Risks.
5th ed. Regina E. Lundgren and Andrea H. McMakin. New York: Wiley-IEEE Press,
2013. Offers up-to-date practical advice to professionals including engineers, scien-
tists, communicators, and healthcare professionals.

“Technical Communication and Usability: Intertwined Strands and Mutual Influences.”
Janice Redish. IEEE Transactions on Professional Communication 53.3 (2010): 191–201. A
concise yet thorough history of usability in technical communication, with a discus-
sion of future directions.  

Technical Editing. Carolyn D. Rude. 5th ed. New York: Longman, 2010. This excellent
overview of editing as a reader-centered process covers copy editing, substantive
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editing, management and production, and the global marketplace.

Writing Power: Communication in an Engineering Center. Dorothy A. Winsor. Albany, NY:
State University of New York Press, 2003. An illuminating case study of one engi-
neering corporation’s use of texts within its organizational structure. 

“Writing Useful Technical/Business Objectives.” William J. Pardee. Research-Technology
Management 48.1 (2005): 13–17. Offers clear advice on writing successful proposal
objectives.

Research 

A Research Primer for Technical Communication: Methods, Exemplars, and Analyses. Michael A.
Hughes and George F. Hayhoe. New York: Routledge, 2007. A sourcebook for those
conducting research in technical communication.

Qualitative Research in Technical Communication. Eds. James Conklin and George F. Hayhoe.
New York: Routledge, 2010. A collection covering qualitative methodologies such as
ethnography, the case study, focus groups, action research, grounded theory, and
interview research.

Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches. 4th ed. John W.
Creswell. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2014. This work offers valuable
insight into design, evaluation, and methodology. 

Research in Technical Communication. Mary M. Lay and Laura J. Gurak. Westport, CT:
Greenwood, 2002. Informative essays on workplace research and methods.

Service-Learning Resources 

Cross, Ava. “Nonprofit Communications from a Corporate Communication Viewpoint.”
Business Communication Quarterly 69.3 (Sept. 2006): 316–319. Presents an assignment
requiring students to write a report about a nonprofit organization’s communication
structure.

Mennan, Kathy. “Use Service Learning to Add Real World Writing Experience to Your
Course.” Business Communication Quarterly 69.2 (June 2006): 192–195. Offers tips for
incorporating service-learning projects into business communication courses.

National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE). Search under “service learning” at
<www.ncte.org>.

Rehling, Louise. “Doing Good While Doing Well: Service Learning Internships.” Business
Communication Quarterly 63.1 (March 2000): 77–89. Presents a case for the benefits of
service-learning internships and outlines steps for creating a service-learning program.

Technical Communication Quarterly. Two special issues: “Redefining the Technical Commu-
nication Service Course” 8.3 (Summer 1999): 240–360; “Blending School and Work in



Technical Communication: Critical Perspectives” 10.2 (Spring 2001): 125–240. Two
collections that offer articles on many aspects of service learning in relation to cor-
porate and nonprofit settings.

Social Media

Social Media Governance Policy Database. <socialmediagovernance.com/policies>. This
site offers a database of social media policies from nonprofit organizations, corpora-
tions, and governmental agencies and is an excellent resource for comparing social
media policies.

“Social Media Use in Organizations.” Jeffrey W. Treem and Paul M. Leonardi. Communi-
cation Yearbook 36 (2012): 143–189. This review of social media studies examines
four factors that affect power, knowledge, sharing, and socialization in organizations.

“Social Networking Privacy: How to be Safe, Secure, and Social.” <www.privacyrights
.org/social-networking-privacy>. This fact sheet from the Privacy Rights Clearing-
house provides abundant information and helpful tips as well as links to many use-
ful resources.

“Understanding the Wired Workplace: The Effects of Job Characteristics on Employees’
Personal Online Communication at Work.” Guowei Jian. Communication Research
Reports 30.1 (2013): 22–33. This study provides an illuminating look at how job char-
acteristics affect employees’ personal online communication in the workplace. 

Workplace Challenges Associated with Employees’ Social Media Use. <www.acc.com/legalresources
/quickcounsel/wcawesmu.cfm>. From the Association of Corporate Counsel, this
site details various legal concerns for employers and provides links to other
resources.

Teaching Online

Multimedia Educational Resource for Learning and Online Teaching (MERLOT). <www.merlot
.org/merlot/index.htm>. A vast repository of peer-reviewed articles and materials
for educators and students in all disciplines. 

Teaching Online: A Practical Guide, 3rd ed. Susan Schorr Ko. New York: Routledge, 2010. An
essential read for instructors teaching fully online or hybrid courses. Contents
include resources, interviews with faculty, and practical advice.

The Online Teaching Survival Guide: Simple and Practical Pedagogical Tips. Judith V. Boettch-
er and Rita-Marie Conrad. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2010. Excellent source of
instructional advice based on the latest research into online course delivery.

Technology

EDUCAUSE. <www.educause.edu>. A nonprofit organization that focuses on informa-
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tion technology in higher education. Publishes EDUCAUSE Quarterly and EDU-
CAUSE Review.

Teens, Social Media, and Technology: 2015. Amanda Lenhart. Pew Research. Search for this
report at <pewinternet.org>.

“Is Google Making Us Stupid?” 2008. Nicholas Carr. This article is a good starting point
for a discussion about how technology contributes to the shape and size of what we
write. Search for this article at <www.theatlantic.com>.

“F-shaped Pattern for Reading Web Content.” 2006. Jakob Nielsen. Classic study about
the shape of Web pages and how people read on screen. <www.nngroup.com/arti-
cles/f-shaped-pattern-reading-web-content/>

“Absolute PowerPoint: Can a Software Package Edit Our Thoughts?” 2001. Ian Parker. The
New Yorker May 28. Good article about the history of PowerPoint and how dependent
people have become on templates. Search for this article at <www.newyorker.com>.

Visual Communication and Web Design

Shaping Information: The Rhetoric of Visual Conventions. Charles Kostelnick and Michael
Hassett. Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 2003. Analyzes the inter-
actions between visual language in professional communication and conventional
practices by users in visual discourse communities. 

User-Centered Website Development: A Human-Computer Interaction Approach. Daniel D.
McCracken and Rosalee J. Wolfe. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2004. An
excellent and highly readable introduction to Web design.

Visual Explanations: Images and Quantities, Evidence and Narrative. Edward R. Tufte. Chesire,
CT: Graphics Press, 1997. An essential reference for matters of graphics and critical
analysis of information.



Background Reading
Because technical writing is (at least by one definition) applied rhetoric, a new instructor’s
preparation should build on a solid foundation in classical rhetoric. For this purpose, a
concise and comprehensive source is Edward P. J. Corbett’s Classical Rhetoric for the Mod-
ern Student (Oxford University Press).

Classroom Layout
A technical writing class works best in the workshop format. In a classroom without com-
puters, the optimal set-up will include several tables large enough for students to work in
small editing groups and have plenty of room for paper shuffling. In computer class-
rooms, the “pod” configuration works well, with four to six computers arranged around
a large table. In this environment, students are able to work together or separately on the
computers while also having desk space for working with hard copies.

Scheduling
Although sometimes difficult to schedule, two meetings a week seem to work best for a
workshop. Because technical writing students generally are well motivated, they will eas-
ily tolerate 75-minute classes. These longer periods provide more continuity to the small-
group and full-class sessions.

Hardware
All of the exercises and activities in the textbook can be delivered in a classroom equipped
with only an overhead projector (or document camera) and a  permanent screen. This equip-
ment is also useful for class discussion of student papers and other specimens.

Internet access is essential for demonstrating research techniques, analyzing publically
available documents, and for accessing a course Web site or online learning management
system during class time. 

12 Copyright © 2017, 2014, 2011 by Pearson Education, Inc.
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Learning Management Systems
Colleges and universities across the country are increasingly delivering courses, includ-
ing technical writing, through distance education. Hybrid (or blended) courses, those that
combine classroom and online sessions, are also increasingly popular. For these courses,
a functional online learning management system (LMS) is vital. An LMS allows teachers
to deliver all course materials electronically as well as to lead class discussions via forums.
Private communication spaces can be created for individual students as well as teams,
and students are able to upload their papers into an assignment submission tool. The
advantages for an instructor are clear: less paper to manage, a convenient one-stop loca-
tion for accessing student work and communicating with students, and an easy method
for tracking students’ progress and participation. The challenges are equally clear: devel-
oping a relationship with students, explaining difficult material, encouraging vibrant
class discussion, and implementing the workshop approach. Seeking the advice of expe-
rienced LMS users will help you overcome these challenges as will workshops offered by
your university’s distance education unit. See the “Annotated Bibliography of Resources
for Teachers” in this manual for other aids.

Guest Speakers
Invite speakers from business and industry (the director of communications at your
local power company, or the head of a local engineering firm, for example). Companies
that strive for good public relations, such as utilities or paper companies, are especially
cooperative. Campus librarians who specialize in scientific, engineering, and business
disciplines can provide students with valuable research strategies. If your campus library
is equipped with a learning lab, holding a class session there is ideal.

GE N E R A L SU G G E S T I O N S 13
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Workshops focus on the texts that students themselves have produced. The workshop
approach operates on the premise that students can evaluate someone else’s writing bet-
ter than their own. Designed to take students out of their traditionally passive roles, the
workshop involves them actively in evaluating and discussing writing. It helps familiar-
ize students with the challenge of writing for audiences other than their instructor.

When first drafts or revisions are due, ask students to proofread and edit each other’s
assignments, using the appropriate revision checklist at the end of each chapter as a
guide. Ask for a detailed evaluation of each assignment, including specific suggestions for
revision. To encourage use of the handbook in Part V and the style suggestions in Chap-
ter 11, ask students to use the correction symbols (rear endsheet) for referring the writer
to specific sections for mechanical and stylistic improvements. (You also might ask them
to keep a journal of their most troublesome mechanical and stylistic errors and to submit
the journal periodically with a brief progress report.)

If a general reading audience is assumed, groups at each table should be heterogeneous
(assorted majors). If a more specialized audience is assumed, the groups should be as
homogeneous as possible. Provide a situational context for each workshop:

• For heterogeneous groups: “Assume that you are a customer, executive, or client who
needs this information for [the specific purpose for which the assignment is written].
Would the information in this report fully serve your needs? Is it well presented 
[format, style, mechanics, usage]? What is effective about this piece? What needs
improvement?”

• For homogeneous groups: “Assume you are a section head who has to approve this
piece [instructions, product description, and so on], written by one of your staff,
before it is published in a company manual or prospectus. What specific advice
would you give the writer for revising and refining the document?”

After allowing enough time (20 to 25 minutes) for small-group editing, ask for one or two
nominations for outstanding papers to be discussed by the entire class. Display these
papers in class using an electronic version projected onto a large screen or a document
camera and read them aloud. Invariably, other class members will have additional

The Workshop Approach
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insights and suggestions for improvement. By discussing a paper already recognized as
superior, you can avoid damaging the writer’s ego. Try the “sandwich” method: first dis-
cuss the effective components of the document, then identify weak areas, and end with an
overall positive comment about the work.

Finally, ask students to revise their papers at home, applying their editors’ comments,
before they submit them to you for grading. Have them turn in both their revisions and
their edited drafts.

In addition to marginal notes, require that editors provide a brief evaluation (one or two
paragraphs) of the individual features of content, arrangement, style, and page design. All
students initial their summaries and receive extra credit for consistently good editing.

NOTE: Expect some resistance to the workshop for the first few sessions. Initially, some
students feel they have nothing useful to say about a piece of writing. But with cheer-
leading and guidance on your part, the whole business soon will run smoothly. In fact,
once students become accustomed to this approach, you can save class time by asking
them to edit classmates’ papers at home.

Have students identify a specific audience and use for each assignment. To reinforce the
workplace connection, begin early with samples of not-so-good writing from business
and industry (memos, letters) that the class can edit together, using the document camera
or an electronic document projected onto a large screen, with the software’s track changes
function enabled.

Here are more suggestions for helping the workshops run smoothly:

1. Give periodic quizzes to ensure that students have read and understood the assigned
chapters. For a workshop to succeed, students need to know the assigned reading.

2. Ask students to specify (in writing) an audience and use for each document they submit.

3. Emphasize repeatedly that all editors should assume the role of the writer’s stipulat-
ed audience.

4. You generally should not see first drafts. Ask students to submit their edited draft
along with the final draft.

5. Because an uninformed audience usually is a writer’s biggest challenge, heteroge-
neous editing groups generally are more effective than homogeneous groups.

6. For full-class discussion of edited documents, use only those nominated as superior.

7. Before having students revise at home, hold at least one full-class workshop on that
type of document.

8. For variety, use a projector to show examples from time to time.

9. The workshop’s purpose is to actively involve students in evaluation and thinking.
Don’t hesitate to call on members of the silent majority for commentary during full-
class sessions.

10. For motivation and perspective, frequently bring in samples of real-world docu-
ments, both good and bad—or, better yet, ask your students to submit samples
they’ve collected.
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The Online Workshop
Incorporating the workshop approach into distance education classes or in online sessions
of hybrid courses can be challenging, but not impossible. An online learning management
system will make this task easier via creative use of group discussion forums or internal
wikis. If your LMS does not include a built-in wiki, one of the free options offered on the
Internet will be helpful. Wikispaces is a popular choice. 

Due Dates for Assignments
Students should be given specific due dates for first drafts (for workshop editing) and
deadline dates for all revisions. It’s a good idea to impose a limit of only one revision for
the assignments you have corrected. Besides preserving your sanity, this arrangement
helps you avoid the role of teacher-as-proofreader.

Hard Copy and Online Portfolios 
Ask each student to buy a rugged, briefcase-like cardboard folder for holding all assign-
ments and revisions. Or have students assemble online portfolios. This collected work
comes in handy during individual conferences. It also ensures that material is retrievable
for those assignments that are cumulative. Teachers who grade electronically will benefit
from the assignment upload tool offered in a learning management system. All drafts and
final versions of assignments will be readily available to both teacher and student.

Conferences
Schedule frequent conferences. These meetings are especially important early in the
semester for students selecting topics for analytical reports (or proposals), and are impor-
tant late in the semester as they work on these reports. For online classes, a chat tool can
approximate the conference experience, especially for discussing topic ideas and address-
ing specific questions students have.

Document Standards
Except for complex visuals (Chapter 12), require that all assignments be “camera-ready.”
Besides providing an occasion for editing and revising, standards help students to devel-
op a sense of professionalism and to anticipate formal requirements on the job. (For com-
plex visuals, students can submit art briefs along with thumbnail sketches, as shown in the
text Chapter 12, page 264.)

Attendance Policy
A workshop arrangement requires regular attendance. Subtracting two points from the
semester’s total (see “Grading Procedure” in this manual, pages 20–22) for each unex-
cused absence beyond two or three helps keep everyone coming.



A service-learning assignment enables students to apply, test, and refine their communi-
cation skills as they address a specific need in their community. This instructor’s manual
suggests service-learning projects in appropriate chapters. 

Examples of Service-Learning Projects
In working with a nonprofit agency, students might complete these types of assignments:

• newsletters or other publicity for a local food bank

• a series of brochures and news releases for a women’s center

• a training manual for volunteers at a local hospital or animal shelter

• an orientation guide for commuters to your campus

• a Web site or social media campaign for a local environmental group or other advo-
cacy group

• a grant proposal for a social service agency

• fundraising literature for a public radio or television station

• revised and redesigned user manuals for the campus computer labs

Additional possibilities for worthwhile engagement are virtually endless.

Benefits of Service-Learning Projects
Beyond enhancing community welfare, as well as enriching “town-gown” relationships,
service-learning projects benefit our students in ways such as these:

• Students gain direct experience in writing for “real-world” audiences and in collabo-
rating on projects from an actual workplace.

• Students tend to feel motivated and to enjoy a sense of achievement from writing
that makes a measurable difference: for example, moving readers to act or to recon-
sider their biases; increasing readers’ knowledge, broadening their understanding,

17
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or winning their support on an important social issue. As opposed to writing for a
corporation, writing for a nonprofit agency arguably evokes a greater sense of mis-
sion, of dedication to the organization.

• Workplace interaction calls on an array of social and interpersonal skills: for example,
in negotiating entry to an organization; in learning to work collaboratively; and in
navigating an organization’s culture and politics.

In short, service-learning assignments introduce students to the instrumental role of com-
munication—and to its myriad complexities—within an organization.

Avoiding the Pitfalls
Despite the promise and potential in a service-learning project, plenty can go wrong: for
example, the student might lack commitment to the cause; the fit might be wrong; the
client might have unrealistic or vague expectations; the student might feel isolated in the
organization or lack the assertiveness and rhetorical skills to negotiate the support she/he
needs to get the job done. The reputation of both a school and a program can be damaged
by projects that turn out badly.

A successful service-learning experience requires substantial preparation on the part of
both instructor and student. To avoid problems, consider these suggestions:

• Consult the rich array of print and online resources for service learning (beginning
with those listed below), and assign selected readings for your students as well.

• Be sure the student cares about the organization and the issue and has a genuine sense
of commitment. Allow students to choose their own agency, but try to verify that the
student and the agency are a good fit in terms of social, political, and ethical outlook.

• Work closely with the agency supervisor to spell out the student’s exact responsibil-
ities, as well as yours and the supervisor’s. Agree precisely on the types of assign-
ments and tasks, deadlines, evaluation mechanisms and criteria, and sources of in-
house support and information for the student. Try to identify and address before-
hand any ethical issues or conflicts that may arise, say, from the types of claims stu-
dents may be asked to communicate in an agency’s promotional campaign.

• Require a contract with the agency. Also, draw up a set of guidelines that describes
the project in detail, answering such questions as: Why have you chosen this project?
What are its benefits? What qualifies you for this work? If you’re working on a team,
what are your specific responsibilities? Where will you get the information you need?
What equipment (software, scanners, and so on) is available? What specific docu-
ment(s) will you submit to fulfill your project requirement?

• Spell out your role in this project. The extent of required faculty involvement may be
excessive (say, line-by-line analysis versus “this document is too technical for the
intended audience” or “it should be more concise” or “the tone is too informal”).
How much feedback should you reasonably provide on drafts of a document? Facul-
ty members should not be expected to be editors or unpaid consultants.

• Ask the student for a written assessment of the experience: what worked or didn’t
work, what might be done to avoid future problems, and so on.
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Near the end of this manual is a bank of objective test questions that supplement the chap-
ter quizzes. Of course, improvement in students’ writing is the true measure of their
progress. But an objective test at midterm or at semester’s end can be useful:

1. For instructors who choose not to give weekly quizzes, the test helps differentiate
weaker writers who have given their best effort from those who have given minimal
effort.

2. Early announcement of a test is likely to motivate some students to read the book
carefully, instead of merely skimming the chapters and focusing on the models.

3. The test itself is an occasion for students to review—and, presumably, to absorb bet-
ter—key material.

To accommodate the chapter sequences used by different instructors, all test questions are
organized and labeled by chapter.

Using the Objective 
Test Questions
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An informal-contract grading system (like the one outlined on Master Sheet 1) has sever-
al advantages:

1. People who write on the job are not graded C+ or B–. A workplace document is
deemed unacceptable, acceptable, or superior.1

2. Technical students generally feel more comfortable with quantitative evaluations,
that is, with the guidelines clearly spelled out. Instructors are hard-pressed to explain
to students (and often to themselves) the subtle distinction between an A– and a B+.
Students see the contract system as fairer, and with good reason.

3. These clear distinctions help simplify peer evaluation during editing sessions.

4. With a contract system, students can do as much or as little as they deem necessary
to achieve the grade they desire.

5. By keeping track of their points, students know exactly where they stand at any stage
in the course. This knowledge is very helpful during conferences and for planning
revisions.

The following system has been used successfully and has received enthusiastic student
and faculty endorsement.2 You will need to adjust this system according to the number
and type of assignments you include in your course. 

1For greater flexibility within this grading scheme, you might tell students they could receive a
grade that falls between the numerical values listed (for example, three out of a possible four).
2Many thanks to Richard Dozier, University of Idaho, who devised the original version of this system.
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Master Sheet 1

Grading System and Course Specifications

On the basis of my evaluation, each assignment in this course will be classified in one of
three categories:

SUPERIOR A document that meets professional requirements: worthwhile con-
tent; sensible organization; readable style; and appropriate design,
visuals, and mechanics.

ACCEPTABLE A document that satisfies most of these requirements, or one that
satisfies all these requirements, but contains a reasonable number of
mechanical errors that can be corrected easily.

UNACCEPTABLE A document that needs extensive revision to meet all the require-
ments, or that has the type or amount of mechanical, rhetorical, or
design errors that would distract readers.

Point Values for Individual Assignments

Assignment Unacceptable Acceptable Superior

1. Summary U 1 2
2. Expanded Definition U 2 4
3. Collaborative Project U 1 2
4. Visuals U 1 2
5. Proposal Memo U 1 2
6. Inquiry Letter U 1 2
7. Claim Letter U 1 2
8. Adjustment Letter U 1 2
9. Résumé and Application Letter U 2 4

10. Mechanism Description U 3 6
11. Instructions U 3 6
12. Progress Report U 1 2
13. Email U 2 4
14. Oral Summary U 2 4
15. Formal Report (or Proposal) U 8 16

POINT TOTALS: 0 30 60



Master Sheet 2

Point Grade Equivalents
Grade Required Point Range

A 54–60
B 44–53
C 30–43
D 26–29
F 25 or below

The grade earned on the above scale counts for ______ percent of the final grade. Class
participation, quality of editing, quizzes, and other projects count for the remainder.

Course Specifications
Success in this course calls for three essentials: (1) attending and participating actively in
the class, (2) following directions, and (3) meeting deadlines.

Attendance
Assignments and exercises are due for almost every class session. Many classes follow a
workshop format, in which we edit and discuss the writing done by you and your col-
leagues. Regular attendance and active participation in class discussion are therefore
mandatory. For each unexcused absence beyond three, two points will be subtracted
from your semester total.

General Directions
Please note that the mere act of revision does not, in itself, guarantee a higher grade. A
grade will improve only when the revised version shows enough improvement to merit
a higher evaluation.

For grading, drafts must be stapled to your revisions. Place your revision on top, and sta-
ple in the upper left corner. Keep all work in a folder, for review and conferences. You
may revise five assignments (excluding the final report) after I’ve graded them. Unless
otherwise instructed, submit each document with a detailed audience and use profile (as
shown on page 30, Chapter 2 of your text).

Deadlines
Readings, exercises, and assignments must be completed by the dates in the syllabus.
Drafts must be completed on the due date so that they can be edited and discussed in
workshops. Revisions are due by the following class session. All rewrites must be turned
in by_________________. No late submissions will be accepted.

Because you have the whole semester to work on your final reports or proposals, I will
not allow any course grade of Incomplete.
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Each syllabus offered here covers a rigorous—but realistic—schedule of activities and
assignments, based on 45 class meetings.

Syllabus A—Basic Approach
If your students have little technical background (as with career-education students, first-
year students in any major in two- or four-year programs, and two-year technical stu-
dents who will not often be expected to write long documents on the job), you might use
some version of this syllabus. Because the textbook chapters are self-contained, you can
easily modify the suggested sequence to suit your goals.

Students following this syllabus will work on the long report in teams.

Syllabus B—Accelerated Approach
If your students are juniors and seniors with substantial backgrounds, or sophomores in
four-year programs that require many long reports, you might use a version of Syllabus
B. The workload is heavy, but the results are gratifying.

Syllabus B differs from Syllabus A in that it yields these additional assignments: project
proposal, progress report, email, and oral report.

Both syllabi have ungraded exercises for the opening sessions, to get students writing
early without them worrying about being penalized for poor writing.

For weeks when you need more material or activities than what is on the syllabus, con-
sider having students do projects from Chapter 24, Web Pages, Blogs and WIkis as well as
Chapter 25, Social Media.

Library Resources Tour
Whatever your approach, try to arrange a tour of your library resources. Since most cam-
pus library resources today are digital, a "tour" is possible without physically going to the
library. You or a visiting librarian can show students how to use your library's databases
and available search options as well strategies for searching the Internet effectively.  Ide-
ally, your class will be in a hands-on computer lab so that students can experiment with
and receive guidance on the use of these resources.
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Master Sheet 3

Syllabus A
Weekly Assignments and Activities

Milestones for 
Week Topics and Assignments Final Project

1 Introduction: Discuss course goals, grading, workshop concept,
team projects and final project, graphics and page-design
requirements. 

Read Chapter 1; do General Project 2 and the Team Project. See
Chapter 15 for memo elements and format. Read Chapter 6; do
the Digital and Social Media Project.

2 Information Delivery: Read Chapter 2; do General Project 1 and the
Team Project; workshop. 

Persuasive Reasoning: Read Chapter 3; do General Projects 1 and 2.

3 Ethical Presentation: Read Chapter 4; do General Project 2. 

Good Teamwork: Read Chapter 5; do the Team Project; workshop.
Read Chapter 7 in preparation for the research project. Begin
work on the Chapter 7 General Project, Phase One. Read
Chapter 21, “Typical Analytical Problems.”

4 Style: Read Chapter 11; do all exercises. 

Page Design: Read Chapter 13. Take a tour of library resources.
Review assigned sections of Chapter 7. 

5 Summarizing Information: Read Chapter 9; do General Project 1
and the Team Project; workshop; revised summary and abstract
due next class meeting. 

Definition: Read Chapter 17; do the Global Project and the Team
Project; workshop; revised definition due next class meeting. 

6 Organizing for Readers: Read Chapter 10; do the General Project;
develop working outlines for the final project. Sign up for team
conferences on research project. 

Page Design: Review Chapter 13; do General Project 3. 

7 Visual Information: Read Chapter 12; do General Projects 1, 6, and
7; do the Team Project; workshops. Continue work on tentative
outlines for final project. 

Reviewing Findings: Read Chapter 8; do the General Project.

List of possible topics
for research project
due.

Topic and tentative
bibliography for
research project due.

Tentative outline for
research project due. 
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Syllabus A (continued)

Milestones for 
Week Topics and Assignments Final Project

8 Memos and Letters: Read Chapter 15 for memo and letter parts,
format, design and tone; do General Project 5 in class. Inquiry
Letters: Read Chapter 15, “Inquiry Letters”; do General Project 2;
workshop; revised inquiry due next class meeting; mail inquiry
letters for research project. 

Claim and Adjustment Letters: Read Chapter 15, “Claim Letters” and
“Adjustment Letters”; do General Project 3 or Team Project;
workshop. Begin work on Chapter 7, General Project, Phase Two.

9 Résumés: Read Chapter 16, “Résumés”; General Project 1 and the
Digital and Social Media Project; first draft of résumé due next
class; workshop; revised résumé due next class. 

10 Application Letters: Read Chapter 16, “Application Letters”;
compose the application and follow-up letters in response to
General Project 2; workshop; revision due next class session;
workshop on outlines. Review Chapter 7 and work on General
Project, Phase Two. Read Chapter 21. 

11 Technical Description: Read Chapter 18; do General Projects 1 
and 2 in class; group brainstorming workshop; do a description
outline based on Team Project 1; outline workshop; prepare the
description; workshop; revised description due next class
meeting.

12 Instructions and Procedures: Read Chapter 19; do General Projects
1 and 2; do outline for instructions based on one of the Team
Projects; workshop; prepare the instructions; workshop; revised
instructions due next class.

13 Formal Report: Review Chapters 7 and 8; begin work in Chapter 7
on the General Project, Phase Three; workshops on material that
is volunteered. 

Supplements: Read Chapter 22, “Front Matter and End Matter
Supplements”; discussion and workshop on supplements.

14 Research Project: workshop 

Documentation: Read “A Quick Guide to Documentation”; discuss
various documentation systems.

15 Final Project: proofreading workshop.

* If you want me to read the best draft of your report, you must turn it in at the beginning of this week.
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Interview questions
and questionnaire
due.

Detailed outline for
research project due.

First draft of research
report due*

Final draft of report
due
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Syllabus B
Weekly Assignments and Activities

Milestones for 
Week Topics and Assignments Final Project

1 Introduction: Discuss course goals, grading, workshop concept,
team projects, graphics and page-design requirements. Read
Chapter 1; do General Project 2. Read Chapter 6; do the Digital
and Social Media Project. 
Information Delivery: Read Chapter 2; do General Project 1.

2 Persuasive Reasoning: Read Chapter 3; do General Project 2; workshop.
Ethical Presentation: Read Chapter 4; do General Project 2 and the
Team Project. Discuss final project (proposal or report). Read
Chapter 21, “Typical Analytical Problems” and Chapter 22, “Types
of Proposals.” Look over the General Project in Chapter 21 and
General Project 3 in Chapter 22. 

Collaborative Guidelines: Read Chapter 5.

3 Style: Read Chapter 11; do all exercises. Read Chapter 7 in
preparation for final project.

4 Summarizing Information: Read Chapter 9; do General Project 1
and the Team Project; workshop; revised summary and abstract
due next class meeting. 
Definition: Read Chapter 17; do the Global Project and the Team
Project; workshop; revised definition due next class meeting. 

5 Organizing for Readers: Read Chapter 10; do the General Project. 
Visual Information: Read Chapter 12; do General Projects 1, 6, and
7; do the Team Project; workshop. 
Sign up for office conferences on final project.

6 Page Design: Read Chapter 13; do General Project 4; workshop on
General Project 4. 
Project Proposal: Read Chapter 22, “Elements of a Persuasive
Proposal”; do General Project 2; workshop; revised proposal for
final project due next class meeting.
Memos and Letters: Read Chapter 15 for memo and letter parts,
format, design and tone; do General Project 5 in class. 
Reviewing Findings: Read Chapter 8; do General Project 1.

7 Inquiry Letters: Read Chapter 15, “Inquiry Letters”; write letter
based on General Project 2; workshop; revised inquiry letter due
next class meeting; mail inquiry letters for final project. 
Claim and Adjustment Letters: Read Chapter 15, “Claim Letters” and
“Adjustment Letters”; do General Project 3 or the Team Project;
workshop.

List of possible topics
for final project due.

Topic and tentative
bibliography for final
project due.

Tentative outline for
final project due.
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Syllabus B (continued)

Milestones for 
Week Topics and Assignments Final Project

8 Résumés: Read Chapter 16, “Résumés”; begin searching print or
Web-based ads for a job you could fill once you graduate (you will
submit the ad with your application letter); compose a résumé; work -
shop; revised résumé due next class meeting. Do General Project 1.
Application Letters: Read Chapter 16, “Application Letters”;
compose the application and follow-up letters; workshop;
revisions due next class session.

9 Research: Review Chapters 7, 8, and 9. 
Progress Report on Final Project: Read Chapter 20, “Progress
Reports”; do General Project 1. Read Chapter 7, “Exploring
Primary Sources.” Interview questions and questionnaire are due
next class meeting. Workshop on final-project outlines.

10 Technical Description: Read Chapter 18; do General Projects 1 and
2 in class; group brainstorming workshop; do a description outline
based on Team Project 1; outline workshop; prepare the
description; workshop; revised description due next class meeting.

11 Instructions: Read Chapter 19; do General Projects 1 and 2; do
outline for instructions based on one of the Team Projects;
workshop; prepare the instructions; workshop; revised
instructions due next class.

12 Final Project: Read Chapter 21 or 22; begin work toward a
completed draft of the proposal or report; general workshops 
on outlines, report sections, and so on. 
Email: Read Chapter 14; do the General Project; workshop.

13 Documentation: Read “A Quick Guide to Documentation”; discuss
various documentation systems. Sign up for oral summaries.
Supplements: Read Chapter 22, “Front Matter and End Matter
Supplements”; discuss various supplements; workshops on
material that is volunteered. If you want me to read your best
draft of your proposal or long report, you must turn it in by the
end of this week.

14 Final Project: Workshops on completed drafts of proposals and
reports, including supplements. 
Oral Summaries: Read Chapter 23; each student presents a ten-
minute summary with visuals.

15 Oral Summaries and Loose Ends
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Detailed outline for
final project due.

Interview questions
and questionnaire
due.

Final revision of term
project (with all
supplements) is due.
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This section creates a problem-solving context for the writing challenges in later chapters.
Besides offering a rationale for the course—an answer to “Why are we doing this?”—Part
I promotes audience awareness and critical-thinking skills. Students learn to think criti-
cally about the informative, persuasive, ethical, global, and collaborative dimensions of
their communications.

Communicating 
in the Workplace
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The main point in this chapter is that all professional writing is done for specific readers
in specific situations, to communicate information that readers will use. The writer’s pri-
mary purpose is not to express personal feelings or opinions—or simply to transmit fac-
tual information; instead, the writer’s purpose is to shape that information for the partic-
ular uses of a specific audience. In this sense, the notion of “user-friendliness” applies not
only to computer hardware, software, and documentation but also to any document writ-
ten for its readers’ instrumental use.

To help students understand that this is not just another composition course, spend time
discussing the differences between technical and nontechnical writing. You might bring in
examples of technical writing, such as operating instructions for an electric tool or appli-
ance, and examples of nontechnical writing, such as expressive or mood pieces from pop-
ular magazines, or newspaper feature articles purportedly objective but often dripping
with sentimentality. Comparing items on the same topic can be especially helpful. The
tone, style, and format of a government document on fishing catch quotas will be quite
different from a first-person narrative about a fly-fishing experience published in Field &
Stream. These types of documents can easily be found on government agency and maga-
zine Web sites, making the exercise suitable for online classes as well as in-class sessions.

Because motivation and attitude are crucial in getting students to improve their writing
(research shows that students write more effectively when the subject is engaging, and
when their purpose for writing is clearly defined), you might wish to amplify the section
on the value of technical skills with quotations from business, industrial, and technical
magazines, or by providing quotations from faculty in the business, engineering, and sci-
ence departments on your campus.

Ask students for a memo based on General Project 2, identifying the kinds of communi-
cating they will have to do on the job. Requiring students to list their own ideas before
checking the Web site will add a self-reflection component to the exercise.

The Team Project works well as an early exercise in eliciting, sorting, organizing, and pre-
senting information for specified use by a specified audience—all typical workplace tasks
for a technical communicator.
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For an early introduction to memos as the common medium for written communication
within organizations, you might distribute copies of Master Sheet 7.

A Good First- or Second-Day Exercise
To emphasize that technical writing calls for clear, precise, and richly descriptive lan-
guage, you might use this simple exercise:

Hold up a dime and ask students to describe it (without benefit of visuals or analogies) in
enough detail to present a clear picture to an uninformed reader. Ask the class to ignore
the dime’s function, as well as the engraving on the two flat surfaces, and to concentrate
only on shape, dimensions, and materials. Limit the description to 50 words.

After some grumbling and head scratching, the class will produce such specimens as “a
dime is a round silver thing” or “a circular metal object.” Now, begin listing descriptive fea-
tures, as volunteered by the class, on the board. List everything offered. Then, after asking
the class to identify the pertinent features, compose drafts of the description on the board.
Working together, the class should eventually arrive at a version something like this:

A dime is a tri-layered, bimetallic disk, 11/16 inch (17 mm) in diameter, 1/20 inch
(1.5 mm) thick, weighing roughly 0.07 ounce (2 g). The center layer of copper is
bonded between two nickel surfaces, bordered by a 0.2-mm raised, rolled rim
with a perimeter of equally spaced serrations at 0.2-mm intervals, perpendicular
to the flat surfaces (or parallel to the vertical axis).

Of course, how something is described depends on the writer’s purpose and the audi-
ence’s needs. Technical writers name things in ways that have significance and are useful
to a specific audience.

In any course, students want to know immediately what is expected of them. As a general
summation of the syllabus, Chapter 1, and the course description, you might tell students
that success in the course depends on their meeting three general requirements: (1) attend-
ing class regularly and participating actively; (2) following directions; and (3) meeting all
deadlines. Refer to these requirements throughout the semester.

The Master Sheets in Chapter 6 of this manual will be useful for illustrating the writing
process as a set of critical-thinking decisions that are deliberate rather than random, and
recursive rather than linear. You might use this material early in the course or as a sup-
plement to the Casebook beginning on page 313 of this instructor's manual.

More Early Exercises
1. Locate a brief example of a technical document or Web page (or a section of one). Make

copies for class, or display the document or Web page from your computer. Explain to
students why this item represents a form of technical communication.

2. Research the kinds of communicating you will do in your career. (Begin by searching
online or at your library for the Dictionary of Occupational Titles.) Interview a member of
your chosen profession or a technical communicator in a related field or industry. What
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kinds of documents and presentations can you expect to produce on the job, and for
what audiences and purposes? What types of global audiences can you expect? How
much of your writing will be transmitted in electronic forms (via email; on a Web site
or intranet for downloading; as a Web page)? Summarize your findings in a memo to
your instructor or in a brief oral report to your class. (See Chapter 15 for memo elements
and format.)

Online Class Activity
Write a one-paragraph description of an item without naming the item. Use clear, precise,
and concise language to convey the characteristics of the item in detail. Do not discuss the
item’s function. Be sure to choose an item that all members of the class would be familiar
with (for example, hand tools, cooking utensils, grooming implements, etc.). Post your
description in the discussion forum for this activity and read all of the other posts.
Respond to at least three of your classmates with a guess about their items. Explain which
parts of their descriptions were particularly effective.

Service-Learning Project
Identify a community service agency in your area that needs to have one or more docu-
ments prepared. Start by looking in the yellow pages under “Social and Human Services”
or “Environmental Organizations.” Or look through your campus directory for campus
service agencies such as the Writing and Reading Center, Health Services, International
Student Services, Women’s Resource Center, or Career Resources Center. Then narrow
your list to an agency that interests you. Explore the kinds of documents and publications
that agency produces and then write a one-page memo (see Chapter 15) reporting your
findings to your classmates.
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Master Sheet 8

How a Document Is Evaluated
Deciding how well a document communicates, readers place it (and its author) immedi-
ately in the Plus or Minus column:

+        –

Specifically, readers evaluate your message by applying these four general questions:
• Is the document appealing?
• Is the information worthwhile?
• Is the message easy to follow?
• Is the message easy to read?

The answer to each of the above questions should be Yes:

+        –

¸
¸
¸
¸

Otherwise, your message fails. Even one Minus feature can erase the remaining Plus fea-
tures:

+        –

¸
¸
¸

¸

A document is evaluated by the quality of its appearance, content, organization, and style.
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Master Sheet 9

Chapter 1 Quiz

Name ___________________________________________________ Section ___________

Indicate whether statements 1–5 are TRUE or FALSE by writing T or F in the blank.

1. _______ Most workplace documents are created by individuals working alone.

2. _______ Technical documents are almost always designed for expert readers.

3. _______ Given how frequently people use texting for personal communication, the
informal tone we use in that context is now usually acceptable in work-
place email.

4. _______ The more you advance in your profession the more your ability to com-
municate is likely to become essential.

5. _______ Direct, straightforward communication is valued by all cultures.

6. _______ To produce an effective document, you generally need to complete four
basic tasks: information delivery, ______, ______, and _______.

Complete the following statement.

7. What are three critical thinking questions you might pose when considering infor-
mation you find online?

In items 8–10, choose the letter of the expression that best completes each statement.

8. _______ A technical document focuses on (a) the needs of the audience, (b) the
writer’s feelings, (c) both the needs of the audience and the writer’s feel-
ings, (d) marketing, or (e) none of these.

9. _______ An effective technical document is based on (a) intuition, (b) usable infor-
mation, (c) the writer’s deepest impressions, (d) inspiration, or (e) none of
these.

10. _______ The information in a technical document must be (a) entertaining, (b) acces -
sible, (c) confidently judgmental, (d) prosaic, or (e) none of these.



Analyzing the audience is one of the most important (and elusive) skills students can
develop. In the workplace and in school, inexperienced writers often are unaware of the
need to adapt a message to their audience. In their simplistic view, writing is a linear task
of transferring material from the brain to the page. Without a sense of their audience, writ-
ers write prematurely—and thus ineffectively.

Spend some time on the “Assess the Audience's Technical Background” section (textbook
pages 19–24), analyzing each sample to see how the level of technicality is adjusted to the
audience’s expectations and needs. Students with traditional composition backgrounds
need practice in thinking about their readers’ specific needs for clear and useful information.

Tell students you will read and evaluate their writing as an employer or supervisor
would—a decision maker who requires clear information, often translated from high to
low technicality. (Here is where contract grading fits in: in the workplace, a product is
unacceptable, acceptable, or superior.) Have students identify an audience and use for
each assignment. You might want them to include a written audience and use analysis
with each submission—especially for the earlier assignments.

If you are unfamiliar with a particular specialty (such as computer science or electrical
engineering), ask students planning long reports or proposals about these specialties to
use you as the secondary reader, and to prepare the report text and supplements accord-
ingly. For class discussion, ask students to describe situations in which they’ve had to
explain something specialized to an uninformed audience (such as camp counselors, hob-
byists, part-time employees). Or ask them to describe situations in which school lectures
have sailed over their heads, and to analyze the reasons.

Students will invariably ask how long an assignment should be, often wanting to know
how many pages of text to produce. A good response is that the document should be just
long enough to answer all anticipated questions from the intended audience. In some
cases, a page limit (for example, a one-page cover letter) or a word count (for, say, a fund-
ing proposal written in response to a particular agency’s request for proposals) will be
reasonable guidelines to offer. Explain that, in the absence of specific requirements, writ-
ers who can accurately anticipate their audience’s questions are those who know how
much is enough. 

C H A P T E R

2
Meeting the Needs of 

Specific Audiences
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Encourage your students to participate in brainstorming sessions as a way to explore an
audience’s needs. At various points in the writing process, brainstorming will help stu-
dents search for useful material—insights, facts, statistics, opinions, images—anything that
sharpens their view of the audience (“Who here needs what?”), the problem (“How can we
increase market share for Product X?”), and potential solutions (“Which of these ideas
might work best?”). The aim is to produce as many ideas as possible (on paper, screen,
whiteboard, or the like) from their personal inventory. Provide the following instructions:

1. Choose a quiet setting and agree on a time limit.

2. Decide on a clear and specific goal for the session. For instance, “We need to identify
the document’s readers and understand their needs.”

3. Focus on the issue or problem.

4. As ideas begin to flow, record every one. Don’t stop to judge relevance or worth, and
don’t worry about spelling or grammar.

5. If ideas are still flowing at session’s end, keep going.

6. Take a break.

7. Now confront your list. Strike out what is useless and sort the remainder into cate-
gories. Include any new ideas that crop up.

Although brainstorming can be done individually, it is especially effective in a group set-
ting. Pairing up students and having them brainstorm ideas about each other’s audience
is a helpful exercise. Once they have characterized the audience, they can begin to focus
on the types of details the audience needs.

Additionally, discuss briefly the audience and use profiles preceding sample documents
(page 30 in Chapter 2 and page 56 in Chapter 3) to show how writers adjust their level of
detail to audiences.

During editing workshops throughout the semester, emphasize repeatedly that every
word, sentence, and paragraph should advance the writer’s meaning. Chapter 11 pro-
vides basic editing tools for achieving clear and precise expression.

General Project 1 works well for students with some technical sophistication. Emphasize
that the workplace communicator writes for audiences who know less about the subject
than the writer (as opposed to writing for professors, who know more about the subject
than the student writer). When the specialized student writes for you and heterogeneous
classmates, he or she becomes the teacher and the readers become the students. Given this
context, students see writing as more than throwing words down on the page as they are
peeled off the top of one’s head; instead, they see writing as a set of decisions based on
careful consideration of subject, situation, and audience. When writers connect with their
audience, they succeed; when they don’t, they fail.

Master Sheet 10 offers another twist for connecting with an audience. You might want to
refer to this sheet when the class works on complaint and job-application letters and jus-
tification reports.

The Chapter 2 Team Project is essential for students at any level. This project helps devel-
op audience awareness by guiding students through their own detailed analysis of their
audience’s needs, attitudes, and expectations.
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Use Master Sheets 12–14 to enhance class discussion in preparation for this team project.
You will see that the organization and content of the Audience and Use Profile in these
Master sheets differs somewhat from the textbook’s examples, but the textbook itself
encourages students to “modify this sheet as needed to suit your own situation (p. 28).
You can use these differences as a jumping off point with your students. What differences
in detail do they notice between these versions? What other ideas might they have to
make this profile more useful, drawing on their own workplace or internship experiences
or on a project they might be considering for this course?

Alternative Team Projects

1. In one or two pages, describe the job outlook in your field (prospects for the coming
decade, salaries, subspecialties, promotional opportunities, etc.). Write for high school
seniors interested in your major. Your team’s description will be included in the career
handbook published by your college.

2. Identify an area or situation on campus that is dangerous or inconvenient or in need of
improvement (endless cafeteria lines, poorly lit intersections or parking lots, noisy
library, speeding drivers, inadequate dorm security, etc.). Observe the situation as a
group during a peak-use period. Spell out the problem in a letter to a specified decision
maker (dean, campus police chief, head of food service) who presumably will use your
information as a basis for action.

Online Class Activity
Search the Internet for a set of instructions and classify them as technical, semi-technical,
or nontechnical. Explain your classification, pointing to specific words and phrases that
helped you make your decision. Provide the Web address for the page so that your class-
mates can access the instructions. Once all class members have posted their instructions,
vote on which is most technical and which is least technical. Your instructor will post the
results in your discussion forum.

Service-Learning Project
Create a one-page summary of the purpose, programs, and history of the agency you are
planning to work with. Design your summary as an information flyer/fact sheet or as a
brochure (textbook pages 431–434) to be distributed to first-time visitors to the agency, or
to be included in grant applications or other mailings to request support.



Master Sheet 10

Coping with a “Dangerous” Audience

To suggest that just thinking about your audience will help solve all your writing prob-
lems would be naïve and misleading. Thinking about some audiences, in fact, can so
intimidate writers that they “choke.” This type of block is especially common when you
are reporting bad or surprising news, when making a complaint or an unpopular sug-
gestion to superiors, or when much attention is to be focused on your report. Often, the
instructor-as-audience can be intimidating as well.

If for any reason you think your audience might be unreceptive, or “dangerous,” try
writing the first draft for yourself or for a different audience. Writing specialist Peter
Elbow suggests: “For example, you can address a draft of your technical report to your
loved one—even permitting yourself some of the fun and games your make-believe
audience inspires.”1 By imagining a different audience (or none at all), you can some-
times discover clearly where you stand before trying to connect with your real audience.
Once you’ve discovered what to say and how to say it, adjusting the message to your
real audience is easy.

1For some excellent strategies in coping with a “dangerous” audience, see Elbow, Peter. Writing with Power (New York:
Oxford, 1981: 187–190).
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Master Sheet 11

Deciding on a Document’s Level of Technicality

“Who will read
the document?”

“At what level
of technicality?”

“How much do
these readers

need?”

Experts Highly
Technical

Just the
Facts & Figures

Facts & Figures
Explained

Facts & Figures
Explained in

Simplest Terms

SemitechnicalInformed Persons

Laypersons Nontechnical
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Master Sheet 12

Audience and Use Profile Sheet

Learn all you can about the audience before you communicate.

Identity and Needs

1. Who is my primary audience? Who else will read the document?

2. What is my relationship to this audience?

3. What is the purpose of the document (to inform, instruct, persuade, other)?

4. How will my document be used (to solve a problem, make a decision, other)?

5. What is the audience’s technical background?

6. How much is my audience likely to know already about this topic?

7. What else does the audience need to know (background, definition, and so on)?

8. What main questions are most readers likely to have?

Attitude and Personality

9. What attitudes or misconceptions is the audience likely to have toward the topic? Are they
likely to have any objections?

10. What attitude does the audience seem to have toward me?

11. How receptive to new ideas is this organization?

12. Who will be most affected by this document?

13. What do I know about the user’s (or group’s) temperament?

14. What reaction to this document can I expect?

15. Do I risk alienating anyone?

16. Do I face any constraints?

Expectations about the Document

17. Has this document been requested or am I initiating it?

18. What length will the audience expect and tolerate (spell it out or keep it short and sweet)?

19. For this audience, what kinds of details will be most important (conclusions, a summary,
cost factors, how the material affects them)?

20. How would they expect the piece to be organized?

21. What tone would this audience expect?

22. How will the cultural context shape this audience’s expectations?

23. What is this document’s intended effect on its audience?

24. When is the document due?
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Master Sheet 13

Audience and Use Profile Sheet (continued)

Identity and Needs

• My primary audience is __________________________________________________________.
(name, title)

• Other potential readers of this document include ____________________________________.

• The audience is related to me as a(n) _______________________________________________.
(client, employer, employee, supervisor, colleague, friend, close acquaintance, distant acquaintance,
stranger, person doing a favor, person receiving a complaint, other)

• The purpose of this document is to_________________________________________________.
(instruct, persuade, other)

• The audience will use my document to _____________________________________________.
(solve a problem, make a decision, answer a question, take an action, carry out a procedure, improve
performance, take a stand on some issue, learn about something new, receive good or bad news, other)

• The audience probably knows _____________________________________________________
about this topic. (nothing, very little, the general background, quite a few details)

• The audience still needs __________________________________________________________
in order to understand this document. (definitions, background, item-by-item explanation, a sum-
mary, only the bare facts, interpretations and conclusions spelled out, other)

• The audience is likely to have these important questions:

_______________________________________________________________________________________?

_______________________________________________________________________________________?

_______________________________________________________________________________________?

_______________________________________________________________________________________?

Attitude and Personality

• In its attitude toward this topic, the audience is likely to be ___________________________.
(indifferent, biased, misinformed, defensive, skeptical, interested, uncertain, confused, other)

• Audience objections are likely to include ___________________________________________.
(cost, labor, time, fear of consequences, none, other)
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