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CONNECTIONS WITH THE LIBERAL ARTS AND INDUSTRY'
ATTEMPTS TO LEGITIM?ZE THE PROFESSION OF TEACHING TECHNICAL WBITING

a -

: @ ' -
A little more than twenty years ago Rickard Weaver lamented the

dpclineeof rhetbric in this century, saying,the responsiblit&lof teaching
'rﬁetonic had been "given to just about gnyﬁody who- [would] take 1t The
same can often be said about technical writing. Teachers of technical

v

o writing teach a course'in high demaﬁd but with low prestige. Elizabeth"
Harris. says English departments view tnchnical writing as "a despised
btepchild tolerated for its powerful connections."2 Earl Britton says,
"tech writing cour: es have regularly occupied a secondary place in the

- ~faculty hierarchyﬂ3 And Paul Anderson claims that those involved with

technical communication need to work at becoming a recognized discipline in

4

~

the learned world.

¢

Why do teachers of technical writing sense ;hat their profession is in

need of legitim121ng? One obvious reason 1s that technical writing is an

emerging'subjecp in college curricula across the nation. Like teachers of

®
- @

~ ! ”ppy new course,_téachers of technical writing must form themselves into a
droféssion with goals and'methods.Beyond"having'goals‘and methods, members
v ,éf a profession also perceive themselves as part 6? a group that has:a
copmon view of fealiFy;qa view that is in the process of being shaped
‘through the }hetorie of_those in the group. Part of devéloping that common
view is the process 6? defining the discipliﬁeh@ function and scope.” This

- goal 1s especially hard to achieve because technicél writing is a hybrid
a subject, a\combination of the practical arts and the liberal arts. The

practical arts are legitimized by their usefufness;'whqreas, the liberal

arts are legitimized'by-their.tradition of scholarship. Theé very name,

.




;"technical wfiting," contains elements of technique associated with the

" industrial and business worlds and elements of art associated with scholar-

° A

. ship. Because technical writing is a'subject that exists in two separate

cbntexts, teqqhers of“the‘subject must legitimize their profession by
appealing'to<different authorities. )
IAdditibnally \keachers of technical writing have three audiences who
need to be con?ﬁlced\that the subject is worthy of respect- 1) ‘the
customers’in 1ndu&iry, 2) the student customer, and 3) colleagues in the
academic world. Recent articles and papers in “the field can be seen as
'piec%s of rhetoric attempting to legitimize-the profession of teaching

L3 ) '

technical writing.' Because technical communication is so closgly tied with

AN

ﬁhe world of work, some articles try to'strenghten that cornection,
attempting to'persuaﬁe ﬁhese customer& that\the prodhct for'saie is
taidored f&r their ﬁeeds. Additioﬁal}y; because technical writing is part
of a long academié‘tra&ﬁti n that studies language use, others whé identify

with that tradition try to strengthen its connecgions with communication

thoéry, rhetoric, and ligerary history. This last audience is esgecially

‘hard to convince becausk
skill. They susp:zct that & writing cousr.ie can'degeﬂerate into nothing more
%t%an a skills course and become a species of training rather than
education, further eroding the liberal arts tradition. As C. S. Lewis
said, "If education.isdbeaten by training, civilization dies.5

Those attempting to strengthen the gonnedtioné‘with the industrial

world do so in four ways: 1) they show that tecgnicél writing is needed,

2) they study the way it is practiced in the real world and make present

they are suspicous of any course that teaches a-
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practgce definitive, 3) they create courses that simulate real-life o ;2?
writing; and 4) they emphasize the need fer teachers to have practical

experience in the profession.

Because students often doubt that technical writing is an important 1

course and because they don't realize how important good writing"Skills

will be in their careers, researchers have conducted surveys (¢ determine

the importance of writing skills and have wr1tten'art1 <les which 1) give
utstlstlcs about how much time is spent writing;on the job and 2) contain
quotations from people in 1ndustry about the value of'good writing‘skiyls. T
Several Such articles exist, but one'good example is hy Charlene qpretnak:6

It reports that engineeers spend nearly fifty percent of their time com-

L4

»
munlcating, either writlng ar reading. The article algo has an extensive

 list of quotations from people in industry abogt the need for goodrwriting

—»"/

skills. For instance, the following is just one testimonial contained in

\
”

* the articles

Tchnical skills open the doors of career: opportunities, but reading
“and writing skills are absolutely essential for taking advantage of
the opportunities. p

¢Though articles of this type are usually written for technical writing '

s
teachers, prospectiVe students are always kept in mind. Armed with the

data drmq comments in these articles, the teachér can demonstrate the valuefd
of the technical writing course and thus leéitimize it in the students'

¢ minds. i | |

o Another type of article that shows need is exemplified in Richard
Schmelzer's "New Responsibilities for therTechn;cal Writer.nS In this ‘

article, Schmelzer argues that the continued existence of democracy will

depend in large part on the ébility of writers to interpret technological
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information'about issues of concern for the voter. Thls type of article is

aimed at the teachers of writing in an attempt to encourage them. !

. a . ‘ . . i} y
A second approach to strengthening technical writing%sconnections

¢

with the real world is the study of present practice. These studies assume

that technical writing is a particular genre of discourse and is best

")

taught when the practices of industry are transferred to the classroom.

One example of thiSctype of study is Ednund Dandridges;“Notes Toward a

Definiton of rechnical Writi,ng,"9 which defines technical writing according

1

to stylistic features discovered in doouments prbduced in the 1ndustry.‘ By

Studylng these documents, Dandridge was able to determine that technical

]

\J ¢ )

‘writing consists OF shorter Sentences and paragraphs than non-technical

'writﬁng. Therefoge, students should be taught to useé short sentences and

o > ¥

p 'agraphs. This approach argues that technical writing teachers are to be -

r spected because they can turn out students already familiar with the

- Y

practices of writers in the lndustry. The major objection to this approach

would be that it seems to reduce technical writing to a skills course

A ’ Y

. rather then a true liberal arts course., “Thus, technical writing is.legit-

[
~ \ o

imized Ly being placed in a context which values its‘services at the .

expense of its role as a course that educates the whole person.r Students
learn writing techniques so that they can perform a particular function in

the organizational machine. That is, they are defined by their roles in

their jobs rather than as complete human beings. 4 second obJection to.

this approach is that pres®at pragtice i industry is not always a good
example. The overall needs of the industrial world should be considered,

but present practice is weak. If present practice is not adequate, it
' . ’

g
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3
shoukd not be set up as a itandard of achievement for technical writing

students. o

There is, howeven, another way that studiee of'pnesent practice can °
be used as rhetoric. These stnnies analyze the readers of technical re-
ports and tnefehannels through which infonmatibn is passed and then recom-
mend teaching practices. Gne emample of this kind ol study is Elizbeth

Tebeaumis article about the importance of dictatfon in industry, whichA

o

b'shows'the frequency of dictation, calls for more instruction in dictation,

L

‘and suggests ways of teaching that ski_}l.10 Another is R. John,Brockman's

. article that recommends instruction in cooperative writing, creative

graphics, and interpersonal communication.!! This type of article seems to

X %
be more valuable than those that assume present practice should be

imitated. They hélp téachers understand the context of writing in industry

while, at the same time, attempting to convince customers 1in 1ndustry that

)

‘Lhe content of tech writing courses -is pertinent to their concerns.

Another attempt to legitimize technical wviting coursesito industrial
customers has been the development of courses that try to simulate indus-

trial writing situations. These courses could be placed»on a continuum
5

3

from counses actually taught in companies--as described bvaleischhauren12

and others-~to in-class corporations--as described by Ben and Marthalee’

13

Barton --to holistic .cases--an example is Dean Hall's recent paper at the

1984 MidwestASEE anﬁerenre14--te team-taught courses--as ‘described ty

Nancy Roundy.‘5 Several articles describing variations of these types of

clasees are available. All ‘have in common the belief that technical

" writing students should write to realistic audiences, using realistic

information, in aituations similar to those in industry. These articles

t




. attempt to legitimize technigal writing by claiming that the training

techniques employed are bhased on. industrial models and are likely to help

-

5 ; students adjust to the writing probléms they encounter once they leave
& [

scnool acoordipgly, their rhetorical audience seems to be customers in
t : 9

1ndustry. /

7

LA L

A fgurth wey that authors’ attempt to strengtnen connections with
industry is/;oawrite articles insisting that teachers of technical writing
» , :
need professionel experience as technical writers. One article has been
. the focus of a lot'of discussion. Mathes, Stevenson, and Klaver argpe that
v . professors in the technical courses should teach technical writing because
they have a better understanding than English teachers of the subject
matter and the situations in which writing is .required in industryu16 They .
claim that English teachers are.ill prepared\to‘teach the course. Another
article of the same type is R; S. Kéllner%u Qefooestion of Competency,"17
which claims that English teachers display hdtris when they presume to
teach technical writing. These articles may légitimize the discipline og
technical writing by elevating it above the level of the pon-Specielist. .
but they do so at the expense of making technical writing into a tech-
nology, something for which a person needs training but not education.
Thus, in an aftempt to strengthen technical writing.in the eyes of indus-
try;'these articles 1gnore the 1egitimizing power of tradition. The‘basis
for legitimacy shlfts with the audience, (treining works for industry,
education for colleagues in Englisn‘{mrtments).
Other writers argue that teaching technical Qriting is more than mere

training, that writing is more than a set of techniques. Their articles
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can be seen as pieces of rhetoric ajmed at thelr colleagues in the libepal

?

arts trédition. These articles usually fall into one of four categories:
B 1) those that use communication/;hetorical theory to evaluate present prace-
tice, 2) those tha't apply theory to the subjec£ of technical writing, 3)
thpsévthat define technical J;iting by assqciating it with the liberal

. : v
5£ts tradition, or 4) those that argue directly that English teachers can

-and should teach technical writing. -
The first abprdach, using thebry as a bhasis for'studylpg and evalu-

ating present practice, usually results in case studies which resemble the

studies«of industry described earlier in this paper. In fact, they could

’
1l

be classified under the same head, except they grouhd their investigations

<
®* ) in communication or composition theory. For example, Odell and Goswami.
 studied-the-wrliting practices—of writers—tn i soctat-services ngency-to

| determine if the writers made decisions based on rhetorical consldera-
= ' tions.18 They found that writers donconsider the rhetorical aJtua£ion when
they write; but they also found that the writers prefer the”passive voice
to active voice. Although this preference is not evaluated in the article,
the reader. familiar with readability studies would infer that such a pre-
ference 1s not supported by theory. Jack Selzer's ahalysis of an
engineerﬁswritiﬁg process is“anOther example of how composition theory

prepares the technical writing teacher Lo investigate present practice and
look ét crucial elemenls in that practice.19 fhese studles have a decided-
ly authorifative air abodt them, because ﬁhe writers are grounding their
studies in composition theory.

i
‘ Another approach is to apply theory from a variety of disciplines
|

prescriptively to pedagogy or writing practice. Linda Flower describes a

¢
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pedagopglcal  practice similar to thone described ¢il llwr ooy cose
N A/

atudiés. Her article could be placed along side the uLhowz, except the

A2

method {s based on theory rather than in present practiae.’ CThe article

* »

draws on rheterical theory by referencing Bitzer's "Rhetorica Sltuation”

and on cognitive psychology by discussing the essential. cognitive tagk of

»

. s 4 . ] .
the writer, reordering information stored in memory. Carrl .ipson
o ' v -
applies conmunication theory to the opening of technical reports, &P pwalinp

Lo linguistics, speech, rhetoric, and cognitive pgychology ln “n dttwmpt Lo

alter Lhe present practico of writlng technical report¢. She argues that

repotts prewéntly contain too much redundancy which reducem readabil115:31.31

This article is an exrpllnnt example of a LPdLhFr'Of technical writing

SUEgesting imprnvpmpnts in present prdcthce, dnd having the authority to do
50 tecause of extensive research into rélated Flelds. Other articles draw

22 23

on classical rhetoric,®® Kinneavy's thgory of discourse,

24

or the history

and philosophy of sclence, The articles, when viewed as rhétoric, would

seem Lo he aimed at academic'éblleagues in an attempi to prove thaf Ltechni-

cal ‘writing is more than a skills course, Involving those types'bf atti-
[

tudes and knowledge assoclated with true education raiher than simple

training, '

A third approach is to define rhnlt 1] writing by p]dclnp It’in a
liberal arts tradition., This can be done by showing that it has a hautory,
or by demonstrating connectiofis with suck areas as literature or creative
writing, or by directly placing it ir'u disecipline like rhetoric. - An

example of an article that looks at the history of tecnnical weiting io

James Miller's "What Can the Technical Writer of the Past Teach the Teohni-

L)
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cal Writer of Today?"?  Miller discusses twelve Lechnical writers ranging

from Roman times to this century and concludes that technical writing has

cal wreiting has a long bistgry and should be considered a liberal art., At

the same time it gerves as a corrective Lo closed mindedness that can
; develop when present practice 1s seen us delinitive. Several attempby have

beeto made to make connections butween technical writing and other libepral

arta, A particularly frultful source here in literature from other eras,

/

For o instance, Deborah Kilgore has shown thaf. Moby Dick 18 a good handbook

. , 26 . - " i
for technical writers,z) and BEl1ZMeth Tebesux recommends thal students in
|

' . . ! .
technical writing study Franklin's ﬁutmbiography,’

AT

As English majors

° N ’ v ] bl a -
increasingly £111 the ranks of technical writing teachers, this Sort of

oL always been practiced as 1t 1y today. such a study shows that techni-®

shudy 1s likely Lo become more common, Here, agaig’ teachers are

:
eginning to draw on a rich background in langunge arts,, spplying'it to the
teaching of technical writing., Although Mathes cringes at the thought of
bringing literature into a technical writing cpurse, this approach, if used

! Judiciously, can enrich‘tﬂe course pnd elevate Lt above the icvel of‘a

skiliz churse., By ralsing it above the level of a skills course, teachers

of technical writing are able tg legitimize the profecsion of teaching

technical writing to their colleagues in the liberal arts who see a college

education as being more than mere preparation f'or a niche in the technos

logical soclety.

| Another way of maklng connections with the liberal arts is to arpue
. | < ' .
directly that technjcal writing Is part of 4 tradition. bLeversl excellent

-

articles of this type are available, O, Michaol Balloran, for exanp! o,
'

arpues that technical wreiting should e defined In terms of clasuical

.

Y

9

ERIC 11




O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

4

Carolyn Miller claims that, sdr

q: M ' ’ g . -
. .
. ‘
\
o
* L]
L3 L
s . ‘ - ) )
rhcboricts notion of elogaence.t

Elivmbellodurris arpues 1aal 4 ibepal

8

2y byt o, ) * f""‘;-‘\:n' BRI Yal g Aty Cpruria g o b g e - o . e
aris stugics Like 1 iterary theory, rheteric, Yinguioticg, Agrct L?mf‘vlﬂtury

and philosophy of 2oilence havy

P

ce sclence and LechnGlogy nre Intersulidecw

tive disciplines, technical wr

P S - o v g 5 . - ) . . qln
vncul turation, addreszing the vnderstanding as well as testhing Skilléh“u

A1l the above approaches ligking tettinizal weiting te the . liberal
1 . M . i . i .

1 ¢ #
sTLy share gicommen assumption, cleBrly stated by Hal leran and Miller.
[ . L X . .

% A

e . VPETINE C . oy ;
writing is more than 2 skilly it {8 a way of seeiny F@ﬁlity and x way-of
argulng for pabticular views of réality, Technical wreiting s legltimized,

14

etz
i

not merely because LL ds practical--Lhoogh L 18 Lhal-=but because

involves understanding,  Rathér than producing students whoe can Copy rob-
mats, courses taught with this philosophy produce students who develtop into

Mature human beinpse As halloran guts 3t, students learn eloguence | rather
4 A .

Lhan tecnnique, eluguence being o virtue that 18 'part of the person and

o

technigque boing o method that 1o separated from the writer, Thése apticloes

Seem to be aimed at oacademic colbleagues, once again arguing that the
W

.

|18
»

tescidng of technicar writing iv a professicon worthy of full acteplance in

the tradition of o libersl arts education,
\ ) . .
The Lol type of argument that strengthens technical writing's
. .

. L .
corpections with the academic world iy that whilch clajms gl isg teachors

+

make goid teachers of the subject.,  These articles need Lo be ueen Lo

relntoonshilip U bhose arguing that’ teacters aerd practical experience,  in

Pocty mont off thew nave been written ip response to Mathes, Stevenszon, and
2 .

]
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merely training, on iﬁkﬁkMQQUcation in its best sense? Do®s its scope
include the liberal arts or not? Is it a servant of the technolegical
socjety, or is it an agent of change indepen'ant of the aul.nomous power of

technology?

These questions will be aéswered only threugh the continuing dialogue
in profeasional paberé and articles. As Anderson points out, a discipline
must pose problems, generate alterJati§e solutions, and choose the best
solutions.13 This processwill inevitably be accomplished t£rough the
rhetoric of those who’teacp technical writing. ﬁThé-prbfession willpbe
legitimized'when it is Eecognizéd'asvé true profession by our colleagues.

L]
Certainly ong mark of a profession 1s the movement toward a consensvalist

view of rea)ity throuéh the continued interchan;é of ldeas by its members.

Technical writing is in tﬁe di}ficult“but en#iaple pesiton of having one

foot fggmly Planted in the industriaiAworld‘and the other in the liberal
- I

arts. The Final consensus about the role df technical writing teachers

must not.emphasiq? one connection ét the expense of the other. If we avoid

3
the temptation of aligning ourselves in competing camps, and if we continue

to build stronger cennections with both worlds, the activity of teaching.

i
technical writing should emerge as a profession respected by industry and

academlcs as well,

Dale Sullivan

"_14
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