. . . - . 4
) -
[ S A . ° .. ' 4 .. )
! - oo

%o . vocesewt hispr v "
. . ’ 4 ’ ’
» . ; . , e - . .
" ED 185 591 - 3 ) ' CS 205 513
" A A L - '
AUTH%& - "Meese, George P. F, o .
© PTITL - Creatihg a Readén %o Write: Dynamic Communication
. ' Pxercises for Professionally:Oriented Studdnts. ..
' PUB DATE + » Mar BO o v CoY o
. NOTE = -+ 10p.: Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the
. : Conference on Colleaé Composition and&pommunicatibn
- (31st,. 'Washing*on, DC, March 133k§, 19800 . ,
R v ~ . . :-. . |
" EDRS PRICE MPO1/PCO1 Plus Postage. Lo ¢ '
" DESCRIPTORS Higher Rducation: *language Skills; Listening Skills:
. *Professional Fducation: Prograns Descripticns; o
' Reading, Skills: Speech Skillsyi *Student Motivationg; e
R Student Needs': T€aching Methods: Technical Writing;
N A~ .  *Writing (Composition): *Writing Inst;uction
ABSTRACT-  ~ ~ N v - L )
’ College s*uden*s who have .clear yoals fc¢r careers in

engineering, nagepent, -law, medicine, and *eaching have a pressing
need to become proficient in writing, speaking,’ listening, and
reading. While thev should con*inve the reading and analysis of
imaginative li*erature that *+hey tegan in.high schacl, they should
‘also develop,their laten* powers in +he other dimensions, especially
listening ahd speaking, and should learn the basic techniques and
subtletjes of professional writing.and reading as well. Exercises
that conbine as many of the four skills as psssible have froven to be
both well-liked by students and very efficient in increas’ing overall
mastery-of lanquage skills. Twe tvpical assiagnments--interviewing and
"abstracting--illustrate how the student-is required. to producé
coherent, useful communication using several skills in conjuwnction.

, Success of the-pedagogy is shcwn by growth in syntactic maturity,

- organiza*ion, emphasis, documeﬁii;ion, and student confidence.
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"¢ DYNAMIC COMMUNICATION EXERCISES FOR PROFESSTONALLY-ORIENTED STUDENTS
- . ’ ..
: by
- # George P. E. Meese*
c .

e

B& way o(Lprefaee, I would lﬁke to note that my situation

S®hool of the

.

D' 4

in the Engineering

niversity of Virginia is probably unlike other situation"that a

~ humanities teacher-might face elsewhere {n the nagﬁon. We do not grant degrees in .

4

~.'our diséipline we are strictly a serwice department' we have no graduate students;

\other professions as well. Because of* the special situation in which we work, .I have

Al

(X3
€

my eight colleagues and I are taskedey the engineering faculty witRk improving the

-

-

communicat ions skills.bf students who are plaming to enter proféssional careers.

. .

These students predominantly will become engineers, but they typically enter several
- 3 - . %

Py [

a

h

tried to generalize my comments about our pedagogy indorder that yOUJnight find more

information that can be readily applied in ﬁbur own setting.
SRITX o - - - .
fﬂ;%be program that T will discuss.here'is.wholly consistent

tions made’ by several researchers who are studying the on-the-job practices and

"~ nedds pf writers and speakers:hr%echnical disciplines. Those

-

\

with the recommenda-'

L]

\
-~

of'you with interest

in the field of technical communication should find the wotk of G. Douglas Meyers
N

Benjamin Glassner, Dixie Goawami Barrie Van Dyck, and John D,

Gould especially

helpful for the many, practical suggestions they have offered to make our instruction

' : A . . 4 /
cofisistent with empirical findings aboug writing and speaking in professional settings.

Hall, Unzverazty af Vtrgznza, Charlottee zZZe, Virginia 22901
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My senior colleagues, Drs. Joseph L. Vaughan, Luther Y. Gore, O. Allan Gianniny,

and T. Graham Hereford developed our prqgram after many years of experience in the
r

e . -

en&ineering school and in ‘consulting work with practicing professionals. ‘

Two features of ‘our program are central and provide distinctive 1eaéning

experiences for our students:

. s
L]

: 12 every. assignment requires the students actively to use at least two
»
kinds of communication skills. ,
* 7

,/\J-’

. 2) every communication that students produce.gets reviewed by both theira
fellow tlassmates and the instructor.

[
o v

" These centiil features should be kept in mind, since they underlie all of the par_

- o
vities discussed below.

-~

“ticular ac

. . The Students ""' o Co . - '

a

A

Professors who are dot familiar with'professionally-oriented students’may not
reglize the challenge that.suchxstudents pose for the copventiontally-trained teacher
of communications. Many students have a hostile or defensive attitude toward "the
humanitiesg or "English"; they may have‘found their greatest weaknesses in high
school were in our subjects5 while their strengths fmerged in)the‘sciences. ‘Many

have elected carebrs in technical fields precisely because of an aversion to the

“le’ '

- work of writing and the scary ekposure of one's self that 1is public speaking

..

Naturally we avoid exacerbating thelir fears, and we are vety careful not to attack

.

all of the positive feelings they have toward their futures-as engineers and
- ‘ .

engineering manage'rs. We support and encourage their emerging sense of becoming
professional technologists.' . ' ) o ‘ .
Students 1in professional programs‘a;e very highly motinated. These'freshmen
o are all too aware that over the“ xt ten-to—twenty years, there will be about. ten
‘percent more engineering jobs/fhz: there are new graduates to £111 them. Typical
starting salaries,this year are about twenty-two thousand dollars fér a fresh

v ~ , , .
Jbachelor of science with no work\experience. These most sanguine prospects provide

-

\
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. ‘ . N ’
enormous mot ivation for thexfiril-year student to do well. ’ -

The studéents age goal-oriented. They know where they'.are’ going four. years

“from now. It is difficult if not imMpossible to-get them to change their frame of

- reference from future rewards Eo‘ﬂﬁé‘pleasures of the present-tense learning process.
The immediaté problem we teachers face is‘}hat these eager and energetic studen{s

: - ' .
have a very narrow repertoire of communication skflls. In writing, they have done
: T , I \

.

. . “'. - . .. .
some expository pleces, some analyses of imagina;ive literature, perhaps some'creative

writing, but none have done ﬁeChnical‘wFiting of the type the#r careerswill require;

R -

~ . .
few have any sense of what '"professional" writing might be. Less than five percent™

A ?

have been given any'éystemhtic training in pubi&c sgeaking\ér informal oral discourse.

. Some students have ‘done extensive reading, but ‘even those who come from homes where

e . \ B . . R
_thelr mother or father is in a technical profession have never read thejr parents’

' oy . . \
Jjournals or trade magazines. No students have been given instruction. in' listening. ’ {

t .

“They do not see each other as credible peer. gritics; the only‘person they respect

r evaluation of. ‘their work is their teacher (we are seelng some intrease recently

in those who have had{;xperience with peen—criticim‘:hltﬂgh.schbol, but they still

constituge’'a tiny minority).
‘ /

* Professional Communication

-

. ] . . .
. One of the most pressing requirements our students will face, just four short

Y ?

years after freshman composition, will be to communicate professionally in what

.

they sq quaintly call the real world. What s inyolved iﬂ‘lprofessional commynication'?
. _ o v

" -+ What will our students have to be able to do? /o

-

>

. First, professional communication is almost always purpeseful, with a high

, - ¢ ] " .

A

premium on effiecdency. While exploratory or speculative writfhg‘uoes figure among
. : . ; P -

the types used by professionals, and while some researchers suggest that' free-writing

is desirable in management 's decision processes, almost all gBmmunicatiQn is produced
S, .
to get a specific task accomplished, with clearly undersfggg/bchemes of reference,

A )
. Ve
4 > * ¢ .
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support, and style. .

Y.

V' pvoren ' | esaton,

Professionals' communication is authoritative. ﬁﬁy definition, a brofessional

. ?
1s a person wh? claims special authority by virtue of hig or her practice of a -
learned art. The speech-acts of professionals, to borrow a concept from John. Searle,
Greate their personalities, their working ethos, in a way that involves social status-

claiming. The establishment of ideas that can carry the force of professional

.

! »

<;"influence and gain favored reception by others depends wholly on the ability of .the’

writer or speaker to express them in the "brofessional idiom" appropriate to the
vty . ’ A ,
situation,

-
.

. Claiming special status in society necessitates acceptance of special responsi-

¢

. ~
bilities. Professional communication is thus subject to rigorous review and criticism

-

" by ‘peers. The communications attending peer review are a hybrid genre of evaluativeéd
. o N :
language, often exercised under implicit but powerful rules, and often involving very"

v e
s

- ' . ;.
serious consequences for those who cannot articulate their positions. Students who

have no knowledge of ghe.dimensions and implications of ﬁeer-teview communicat ion,

. o’
.

and who have never experienced the dynamics of a peer-review exchange, are at consider-

»

able risk in the first--and crucially 1Tportaﬁt--years of th?ir careers, . .

© ! Professional communication“is'dzgamic. The léﬁguage og prafessionals is

> . \\
power-in-action; professionals wield power through language. The engineering-physics .

distinction between static and dynamic energy nicely demonstrates the contrast: a

self-contained idea 1s like the potential in a static object, but -af®expressed idea
‘ , / ’ BN
turns that potential into a force that gets a job done.

. M ) . v

-~ Pedagogr L

Professionals do not see themselves, typically, as "technical writers," or
) L] . .

A

"public speakers," or "journal authors.? They probably do not think about their -

. / Al 1
1anq$§3e vhile they are using it, or fﬂentify themselves as experts in the use of
. . . ’
language. Paying attention to language is something they did back in school.

e =«




So we teachers n%ed to ingrain a repertoire qof appropriate language uses that will

3
~

.be automatic and that will serve the real needs of our students in their careers. .

[

Our design of communicat {on lessons therefore tends to, Reep matters of theory out

* of the classroom, .and we inéfead emphasize practice' talkingrabout language 1s sub-
[ 4 o o . v

ordinate to,using {t. = = | _ ] ¢

Corporations have been aware for some time of the inefficiencies that attend
. . 4 .

: . workers who cannot or do not listen well. You may. have seen the new series of
commercials by the Sperry Corporation that stress the virtues of a company that

. . N\
teaches its employees to listen. Recognizing that good listening habits are not
. L

-

. -

among our students' skills as they come to college, we spend considerable time . .

teaching techniques.of active listening.
' '
‘ ) We teach speaking, both formal public address that typically has been relegated
/ . »” s | . )
to departments of speech, and the forms of speech that, serve other job needs ,such
. - ‘ .

as conferences, oral instructions, oral abhstracting, and impromptu persuasion,

- .

Our instructFon in writing'follows procedures that are familiar to most of

«

*

you in the dudience, gp I won't elaborate on them. OneJdistinguishing feature of _
. 3 c.) L4 .
‘ the writing portion of our course is our attention to the role of visualization in
\ . __— .
.+  technical communication. Successful, exchange of ideas and information in the tech-

nical professiens nearly_almays depends upon the ability of the qpmponer to gilve -
the receiver some clear uisualization of the central concepts. Our students read
L

materials that are supported by good illustrations, graphs, charts, and the like,

-
. ~7

and'they are expected to exercise their imaginat ions to invent good visuals for . '

.

their own papers. We spend some time on the.use of visual metaphor as well,
. . 3 L ] - ) ’

realizing that the quqsgioﬂv Do you get the picture?"‘is an excellent test of

shared understanding. Incidentally, you can get excellent help for free from the

3M Company on tbe use of visuals in professional communication; their represzntatives

v

‘v give w%ikshops tailored to your situation that are free of commercial emphasis.

| " | 6
b 0
. R .
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How can any English teacher‘exgékt to cover technical reading, writing,

|
listening, speaking, - dnd/ﬁisualization and peer criticism in a single, three-

semester hour course? L © ) C .

.

. We try to design a pedagdgy that keeps studentg active in all uses of language

4

as much as possible I sald at the beginning of this talk that evify assdgnment
requires at least two forms of language use, but often there are four or more things

going on at oncé. Each’ individual skill--say, public speaking--qgmes up for explicit

attention in its turn, but the other skills are always in actton,

?

— N

The Research Interview

-

1 M : ' - L 4
One exercise thaé’!equires use’of the full communications repertoire is the .

1Y

research i’terview projéct. We ask students to interyiew a graduate student or a
* ’
professor in one of the ten engineering disciplines'of our sgchool, to discover ‘what

.

is going on in’ the school's.laboratorics and what research is in progress., Students
do not have any clear sense of what engineering Tesearch 18 when they come to our -
,

'y
classes‘ they have been 'through a general ?rientation but they have not Investigated
any single field in any depth at all. The project serves the students' immediate and
long~range needs, because it fortes them to gather factual information about their

prospect ive majors, which they will declare five months later, and because they-get a
({ '

sense of engingering work that they wgu}d‘not have otherwise until their design

-

courses 1n their third or fourth years. Thus we tap a natural source of energy,
\] - . .
the students' interest in their own futures, to Sustain the work in communications

)

about those fﬁtures.

] ‘ ‘

Before conducting their interviews\ students haze to research the discipline

they have chosen; they examine journals in' the library, go to department secretaries

Al

for literature about the departments and biographies of the professors. They Visit

. \ .
the laboratories and talk informally with undergraduate majors. In our ¢lasses,

‘'we conduct workshops on interviewing techniqués and we trade ideas about\appropriate

.
A

7

-
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questions. The .actual inten\\eWS are held during short appointments, with no
progessor having to spend more than forty-five minutes (three interviews of fifteen

minutes each); no tape-recorders-are permitted, because students are expected to #

use their listening skills to retain pertinent informatiagn. - Students adapt their
[} \ : .

4
L]

\ . ¢
research and interview materials to a formal extemporaneous oral presentation. Thg
’ Y . L]

¢ .

oral reports are videoteped, and all reports are supported by visual aids of the

.

type I am using in this talk today (flip charts and overhead t‘hnsparencies) After

giving their oral reports, ‘the students write up a report of their investigation,

v

using their learning about the’different functions of oral and writtén media to
L2 . ! a8 — -

expand those areas of their work that were inappropriate for oral presentatio&

. i \

Throughout the orj} and written steps of the project, peer evaluations, active

~

L) \ -
listening, and aﬁetracting are taking place among those not speaking or writing.
. b ,

Class members receive feedback on nearly everything they do from their classmates;

‘there 1s never any question’ about how a speech was heard, because the speaker gets
a written abstract and suggestions for improvement from his or her audience. Written
reports are read and evaluated by classmates, either in writing or in a round-table

discussion. The final step in the project 1s self-evaluation; students are asked to

write a description of.tgeir learning and an evaluation of their success relative to

0

pthers whOSe‘york they have heard and read. Occasignally, students discover that

the field they had planned to enter is not as attractive as one a classmate discussed; = *

v

somet imes, students attract friends to work in their fields. .These changes are_

interesting to our faculty not simply because the career decisions are important to

e

individuale, but because the students are so thoroughly involved in each other's

communications. ‘The peers take each othermseriously, listen attentively, criticize
. 3 i S

[ L4

pointedly, and take justifiable pride in the craftsmanship of their communications.

N «

" .
’ .
. *

Abstracting | L. .

Teachers typically think of abstracting as a writing task. I have decided to .




include it among my examples because its agsocjlation with writing would normally

\ blind teachers to alternative applications of the abstracting skill. In our program,
' where we are always seeking to exercise at least two skills in every assignment,,

abstracting takes on a broader function than just tﬁe.production of a summary. to
v . .

4

head up a dissertation or formal report. Students> technical careers are served by
our teaching of the American National Standards Institute (ANSI) requirements, for
descriptive and informative abstracts; most professional’journals’and trade magazines

- in engineering and applied science follow these\<;quirements with only minor mod 1~ \.

fications. -Having mastered the ability to-extrac major concents and 1inesfof
v ' .
reasoning from often heavily documented and profusely illustrated readings, the

4

students have internalized a commnnication skill of considerable pobential power.

\
We tap this skill by having students abstract each other's oral or written work in

~

"oral abstracts", and we teach them how to listén for imp rtant Infotmation in panel

presentations and class discus?ions. Because good abstra ting mst be sensitive to -

~
-»

.8tructure, rhetorical slant, context, logilc, and overa purpose ‘of a communication,

students who practice it in all language use€s. soon develop a much more subtle under—

standiné of organizétion, appropriate tone, style, and the like. The efficiency

N 4

b

. of their own utt':e'rances, which I mention‘befd)re as a major concern in professional

Benefits of Dynamic Communication Exercises ' ' ' -
e - ' . _
The work is dynamic in several senses: We tap the energy that is latent in the

-

Eommunication,_increases markedly.

students' personal motives; we force every student to play an active role in the
class, in‘the school, snd in the transactions of language that become a personal
style tempered by professional‘ethos; the language our students use functions to
accomplish more than self-expression, it 1s purposeful language that conveys informa-

/
® - ' [ > .
tion and gets jobs ‘accomplished. _ \\ \\ .

®




of theory and abstractions ébzéz language to active exercising of language that

Y . ¥
Students"cgnfidence in their use of language increases dramatically, Far

- . * R ¢

© ‘too many of our students have been told to go into a scientific or technical

career because they are weak 1in verbal skills. These freshmen are shy and reticent,

+

.
¢

as anyone would be when asked to pefform his or her weakest skills in front of a .

-

-

. . .
critical audience. By changing the language-learning task from explicit learning"

~ -

works, we remoVe'the threatening aspects of the process and help the students to,

feel bettem about their lanuage at the -same time. ©

¢ -

N

_Students' learning is applied iﬁmediatelf’outsi&e the communication classroéﬁa
Readiné'in all courses is 1mproved_by having learned abstracting~s¥ills; class
dischésions in oéher'subdect areas benefit from getter articulation of ideas and
betté? attentiveress to others; report writing is better organizéd and better
11lustrated and supported.

: Skills that can.be measured by conventional means improve rapidly. Fer
example, we are wftnessing a‘change in T—unit"length‘}rom that typical of high-
Qchool graduates to thag typical of "mature writers" after only one semester of
instyﬁction--withoug using sentence-combining strategies (pre-}nstructidn 14.9;
post-instruction 17.5, &ith significantly jmproved‘vari;tion in unit 1eng£h). This w

appears to be more than one yeartj]growth in syntactic maturity in" about four mont hs’
. N *

work. L -
We are not, sure yet that any one feature of pedagogy is responsible for these

A\

«8ains, and it may be .impossible, given the number of varihbkes,jn our systeh, ever

to localize any "key" to success. Although we are studying and evaluating our

.

efforts constantly, we-suspect that tﬂg real source of accelerated growth of our -
: bl
» '

students' skills lies in an area inaccessible to scientific lmeasyrément : the faculty's ,
respect for the students' professional orientation, and the students' respect for
the usefulness of the 1énguagevthat they exercise in our classes.

.
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