
 

 
  

     

 

 
 

         

             

            

            

           

            

         

   

 

          

            

           

            

             

      

               

            

  

   

    

   

    

 

              

            

           

Applied Literacies 
Technical Communication in the Workplace 
Michael Brooks and Michelle Cowan 

Introduction 
In the 20 years since “Layered Literacies” was written, the realities of technical communication 

in the workplace have changed dramatically. Technological advancements in document 

management, the incorporation of customers and users as co-creators of technical content, and 

the ubiquity of technical content on the Internet have transformed the nature of what many 

technical communicators do at work. In large part, these advancements and the rising 

importance of user-centered design have broadened the definition of technical communicator, 

with technical communication professionals inhabiting an increasingly diverse array of job roles, 

each requiring highly specialized skills and knowledge that can only be developed in context, 

on the job. 

Still, as educators, we must prepare students as best we can for the workplace, which requires 

workers to be literate in a number of skills beyond--but also including--the other literacies 

discussed in this book. When reviewing literature published in our field within the last five 

years, the six core layered literacies show up repeatedly, overlapping and informing one 

another, and ultimately defining many of the approaches industry practitioners take at work. 

However, several key areas of practitioner-focused scholarship do not fit cleanly into those core 

layered literacies. For the purposes of this article, we have grouped these areas of scholarship 

into the following categories, which are discussed in detail throughout this chapter. 

● Content 

● Project management 

● Data and analytics 

● Hiring practices 

● Career management 

Although these areas of emphasis are addressed by the other literacies, they deserve some 

specific attention. More pointedly, technical communication scholars need to spend more time 

studying and publishing on these topics. The gap between technical communication 



 

             

             

            

            

            

              

       

                 

              

             

        

   

 

 
          

                

          

           

             

           

            

 

   

          

    

 

            

       

   

            

   

             

  

 

scholarship and industry practice has troubled our field since before the initial publication of 

“Layered Literacies.” Our review of the literature reveals the presence of a large but shallow 

pool of scholarship on industry practice. Scholars are attempting to cover many aspects of what 

technical communication looks like in a professional or industry context, but none are explored 

deeply. We frequently found only one or two articles on any particular workplace-related topic. 

Although the scholarship that exists is quite insightful, the small number of publications on 

each topic limit the depth of understanding we can attain through current academic research. 

Our hope is that by calling out some major themes, other scholars might pick up the mantle 

and conduct even more research in these areas, fleshing out the spotty coverage currently 

given to workplace issues in technical communication so we can be a truly valuable resource to 

people who need both an academic and practical understanding of technical communication 

to further (or start) their careers. 

Methods 
When brainstorming about which publications to analyze for writing about the layered literacies 

as they specifically apply in the workplace, we focused on the most recent five years of 

publication within some of technical communication’s most popular journals. We also realized 

that we needed to make sure we covered publications that were explicitly practitioner-focused, 

with shorter lag times between manuscript submission and publication, if we wanted the 

information in this chapter to be up-to-date and relevant. Ultimately, we performed a general 

search for applied literacy-related articles and books published between 2013 and 2018, 

finding some interesting scholarship in unexpected places. We chose to focus only on the last 

five years because workplace norms can change so rapidly. The technologies and approaches 

discussed in scholarship before 2013 often feel dated, and we wanted to make sure our 

analysis was fresh. 

Most of the information we gathered ultimately came from five journals: Business and 

Professional Communication Quarterly, the Journal of Business and Technical Communication, 

IEEE Transactions on Professional Communication, Intercom, and Technical Communication. 

Again, no publication contained the depth of practitioner-centered research we wish existed 

within technical communication, but the publications we used did unearth some very 

applicable and worthwhile academic work as well as illuminate key categories for further 

academic attention. 



 

              

                 

           

          

           

             

      

 

          

       

           

             

           

               

         

                 

         

            

         

        

    

          

          

               

           

              

          

        

      

 

 

We used Zotero to manage and tag the articles we collected. Publications and individual 

articles were tagged loosely at first, with 247 unique tags. The tags were then entered into a 

spreadsheet, along with corresponding publications. As we pared down and simplified the 

tags, five primary categories of interest eventually surfaced: 1) content strategy and 

professional genres, 2) project management, 3) data and analytics, 4) hiring practices, and 5) 

career management. These final five categories are the result of refinements made throughout 

the process of analyzing our collected articles. 

Because workplace issues are infrequently addressed in peer-reviewed journals, we ventured 

beyond peer-review journals to look for relevant research. After examining industry 

publications, the online libraries of management consultancies, and even expert blogs, we 

decided to include Intercom as one of our primary sources. Because Intercom is a magazine, 

and not a peer-reviewed journal, we were hesitant not only about the depth of information it 

would supply, but also about how the inclusion of Intercom would be received by our audience 

at large. After combing through several years of Intercom, however, it was clear that the issue 

we researchers had was not one of content, but rather of our own perspective on what is 

considered “source-worthy” material. Intercom is not a publication aimed at academics—why 

should we see it as such? How can we truthfully discuss workplace practice trends and 

knowledge without immersing ourselves into the Society for Technical Communication 

publication whose primary authors and audience members are exactly the practitioners we 

hoped to learn from? In Intercom, we found writing from not just academics, but hiring 

managers, content strategists, technical writers, user experience professionals, and data 

analysis, just to name a few. The wealth of knowledge these practitioners possessed proved 

invaluable in helping us to consider how we should think about applied literacies. We also 

combed through the websites of consulting groups and other industry-centered publications, 

which unearthed some worthwhile information. But we found that much of it was covered in the 

primary publications we are including here. Therefore, we decided to use Intercom as a 

representative practitioner publication. Going forward, academics should look to similar 

practitioner publications, such as IEEE or tcworld, for research inspiration and knowledge 

sharing. 



 

 

 

      

            

         

           

              

            

      

  

  

   

            

           

            

  

            

         

             

 

                   

 

          

           

          

            

              

        

              

         

Discussion 

Content 

The past ten years have seen an increase in both the frequency of organizations' digital 

presence and the amount of digital content, or "the product- and service-related information 

that organizations produce for their customers and stakeholders" (Andersen & Batova, 2015, p. 

253), these organizations release. This increase impacts not only the way organizations have to 

create and manage technical content, but also the way that users interact with the technical 

content and the impact these digital interactions have on user enjoyment, acquisition, and 

retention (Ames, 2017; Schlotfeldt, 2017). 

Content strategy 

In their 2016 introduction to a special issue of IEEE Transactions on Professional 

Communication, Tatiana Batova and Rebekka Andersen argue that, despite many available 

definitions, content strategy focuses "on an organizational vision for information and an action 

plan for achieving it" (p. 2). Content strategy, then, brings together multiple, specialized 

writing communities toward a focus on four "key dimensions of practice" (Batova & Andersen, 

2016, p.2): 

● Substance - what are we communicating and where should we communicate it? 

● Structure - how do we model, use, and reuse our content? 

● Workflow - what resources are available and/or necessary to create and manage 

content? 

● Governance - what do we need to do to ensure that our content stays in line with our 

strategy? 

The unifying vision of content strategy has the potential to align people, teams, and content in 

various areas, such as enterprise content management, web content management, learning 

content management, and component content management (Batova & Andersen, 2016; 

Breker,2017). Effective content strategy also has the potential to improve project transparency 

and knowledge bases as well as reduce the cost, time, and frustration associated with 

duplicate, conflicting , and/or redundant work (Breker, 2016). 

Despite such practical uses, there isn't as much discourse on content strategy when compared 

to other similar topis. After an extensive, systematic search for publications discussing content 



 

              

                

              

              

            

               

        

             

          

            

       

         

          

       

          

         

            

          

        

          

 

           

 

   

         

        

        

             

       

             

          

          

        

 

strategy, Dave Clark (2016) only found 37 publications that a) "attempted to advance the larger 

conversation of content strategy;" b) "was published in or after 2009;" c) "had the potential to 

shape the discourse on content strategy, being cited or referenced by other sources or having 

multiple replies and comments;" and d) "was widely available" (p. 12). Clark noted that, 

surprisingly, only two of the 37 publications were from peer-reviewed journals, which brings to 

light the lack of pedagogy and academic interest in content strategy. Much of the literature 

surrounding content strategy, then, comes primarily from practitioners (Clark, 2016). 

Much like Clark (2016), Getto & Labriola (2016) sought to better understand how content 

treated in an overall content strategy. Rather than conduct a literature review of practitioner 

and academic discourse, Getto & Labriola sought to understand how iFixit viewed and 

structured its user-generated content. Although Getto & Labriola (2016) studied a single 

organization (i.e., iFixit) and looked primarily at user-generated content strategy, their findings 

have broader application when thinking about content strategy and content models, as they 

argue that those building content models should: 

1. consider the interactions among actors in a given network; 

2. build content models into the technologies that support the models; 

3. purposefully use content moderation, which helps mitigate what Trice (2016) has found 

to be vastly different contributions of users of different skill levels; 

4. keep in mind redundancy and staging of information; 

5. examine how actors in a network, including types of content, influence one another; 

and 

6. define specific goals around the production of useful knowledge (p. 50). 

Globalization and localization 

Globalization remains an ever-important consideration as many projects involve global 

technical communication stakeholders (e.g., technical communicators, translators, bilingual 

reviewers, etc.). As component content management (CCM)--"the strategies, standards, and 

technologies that are based on the principles of textual granularity, structure, and reuse, and 

that provide mechanisms for working with text at a component rather than complete document 

level" (Batova, 2018, p. 77)--become more widely used, due to the potential for powerful 

versioning, workflow, and localization when combined with DITA authoring (Schengili-Roberts, 

2016), it is necessary to pay special attention to the the effective understanding and 

management of the multilingual qualities within those CCM environments (Batova, 2018). 



 

                

           

          

 

   

         

             

           

            

          

            

          

      

             

          

            

         

     

  

       

           

          

            

           

            

            

              

        

 

         

            

       

             

               

      

One major shift over the past two decades is the globalization of knowledge work. As many 

products are focusing more and more on cultural identity and differences in perception and 

use, businesses have recognized the need to “pay special attention a higher degree of 

[localizing]” (Abel & Singh, 2016, p. 35), rather than stop at translating, content and other 

customer-facing materials. The need for localization has altered the workflows of many 

technical communicators, often broadening the number of people the technical communicator 

must work with to ensure proper knowledge transfer from one localized product to another. 

The particularities localization entails have been outlined in a few articles over the past five 

years (Batova & Clark, 2015; Lanier, 2018; Lauer & Brumberger, 2016). Technical 

communicators may encounter a number of highly advanced localization tools, often built 

directly into the content management systems they already use, but also separate systems 

sometimes used by vendors or other groups within the same organization. Some CMS 

examples that facilitate localization include Ektron, Ingeniux, SDL Tridion (often combined with 

SDL Trados), Craft CMS, Hippo CMS, and Drupal localization and translation plugins. It is not 

only important to learn these systems, but to develop relationships with other professionals 

working to localize the same content. Knowledge of information architecture, translation, and 

other localization principles is invaluable for technical communicators working in global 

companies or as freelancers. 

Professional genres 

The genres within which technical communicators operate continue to expand. Or perhaps our 

writing always spanned many different formats, but we just failed to give ourselves credit for 

the myriad reports, manuals, documents, web pages, emails/memos, and other artifacts 

technical communicators create every day. The ubiquity of case studies in technical 

communication literature indicates the specificity of genre by company, project, or task. Rarely 

are genres rigidly templatized across businesses or industries. Each industry and particular 

company has their own standards and practices. Nonetheless, scholars continue to try to define 

genres to help technical communication teachers introduce students to the kinds of work they 

will be asked to do in the workplace. 

Scholars like Stefania Passera emphasize non-prose genres most technical communicators will 

encounter and be expected to master in the workplace. Her 2018 article, “Flowcharts, 

Swimlanes, and Timelines: Alternatives to Prose in Communicating Legal-Bureaucratic 

Instructions to Civil Servants,” insists that students should learn to discern when diagrams, 

charts and other visuals may be more effective at communicating ideas than prose. Passera 

also explains many of the types of content technical communicators must create to get projects 

done and provide evidence for decision making and prioritization. 



 

 

             

         

             

   

           

           

              

               

           

             

            

              

            

             

            

         

             

  

           

          

           

           

           

 

       

 

            

            

                

                

             

            

            

       

One of the most popular areas for recent scholarship is social media. Virtually all businesses 

have a web presence, and many maintain highly sophisticated, brand-aware social media 

accounts (Kim, 2015; Lillqvist, 2014). Posting to these accounts or providing information that 

can be used for these accounts is a part of many technical communication jobs. Beyond that, 

companies may also have specific expectations for how their employees will behave online, 

even in their personal social media circles (Knight, 2017; Lillqvist, 2014), as the employee’s 

interactions may be seen as expressing the company’s position on a given matter (Perlin, 

2015). As social media continues to be a huge part of not just finding jobs, but performing day-

to-day work, technical communicators need to be savvy in how they manage both personal and 

professional communication online. In a 2017 article, Sara West offers some strategies that 

recognize the complexity of teaching students professional social media use. According to 

West, many students are hesitant to look critically at social media as a site for professional 

discourse, mostly because many voices of authority have focused on the unprofessional nature 

of social media. However, as our online lives continue to expand and gain nuance, these views 

are changing. Students are becoming more cognizant of the different lives they may lead 

online, and businesses everywhere recognize online platforms as legitimate and professional 

modes of communication that should be emphasized in training and development classes. 

Data literacy 

A surprisingly underrepresented topic in technical communication, big data and analytics are 

becoming an increasingly important part of many technical communicator’s jobs. Technical 

communicators often find themselves in fields like marketing and user experience (Lanier, 

2018, p. 81), which require extensive user testing and data analysis to make decisions about 

the kinds of content to create and how to deliver that content to users. 

In communication journals and in conferences especially, big data gets a lot of air time 

(McNely, 2012; Pflugfelder, 2013), but very few scholarly articles in our field cover data-related 

issues. A notable exception is Jordan Frith’s 2017 article, “Big Data, Technical Communication, 

and the Smart City,” in which Frith insightfully describes the need for human beings to 

interpret data, lest we fall prey to the specious promises of data analytics. It can be tempting, 

in an age still quite devoted to positivism and efficiency, that data tells the whole story about 

groups of users or user activity. However, scholars like Frith remind us that “with larger data 

sets, there are more chances to identify correlations. But most correlations do not matter…. 

Without human actors to interpret data analyses, then such approaches will often turn up these 

types of spurious correlations” (p. 174-175). 



 

 

          

           

                 

             

               

                

         

           

     

 

  

            

               

               

            

            

             

       

       

          

 

          

            

          

  

             

            

         

              

               

         

       

          

Technical communicators, with proper training in ethics and other humanistic studies, are nicely 

positioned to appreciate data but also call it into question. It is likely that technical 

communicators will be asked to interpret data on the job, and it is up to those technical 

communication professionals to make sure the data is properly represented, and not at the 

expense of other types of user research. As Frith says, “our field should push back against the 

belief that data can speak for themselves in an objective manner free from bias” (p. 183). 

Teachers of technical communication should heed this warning and be sure to teach students 

how to approach data with a critical eye, and scholars should publish more on this increasingly 

critical technical communication topic. 

Project management 

According to Hester (2017), effective project management starts with strong project planning, 

which "focuses the work involved to plan and manage not only the documents, but also the 

work teams involved on the project" (p. 7). Project planning should be built upon the 

realization that lifecycle stages are iterative, rather than linear, and that the stages apply to 

many different genres of technical communication, from emails to user guides. When planning 

the project, it is important to define the purpose and objectives of the project by asking: 

● Why are you doing this project, 

● Why is this project important, and 

● What problems is the project expected to solve? (Hester, 2017, p. 7) 

The project planning then involves how to track progress, timelines for submitting progress 

reports, and who will be responsible for different elements of the project (Hester, 2017). These 

basic tenets of project management bubble up consistently throughout the literature. 

Agile methodology 

As businesses continue moving into leaner project management practices, it is necessary to 

develop an understanding of what agile methodology is, how to adapt to it, and how it differs 

from the waterfall methodology (Demback, 2015). Waterfall methodology is what we would 

likely consider “traditional” or “typical” development. A product is planned out and follows a 

linear project development timeline, where one stage must be finished in its entirety before a 

new stage can begin. Waterfall methodology has the benefit of thorough, almost complete 

planning pre-development, but lacks adaptive planning and rapid, flexible responses to 

change. Agile methodology is characterized not only by adaptive planning and rapid, flexible 



 

       

               

       

  

        

             

            

         

          

        

              

            

                  

         

     

 

    

            

         

           

           

        

 

               

          

           

           

           

           

             

             

          

responsiveness, but it also brings to the forefront self-organization, cross-functional teams, and 

a focus on collaboration. For agile to work, team members must be driven, willing to volunteer 

input, and provide frequent updates (Demback, 2015). 

Teaching project management 

Teachers of technical communication frequently ask students to work together to complete 

projects, in an attempt to mimic the collaborative team environment they will likely encounter 

in the workplace. Interesting classroom approaches have been developed to help students 

understand project management and, in particular, waterfall and agile development cycles 

(Pope-Ruark, 2015; Tomlinson, 2017). However, instructors rarey publish these assignments. To 

some degree, a tension exists between what should be taught in the technical communication 

department and what is better owned by the business school. Of course, in cases where the 

technical communication or professional writing program is housed in the business school, this 

issue may not arise as frequently. Nonetheless, it is valid to ask to what degree we should be 

teaching project management approaches in a communication class rather than leaving that to 

introductory business or management courses. 

Because of our field’s decided focus on preparing students for the workplace, it would be 

difficult to teach a technical communication class without some sort of project management 

component. Judging by recent conference presentations and published pedagogies (Whalen, 

2017), many technical communication instructors spend time teaching time management and 

group project skills. In most technical communication classes, it appears, project management 

is at least touched on in a tangential way. 

On the other end of the spectrum, some teachers are building their entire courses using 

business project management approaches. For instance, Rebecca Pope-Ruark uses agile 

project management terms and practices as a stand in for traditional scaffolding of projects 

(Pope-Ruark, 2014). Her approach is very thorough and includes teamwork, regular SCRUM 

meetings, and frequent check-ins. Similarly, Elizabeth Tomlinson advocates an approach that 

gets students thinking about particular clients in the context of large-scale technical 

communication projects that the entire class can work on (Tomlinson, 2017). For two example 

lesson plans to help students learn important applied literacies (e.g., project management and 

persona development), see Appendix A and Appendix B for this chapter. 



 

  

         

             

            

             

           

              

        

           

         

             

 

                

             

         

             

   

 

               

               

             

            

           

               

             

              

             

            

             

         

                  

      

        

  

        

Team dynamics 

Trust and collaboration is important for organizational effectiveness because it positively 

impacts productivity and team cohesion (Brown, 2015; Kaplan, 2015; Paul et al., 2016; Plotnick 

et al., 2016). Much of the literature addresses team dynamics for co-located teams as well as 

virtual teams. Despite the benefits of virtual teams (i.e., non-collocated workgroups that use 

electronically-mediated communication and tools to accomplish work) such as the opportunity 

to take advantage of talent around the world in a relatively inexpensive manner (Paul et al., 

2016), there are still many hurdles to overcome when working with people scattered across the 

globe. When it comes to team dynamics, collaboration and productive teams are hindered by 

tension, complexity, and lack of coordination, factors which are more pronounced with virtual 

teams due to a lack of colocation and a reliance upon computer-mediated communication 

(Brown, 2015; Paul et al., 2016). Brown (2015) argues that trust is especially essential to the 

success of a virtual team because "it helps facilitate the smooth flow of information and an 

open exchange of knowledge and resources" (p. 7). Trust is difficult to offer another, however, 

because of the association with "vulnerability, uncertainty, risk, and relinquishing control to 

others" (p.7), especially when it comes to working on projects that we directly impact and are 

directly impacted by. 

As will be discussed in a later section on offshoring and outsourcing, many projects are 

increasingly ad-hoc in nature (Brown, 2015; Fuller et al., 2016; Plotnick et al., 2016; Spinuzzi, 

2015), resulting in a necessity to adapt to previously held notions of teams and collaborative 

work. Such adaptability, though at times difficult to embrace/embody, is fundamental not only 

for effective team dynamics, but also for effective technical communication in general (Kaplan, 

2015). Adaptability may take the form of opening ourselves to new technologies, learning 

about cultural differences in business practices (Ai & Wang, 2017; Li et al., 2017), or even 

sharing bits of personal information to help show other team members that we are human 

beings, rather than only office workers (Brown, 2015). Adaptability does not always fall upon 

the team member him- or herself, however. Team leaders and team creators should consider 

implementing clearly defined team roles as well as technology use and virtual team dynamics 

to help facilitate team member adaptability and reduce the level of anxiety associated with 

computer-mediated communication, as such elements inhibit productive teamwork (Fuller et 

al., 2016; Paul et al., 2016). Brown (2015) also notes that early in the team lifecycle there should 

be a discussion about the following: 

● Project mission, scope, deadlines, and related topics; 

● frequency of team meetings; 

● guidelines for responding to communication in a timely manner; 



 

       

         

       

     

        

     

        

        

        

        

           

              

              

           

            

           

           

 

  

        

         

              

            

         

  

              

         

           

                

          

             

              

● guidelines for polite email salutations and closings; 

● how to communicate and reach team members during urgent situations; 

● how to reach missing or unresponsive team members; 

● guidelines for expressing confusion and frustration; 

● how to deliver criticism tactfully and constructively; 

● protocols for celebrating successes and delivering praise; 

● how and when to communicate unanticipated setbacks or delays; 

● technologies most suited to particular situations and tasks; and 

● explanations for explicit communication to minimize misunderstandings (p. 9). 

These guidelines are even more significant when working in global teams, as we may not be 

aware of sensitive cultural differences and and such ignorance could significantly impact not 

only the virtual team dynamic, but also the overall effectiveness and quality of the team's work 

(Brown, 2017; Li et al., 2017). Organizations hoping to mitigate the negative elements of virtual 

teams would also benefit from these Brown's guidelines, as Plotnick et al.'s (2016) study of 

ingroup dynamics and partially distributed teams suggest that training in communication 

technology and teamwork, and the inclusion of team-building activities, result in more effective 

virtual team dynamics. Reliable technology with strong support can also help improve 

dynamics (Brown, 2017; Fuller et al., 2016; Plotnick et al., 2016). 

Hiring practices 

Entering into and navigating the industry job market is often a point of stress for many 

technical communication students, professional technical communicators, and those who want 

to enter into a technical communication role. As the job roles become more and more 

hybridized, it is increasingly important to understand what hiring managers expect from 

technical communication applicants and how applicants might address those needs. 

Applying for jobs 

Judging by the regularity with which articles on job searching and the job market are published 

(Lauer & Brumberger, 2016; Smith, 2017; Stanton; 2017; West, 2017), scholars and teachers of 

technical communication are highly invested in helping students find gainful employment. 

Attempts to address job hunting in the classroom are varied, and it is unclear which details 

should be covered in technical communication classes. Based on discussions with technical 

communication faculty, most teachers include a unit focused on creating resumes and cover 

letters. Some also include mock job interviews, analysis of current job postings, or interviews 



 

              

              

              

   

 

           

         

       

              

           

              

             

         

              

 

           

  

              

 

          

       

 

 

           

             

              

             

            

              

            

           

         

 

           

             

           

                

with practicing technical communicators to help students get a taste for the job market. 

Anecdotally, approaches vary, but we could not find any recently published articles with solid 

research to back up our ideas of what teachers are teaching about the job market in their 

classrooms. 

Even so, many scholars are publishing articles about the technical communication job market 

that could help guide classroom practices. For instance, Stephanie Smith’s “Job-Searching 

Expectations, Expectancy Violations, and Communication Strategies of Recent College 

Graduates” highlights the ways job searches often do not conform to the expectations of 

recent college graduates. According to her research, searching for jobs is more time 

consuming than expected, employers may not be as organized or consistent as the searcher 

desires, and searchers get far less feedback (positive or negative) than they want. The job 

search process ends up putting job searchers in lonely states of limbo. Technical 

communication articles are quick to point out the difficulties associated with finding work, and 

few offer real solutions. However, those few articles shed light on some very effective practices 

job searchers can adopt to help them through the process. 

When applying for a job, it is “highly suspect whenever an applicant exhibits signs of an ego” 

(p. 4). This prefaces Rabil’s discussion of the qualities that a technical communicator should 

exhibit. According to Rabil, there are three key areas where a technical communicator can 

stand out: visual design, tailored resumes and emphasis on accomplishments, and writing 

samples. 

Visual design refers to an applicant’s ability to create a clear, concise, and visually appealing 

application package that effectively demonstrates that the applicant 1) wants to create a 

positive first impression that stands out from the rest and 2) is competent in leveraging the 

core competencies of technical communication to present the applicant as able to fuse 

multiple competencies, rather than relying solely on written communication, for example. In 

this case, Rabil argues, the goal is not to develop a master of design. Rather, it is important for 

applicants to demonstrate an understanding of good design principles such as “avoiding 

underlines, showing better contrast between headings converting dense paragraphs to concise 

lists, and adjusting margins and line spacing” (p. 5).¶ 

Where visual design addresses the presentation of information and eases understanding, 

tailoring one’s resume demonstrates an awareness of audience and a serious attempt to align 

oneself with the hiring manager’s needs. The information presented in a tailored resume 

should not just be tailored in terms of content, but it should also be tailored in terms of 



 

                

           

              

            

        

            

         

           

             

            

              

          

       

             

    

 

 

              

              

              

             

        

                

        

 

   

            

 

 

             

              

         

                

            

      

language (i.e., the language used should be similar to the language in the job posting). This 

tailored language is necessary for hiring managers “to quickly and easily map [an applicant’s] 

skills to their explicit needs” (p. 5). A tailored resume should also include explicit, relevant 

items rather than ambiguous or generalized items (i.e., “understand product market needs”) (p. 

6). When possible, emphasize your accomplishments by briefly explaining how your 

involvement contributed to the organization, product, or project. Rabil further argues that a 

powerful resume should include quantified accomplishments or, if one cannot provide 

quantitative information, strong qualitative statements, such as “revised a series of ten user 

guides to improve clarity, simplify organization, and reduce length by 50 pages overall” (p. 6). 

By discussing accomplishments in such a way, applicants justify how they added value the 

organization, which is in line with Aldous’ (2015) claim that executives “want to hear from 

employees...that their goals and values are aligned with the vision for the company” (p. 16). 

These accomplishments also become talking points during the interview process, where 

applicants get a chance to elaborate even more about their accomplishments and the value 

added by those accomplishments. 

In addition to visual design, tailored resumes, and accomplishments, Rabil claims, “samples are 

a critical component of the application process” (p. 6). Even though format of the sample may 

change from job posting to job posting, selected samples should be “closely aligned with the 

position [the applicant] is applying for” (p. 6). If the samples do not match the medium 

discussed in the job posting, applicants should consider repackaging the sample into the 

desired medium. In addition, applicants should have contributed significantly to the sample--if 

the sample was developed as a team--and should be able to discuss the outcomes of the 

sample and justify the decisions made in developing it. 

Knowledge, skills, and abilities 

There are a number of skills, both technical and otherwise, that are beneficial for a technical 

communicator. 

Soft skills, Giammona (2015) argues, are “not actually job skills, but...how you interact with 

other people and what other people see in your behavior” (p. 17). With the interdisciplinary 

nature of technical communicators’ work, the development of these soft skills benefits both the 

technical communicator and the team or organization that he or she is a part of. According to 

Giammona (2015), there are seven important soft skills that technical communicators should 

develop. These skills are as follows: 



 

               

            

 

               

   

  

             

      

           

       

       

                

              

    

             

           

       

           

     

             

             

          

  

 

            

     

  

      

    

           

  

              

              

     

    

  

  

● Observation - the ability to pay attention to detail and thoroughly complete a task or 

project. Such qualities are necessary for ensuring that one’s work is safe, complete, and 

accurate. 

● Curiosity - the ability to listen closely and ask pertinent questions. This skill helps create 

a distraction-free environment where information can be exchanged more efficiently 

and effectively. 

● Critical thinking - the ability to evaluate what is important. Critical thinking helps 

technical communicators evaluate what information is important, whether that 

information will be useful to the project--despite whether the information originates 

from the technical communicator or from others-- and maximize the time they spend 

with the people who provide the information. 

● Leadership - the ability to lead both virtual and in-person meetings. In addition to being 

able to lead meetings, this ability helps one understand the strengths and restraints of 

virtual and in-person meetings. 

● Flexibility - the ability to adjust expectations and methods, and solve problems. Such 

abilities help technical communicators adapt and find solutions to problems that may 

arise during the testing or development process. 

● Social intelligence - the ability to demonstrate proper manners and treat team members 

and clients with respect. 

● Communication - the ability to communicate on both a corporate and a technical level. 

Being able to communicate in way that engages with the politics and culture of a 

company could make the difference between moving from product documentation to 

management positions. 

Cindy Currie and Kit Brown-Hoekstra, both STC Fellows, state that the following traits are 

necessary for good technical communication: 

● Curiosity 

● Love of learning, fast learner 

● Flexibility and persistence 

● Ability to see both the big picture and the details 

● Positive attitude 

● Ability to make connections between disparate things and see how they fit together 

● Ability to rise above your personal worldview to understand how someone else might 

see a situation or product 

● Comfortable with technology 

● Self-starter 

● Proactive 



 

    

  

  

           

  

    

   

        

  

     

     

   

  

   

 

           

 

 

  

  

  

   

   

  

  

    

 

        

            

            

            

              

          

 

● Good interpersonal communication 

● Skills 

Currie and Brown-Hoekstra also state that effective technical communicators should also 

develop the following skills: 

● Writing/editing global-ready content 

● Project management 

● Understanding of structured authoring concepts and techniques 

● Time management 

● Basic understanding of usability/user experience 

● Basic understanding of design concepts 

● Research and analysis 

● Production 

● Audience analysis 

Neal Kaplan (2015) argues that despite changing trends and technologies, certain 

fundamentals of technical communicators should remain the same. These fundamentals are as 

follows: 

● Collaboration 

● Empathy 

● Facilitation 

● Writing ability 

● Minimalist mindset 

● Adaptability 

● Responsibility 

● Openness to feedback 

In a 2017 Technical Communication article, Rhonda Stanton compared the qualifications being 

sought in technical communication job ads with the skills being taught in university programs. 

Hearteningly, Staton found that technical communication courses were, in fact, providing the 

training needed to obtain jobs. In the article, Stanton includes a helpful chart of skills recruiters 

stated they were looking for alongside the types of college classes most likely to provide that 

sort of experience (Figure 1, Stanton, 2017, p. 231). 



 

 
          

      

 

        

      

  

             

               

            

               

               

              

           

            

           

 

             

             

           

            

sought in job ads Courses and experiences 
that would include this skill 

Experience in technical Internship, field experience, 
communication completing assignments in 

several classes 

Communication skills Basic, Introductory, 
(good grasp of the English Capstone, Internship, Web 
language) 

General software Web, Document design, 
knowledge Internship 

Multitasking Capstone, Internship 

Collaboration skills Internship, Many classes 
that would include group 
projects/ assignments 

Subject matter experience Genre, Internship, Web, 
Document design 

Interpersonal skills Internship, Any class that 
requires group work 

Technical writing skills Basic, Introductory, Genre, 
Editing, Document design 

Organizational skills Basic, Introductory 

Detail oriented Editing 

Figure 1. Comparison - Job ad skills versus skills taught in 

TPW programs (Stanton, 2017, p. 231) 

Technical communication instructors should use these lists of traits when determining what to 

teach and how to teach it. 

Career management 

For better or for worse, gone are the days of technological specialties and tools. It’s important 

to engage in a type of work, not a specific tool or technology. As Perlin (2015) argues, “don’t 

be a Framemaker user, be a technical communicator who uses Framemaker and Word. That 

way, you won’t be left without work if the market isn’t offering any Framemaker jobs but is 

awash in Word jobs. Be flexible” (p. 40). Flexibility is key for establishing oneself as user 

experience designer and not an Axure user or a technical writer and not a MadCap user, for 

example. Different companies use different tools, and while it is important to gain exposure to 

the latest technologies in the field, it is more important to develop skills and awarenesses that 

can transfer from job to job and tool to tool. 

Engaging in a type of work, rather than specific tools and technologies, also starts the process 

of branding oneself as an expert and go-to person for that type of work. Branding oneself is 

primarily about visibility, both of oneself and one’s work. According to Perlin (2015) attending 

professional association meetings, such as those from the Society of Technical Communication, 



 

               

              

             

             

 

              

               

      

            

          

          

 

  

            

                 

            

                 

                

    

   

        

         

            

         

           

            

         

         

         

    

       

     

          

              

             

           

not only promotes visibility to others in a field or area of interest, but this attendance could 

also leads to networking and job opportunities. Just as important as personal visibility is the 

visibility and perception of one’s work. Doing good work and writing articles related to your 

work builds and strengthens one’s reputation and places oneself in a positive light. 

Despite the many positive benefits that come from establishing a type of work and increasing 

visibility, it is not enough to focus all of one’s attention on those aspects. Given ever-

developing technologies and the need to better understand business strategies and operation, 

it is increasingly necessary for technical communicators to broaden their skills and knowledge. 

Learning about Cascading Style Sheets (CSS), finance, strategic planning, and new 

technologies, Perlin (2015) argues, can open up several new opportunities. 

Career evolution 

Koster-Lenhardt argues that there are milestones to gauge where a technical communicator is 

in his or her career and that there are steps that the technical communicator can take to reach 

the next milestone. These stages are broad but can be helpful when assessing one’s career and 

making plans on how to advance. The stage may not apply to everyone, and they may be 

longer or shorter for different people (rather than a decade each). But we have chosen to 

paraphrase them here. 

● Decade 1: The Graduate 

○ The assumption with a technical communicator who recently graduated is that 

he or she is technologically literate and can use that literacy to add value to the 

team. Koster-Lenhardt argues that regardless if how talented or skilled one is, 

this early on it typically takes three to five years of experience to be 

“promotable in large corporate environments” (p. 7), and that this may be 

different in smaller startups. She further claims that an effective strategy for 

moving toward the next milestone is to increase visibility via networking and 

involvement in professional organization in addition to volunteering “to lead 

low-risk projects where you can practice leadership and management and 

(occasionally) make a few mistakes” (p. 7). This stage may not apply if someone 

enters the field after years of experience in another. 

● Decade 2: The Specialist 

○ Koster-Lenhardt claims that during this period technical communicators should 

consider their future goals. Does one continue to pursue the same line of work 

or stay with the same company, perhaps because one is already happy or 

prefers a stable job with a stable income? Perhaps it would be valuable to 



 

            

           

          

          

          

 

     

        

            

           

          

           

               

             

            

  

     

           

      

             

           

       

 

      

           

            

           

      

        

           

          

            

     

 

  

          

continue one’s education with a certification or a Master’s degree? Would it be 

more beneficial, holistically, to move into management or a technical track (e.g., 

systems analyst)? Should one move from a 9-to-5 job into contractor or 

consultant work? With all the potential options, at this point, technical 

communicators should consider these questions as they move further into their 

career. 

● Decade 3: The Expert 

○ The expert, Koster-Lenhardt claims, “typically has a deep sense of self-

confidence and awareness of the knowledge that they’ve acquired” (p. 8). This 

phase doesn’t necessarily mean that the technical communicator has followed a 

specific path or has strategically mapped out his or her career/life choices. 

Rather, the expert phase represents the point where the technical communicator 

either is, or is starting to become, highly skilled in his or her specialization and is 

seen as both capable and responsible in his or her organization or field. The key 

strategy for a technical communicator at this phase is to continue to build his or 

her reputation. 

● Decade 4: The Self-Actualizer 

○ This stage is less applicable to career management and is more about redefining 

oneself and discovering/rediscovering one’s passions. This could be undertaken 

at any stage, but Koster-Lenhardt argues that someone farther along in his or 

her career is in a prime position to more fully understand who they are and who 

they want to be as a person. 

Familiarizing students with these stages of career maturation can be worthwhile in that the 

stages give context to the work technical communicators do and emphasize the evolving 

nature of most people’s careers. Because our field thrives on its applicability, the inclusion of 

some career development content is relevant, particularly for very career-minded students. 

Job roles and articulating the value of technical communication 

Technical communicators have long been concerned with articulating their value (Longo, 2000). 

Part of the difficulty surrounding this issue is the diversity of jobs that can reasonably be 

categorized as “technical communication.” Each technical communicator has different 

strengths, interests, and opportunities that lead them into incredibly diverse roles within an 

innumerable number of industries. 

In the February 2018 issue of Technical Communication, Clinton Lanier published the results of 

a survey of 203 technical communication professionals. The survey asked participants 



 

           

           

 

             

            

          

               

             

      

     

 

         

           

             

              

       

           

             

          

               

        

            

              

  

 

  

            

          

            

         

          

               

           

              

 

   

 

demographic information (i.e., job title and number of years of experience) and a single open-

ended question: “Please list up to 10 of what you see as the most important developments 

(such as theories, technologies, trends, etc.) for technical communication over the past five 

years” (p. 69). The survey gleaned some valuable information that can help academics better 

understand the work lives of their industry counterparts and verifies the diversity of roles 

technical communicators inhabit. The 203 analyzed survey responses include 106 different job 

titles (p. 71) and a broad array of issues deemed pertinent to the field. Lanier discusses most of 

the issues identified by the participants and groups them into 12 categories. The most 

frequently cited issues were “changing roles or requirements for technical communicators,” 

“users as writers,” “translation/localization/globalization,” and “offshoring” (p. 77). 

These findings back up what we have found as common topics in current scholarship. Much 

academic work surrounds the roles of technical communicators and of user-generated content, 

as well as issues with translation and localization. However, current scholarship in technical 

communication does not contain much information about how to deal with changing roles or 

changing organizational structures. The survey participants emphasized the ever-changing 

nature of their work responsibilities, which parallels shifts in who creates content for their 

companies. These shifts are largely the result of the increasing value of digital content for 

branding and marketing purposes, the inclusion of customers as content creators, the need for 

all parts of a business to participate in content creation, and role changes as a result of 

offshored or outsourced positions. Many participants relate stories of moving from full-time 

roles to contractor or part-time roles. Although several scholarly articles in the last few years 

mention these issues, not many offer strategies for dealing with the emotional components of 

these changes. 

In the face of such potential organizational upheaval, many technical communicators are rightly 

concerned with articulating the value they bring to the company to justify their positions, attain 

promotions, and increase the budget allocations for their work. Academics consistently 

recognize the value technical communicators bring to organizations of all kinds. Many 

practitioners reinforce this value, seeing themselves as detectives, diplomats, entertainers, 

psychologists, teachers, cryptographers, and even graphic designers (Haire, 2017). But despite 

at least two decades of scholarly advocacy for the roles and value of technical communicators, 

a large gap remains between the academic understanding of technical communication and 

how industry views technical communicators. Most scholars see this gap as a detriment to the 

field and a source of frustration for technical communicators attempting to prove their value as 

organizational contributors. 



 

        

 

                 

            

              

           

        

           

            

              

          

 

     

           

            

          

         

         

           

            

            

     

 

       

              

          

                 

     

 

           

           

            

              

           

 

          

     

Importantly, most non-technical communicators do not recognize technical communication as a 

field of study. Even people who work at organizations that employ people with job titles such 

as technical writer or technical editor, and even people with those job titles, often do not know 

technical communication may be studied in universities or that the field of technical 

communication encompasses more than what technical writers and editors are asked to do on 

the job at those specific companies. They do not view usability specialists, copywriters, content 

managers, communication directors, web developers, or themselves as technical 

communicators or even as people who perform technical communication activities. Academia’s 

heady notions of the ethical duties of technical communicators, notions of truth and objectivity, 

and issues of positionality (Moore & Elliot, 2016) typically do not relate to or inform the 

perception of technical communicators in the workplace (Rice-Bailey, 2016). 

In a 2016 article, Tammy Rice-Bailey interviewed technical communicators and the subject 

matter experts they worked with, finding that SME perceptions of technical communicators 

were primarily informed by the interactions they had with them. They saw technical 

communicators as educators, investigators, and relationship-builders (p. 237). The SMEs valued 

the technical communicators but were unaware of many of the aspects of technical 

communication work that caused the technical communication practitioners to define 

themselves more as interpreters and audience advocates (p. 238). Technical communicators 

saw themselves as valuable but were unsure about how to articulate that value to superiors or 

coworkers. This uneasiness with asserting the value of technical communication shows up 

repeatedly in the literature. 

These mismatched perceptions of technical communicators combined with an overall reticence 

to communicate what it is we do have led to a devaluation of technical communication work, 

not necessarily from those who work directly with technical communicators, but from 

organizations as a whole. It should be noted that not all SMEs value, or see the value in, how 

effective communication can strengthen the impact and relevance of technical documentation. 

In the January 2017 issue of Intercom, Rob Harrison discusses  how engineering documents--

broadly, reports, memos, specifications, drawings, etc.--are typically seen as overly technical, 

inaccessible, dense, and unpleasant to read. Harrison (2017) argues that any content, 

regardless of how technical it is, can be made infinitely concise, and that technical 

communicators are in a unique position to not only create more effective documentation, but 

also to reduce the time SMEs spend writing/revising, which reduces cost. 

For her 2017 article, “Articulating Value Amid Persistent Misconceptions about Technical and 

Professional Communication in the Workplace,” Emily January Petersen interviewed 39 female 



 

            

         

          

               

              

           

                

          

       

          

       

 

        

             

          

          

           

          

           

             

                

  

 

                

            

               

           

            

          

          

            

           

         

           

 

       

            

practitioners of technical communication. The article focuses on the devaluation of technical 

communication work and how practitioners cleverly combat that devaluation and the 

stereotypes that engender it. Petersen shrewdly observes that this sort of devaluation typically 

occurs at a high level within bureaucratic organizations, “which rely on a division of labor, 

narrow specialization, hierarchy, and control” (p. 213), not at the lower project team level or in 

non-traditional organizational structures. Content of various kinds is crucial to most of today’s 

companies, and a high amount of value is placed on the creation of that content. However, 

technical communicators operating in more non-traditional spaces or as freelancers often do 

not receive financial compensation commensurate with their alleged value. And the focus on 

user-created content or content generated by non-”writer” employees makes the expert work 

of technical communicators seem significantly less “expert.” 

The devaluing of technical communication skills can affect promotion decisions and other 

possibilities for career development. In a 2014 article, N. Lamar Reinsch and Jonathan Gardner 

found that communication skills were not considered nearly as important when making 

promotion decisions as “interpersonal skills” more generally and recommendations from other 

people in the company. Oral communication skills were moderately valued, and written 

communication skills fell below that. Findings like these suggest that communication is not 

considered a highly specialized skill. According to the study, managers agree that 

communication skills are needed, but they are hesitant to view people as experts in 

communication or explicitly use it as a criterion for assessing the value or promotability of an 

individual. 

Of course, it could be that communication does matter, but not as promotion criteria. In other 

words, great communication skills may not be the lynchpin for promotion decisions, but they 

might improve a manager’s perception of an employee and help that individual win some favor 

and respectability within the organization. Certainly, technical communicators can use their 

powers of communication to assert their value. For instance, Rice-Bailey’s findings support the 

efforts of technical communicators to build strong relationships with coworkers and then 

promote the value of technical communication within those relationships. Reinsch and 

Gardner’s work reinforces the importance of these sorts of personal relationships when 

advancing one’s career. Connections were more important than communication skills. Beyond 

networking-related efforts, Petersen found that technical communicators employed a few 

strategic tactics to assert their value (p. 220-221). According to her, technical communicators 

must: 

● Make their work visible wherever possible 

● Not allow proofreading to become a major part of their jobs 



 

           

           

          

       

 

          

           

            

    

   

            

           

            

              

              

             

             

              

               

             

             

           

     

 

             

                

              

          

          

                

            

           

               

           

               

● Proactively seek out complex, collaborative projects starting such projects if need be 

● Claim authority over as much of their work as possible 

● Be aware of organizational norms for speaking about personal accomplishments, using 

existing modes of getting recognition to their own benefit 

These approaches are echoed by several authors (Rice-Bailey, 2016; Kingsley Westerman & 

Smith, 2015). By skillfully increasing the visibility of technical communication work and explicitly 

explaining what it is we do, professional technical communicators may find more success and 

satisfaction at work. 

Feminization of technical communication work 

As Emily January Petersen’s research into women’s experiences as technical communicators (as 

discussed in the previous section) reveals, roles for technical communicators can be 

challenging, particularly given the supporting nature of much of what we do. Technical 

communication work is often conflated with secretarial work, and much of it can seem invisible 

because of the qualitative (rather than quantitative) nature of writing itself (p. 217-219). Thus, it 

can be hard to win individual attention and accolades in industry. Technical communicators 

often work in groups but must spend time alone to complete tasks. Collaborative efforts may 

be recognized in the workplace, but many people in the organization may not know exactly 

what the technical communicator is doing for large portions of the work day. Because technical 

communication work is often in support of other departments or subject matter experts, it may 

be seen as less valuable than the output of those departments or experts. The job 

requirements of many technical communication roles make them seem administrative and, 

therefore, expendable and easily marginalized. 

Academics have long been cognizant of the feminization of our field. Industry jobs and 

academic programs are now made up of a female majority, and although this can be seen as a 

large step forward in gender equality, current conditions are complicated by the devaluation of 

technical communication work. Not only are full-time technical communicators faced with the 

need to assert the value their work, but anyone who must perform technical communication 

tasks as part of their job must justify the time spent on such tasks and find ways to elevate the 

value of the time the spent on technical communication (Mallette, 2017). While not exclusive to 

women, issues around sexual harassment, the devaluation of technical communication work, 

and the pigeonholeing of workers into roles without clear paths to promotion are endemic to 

our field for arguably gender-based reasons. Although women are no longer left out of 

technical communication as a field, as Karen Durack’s work in the late 1990s asserted (1997), 



 

              

           

 

              

            

              

 

          

             

       

           

      

      

            

 

            

         

 

   

           

           

          

             

            

            

            

            

         

               

           

            

         

 

          

                

             

we now face the challenge of being seen as a “women’s profession.” Such a designation 

should not be a negative; but even in today’s society, “women’s roles” are complicated. 

Jennifer Mallette takes an interesting look at the work life of a professional civil engineer who 

regularly engages in technical communication (2017). The issues at play in the engineer’s 

writing and in the workplace dynamics are relatable for many technical communicators, and the 

fact that the engineer ultimately decides to leave her job is telling. A sense of dissatisfaction 

pervades many articles on job roles and workplace norms in technical communication articles. 

At the same time, many articles are devoted to helping technical communicators better 

navigate difficult workplace situations. For instance, Catherine Kingsley Westerman and Sandi 

Smith offer strategies for dealing with feedback at work (2015), which can apply to job-related 

feedback as well as the editing-related feedback process many technical communicators 

engage in during the course of work projects. In college classrooms, we often teach units on 

technical editing, but many of us rarely address the emotional component inherent in any 

feedback process. More articles like the Kingsley Westerman and Smith publication would help 

give teachers more direction and context for teaching students about the realities of the 

workplace and how to deal with their position there. 

Offshoring and outsourcing 

Organizations, particularly publicly traded ones, are under immense pressure to keep 

operating costs low. One way to lower operating costs is to employ a minimal workforce, 

supplemented with contract employees that can be operationalized as needed for particular 

projects. Clay Spinuzzi’s 2015 book All Edge: Inside the New Workplace Networks describes 

this phenomenon in detail. He asserts that this sort of “all edge” mode of work, in which 

employees are deployed on a specific project-by-project basis, is not a step backward, but a 

step forward in agility and innovation for both companies and their employees. As Spinuzzi 

puts it, “Innovation thrives when the environment is unpredictable, complex, and contingent, 

often with decreased codification and abstraction” (p. 169). Employees no longer have to 

linger about, not doing much of anything and not feeling like they are contributing between 

projects. However, they may miss forming deep connections with other team members, be 

excluded from company hiring benefits (e.g., healthcare, 401k), and constantly feel like they 

have to catch up as they move from one project to another. 

Organizations certainly save themselves money by using an “all-edge” approach, and 

innovation probably does increase as a result of using such flexible teams. But the lack of 

security for contract and freelance workers and the possible devaluation of their work as more 



 

           

            

            

               

           

        

 

          

          

          

              

            

             

          

              

              

              

            

            

       

 

   
 

          

           

         

            

          

               

     

 

of it gets outsourced to cheaper overseas teams are serious concerns that need to be 

considered. Nonetheless, technical communicators need to be ready to face an “all edge” 

workplace, regardless of the ethics behind it. The reality of today’s all-edge organizational 

mentality will definitely set in for those who end up as contractors or freelancers. Some will 

happily seek out these more flexible working situations, but others, for whom a more “stable” 

full-time position is more desirable, might feel shortchanged. 

An insightful 2016 article by Jenni Virtaluoto, Annalisa Sannino, and Yrjö Engeström--”Surviving 

Outsourcing and Offshoring: Technical Communication Professionals in Search of a Future”--

offers some very practical perspectives on how the embracing of outsourcing and offshoring in 

companies affects workers. The study took place in Finland, but the findings are applicable to 

workers in the United States. Because technical communication positions are often supporting 

in nature, they are easily cut or outsourced by major organizations. The authors interviewed 

practitioners about their experiences, leading to several insights about the nature of company-

vendor relationships and what effect this has on people and the work itself. The authors 

identified: 1) an increase in demand for quality content coinciding with a decrease in human 

resources, 2) the need for substantive information in the face of a “fragmented division of labor 

that isolated the technical communicators” (p. 524), and 3) inconsistencies in rules and 

standards due to the continual rotation of vendor resources. All of these challenges could 

potentially arise at companies using ever-shifting contract resources. 

Limitations and further research 

Few conclusions can be drawn from the small number articles that directly relate to specific 

practitioner experiences of technical communication, but the key areas highlighted in this 

chapter illustrate the utility of the practitioner-focused research that is being performed. The 

concepts gathered here point the way toward deeper research, reveal gaps in scholarship, and 

spark questions that intrepid academics in technical communication should begin to explore. 

We hope this chapter serves as a milestone marking the beginning of an ever-expanding area 

of technical communication research. 



 

      

 
          

        

      

 

 

       

   

  

 

   

           

                

 

 

          

         

      

      

            

   

  

   

  

     

  

     

 

       

 

    

  

Appendix A: Project management and RACI chart 

lesson 
The following lesson plan is designed to help students review the key stages of project 

development, increase their professional vocabulary, and get practice assigning roles and 

responsibilities using a RACI chart. 

Lesson plan 

Lesson Plan: Planning Tasks and Assigning Roles 

Instructor: Michelle Cowan 

Course: Introduction to Technical Writing 

Date: 

Class Week: 3 

Time required: 60 minutes (This could be split up into two class sessions, or you can 

remove all or part of the vocabulary review to reduce the lesson time if you are low on 

time.) 

Objectives 

● Review the basic four iterative steps of project management 

● Work with and understand new project management terms 

● Experiment with basic task identification 

● Experiment with assigning roles and responsibilities 

● Understand the importance of everyone on a project team understanding their 

roles and expectations 

Materials  Needed Deliverables 

● Computer 

● Exercise Sheet (provided by teacher 

in Blackboard) 

● RACI Chart Template (provided by 

teacher) 

● List of tasks for an upcoming 

project 

● Completed RACI Chart 



 

  

          

 

  

  

   

  

             

  

   

         

        

       

       

           

       

  

 

              

              

           

           

  

       

                 

  

  

              

 

  

          

               

 

Lesson Structure 

1. Review four steps of project management from Agile Communicator (p. 17) (5-10 

min) 

a. Planning 

b. Development 

c. Quality Assurance 

d. Publishing 

2. Go over new vocabulary with examples and discussion as a class (5-10 min) 

3. Introduce RACI exercise and explain what a RACI chart is, how it is used, and 

how to create one (5-10 min) 

4. Go over the exercise and take questions (2-5 min) 

5. Break into teams of 3-4 to work on the exercise (10-15 min) 

6. Come back together in class (10-15 min) 

a. Compare task lists (what is different) 

b. Discuss differences in the roles that were assigned and why 

c. Discuss how each team made their decisions 

Context 

This lesson happens close to the beginning of the semester. We are just starting to work 

with teams and understand what agile sprints are. This lesson is to help students 

understand ways they can assign duties and delegate work when they are working in 

teams. We will use RACI charts again when we start group projects. 

You could also do this lesson later in the semester and have them complete the RACI 

chart with their project team, in the context of the actual project they will be doing. 

Additional Notes 

Be sure materials for the exercise are available to students in Blackboard in advance of 

class. 

Point out to students that the template includes a completed RACI on one tab and then 

an empty tab they can use as desired. They can add rows or columns as needed. 



 

 

 

 

  

 
           

                  

         

              

       

  

 
        

           

 

          

    

          

 

 
   

    

   

    

   

  

  

   

Exercise sheet 

Background 

We are a web design and content agency in the planning phase of a project where we 

have been asked to redesign the university’s English Department website: {include 

link}. 

We have been asked to: 
1. Rethink the navigation and organization of the site. 

2. Redesign the templates for the web pages. We are not required to resemble the rest of the 

university’s sites, although we do need to stick with the university color scheme. 

3. Rewrite content as needed. We need to include standard departmental information as well 

as a section for current news and announcements. 

External Reviewers 

In addition to whatever internal review process we follow, our designs will also have to 

be reviewed and approved by: 
● Three members of the English department faculty and staff who have volunteered to 

review content for accuracy and to make sure the design conforms to departmental 

expectations 

● The university IT team who will maintain the website in the future 

● The Chair of the English department 

● The Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences (mostly as a formality) 

Internal Resources 

Our agency has 200 employees with multiple people who have job titles relevant to 

this project and can join this team (several people have more than one of these skills): 
• Project manager 

• Web developer (IT) 

• Graphic designer 

• User experience designer 

• Usability tester 

• Writer 

• Editor 

• Content manager 



 

     

 
 

           

   

               

             

               

          

  

 

 

 
             

            

  

     

 

    

      

      

      

      

      

 

What You Need to Do 

In teams of 3-4, you will need to: 
1. Identify the tasks needed to complete the project (e.g., writing, design, coding, 

testing), remembering that multiple rounds of reviews and approvals will be needed. 

The process is iterative. 

2. Choose fictional individuals with the skills you need and possibly create teams if you 

think it will be better to assign tasks to multiple people or teams with multiple skills. 

3. Complete a RACI chart identifying all the personnel required for the project and where 

they are responsible, accountable, needed for consultation, or simply informed. 

Remember to build reviews with the Texas Tech personnel into your list of tasks. 

Deliverables 

At the end of this exercise, you should have: 
1. A list of tasks needed to complete the project, generally in chronological order 

2. A RACI chart delineating responsibilities and other roles for each of the relevant tasks in 

your project 

Links to Group RACI Charts 

In this section, create shared spreadsheets for the teams to use. RACI chart templates can be 

found at http://racichart.org. 

● Group 1: {include link} 

● Group 2: {include link} 

● Group 3: {include link} 

● Group 4: {include link} 

http:http://racichart.org


 

     

 

 

       

   

  

 

   

   

 

           

 

          

 

  

   

  

     

    

  

  

          

           

 

              

        

      

        

  

 

Appendix B: Developing useful personas 

Lesson plan 

Lesson Plan: Planning Tasks and Assigning Roles 

Instructor: Michael Brooks 

Course: Introduction to Technical Writing 

Date: 

Class Week: 5 

Time required: 50 minutes 

Objectives 

● Students will learn how to discern useful elements of personas from non-useful 

elements. 

● Students will use premade personas to think about content creation and user 

needs. 

Materials  Needed Deliverables 

● Computer 

● Exercise sheet (provided by teacher) 

● Completed exercise sheet 

Lesson Structure 

1. Lesson on audience-centered content and using personas (20 minutes) 

2. Class activity evaluating useful and non-useful elements of a premade persona 

(10 minutes) 

3. Divide class into 2+ groups. Each group will evaluate the usefulness of a 

different, premade persona and think about some considerations for crafting 

instructions for that persona (10 minutes) 

4. Discussion about results of group activity (10 minutes) 

Context 



 

       

    

 

             

      

  

  

          

          

   

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

  

  

  

This lesson should come before a project where students either create user-centered 

content or personas. 

Not all information is required for a persona, and the information required often 

depends on the project or task. 

Additional Notes 

Personas should be centered around a particular product or deliverable and should be 

representative of that product of deliverable (perhaps don’t use a child’s persona for an 

Air Force jet). 

Exercise sheet 

Background 

We are a firm that develops website builders for several age groups. The website 

builders are, for the most part, the same aside from different age groups having access 

to different features. 

Your design team is tasked with planning features for a new version of a website 

builder, targeted to the age group in your included persona. The website builder is still 

in its concept stage, so you are free to propose any type of feature you feel is 

appropriate. 

Task 

Based on this persona, determine 

1. which elements are useful, 

2. which elements are not useful, and 

3. which features your team propose and why. 
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