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PROFESSIGNAL ROLES: INVENTING WRITERS FOR IMAGINED READERS
George P. E. Meese

I'd 1ike you to do a 11tt1e mental exerc1se with me: imagihé that
yau are a junior or senior undergraduate in a un1vers1ty that calls itself
“techno]og1eal " You are twenty ~one, Fer the last two or three years, you

have been gr1nd1ng away at advanced mathemat1cs computer programming, a

maJor1ng in computers or one of the sc1enc es; or in a hot eng1neer1ng field
such as e]ectron1cs; I realize this is an extravagant fantasy for many
teachers of English, and cohstdéiiﬁg how much math we'd have to learn; the
fantasy could be painful.

?ﬁéfé is a sweet side: as you eontihué to iﬁééihe what life is i%ké
for you as a modern undergraduate, don't forget the fact that you have at
least four gboa job offers, and as soon as you graaaaié you ‘11 be making
more than $25,000 at your first professional JOb. You hope to make you:

profess1onal contr1but10n in a corporat1on the m1]1tary, or a §6Véfnment

you have pxctured yourself work1ng as an eng1neer or sc1ent1st In fact,
your persona] 1dent1f1cat1on w1th your f1eld has matured to the po1nt trat
if someone would ask ¥ou what you do, you would say, “I'm an eng1neerf" or

"I'm a §c1ent1st!"
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ABLE STUDENTS

If you tried to prOJect yourselves into the role I' ve descr1bed you
should have begun to appreciate my students' frame of reference. From my
po1nt of view, these students are sharp 1nte]ectua]]y ready for virtually
any task that 1nvo]ves ca]cu]at1on pnys1ca] ana]ys1s, quant1f1cat1on, or
measuremeht, and well= pract1ced at descr1pt1on of physical events and
application of numer1ca1 routines to man1pu]ate data* They like their

maaor -field stud1es, espec1a]]y in the junior and senior years, when they

get to s01ve open:ended prob]ems and work on projects that require or1g1na1
aegiéné. They know a Tittle about their history and cu]ture, although they
are by no means broadly read or liberally educated.

These students are not "bad" writers. In fact, they ve already
benef1tted from three years of a un1vers1ty w1de "wr1t1ng -across-the-
curr1eu]um“ program that mandates wr1t1ng 1ntens1ve course des1gns and

1nc1ud1ng Journa]s in the1r technical courses; most can construct decent
paragraphs and reasonably coherent co]]eg1ate essays. They have ]earned
well the rhetor1ca] task of wr1t1ng to p]ease their teachers, and in some
cases they ve ]earned strategies to sat1sfy peer-critics in e]asses that | use
sma]]-group or seminar teehn1ques;

Why, then; are such able and accomp]1shed students pulled away from
the1r computer assisted- des1gn terminals, and trund]ed 1nto a requ1red
course in Scientific and Techn1ca] Wr1t1ng? You in the aud1ence just

1mag1ned yourse]ves among them--wouldn't you wonder what my course was

supposed to do for you?
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IMPORTANT LEniiiii,‘ié?
should try to explain myself and show where the value lies. Pardon me if I
come around the mountain to do so.

"Sc1ent1f1c and Techn1ca] Wr1t1ng," to some teachers means a course
in the forms and formats of the workp]ace memos, letters, proposals,
reports; and so forth I do teach students to use these forms, and I
recogn1ze the ut111ty of g1v1ng students exper1ence crpat1ng the
conventional kinds of writing that get work done. 1 ask for effictént
express1on and d1sp]ay of 1nformat1on, and I want students to use amp]e
white space on the page make computer-graph1cs 1]]ustra*ons put

information 1nto relats ve]y short paragraphs w1th descr1pt1ve head1ngs, and

draw appropr1ate graphs and tables to present the1r data. 1 hope that they

proofread meticu]0us]y; and care about the1r craftsmansh1o. A]] wr1t1ng
enter my course can benef1t from add1ng fhese formal features to their
repertoires.
I do not believe, however, that Tearning conventional formats

justifies ten weeks of any student s work, espec1a]]y in a so-called
“advanced" Wr1t1ng course. All of us who keep in toich With the wafkﬁiaée
know very well that the conventional formats vary from company to company
and agency to agency, that they are among the eas1est features of wr1t1ng to
teach, and that ]earn1ng their part1cu]ars is probab]y best left to the
First coup]e of weeks on the Job with the office sty]e manua] in hand. I
will go even further while some pragmat1c obJect1v are met By géuayiﬁg
formats and forms, there is precious ]1tt]e 1nte]1ectua] va]ue in such an

undertakinga

)
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PRIORITIES FOR intELLECTUAL AND RHETORICAL GROWTH

So what is more 1mportant? If I stopped ta1k1ng right ncw, and asked
you to write a memo that evaluated the way I began this presentat1on what
would you do? [Remember I had you imagine yourse]f as an undergraduate in
a techno]og1ca] un1vers1ty 3 I daresay that any concerns over the format of
your memo would take a back seat to more pressing issues. What if you knew
that your memo would result in seriois consequences for me=-that it would
either bless e or give me the ax? What if 1 told you that yoir memo would
become part of your own promot1on file, to document your ability to eva]uate
your subord1nates? What if you knew that you were compet1ng w1th a
co]]eague to be se]ected for a management pos1t1on and you both were
wr1t1ng memos that would be compared by your seniors and that would bear on

who gets selected? Of course; you would want to express your honest
evaluation of my Ppeech but how, exact]y, would you convey your 3udgment to
d1fferent groups of readers; with differing interests in your opinion, and
differing uses for the dbcument you send to them?

Certainly the heart of the business in sich §ituati6n§ is for the
author to make soph1st1cated adJustme ts in his or her writing; so that the
wr1ter 3 persona] 1ntegr1ty is ma1ntained--the honest evaluation gets
expressed--wh1]e at the same time the other ex1genc1es of the s1tuat1on are
covered--you move into management or win a raise, or i get the ax. To
achieve your desired resu]ts in both the obv16us and 1mp11c1t dimensions of
your task, you would necessar1]y have to be adept at what rhetor1c1ans call

"audience ana]ys1s" or "know1ng your reader."

€areful auaiéhce analysis is so central to all professional writing

that it shou]d be a major focus of the rhetorical side of technicai wr1t1ng

courses. Student wr1ters need to be taught to apprec1ate their readers'

problems, interests and mot1ves 1f the wr1ters are to 1nf1uence them at all

6
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SUccésstuiiy. Having said th1a, I recogn1ze 1mmed1ately that near]y all of
us a]ready teach aud1ence ana]ys1s, so I am not concerned here with the
genera] tople what I want to focus upon is the students concept1on of
what audience ana]ys1s enta1ls, and what they gain by do1ng it we]]

The people in th1s room a]ready have the prerequ1s1te sens1b1‘1t1es
and exper1ence to do good aud1ence ana]ys1s--we demonstrated this to each
other when you responded so eas1]y to my request that you tmaane yourselves
as students. Most of you found it easy to 1nvoke an empathetic frame of
mind and place yourselves in the other person's shoes. If we had expanded
our éiéréise; some of you would have wanted to differentiate your roles more
accurate]y, and ultimately we could have bu1]t up characters for each of you
Jjust as a dramat1st or novelist dep1cts human mot1ves, cho1ces, and
reactions in order to create believable fiction. As we did sa, brbbiems
woild crop up: While playing along, you might begin to feel that some of my
generalizations about you, your attitudes toward your major field; and
espec1a]]y your writiné abﬁiity were off the mark. Perhaps you would then
1mag1ne being a student who is not so sure of her mastery of eno1neer1ng, or

S0 ]ack1ng in confidence about his wr1t1ng sk1]]s

In any case, we who have éxténsive experience with literature, and
who have Tearned to do thbrbugh audience analysis as part of our writing;
may underestimate just how fore1gn and how ]arge a task it is for a neophyte
writer to 1mag1ne a reader's p01nt of view and then factor that po1nt of
view 1nto an zffective wr1t1ng strategy. I know that my students, desp1te
all of the1r technical expert1se and apparent soc1a] matur1ty, S1np]y do not
know 1in advance how to ta1]or their ideas to Spec1f1c readers in spec1f1c
rhetorical S1tuat1ons. I base my conviction not on]y upon the self-

centeredness of the1r rough drafts, wh1ch I expect but a]so on what they

write in their Journa] entr1es. Here is a journal entry that is typ1ca] of

-7
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responses té éiass discussions about readers:

Today I learned that technical writing is creative. Trying to

preconce1ve an audience to whom I will address a paper does

take a lot of creative th1nk1ngn The bas1e quest1on seems to

audiences are 1nevita5]y peop]e, and people are ihevitably

different. Therefore, as a techn1ca1 writer, it is ‘my job to

f1gure out what is the unique th1ng about a part1cu1ar

audience: Sounds like I'm 901ng to have to use my imagination,
mcmmé REiDERS

eften, audience ana]ys1s is accomp]1shed 1mag1nat1vely--authors create
mental images of readers work1ng their way through the text and reSpnnd1ng.
E p 1enced wr1ters ones who develop reputations for being "on target“ most
of the time, have ref1ned their ability to 1mag1ne readers' responses With
an accuracy that makes this acqu1red sk1ll seem uncanny, I assume that
these experts learned where to shoot by m1ss1ng a few t1mes, and by having
readers q1ve them appropr1ate feedback Accord1ngiy, I don't want my
students to ]earn "audience analys1s" abstractly, as seme+h1ng to be tallied
on an author's check]1st I vant them to imagine their readers try some
]anguage in draft form see how actual readers who are play1ng their

the rheteoric of their next draft accordingly. Let me show you how an
assignment runs under these 6Bjeétfves.

THE "SPECIALIST" PAPER

Students in my technical wr1t1ng course have a lot more to do than

write one assignment, and many tasks overiap one another--I ve passed out

8
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handouts that show the ‘ten-week term in some detail. But for today's
discussion I want to focus on what I've called the "specialist paper". This
work makes up fuiiy one-quarter of the course, fﬁé students get started

With a proposal, negotiate their topics with me, and then work throtgh

several drafts before a final version is typed up for presentation and

grading [Flease refer to the handout with "Specialist Paper® at the head]:

This document, in the form of an "internal" proposal addressed

to Mr. Meese, will propose that you write a short paper about -
some problem, development, or new knowledge in your major field.
You should convince him that you have the experience and

motivation to write on the topic of your choice.

This paper will occupy one-quarter of -your work for the

class; please select a topic that will 1)serve yous =
learning in your field, 2)address an audience of knowledgeable
professionals Eplease identify them specifically], 3)demonstrate

your competence to write a 5-to-7-page technical paper without
extraordinary research beyond what you have mastered in your
degree program to date, The topic will be approved or negotiated

upon return of your proposal.
The paper itself has these specifications:

. The SBétjaiist;ﬁépei,;; S S
You will report what you know about some aspect of your field.

Assume that you are writing for an expert audience (specified in
your proposal). -Use the respected journals of your field
as-guides to style, graphics, and documentation style, but give
thjs,iébéit,tﬁé;férm;appropriaté;to”ybﬁfﬁiﬁtéﬁaéq readers and
distribution. Remember to provide emphasis, clear conclusions

and recommendations that help the readers know what to do with
the report and its information. Include a letter of transmittal

and an informative abstract:
Please note that this is not a research paper. By using what the students
already know fairly well about a technical or scisntific issue, [ can shift
their attention to the rhetoric of its presentation. Part of this job
involves role-playing: students are grouped by discipline and asked to
imagine themselves as the intended readers while they respond orally and in
writing to early drafts. The catch in this stage of the assignment is that

the readers take on the roles imagined by the author, and then they behave
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rea]1st1ca11y in want1ng a reasonab]e orientation to the subaect, amp]e
documentat1on, and purposeful recommendations. The readers qu1ck1y see

themselves "on the readersi side" af thesé réports; Sometimes I am

she or he invariably becomes a class leader with anecdotes of how documents
were exchanged and used in his or her works
The resu]t of these aud1erce ro]e p]ay1ng sessions ﬁs that the

authors get a much better sense of what a "know]edgeab]e profess1ona1""
“expert audience" can be expected to know, and what level of discourse is
appropr1ate to them: After a spec1a]1st -response workshop, a student wrote
in her journal, "I was amazed by all the knowledge in different areas that
my classmates possess. One thing I learned about my specialist paper is
that I must anticipate quest1ons, and allow for a]] angles of view from
fellow spéciaiists—" She no longer held an amorphous, abstract notion of
what fellow experts would want and she could revise her draft with 1mproved

“aim" at her target readers. I think it is telling that she was "amazed" by
her readers’ SOph1st1eat1on and range of know]edge--she Yad w1tnessed*
perhaps for the first t1me her fellow students behav1ng as know]edgeab]e
experts, with substant1a1 op1n1ons, steppiﬁ§ into the roles they are about
to p]ay in the1r f1rst full- t1me profess1ona1 JObS. And Just as she saw
classmates as budd1ng profess1onals she saw herself among them. This
brings me to the other side of the rhetorical dimension of this assignment ,
the invention of writers.

INVENTING HRITERS

In the most recent edition of the journal, Technical Communication

(31 4 fourth quarter 1984), Thomas E. Pearsall recommends that all wr1t1ng

ass1gnments attend to the "role and purpcse of the writer" among the five

10
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major variables that students need to learn %o assess any wr1t1ng situation
[wr1t1ng activities, audience & purpose the task, and format are the other
four]; He says, "When pOSS1b1e, students should be asked to take the sorts
of roles that they w111 one day play on the job. Salesperson, teacher,
execut1ve techn1c1an, researcher and consultant are some of the
poss1b111t1es“ (p. 23) Professor Pearsa1] is certainiy one of the fihést
teachers of technical writing we have, and his course design is one I
strongly endorse, but in this art1c1e he d1d not spell out exactly how a
student is supposed to play one of these roles in a manner that bears on
learning an effective wrﬁtiné strategy. One wag I had in class some years

back; when asked to p]ay the “ole of executive and write me a report, said,

my vice pres1dents prepare a]l my reports for my S1gnature"--effect1ve role
p]ay1ng, perhaps but not what I ant1c1pated or des1red

In my spec1a]1st paper ass1gnment wr1ters must lﬂ!EEE the1r own
roles. Because the top1cs are se]ected from fam111ar and advanced material,
and the students are on the verge of the1r first jobs but are st111
work. 1 am not satisfied with such projections; so I have introduced
another workshop to keep them from 1d°a11z1ng their rcTes too muchf

I call the workshop an execut1ve review", and it is timed to take

place in c]ass while the students are go1ng from their f1rst drafts of the
review, each author must present the essential f1nd1ngs of the spec1a11st
paper in a three-m1nute extemporaneous speech followed by five minutes of
iuest1ons. The catch here is that wr1ters do not speak to the class as an
academic assembly--instead, each writar must prepare four cards that define

roles other students w1]1 p]ay as they listen to the oral report. At ieast

bt |

1
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remainder are left to the writer. When the executive reviews are presented,
classmates randomly fill in four chairs at a conference table, and the rest
of the class oBserves the small- group in action., 1 keep the atmosphere as
1oose as possible, since the point is not to master the oral presenfat1on

3 «
but to have the w. *ior exercise in the ro]e that is necessary to wr1te a
successfu] paper. In other words; I want the wr1ters to fee] themselves
engaged, 11ve, with others who m1ght use the spec1a11et report in a var1ety
of ways that depend on the1r own Job respons1b1]1t1es.

Every time I run this workshop, I am rﬂm1nded of the axiom about
se]eet1on of Supreme Court JuSt1CES no se]ect1ng Pres1dent can be certa1n
how an individual is . 1ng to perform in their new role. t1ke pres1dents
the speakers discover that, once they g1ve jOb descr1pt1ons to ciassmates to
play out, the four ]1steners come up with all kinds of 1nterest1ng
quest1ons objections, criticism of b11nd spots, and who]ly off-the- subJect
remarks. In short, the listeners behave like a group of skeptical superiors
assembled to review what the new employee can do.

The writers take from th1s workshop exper1ence, not a representat1on
of the actual dynam1cs of office or laboratory pol1t1cs, but instead a
better sense of their rhetorical position as the well-trained and smart, but
untested and tnéiperiencéd ih&fviduai who is attempt1ng to demonstratp
competence both to fellow experts and to the boss. Seeing the other roles

piayéd out opératés to ai??éréhtiate the writer‘s roié; ﬁéipihg writérs

source of 1nformat1on to others in the organ1zat1on who need the 1nformat1on
or 1deas in their own JObS. Many of the students thus ]earn one aspect of
profess1ona1 respon51b11ty, and realize how some documents funet1on as much

more than veh1c]es for exchange of 1nformat1on.

12
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LEARNING
One measure of intellectual growth is the ability to see

intellectual dimension of the course and the assignment I have beer
d%SEﬁééiﬁé is the set of réiatéohshipé fhét are learned. One student, after
doing his executive review; wrote in his journal, "Dr. Meese, after this
class 1 realized that my oral script was inadequate--it was more a summary
of my paper than the kind of action-oriented material executives need. I
also need to reorganize my specialist paper before turning i: in next week-
I was still writing it like a research report for cell biology rather than a
summary of promising research for my group [which is] investigating the
production of monoclonal antibodies."

When a student achieves such ihsights, I believe the course has done
its job. The students have advanced their rhetorical understanding and
their knowledge of relationships between information and people who must use
it. In other words, they have successfully invented writers for imagined

readers.
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