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Preface

Whether digital, face-to-face, handwritten, 
or printed, workplace communication 
is more than a value-neutral exercise in 

“information transfer.” Workplace communication 
is also a complex social transaction. From reports to 
proposals, job applications to email messages, video 
chats to oral presentations, every rhetorical situation 
has its own specific interpersonal, ethical, legal, and 
cultural demands. Moreover, today’s workplace 
professional needs to be a skilled communicator and 
a discriminating consumer of information, skilled in 
methods of inquiry, retrieval, evaluation, and inter-
pretation essential to informed decision making.

Designed in response to these issues, Technical 
Communication, Fifteenth Edition, addresses a wide 
range of interests for classes in which students from 
a variety of majors are enrolled. The text explains, 
illustrates, and applies rhetorical principles to an 
array of assignments—from memos, résumés, and 
email to formal reports and proposals. To help stu-
dents develop awareness of audience and account-
ability, exercises incorporate the problem-solving 
demands typical in college and on the job. Self-
contained chapters allow for various course plans 
and customized assignments.

What’s New to the  
Fifteenth Edition?
Technical Communication, Fifteenth Edition, has been 
thoroughly revised to account for the latest inno-
vations in workplace communication and today’s 
technologically sophisticated, diverse, and global 
workforce. Students will benefit from a variety of 
new content and features in this edition:

• The latest coverage of digital communication 
and social media. As in every edition of Technical 

Communication, the latest innovations in digital 
communication have been woven throughout 
the book (for example, using JAWS to make Web 
pages accessible for visually impaired users; the 
increasingly common use of video interviews; 
the use of PDF files for most online instructional 
material; using collaborative writing apps and 
spaces such as Google Drive; and more). In this 
edition, we’ve placed a special emphasis on the 
relationships between social media and techni-
cal communication, with social media consider-
ations incorporated into nearly every chapter. 
In addition, the “Social Media” chapter itself 
(Chapter 25) has been updated and expanded 
to include new discussion of workplace uses 
of Instagram and creating instructional videos 
for YouTube and other social media, including 
a new “Guidelines for Creating Instructional 
Videos for Social Media” box.

• New discussions on the challenges of assess-
ing credible information when using online 
sources. In addition to covering the latest in 
digital technology, we have included content 
on the challenges writers and everyday citi-
zens face when using the Internet for research, 
including discussions in Chapters 7, 8, and 9 
(on research) about confirmation bias and ways 
that online information tends to reinforce what 
people already believe or want to believe.

• Streamlined topical coverage within chapters. 
Although we have not changed the overall 
structure or sequence of chapters in the book, 
we have done extensive combining of related 
sections and reorganizing of topics within 
chapters for improved accessibility and fewer 
major sections for students to navigate. As in 
the previous edition, all major sections are tied 
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to the Learning Objectives that appear at the 
beginning of each chapter.

• An extensively revised chapter on visuals. 
Chapter 12, “Designing Visual Information,” 
now places stronger emphasis on planning 
visuals by placing the Planning Sheet for 
Preparing Visuals early in the chapter. In addi-
tion, the chapter includes a new section on 
understanding and creating infographics, as 
well as a new section on presenting visuals.

• A revised and expanded chapter on email. 
Chapter 14, “Email,” now includes a new section 
on the three major types of email (primary, trans-
mittal, and formatted), as well as revised and 
expanded coverage of interpersonal issues when 
using email, updated coverage of global, ethical, 
and legal issues related to email, and new and 
revised sample emails throughout the chapter.

• A thoroughly revised chapter on oral pre-
sentations. Without changing any of the clear 
and practical advice on planning, preparing, 
and delivering oral presentations, Chapter 23, 
“Oral Presentations and Video Conferencing” 
has been revised to include a new section on 
when and how to use handouts during presen-
tations, expanded discussion of the cautions of 
relying too much on presentation apps, more 
emphasis on considering the needs of off-site 
audiences when planning and preparing oral 
presentations, and updated figures throughout 
the chapter.

• Extensively revised Projects. The end-of- 
chapter Projects—which continue to be orga-
nized into General, Team, Digital and Social 
Media, and Global categories—have been fully 
revised for this edition.

Hallmarks of Technical 
Communication
Technical Communication, Fifteenth Edition, retains— 
and enhances or expands—the features that 
have made it a best-selling text for technical 

communication over fourteen editions. These in-
clude the following:

• Complete coverage for any course in technical 
communication, business communication, 
or professional writing. The topics move 
from basic foundational concepts to chapters 
on research, organization, style, visual char-
acteristics, and document design, and finally 
to  specific documents and applications. The 
appendix includes thorough coverage of the 
most recent MLA and APA documentation 
styles, and a handbook of grammar, mechan-
ics, and usage.

• A reader-friendly writing style that presents 
all topics clearly and concisely. Simple, 
straightforward explanations of concepts and 
audience/purpose analyses of specific docu-
ment types help differentiate technical commu-
nication from academic writing.

• The most current and thorough coverage of 
workplace technologies, ethics, and global 
considerations in the workplace. Always 
prominent in the book, these three topics have 
been updated and expanded throughout to 
keep up with the changes in the contemporary 
workplace.

• Strong coverage of information literacy. 
According to the American Library Association 
Presidential Committee on Information 
Literacy, information-literate people “know 
how knowledge is organized, how to find 
information, and how to use information in 
such a way that others can learn from them.” 
Critical thinking—the basis of information 
literacy—is covered intensively in Part II and 
integrated throughout the text, especially in 
discussions about online information.

• A focus on applications beyond the class-
room. Clear ties to the workplace have always 
been a primary feature of this book. This edi-
tion includes examples from everyday on-the-
job situations and sample documents, as well 
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as dedicated chapters on ethics, teamwork, and 
global issues. Each chapter opener includes a 
quote from an on-the-job communicator.

• Emphasis on the humanistic aspects of techni-
cal communication. Technical communication 
is ultimately a humanistic endeavor, not just a 
set of job-related transcription tasks, with broad 
societal implications. Accordingly, situations 
and sample documents in this edition address 
complex technical and societal issues such as cli-
mate change, public health issues, environmen-
tal and energy topics, digital technology, and 
genomics.

• Plentiful model documents and other useful 
figures throughout the book. Descriptions and 
instructions for creating technical documents 
are accompanied by clear, annotated examples. 
Graphic illustrations throughout make abstract 
concepts easy to understand.

• Highly praised pedagogical features. 
Pedagogical features, including chapter-opening 
Learning Objectives, summary Guidelines 
boxes, real-world Consider This boxes, Case 
Studies, annotated figures, summary mar-
ginal notes, and end-of-chapter Checklists and 
Projects reinforce chapter topics. These features 
are outlined in more detail below.

How this Book is Organized
Technical Communication is designed to allow in-
structors maximum flexibility. Each chapter is self-
contained, and each part focuses on a crucial aspect 
of the communication process. Following are the 
five major parts of the book:

• Part 1: Communicating in the Workplace treats 
job-related communication as a problem-solving 
process. Students learn to think critically about 
the informative, persuasive, and ethical dimen-
sions of their communications. They also learn 
how to adapt to the interpersonal challenges of 
collaborative work, and to address the various 
needs and expectations of global audiences.

• Part 2: The Research Process treats research as a 
deliberate inquiry process. Students learn to for-
mulate significant research questions; to explore 
primary and secondary sources in hard copy and 
digital form; to evaluate and interpret their find-
ings; and to summarize for economy, accuracy, 
and emphasis. Students are asked to think criti-
cally about online information and to consider 
the credibility and truthfulness of the source.

• Part 3: Organization, Style, and Visual Design 
offers strategies for organizing, composing, and 
designing messages that readers can follow 
and understand. Students learn to control their 
material and develop a readable style. They 
also learn about the rhetorical implications of 
graphics and page design—specifically, how to 
enhance a document’s access, appeal, and visual 
impact for audiences who need to locate, under-
stand, and use the information successfully.

• Part 4: Specific Documents and Applications 
applies earlier concepts and strategies to the prep-
aration of print and electronic documents and oral 
presentations. Various letters, memos, reports, and 
proposals offer a balance of examples from the 
workplace and from student writing. Each sample 
document has been chosen so that students can 
emulate it easily. Chapters on email, Web pages, 
and social media emphasize the ubiquity of digi-
tal communication in today’s workplace.

• Part 5: Resources for Writers includes “A 
Quick Guide to Documentation,” which pro-
vides general guidance as well as specific 
style guides and citation models for MLA and 
APA styles, and “A Quick Guide to Grammar, 
Usage, and Mechanics,” which provides 
a handy resource for answering questions 
about the basic building blocks of writing.

Learning Enhancement Features
This book is written and designed to be a highly 
accessible document, so that readers can “read to 
learn and learn to do.” Technical Communication, 
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Fifteenth Edition, includes the following learning 
enhancement features that will help students ac-
cess the material easily and use the ideas to become 
effective technical communicators:

• Chapter opening quotations demonstrate the 
real-world applications of each chapter’s topic.

• Learning Objectives at the beginning of each 
chapter tie in with the main headed sections 
of each chapter and provide a set of learning 
goals for students to fulfill.

• Guidelines boxes help students prepare spe-
cific documents by synthesizing the chapter’s 
information.

• Cases and sample situations encourage 
students to make appropriate choices as they 
analyze their audience and purpose and then 
compose their document.

• Sample documents model various kinds of 
technical writing, illustrating for students what 
they need to do. Captions and annotations 
identify key features in sample documents.

• Consider This boxes provide interesting and 
topical applications of the important issues 
discussed in various chapters, such as collabo-
ration, technology, and ethics.

• Notes callouts clarify up-to-the-minute busi-
ness and technological advances and under-
score important advice.

• Marginal notes summarize larger chunks of 
information to reinforce key chapter concepts.

• Checklists promote careful editing, revision, 
and collaboration. Students polish their writ-
ing by reviewing key criteria for the document 
and by referring to cross-referenced pages in 
the text for more information on each point.

• General, team, global, and digital and social 
media Projects at each chapter’s end help stu-
dents apply what they have learned.

Supplements
Make more time for your students with instructor 
resources that offer effective learning assessments 
and classroom engagement. Pearson’s partnership 
with educators does not end with the delivery of 
course materials; Pearson is there with you on the 
first day of class and beyond. A dedicated team of 
local Pearson representatives will work with you to 
not only choose course materials but also integrate 
them into your class and assess their effectiveness. 
Our goal is your goal—to improve instruction with 
each semester.

Pearson is pleased to offer the following resources 
to qualified adopters of Technical Communication, avail-
able for download at www.pearsonglobaleditions 
.com

• TEST BANK Evaluate learning at every level. 
Reviewed for clarity and accuracy, the Test 
Bank measures this material’s learning objec-
tives with multiple-choice, true/false, and 
fill-in-the-blank questions. You can easily cus-
tomize the assessment to work in any major 
learning management system and to match 
what is covered in your course. 

• INSTRUCTOR’S RESOURCE MANUAL by 
Lee Scholder, M.S., J.D. Create a comprehen-
sive roadmap for teaching classroom, online, 
or hybrid courses. Designed for new and expe-
rienced instructors, the Instructor’s Resource 
Manual includes overall teaching strategies 
(including general teaching ideas and sample 
syllabi) and chapter-specific resources (including 
chapter overviews, Learning Objectives, teaching 
tips, additional exercises, and quizzes). 

• POWERPOINT PRESENTATION Make lec-
tures more enriching for students. The  accessible 
PowerPoint Presentation includes a full lecture 
outline and figures from the textbook.
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Chapter 1

Introduction 
to Technical 
Communication

“Writing is essential to my work. Everything we do at my company results in a written product of 
some kind—a formal technical report, a summary of key findings, recommendations and submis-
sions to academic journals or professional associations. We also write proposals to help secure 
new contracts. No matter if the document is to be delivered in print or online, writing is the most 
important skill we seek in potential employees and nurture and reward in current employees. It is 
very hard to find people with strong writing skills, regardless of their academic background.”

—Paul Harder, President, mid-sized consulting firm
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What Is Technical 
Communication?

Main Features of Technical 
Communication

Purposes of Technical 
Communication

Preparing Effective 
Technical Documents

Projects

Learning Objectives

 1.1 Define technical communication

 1.2 Identify the main features of 
technical communication

 1.3 Explain the purposes of technical 
communication

 1.4 Describe the four tasks involved 
in preparing effective technical 
documents

What Is Technical Communication?
1.1 Define technical communication

Technical communication is the exchange of information that helps people interact 
with technology and solve complex problems. Almost every day, we make decisions 
or take actions that depend on technical information. When we purchase any new 
device, from a digital camera to a Wi-Fi range extender, it’s the setup information that 
we look for as soon as we open the box. Before we opt for the latest in advanced medi-
cal treatment, we go online and search for all the information we can find about this 
treatment’s benefits and risks. From banking systems to online courses to business 
negotiations, almost every aspect of daily life involves technology and technical infor-
mation. Because our technologies are so much a part of our lives, we need information 
that is technically accurate and, importantly, easy to understand and use.

Technical communication serves various needs in various settings. People may 
need to perform a task (say, assemble a new exercise machine), answer a question (say, 
about the safety of a flu shot), or make a decision (say, about suspending offshore oil 
drilling). In the workplace, we are not only consumers of technical communication but 
also producers. To be effective and useful, any document or presentation we prepare 
(memo, letter, report, Web page, PowerPoint presentation) must advance the goals of 
our readers, viewers, or listeners.

Figure 1.1 shows a sampling of the kinds of technical communication you might 
encounter or prepare, either on the job or in the community.

Technical 
communication 
helps us interact 
with technology 
in our daily lives

Technical 
communication 
helps us solve 
complex 
problems
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Technical Communication Is a Digital  
and a Human Activity
In today’s workplace, with all of the digital communication available to us, we 
communicate in writing more than ever. Email, texts, chat sessions, social media and 
blog posts, document review features (such as Word’s track changes when editing 
group documents): These technologies are a daily part of our workplace communi-
cation. Digital technologies make it easy for people to collaborate, especially across 
different time zones or work schedules. Yet in digital formats, we often communicate 
with such speed that we forget about basic professional standards for workplace 
communication. For instance, the informal or even humorous tone we use to text our 
friends is typically not appropriate for a work-related email. An unclear or inaccurate 
email sent late in the day when you are rushing to get out of the office could easily 
cause a safety error or legal problem; an inappropriate tone might result in wasted 
hours resolving an interpersonal situation instead of working on the project.

Digital technology also provides plenty of ways, from simple to sophisticated, to 
research and find information. Doing a Google or other online search, however, is not 
a substitute for critical thinking skills. The big questions involved in most workplace 
projects are questions that require us to take our research findings and make the infor-
mation meaningful by asking questions such as these:

• Which information is relevant to this situation?

• Can I verify the credibility and accuracy of this source?

• What does this information mean?

• What action does it suggest?

• How does this information affect me or my colleagues?

• With whom should I share it?

• How might others interpret this information?

Digital 
communication 
requires 
attention to style 
and tone

Online research 
is not the same 
as critical 
thinking

Questions that 
only a person 
can answer

PROCEDURES
for complying

with
government
regulations

INSTRUCTIONS
for assembling
a lawn mower

USER GUIDE
for operating
an electron
microscope

REPORT
analyzing a

problem
or issue

MEMO
answering

questions about
a project’s
progress

Typical Kinds of Technical Communication 

Figure 1.1 Technical Communication Serves Various Needs
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