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Sarah Read and Michael J. Michaud

Writing about Writing and the Multimajor
Professional Writing Course

This article connects the pedagogy of the multimajor professional writing (MMPW)
course with two important contemporary discussions in composition studies: the peda-
gogy called writing about writing (WAW) and the conversation about the transferability
of rhetorical knowledge from school to work. We argue that the capaciousness of the
WAW approach accommodates the best of genre-based and client-based pedagogies
for the MMPW course and provides a framework for expanding the course beyond
skill-based outcomes to include preparing students to be learning transformers. The
article includes two iterations of what a writing about writing—professional writing
(WAW-PW) course can look like.

Introduction

This article is motivated by what we believe is a fairly common experience in
the broad universe that is composition studies, that of teaching what Donna
Kain and Elizabeth Wardle have dubbed the introductory “multi-major profes-
sional communication course” (114). We imagine that for many, the experience
may go something like this:

You are a newly hired comp/rhet specialist or an assistant/associate professor
moving between colleges, and you have joined a Department of English (or Writing/
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Rhetoric) where you have been asked to teach a section of a course currently called
Business Writing. Your chair has made it clear how excited he is to have someone
who ‘actually knows something about business writing” to teach a course that is,
he admits, frequently staffed by adjuncts or faculty with marginal knowledge of
or interest in professional communication. As you read through the sample syl-
labi your chair has shared with you, you recognize the shape of the courses your
colleagues are teaching—the assignments they are giving (e.g., memos, letters,
proposals, reports) and the titles of the textbooks they are using. While your area
of expertise is not professional or technical writing, you know enough to know that
Jjust teaching business genres divorced from context is not an approach grounded
in the theoretical and empirical knowledge of the field. As you think more about
your dilemma—nhow to design a course in professional writing for an audience of
multimajor undergraduate students whose only exposure to workplace literacy will
be your class—you begin to feel frustrated: How, you wonder, have others worked
through this problem? What books or textbooks have they used, what assignments
have they created? What can you teach here and now that might help your students
in the future, when theyre actually out there in the workforce, writing each day?

In this article, we seek to connect this pedagogical dilemma, a dilemma that

is neither new nor likely to go away any-

This shift in emphasis accommodates ourin-  time soon, with two important contempo-
creasing awareness that what students take rary discussions in composition studies:
with them across the academic-workplace  the conversation about the pedagogy called
boundary is less a set of explicitly transfer-  Writing about writing (WAW) and the
able skills and more a generalized rhetorical ~comversation about the transferability of

capacity that enables them to successfully  Peterical knowledge from school to work.
TN In the process, we hope to reinvigorate con-

adapt to new rhetorical situations. . .
versations in the field about the teaching of

multimajor professional writing (MMPW)
courses that are populated by thousands of undergraduates each year at both
four-year and two-year institutions.

First, with regard to WAW, we see in this approach a viable solution to the
problem articulated in the scenario above, a solution that we know, anecdotally,
is already in use in practice, if not in name. We see in WAW an opportunity to,
borrowing the language of Doug Downs and Elizabeth Wardle (“Teaching”),
teach students in MMPW courses not just how to write professionally but also
“about” (553) writing in professional contexts. This shift in emphasis accom-
modates our increasing awareness that what students take with them across the
academic-workplace boundary is less a set of explicitly transferable skills and
more a generalized rhetorical capacity that enables them to successfully adapt
to new rhetorical situations. In light of this, we propose a reorientation of the
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pedagogy for the MMPW course—from that of teaching professional writing
as a baggy set of genres and rhetorical skills to teaching professional writing
as an area of inquiry and a problem-solving activity. We propose transporting
into the context of professional settings the questions that motivate Downs
and Wardle’s Introduction to Writing Studies course: How does writing work
in professional settings? How do people use writing in professional settings?
What are problems related to writing and reading in professional settings, and
how can they be solved? (558). We propose that those engaged in the work of
teaching and theorizing MMPW courses consider what we have come to call
WAW-PW (writing about writing—professional writing) as a rich pedagogical
practice uniquely suited to the MMPW classroom.

Second, with regard to learning transfer, one of the rationales for Downs
and Wardle’s proposal for a WAW approach was that of the “open” (556) ques-
tion of transfer (see also Downs “Teaching”). The openness, or uncertainty, of
what transfers from explicit writing instruction to new rhetorical situations
is also a salient issue for professional writing pedagogy. This issue has recently
been taken up by Doug Brent, who, across two articles (“Transfer”; "Crossing”),
refocuses the conversation about writing transfer—and transfer as it relates to
professional writing, in particular—away from the “classical” (“Crossing” 588)
notion of skill transfer and to the concept of learning transformation (see Smart
and Brown). Learning transformation is the ability to adapt wide-ranging and
flexible general knowledge, including habits of rhetorical thinking (“Transfer”
407), to meet the particular challenges of a new writing context (“Crossing” 565).
While Brent is still unable, at the close of his study on co-op students writing
in new workplace situations (“Crossing”), to make specific prescriptions for a
professional writing pedagogy that explicitly promotes transfer and learning
transformation, he is hopeful that teaching students how to analyze genres
and audiences and use genre knowledge to interpret sociocultural information
(590) will help students develop rhetorical knowledge that is transformable
in new writing situations. In this article, we pick up where Brent leaves off
by recognizing that these elements of a rhetorical education also happen to
be common to a WAW approach to teaching writing. We see in WAW-PW a
viable answer to Brent’s call to develop professional writing pedagogies with
an explicit regard for preparing students to become learning transformers of
rhetorical knowledge. In this article we take up this call in the context of the
MMPW course. We argue, in sum, that WAW-PW is a coherent and viable ap-
proach to teaching generalizable rhetorical knowledge that can be transformed
across contexts, and workplace contexts, in particular.

429



CCC 66:3 / FEBRUARY 2015

Before we continue, we feel that we should pause to articulate the reasons
why the argument we make in this article is pertinent and timely for the field of
mainstream composition. While a review of the issues of the last fifteen years
of College Composition and Communication (1997-2013) turned up no articles
that directly discuss the pedagogy of MMPW, five articles (Beason; Johnson;
Pennell; Rhodes; Simmons and Grabill) and several book reviews do address
literacy research or practices at the borderlands of academia and industry
(more generally understood as the workplace). This inclusion reflects one of
the reasons why addressing issues of professional writing pedagogy in CCC is
a timely concern: teaching college students to be literate beyond the boundar-
ies of the university is an issue of concern for composition, in general, and has
been since the nineteenth century (Connors). After all, the workplace is just
one among many of the sites of literacy and writing (e.g., civic sites, community
sites, personal sites) that students can expect to encounter both during and
after their academic experience.

In addition, our rationale for locating our proposal for a WAW-PW peda-
gogy within the mainstream composition community reflects our understanding
of what constitutes professional writing. For the purpose of the conversation
about the course reflected in the scenario that opens this essay, what we refer
to as the MMPW course, we understand “professional writing” in terms of the
literacy practices of professionals-who-write in any of the diverse professional
contexts of business, industry, government, and the nonprofit sector. These
literacy practices are related to, but are overall less extensive and specialized
than, the literacy practices of writing professionals, such as trained technical
communicators, content strategy specialists, or any of the other specializations
available to students enrolled in major and minor programs in professional
and technical writing. The literacy practices of professionals-who-write are,
generally speaking, the purview of the introductory, multimajor professional
writing (MMPW) course.

Finally, our arguments are motivated by the practical concern that the
MMPW course is often taught by instructors with graduate training in com-
position or extensive experience teaching first-year writing (FYW), like the
one in the imagined scenario above, who are likely to approach teaching the
MMPW course from a theoretical and experiential background in mainstream
composition. Locating our proposal for WAW-PW within the CCC community
communicates, without a doubt, that the pedagogy of the MMPW course is
thelegitimate disciplinary concern of composition instructors and researchers
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without specialized training or industry experience in professional or technical
communication.

With these rationales in mind, in what follows we begin by reviewing exis-
tent pedagogies that have been devised to prepare students to become effective
learning transformers in MMPW courses and that function as antecedents for
WAW-PW. Next, we briefly summarize the central tenets of and rationale for
WAW as articulated by Downs (“Writing-about-Writing”). Finally, we share
two iterations of WAW-PW, Read’s course from Midwestern University and
Michaud’s from Eastern College, highlighting rationales for these courses, as-
signment sequences, and student reflections/voices.

Antecedent Approaches for Teaching for Learning
Transformation in MMPW

If we are to build an argument for reconfiguring the pedagogy of the MMPW
course under the banner of WAW, we should first look to the existing pedagogies
for MMPW that have been developed with an aim toward preparing students
to become effective learning transformers. What pedagogical methods have
we devised to teach students to cope successfully with what we know to be
the reality of what they will face when they graduate, that is, frequent new,
rapidly changing, and often disorienting workplace writing tasks? This is a
question that a review of the professional writing pedagogy literature about
the MMPW course shows has spawned several answers, although not always
with an expressed concern for learning transformation.

Approaches that provide precedence for WAW-PW can be roughly sorted
into two categories: genre-based and client-based approaches. While these two
approaches are certainly not mutually exclusive, they do differ in how they
situate students in relationship to the workplace: as researchers investigating a
field site (genre-based) or as proto-professionals responsible for a project with
real stakes (client-based). Additionally, as the discussion below illustrates, each
of these approaches implicitly or explicitly claims a different value for transfer.
While WAW-PW is more closely aligned with the genre-based approach, it does
incorporate some elements of the client-based model, thus integrating the two
most well-known antecedent approaches to the teaching of MMPW courses.

Genre-Based Approaches

Genre study and genre analysis have already been established as elements of
MMPW courses shaped by a concern for the transferability of metacognition in
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the form of rhetorical awareness (Freedman and Adam; Freedman, Adam, and

Smart; Kain and Wardle; Spinuzzi “Pseudotransactionality”). The literature has

not been certain, however, about the extent to which knowledge about genre

and the analytical practices associated with genre analysis transfer between

classroom and workplace settings. As Aviva

Without the sociocultural knowledgeto  Freedman and Christine Adam discovered in
determine the success of a given sample  their study of novices learning to write new

of a genre, a writer new to a writing situa-  genresin classroom and professional settings,
tion does not have adequate knowledge to  the purposes and processes for learning new
respond successfully. ... And therein lies the ~ genres in each setting are different. In addi-

challenge of the genre-based approach tion, as Chris Anson and L. Lee Forsberg dis-
covered in their study of internship students

learning to write in new workplace settings,
confusing the process of learning a new genre in a classroom setting and in the
workplace can lead to problems. Whereas genre learning in the workplace is
strictly instrumental (learning a new genre to accomplish a workplace task),
they and their student research-participants discovered that classroom genre
learning is in part about demonstrating genre knowledge for learning’s sake.

It can also be problematic for students to learn to mimic workplace models
of genres. As Brent (“Transfer”) and others (Beaufort Writing) have pointed
out, it is seldom enough for a workplace writer to simply find a single model
of a genre and assume that it is a conventional and viable response to a writ-
ing situation. Without the sociocultural knowledge to determine the success
of a given sample of a genre, a writer new to a writing situation does not have
adequate knowledge to respond successfully. This finding raises the question
of how a student might go about learning the necessary sociocultural knowl-
edge to become a savvy social actor/writer. And therein lies the challenge of
the genre-based approach.

Kain and Wardle and Clay Spinuzzi (“Pseudotransactionality”) have pro-
posed approaches to teaching professional writing that attempt to meet this
challenge. These approaches are shaped by a concern for teaching students
methods for learning the sociocultural knowledge necessary to become savvy
social actors. Both Kain and Wardle and Spinuzzi combine a genre studies ap-
proach with activity theory in order to articulate a pedagogy that is attentive to
the sociocultural elements of genre learning. Kain and Wardle draw on activity
theory to help students study professional genres of writing and the role they
play in facilitating workplace activity. They seek to “help students transfer not
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the ability to remember and write the conventions of specific genres but, rather,
the ability to assess contexts and identify related genres, evaluate the ways that
genres mediate those contexts and determine the role of generic conventions
in that mediation” (135).

After studying students’ work and course reflections, Kain and Wardle
acknowledge that while not all of the students were able to produce detailed and
thorough genre analyses, most produced analyses that were more sophisticated
and nuanced than those produced by prior students who were not exposed to
a pedagogy focused explicitly on genre and activity theory. Kain and Wardle’s
approach has established that teaching students theoretical structures and
analytical practices for approaching new writing situations is one way for
students to go about learning the sociocultural knowledge that writers new
to a situation lack.

Like Kain and Wardle, Spinuzzi mobilizes notions of genre and activity
theory to revise a traditional professional writing curriculum based on teach-
ing the features of common workplace genres. His approach aims to address
the problem of “pseudotransactionality” (295)—writing that is produced to
meet teacher expectations rather than to perform a function for the audience
addressed. Similarly to Kain and Wardle, Spinuzzi also encouraged students
to enter real workplace activity networks as contexts for rhetorically analyz-
ing and producing workplace documents. Spinuzzi’s concern was for students
to develop an awareness of how sociocultural knowledge shapes workplace
genres and to develop strategies for obtaining this knowledge as newcomers
to a workplace activity network. Spinuzzi emphasizes that it is not important
which context or activity network students choose to research; what matters
is that students analyze the sociocultural actions within that activity network
and come to a recognition of how those actions influence the genres that are
used within the network (303).

Kain and Wardle and Spinuzzi are proposing similar pedagogies: they
aim to send students outside the classroom to investigate and analyze real
writing situations, armed with analytical structures and practices packed with
the power to make visible the sociocultural knowledge that would otherwise
remain occluded to anyone but a seasoned insider. In other words, what they
are proposing is that students engage in a form of writing activity and genre
research, or as it has now been termed by Russell, WAGR (see also Artemeva).
Itis important to maintain, however, that it is not the particulars of the analyti-
cal framework that matter for transfer—teaching a form of WAGR is no magic
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