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Abstract 

By casting Houp and Pearsall’s textbook Reporting Technical Information (RTI) 

as a historically significant site for excavating both stasis and change in 

pedagogical practice, this study identifies and examines struggles for pedagogic 

dominance in the history of technical writing, focusing particularly on how such 

struggles may or may not have contributed to an alleged tradition of 

hyperpragmatism in technical communication pedagogy. A cultural studies 

approach to investigating such pedagogic struggles leads to examining a broad 

network of institutional pressures and scholarly exchanges surrounding 

technical writing instruction, all of which is aimed at gauging hyperpragmatism’s 

genesis and power. Throughout, a number of central themes emerge from this 

analysis, including the definition of technical writing, rhetorical theory, process 

pedagogy, the notion of the workplace, information technologies, and ethics 

instruction, as well as how approaches to all of these, at various points in time, 

fall along a spectrum of more civic-minded versus more vocationally-minded 

pedagogy. Ultimately, this cultural study seeks to assess the degree to which 

RTI embodies the characteristics often associated with hyperpragmatism, as 

well as contextualize the contributions of technical writing teachers and scholars 

who, at their varying points in time, were responding to institutional pressures in 

their teaching. 
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“…we have an ethical responsibility to be cognizant of the larger (and 

sometimes more ominous) effects of technology on those who use and live with 
the technologies we ‘write’” (25). 

 
Robert R. Johnson, writing in 2004 about the responsibilities of technical 

communicators 
 
 

Chapter 1 

Confronting Hyperpragmatism: Rhetoric, 

Technology, and Pedagogy in STC 

Technical writing pedagogy—and technical communication pedagogy, 

speaking more broadly—constantly faces the need to assess and respond to 

various professional, academic, technological, and otherwise cultural forces, a 

reality that repeatedly places instructors in a position of having to negotiate 

carefully an expansive, sometimes confusing landscape of content and 

practices for the classroom, a process that can often obfuscate, or simply draw 

attention away from, the values that certain pedagogies favor. While, as a 

discipline, technical communication has an established record of questioning 

the values enacted in classroom instruction1, it should come as little surprise 

that such a broad set of influences has, at times, led to competing views on 

what and how we ought to be teaching our students. 

                                            
1 Two recent examples include J. Blake Scott’s “Extending Service-Learning’s Critical Reflection 
and Action: Contributions of Cultural Studies” and Katherine V. Wills’ “Designing Students: 
Teaching Technical Writing with Cultural Studies Approaches”. 
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The tensions created by our discipline’s diverse influences are 

permanent ones—we will almost always be faced, for instance, with balancing 

vocational and more civic-minded educational goals, a long-standing 

pedagogical conflict that highlights the challenges technical communication 

instructors face in deciding the degree to which classroom objectives should be 

aligned with the needs of the workplace. In order to ensure that these tensions 

remain productive, however, we need to renew continually our awareness of 

what we teach our students, why particular content and practices have made it 

into our classrooms, as well as what values are embedded in, and/or forwarded 

by, our instruction. 

While many avenues of research exist for continually renewing our 

discipline’s awareness of its pedagogical goals, an analysis of textbooks can, 

as this study assumes, provide a unique window into current and past technical 

communication classrooms. Filled with prefatory remarks, course content, and 

references to outside sources, textbooks present a rich opportunity for 

contributing both to our field’s ongoing pedagogical discussions and to our 

sense of disciplinary history and identity. 

Among the many textbook options available for close examination, Houp 

and Pearsall’s Reporting Technical Information2, a long-running, multi-edition 

technical writing textbook, stands out as a promising prospect for describing 

and questioning the content and pedagogical approaches that have entered the 

                                            
2 Throughout this dissertation, I will commonly use the acronym “RTI” to refer to all editions of 
Reporting Technical Information. In the interest of brevity and uniformity, all RTI in-text citations 
will be of the form (# ed. page); for example, page 54 in edition five would be (5th ed. 54).  
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technical writing classroom over the last few decades, as well as for 

interrogating more broadly the role textbooks have played—and continue to 

play—in shaping pedagogical knowledge and practices in the field of technical 

communication. 

Aside from a personal interest in teaching, textbooks, and our field’s 

history, this study is largely a response to a call made by others in technical 

communication—specifically, J. Blake Scott, Bernadette Longo, and Katherine 

V. Wills—for more research that questions classroom goals and values, and 

does so by employing a cultural studies methodology. By combining textual 

analysis, interviews, and a cultural studies lens for analysis, this study attempts  

to bridge modern-day, oftentimes deeply theoretical pedagogical concerns with 

the edition-by-edition evolution of arguably our classrooms’ most common 

artifact. In creating such a connection, I seek to further inform our field’s history, 

probe some of our field’s prevailing pedagogical concerns, as well as raise new 

questions about the future of our classrooms and the textbooks upon which so 

many rely. 

 

Confronting Hyperpragmatism in Technical Writing Classrooms 

An array of teaching-related issues warrant an in-depth look at 

textbooks, and current and past concerns about our field’s pedagogy highlight 

the need for more research into teaching practices, content, theory, and 

influences, while at the same time suggest ways of pursuing such work. Two 

discussions from literature, in particular, have informed this study’s primary 
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concerns—one, the apparent emergence of “hyperpragmatism” as a dominant 

ideology in our field, and two, the closely related discussion of tensions 

between rhetorical/humanistic and instrumental approaches to teaching 

technical communication. 

A recent, award-winning collection3 of articles on cultural studies in 

technical communication cites alarm about our field’s current pedagogical 

trajectory—a direction the authors call “hyperpragmatism”—as “the main 

exigency” for the work, urging technical communication scholars to examine 

more closely what we teach and why (Scott, Longo, & Wills 7). The editors—J. 

Blake Scott, Bernadette Longo, and Katherine V. Wills—define 

hyperpragmatism as “a hegemonic ideology and set of practices that privileges 

utilitarian efficiency and effectiveness, including rhetorical effectiveness, at the 

expense of sustained reflection, critique, and ethical action” (9). As they 

describe it, this ideology affects both research and teaching in technical 

communication, the latter of these being the primary concern here. In a 

specifically pedagogical sense, they elaborate on this definition, claiming that 

hyperpragmatism has a “legacy” in technical communication, its aim being “to 

ensure the technical writer’s (and the technical writing student’s) professional 

assimilation and success as measured by vocational rather than more broadly 

civic terms” (9). Much like Carolyn Miller wrote in 1979 in “A Humanistic 

Rationale for Technical Writing,” Scott, Longo, and Wills worry that skills-based 

                                            
3 Scott, Longo, and Wills’ Critical Power Tools collection was the Winner of the 2007 National 
Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) Award for Best Collection of Essays on Technical and 
Scientific Communication. 
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education is eclipsing more civic, ethically-minded approaches to teaching 

technical communication courses. To them, enacting a dubious—or perhaps 

counterproductive—set of values in the classroom threatens to undermine our 

teaching, all of which implies how crucial it is that we maintain an awareness of 

the values and interests embedded in our teaching so we can be more mindful 

in selecting what and how we instruct our students.   

Any presumption that Scott, Longo, and Wills are correct in their 

assessment of our field’s direction leads to the following question—how are 

hyperpragmatic values and practices reflected in our field’s history, and how is it 

that they gained a foothold in our classrooms? Retracing and giving careful 

consideration to hyperpragmatic elements and their development would 

constitute a step towards redirecting our field’s trajectory and, at the very least, 

developing a clearer sense of just how hyperpragmatic our teaching has 

become. 

Scott, Longo, and Wills at least begin to answer these questions, though 

the historical dimension of their project can be taken further, thereby opening up 

a door to further research. In their essay, they provide brief coverage of 

hyperpragmatism’s emergence that focuses rather generally on our early ties to 

current-traditional rhetoric, engineering education, and WWII-related 

technological developments, stating that these historical factors allowed for 

hyperpragmatism’s development in our classrooms (8-9). By the end of WWII, 

they say, technical communication classes were “more rhetorical but also more 

utilitarian,” involving practical techniques, a heavy focus on forms and various 
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genres, and a subtext of personal economic success (9). Recent decades, then, 

have seen the expansion of hyperpragmatism in technical communication, 

according to Scott, et al. As they write, “in the last few decades of the past 

century, hyperpragmatism took more rhetorical and social forms as new 

theories were incorporated and technical writing was further institutionalized as 

a discipline” (10). The term “institutionalized” stands out here, implying that, 

over time, theories and practices now referred to collectively as 

hyperpragmatism made their way into our classrooms, eventually becoming the 

modus operandi of the majority of teachers. They expand on this claim in the 

following excerpt, using notably broad strokes to paint a picture of the recent 

trend: 

Social process and social constructionist theory, influenced by 

pragmatism, did more to help the field move beyond purely 

utilitarian concerns with techne to include considerations of social 

praxis. These theories and pedagogies, which now seem 

commonplace, helped us view genres as social action, account for 

the conventions and values of discourse communities, and 

emphasize students’ enculturation into these discourse 

communities. More teachers began using cases and real-world 

assignments that put students in workplace roles and presented 

them with concrete audiences and contexts. Numerous scholars 

began researching the rhetorical practices of various disciplinary 

and workplace discourse communities in order to better 
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understand their dynamics and thereby help students more 

successfully conform to them. (Scott, Longo, & Wills 10) 

The developments described above highlight our discipline’s intellectual growth 

in research and teaching, and many of the developments—real-world 

assignments, audiences, and contexts, for example—seem readily apparent in 

today’s classrooms. As relevant as this account of hyperpragmatism’s 

emergence and development is, however, the relative brevity of the coverage 

suggests that more work is needed to add detail to the trend’s history, or even 

corroborate the trend’s existence. 

Moreover, the previous excerpt suggests that examining the 

institutionalization of technical writing, especially in the last few decades, might 

be an inroad to expanding on and/or qualifying Scott et al.’s articulation of 

hyperpragmatism. Indeed, the term’s negative connotation casts what might be 

seen as a dark shadow on our pedagogical past, the effect of which could be 

interpreted as the vilifying of many of our field’s teachers and scholars. Thus, at 

stake in the definition and narration of hyperpragmatism is the value of 

contributions made to the field over the past century. Adding context to such 

contributions, as this study aims to do, can not only add depth to our 

understanding of hyperpragmatism’s place in the field, but also help us value 

and understand the impetus behind a number of pedagogical contributions 

made by teachers and scholars in the field. 

A viable avenue for exploring our discipline’s apparent hyperpragmatic 

trajectory is the one artifact that has occupied all of our classrooms for 
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decades—the textbook. Longo, for example, zeroes in on textbooks’ role in the 

emergence of hyperpragmatism, stating that they “straightforwardly 

interpellat[ed] technical writers as ‘individuals concerned with their own 

personal gain,’ a move that technical writing textbooks have continued to make 

ever since” (Longo 75, quoted in Scott et. al. 9). Longo’s comments bring into 

question the role textbooks have played in institutionalizing technical writing and 

in our development as a field, from one pieced together during WWII to its 

modern day existence replete with entire departments, graduate programs, 

professional organizations, and conferences. 

Longo’s critique of technical writing textbooks, as well as Scott et al.’s 

discussion of hyperpragmatism, shows that we need a more detailed account of 

our past institutional development and ties—that is, answering not just if and 

how such an ideology came to be so dominant, but also making connections to 

the many influences our field has had and, in many cases, continues to 

maintain—as well as a clearer sense of such ties’ material and practical 

manifestations in the classroom, so that we might be more aware of how our 

teaching invokes and/or propagates particular ideologies. 

Helpful as a starting point for digging into hyperpragmatism’s 

development and our field’s institutional influences are the limitations of 

hyperpragmatism that Scott et al. cite. They point out that hyperpragmatism: 

 “…overlooks the broader web of conditions, relations, and power 

dynamics of which technical communication is part” (11); 
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 “can also look past the regulatory power that conditions (and is 

reinforced by) technical communication, partly by pretending to be 

apolitical,” which the authors attribute at least partially too “a “still 

lingering positivism” in the field (12); 

 “…is…explanatory rather than critical…a stance driven by the 

goal of accommodation rather than transformation” (13); and 

 “…devalues ethical intervention” (14). 

These stated limitations provide a substantial frame of reference for looking 

back on our field’s history and our apparent hyperpragmatic tradition, much like 

Scott et al. started to do in their essay. Instead of asking broadly when and how 

hyperpragmatism made its way into our classrooms, however, the task can be 

broken down into more manageable parts, asking, for example: when can we 

see the devaluing of ethics education, and how was it occurring? And, beyond 

that, what seemed to be fueling the devaluing? Rewriting hyperpragmatism’s 

limitation’s into research questions allows for the piecing together of a 

compelling analytical lens for examining hyperpragmatism’s emergence. 

Moreover, answering these questions with the help of a long-running 

technical writing textbook invites a close examination of pertinent pedagogical 

conversations that occurred throughout the book’s publishing history, which in 

turn can add more granularity to our discipline’s sense of its own pedagogical 

history. As mentioned earlier, Scott, et al.’s brief articulation of 

hyperpragmatism, while helpful and informed by significant historical works from 



    

10 
 

scholars like Theresa Kynell4 and Katherine Adams5, explores in little detail the 

possible continuities or incongruities that exist between hyperpragmatism and 

other pedagogical debates that have taken place over the last few decades. 

Keeping in mind the relative newness of the term hyperpragmatism6, 

considering related, earlier accounts of similar pedagogical concerns can 

provide an even more grounded, detailed framework for investigating the 

development of hyperpragmatic-like values in our teaching. 

One such debate occurs in a flurry of articles from 1996-1998 on 

instrumentalism, humanism, and technology that involved Patrick Moore7, 

Robert R. Johnson8, Carolyn Miller9, Melinda Kreth10, and Ginny Redish11 

across two journals, Technical Communication Quarterly and the Journal of 

Business and Technical Communication. Much of tension in these exchanges 

revolves around rhetoric’s place in technical communication, as well as the role 

technical communicators should (or should not) play in questioning technology. 

In the case of Moore, he fears that “totalitizing rhetoricians” (“Myths” 47) will 

                                            
4 Writing in a Milieu of Utility: The Move to Technical Communication in American Engineering 
Programs, 1850-1950. 2nd ed. Stamford, Connecticut: Ablex Publishing Corporation, 2000. 
5 A History of Professional Writing Instruction in American Colleges: Years of Acceptance, 
Growth, and Doubt. Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 1993. 
6 Critical Power Tools was published in 2006, and the term “hyperpragmatism” is described in 
the book’s introduction. 
7 “Instrumental Discourse is as Humanistic as Rhetoric.” Journal of Business and Technical 
Communication 10.1 (1996): 100-118. 
8 “Complicating Technology: Interdisciplinary Method, the Burden of Comprehension, and the 
Ethical Space of the Technical Communicator.” Teaching Technical Communication: Critical 
Issues for the Classroom. Ed. James M. Dubinsky. Boston: Bedford St. Martin's, 2004. 24-44. 
9 “Comment on 'Instrumental Discourse Is as Humanistic as Rhetoric'.” Journal of Business and 
Technical Communication 10 (1996): 476-482. 
10 “Comment on 'Instrumental Discourse Is as Humanistic as Rhetoric'.” Journal of Business and 
Technical Communication 10 (1996): 482-486. 
11 “Comments on 'Instrumental Discourse Is as Humanistic as Rhetoric'.” Journal of Business 
and Technical Communication 10 (1996): 486-490. 
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succeed in advancing their view that all discourse is rhetorical, a theoretical 

position he confronts in defense of an added instrumental category to discourse 

(“Myths” 52). Moore argues instrumental discourse constitutes its own domain 

instead of being subordinate to rhetoric, as many of his peers see it. The goal of 

instrumental discourse, he writes, is “to mediate between technology and users 

so that technology is better integrated with the needs of individuals, 

organizations, and the environment” (“Myths” 55). In cordoning off instrumental 

discourse from rhetoric, however, Moore adopts an alarmingly uncritical 

approach to technology; in other words, in ignoring rhetoric, even only at times, 

his stance sidelines crucial ethical dimensions of technology. 

Such a simplistic view of technology and discourse closely resembles the 

hyperpragmatic tradition that Scott et al. oppose and raises more, similarly-

minded research questions in retracing hyperpragmatism’s emergence.  

Specifically: when and how in technical communication’s pedagogical history do 

we see instrumentalism eclipse rhetoric, and when do we see uncritical 

approaches to technology creeping into our classrooms? In this way, Moore’s 

views complement Scott et al.’s account of the hyperpragmatic trajectory of our 

field and reinforce the importance of considering our field’s relationships with 

rhetoric and technology; moreover, these views provide the impetus for a 

project that attempts to retrace hyperpragmatism’s emergence in a more in-

depth manner than has already been attempted. 

Importantly, those opposing Moore in this debate create a pedagogical 

tension that is largely representative of—if not also directly relevant to—the 
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disciplinary conflict implied by Scott et al.’s notion of hyperpragmatism. In a 

general sense, Moore’s opponents advance a rhetorical view of discourse and 

the notion that we should be complicating, instead of blindly integrating, 

technology. Robert R. Johnson’s 1998 article on “Complicating Technology” is 

particularly helpful in fleshing out the opposition’s stance. In the piece, Johnson 

worries that technical communicators are becoming nonrhetorical, 

antihumanistic, and pro-instrumental, essentially adopting “a complacency in 

part due to unproblematic attitudes toward the defining influence in our 

profession: Technology” (Johnson 25). Furthermore, Johnson discusses a 

number of interdisciplinary approaches to studying technology and, thus, he 

covers a number of definitions of “technology,” including perspectives from 

sociologists, philosophers, and historians. Of these, the three-part definition 

provided by Bijker, Hughes, and Pinch appears most detailed and versatile, as 

well as relevant to discussing hyperpragmatism: 

 First, there is the level of physical object or artifacts, for example, 

bicycles, lamps, and Bakelite. Second, “technology” may refer to 

activities and processes, such as steel making or molding. Third, 

“technology” may refer to what people know as well as what they 

do; an example is the “know-how” that goes into designing a 

bicycle or operating an ultrasound device in the obstetrics clinic. 

(3-4, emphasis in original, qtd in Johnson 33) 

Using this and other definitions of technology, and in hopes of stemming a trend 

of complacency, Johnson advocates a study of technology that shuns mere 



    

13 
 

description and/or reductive binary evaluations of technology (e.g., “good 

technology / bad technology”) and instead focuses on “the complexity of 

technology through its design, development, and dissemination stages—an 

activity that forces an examination of the human elements of technology” 

(Johnson 25). Unlike the rather uncritical position Moore appears to occupy with 

instrumentalism, Johnson feels a strong responsibility to be questioning the 

technologies we use, wondering openly about the “ideological, economic, and 

institutional pressures” that drive technological development (Johnson 42). The 

influence of rhetoric on Johnson’s views is difficult to ignore, especially when 

contrasted with Moore’s stance; much like language, Johnson assumes, no 

technology exists in a vacuum, and it is inherently tied to the people who 

created it and use it, therefore giving technology rhetorical dimensions, and 

dimensions we should not ignore. 

It is this concern for the ambient, contextual elements of technology that 

place Johnson on ground similar to that occupied by Scott et al—both parties 

are, in their own way, calling for more reflective, critical approaches to technical 

communication that question practices and technological tools instead of just 

blindly accepting them. This connection, moreover, is crucial because of how 

Johnson begins to aim his critical eye back on our field’s teaching. “Few 

philosophers, historians, or sociologists of technology think about the 

instructional aspects of technology,” writes Johnson, urging readers later on to 

examine more closely the values bound up in the technologies we use (42).  

The following excerpt makes a similar appeal: 
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More to the point, technical communicators are intimately 

connected with many of the actual users of technology—whether 

they are users of concrete artifacts like lawnmowers, sewing 

machines, and computers, or users of more complex 

technologies, such as medical institutions, legal systems, and 

educational systems—and thus we have an ethical responsibility 

to be cognizant of the larger (and sometimes more ominous) 

effects of technology on those who use and live with the 

technologies we “write.” (Johnson 25) 

Johnson’s statement above applies not just to technical communication 

practitioners, but also teachers of technical communication—indeed, perhaps 

he implies both. Much like his words show, our classrooms bring together 

numerous technologies and institutions, leaving us with an ethical responsibility 

in how we use and teach with technology. This responsibility, moreover, is one 

that runs parallel to calls made by Scott et al. to combat hyperpragmatism. 

Unfortunately, Johnson’s venture into teaching in our field does not go 

further. In rightly confronting the notion that technical communicators are merely 

scribes chiefly concerned with “the explanation of, and eventual dissemination 

of, technology” (25), however, Johnson provides an opportunity to connect his 

recommendations for studying technology to one of the oldest and most widely 

used technologies of the technical writing classroom—the textbook. Few other 

artifacts of the classroom so thoroughly record the handing down of writing and 

technological practices and the passing on of general technical writing 
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knowledge, and Johnson’s perspectives encourage us as teachers to evaluate 

just how much we have become mere scribes of many of the long-held teaching 

traditions found in such texts. His work, along with that of Scott et al.’s, provide 

ample reason to investigate the emergence and propagation of hyperpragmatic 

values in our classrooms, especially as tied to the textbooks we use. 

As a discipline, technical communication needs to examine more closely 

hyperpragmatism’s origins, a project that can be completed by retracing its 

central themes through the field’s textbooks, one of our primary instructional 

technologies, and attempting to examine values, practices, and content in a 

way that informs our field’s awareness of influences on our teaching and our 

story of institutionalization. This notion of retracing our teaching through 

textbooks is the central focus of this project and is intended to inform our 

awareness and enacting of values in our teaching. 

 

Chapter Overview 

The chapters to come will show how, at various points in time, Houp and 

Pearsall’s Reporting Technical Information responded to and/or ignored various 

institutional interests, reflected numerous disciplinary struggles, and, above all, 

stabilized particular technical communication knowledge, whether related to 

practice or the teaching of the subject. 

Chapter Two offers a review of literature in composition and technical 

communication that further supports the need for this study and establishes the 

relevance of examining textbooks as a window into our pedagogical past. A 
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more detailed rationale for studying Reporting Technical Information is also 

provided. 

Chapter Three covers the methods and methodology for this study, 

addresses the relevance of taking a cultural studies approach to research in 

technical communication, and states the study’s primary and secondary 

research questions. Additionally, the third chapter explains the data collection 

methods and theoretical framework employed to analyze RTI while also offering 

a discussion of the limitations to the study. 

From there, the remaining analysis chapters cover three primary eras in 

RTI’s publishing history. The first of these eras, presented in Chapter Four, 

spans editions one through four (1968-1980), during which Houp and Pearsall 

were the lone primary authors and were responsible for carving out RTI’s 

pedagogical identity in a young discipline. 

The second era, spanning editions five through eight (1984-1994), is 

covered in Chapter Five and reveals significant changes not only to the 

authoring team, but also to text’s intended audience, its reliance on rhetorical 

theory, its response to the growing pressures of Information Age technologies, 

and how the text was affected by the growth in workplace studies in the 

discipline. 

Chapter Six deals with the third and most recent era in RTI’s history, 

starting with the ninth edition in 1998 and running up to 2006’s eleventh edition. 

Growing technological pressures of networked computing and the Internet 

quickly become apparent in these editions, though are equaled in importance 
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by the rise of ethics education and the ongoing shuffling in the text’s authoring 

team. 

Collectively, these three phases provide a glimpse—textually, 

chronologically, and pedagogically—into where the RTI has been, where it is 

now, and where it might be headed, all of which becomes useful commentary in 

Chapter Seven, the study’s conclusion, for synthesizing RTI’s three eras and 

offering a final assessment of hyperpragmatism’s place in our discipline’s 

history. 
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“…if we dismiss it, scorn it, wish to supplant it, we must first understand its 
genesis and power” (“Current-Traditional” 208). 

 
Robert J. Connors, writing about the place of current-traditional rhetoric in 

composition classrooms 
 
 

Chapter 2 

Literature Review: Textbooks as a Window 

into Technical Communication’s 

Pedagogical Past 

Having set the stage for the pedagogical interests central to this project, 

more needs to be said about why textbooks are a viable means of examining 

our field’s history. On this matter, scholarship within both composition and 

technical communication provides a number of valuable perspectives. 

 

“Sedimented Histories” and “Witnesses to Perpetual Conflict”: Two Views 

of Textbooks from Composition  

While not directly associated with technical communication or the 

teaching of technical writing, a recent book by Jean Ferguson Carr, Stephen L. 

Carr, and Lucille M. Schultz, Archives of Instruction: Nineteenth-Century 

Rhetorics, Readers, and Composition Books in the United States, argues for 

the relevance of encountering and refiguring a discipline’s pedagogical history 
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through textbooks, and thereby serves as a useful point of reference in 

considering the history of technical writing pedagogy through technical writing 

textbooks. “Every textbook is an archive of instruction,” they write, holding 

“traces of past books and traditions, sometimes literally in silent borrowings or 

explicit citations, and sometimes in more deeply embedded ways” (209). 

Beyond that, they continue, every textbook “carries out inherited attitudes, 

visible, for example, in a proposed sequence of learning, in notions about 

student work or progress, in evaluative terms or standards, in its pedagogical 

routines” (209). Digging into these pedagogical artifacts affords the opportunity 

to be more “alert to sedimented histories of dominant current practices” (208). 

Importantly, these sedimented histories, and thus textbooks’ overall historical 

value, are not immediately visible to casual observers, as Carr, Carr, and 

Schultz point out: 

Textbooks have a particular status in the history of the book.  

They are unusual and difficult books in the variety of their parts, 

the mode of their authoring, and their publication history. Like 

cookbooks, children’s books, and popular fiction, they often slide 

beneath bibliographer’s and historians’ radar, mentioned as a 

totality rather than in their particularity or difference. Virtually every 

literate person encounters these books, yet their significance as 

cultural texts is often ignored or devalued. (11) 

Textbooks do an immense amount of work in recording our instructional pasts.  

They are, in many ways, observers of our classrooms, and observers that have 
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been around for decades. By providing years of information on our classrooms, 

textbooks can help in investigating the apparent emergence of 

hyperpragmatism in our field, especially in the sense that their instruction 

contains what Carr, Carr, and Schultz identify as “inherited attitudes” about 

teaching; analyzing textbook content for such attitudes can be instrumental in 

questioning our apparent hyperpragmatist tradition. 

 Just as crucially, the study of textbooks provides a means of bridging the 

oftentimes wide gap between theories of teaching and classroom practices, 

allowing one to ask, for example: what theories and/or pedagogies appear to 

inform the content of a textbook? As serious as the concerns of a prevailing 

hyperpragmatism in the classroom seem to be, Scott et al.’s rather brief 

articulation of the trend makes little direct connection to classroom practices, 

both in terms of observations and by way of specific practices that instructors 

and faculty ought to adopt. The resulting disconnect between the ongoing 

theoretical / ideological debate and what goes on in technical communication 

classrooms presents a roadblock to theory informing classroom teaching 

practice, as well as an obstacle to redirecting the discipline towards practices 

that are less hyperpragmatic. 

To be sure, gauging theory’s effects on the classroom has always been 

difficult, as Robert Connors expressed in 1981 when discussing current-

traditional rhetoric in composition classrooms. Speaking on behalf of his 

colleagues in the field, he writes, “we know the theory—what about its effects?” 

(“Current-Traditional” 208). For Connors, the answer was to excavate and piece 
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together more of the field’s teaching history. “We have no history of classroom 

practice to match our histories of theory, and as a result,” he points out, “the 

important question of how theory influences practice cannot be answered very 

satisfactorily” (Connors, “Current-Traditional” 208). The materiality of textbooks, 

however, provides an opportunity to at least speculate about linkages between 

theory and practice. 

Connors’ drive to examine more closely the history of classroom practice 

is rooted in his curiosity about how teaching got to where it was when he was 

writing his article, and, more specifically, curiosity in how one way of teaching—

current-traditional rhetoric—came to be the dominant mode of composition 

pedagogy. “What exactly are these ‘conventional methods,’” he ponders, and 

“from whence are they sprung” (Connors, “Current-Traditional” 208). In the 

midst of his own curiosity about the origins of teaching methods, Connors 

makes an assertion that runs parallel to the concerns of hyperpragmatism in our 

field. Speaking of current-traditional rhetoric as the “most widely taught,” and 

therefore most dominant model, he says that “if we dismiss it, scorn it, wish to 

supplant it, we must first understand its genesis and power” (“Current-

Traditional” 208). Similarly, if hyperpragmatism is indeed rampant in today’s 

technical communication classrooms, it would not be a stretch to assume that it 

is present in the most popular, widely distributed technical communication 

textbooks, and furthermore that we should undertake a project to grasp its 

“genesis and power” over time. 
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Additionally, Connors’ work shows how looking at history through 

textbooks can inform our pedagogy and sense of disciplinary identity. 

Commenting on his own study of composition textbooks from 1776 to 1980, 

Connors observes the following struggle, which, given technical 

communication’s close relations with composition, is salient in thinking about 

our field’s textbooks: 

Looking at textbooks through their history, we see a pedagogic 

struggle between stasis and change. The textbook of writing is a 

witness to the perpetual conflict between new and old, theory and 

practice, experiment and convention, that define our discipline in 

unique ways. (Composition-Rhetoric 110) 

Here we see Connors hinting at textbooks’ relevance in tracking both theory 

and practice through textbooks and using this insight to make sense of our 

disciplinary identity over time. As “witness[es] to…perpetual conflict,” textbooks 

catalog pedagogical tensions in a discipline, recording the competition for 

various ways of teaching and thinking from edition to edition, and therefore are 

rendered rich accounts of a discipline’s pedagogical history. 

Beyond textbooks’ rich historical record, Connors work identifies a key 

connection that textbooks hold to classroom practice—the training of 

instructors. Textbooks very much provide an account of content taught and 

pedagogical struggles of the time, but they also undoubtedly have an effect on 

their surroundings by way of teacher training, as Connors notes, an observation 

that further complicates and bolsters their importance in our classrooms. On the 
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subject of training and textbooks, Connors offers the following advice on how 

teachers of writing ought to proceed in training new writing instructors using 

textbooks: 

But if we will keep training teachers to stand by themselves, we 

can continue to reinvent textbooks in the image of their best 

nature—as our tools, not crutches we depend upon for all support.  

Texts can be powerful servants, but only our own pride in and 

knowledge of our subject will keep them from turning on us and 

becoming, as they have in the past, oppressive masters. 

(Composition-Rhetoric 111) 

The possibility and/or perception of textbooks being oppressive further 

substantiates the need to better understand their place in our classrooms and 

the values they forward. Textbooks are, at times, highly contentious points of 

discussion in departments, especially when certain books are required across 

commonly taught classes. Departmental requirements can transform textbooks 

into vilified objects, but Connors calls us to more constructive views. Textbook 

bashing is undoubtedly a popular past-time amongst graduate students, 

teaching staff, and faculty members; cutting down textbooks is a means of 

rebelling from a field’s teaching traditions. Yet, like Connors says, we need to 

investigate further their role in our classrooms in hopes of making textbooks 

work better for our teaching goals.  

The work of Carr et al. and Connors demonstrate how commonplace, 

everyday items like textbooks contain an important historical record of course 



    

24 
 

content and prevailing pedagogies in our classrooms, thus making them a 

viable avenue for carrying our field’s ongoing historical project and, more 

specifically, interrogating our current hyperpragmatic trajectory. Although 

instructor reliance on a textbook varies from class to class, textbook content, 

which is evident in a book’s organization, primary themes, lessons, and 

examples, can be considered an indicator of commonly taught concepts at a 

given point in time, especially if the text is a widely distributed one. Moreover, 

features like author commentary, acknowledgments, and references can aid in 

mapping the various contextual influences—social, technological, institutional, 

etc.—that have played a role in the text’s production, thus shedding light on 

forces that our field may have been responding to during a period in our past 

and perhaps revealing clues about the origins of the field’s apparently dominant 

ideology. 

Pedagogically speaking, tracking and investigating changes within 

textbooks over time is essential in deepening our field’s appreciation for where 

our teaching has been, where it currently is, and where it might be headed.  

With such an appreciation—and, as Connors writes, with a better understanding 

of a pedagogy’s “genesis and power”—we can better question, challenge, and 

revise today’s dominant pedagogies, particularly by more closely considering 

the values that are embedded in our teaching. Because our field is one that is 

deeply concerned with workplace writing and buoyed by the work of dedicated 

practitioners, our teaching maintains in close contact with, and is constantly 

reconciling, diverse interests advanced by academic, commercial/industrial, and 
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government organizations. For old and new instructors of technical writing alike, 

it can be difficult, at times, to grasp the complex network of underlying 

assumptions that drive course content and methods in the classroom. A lack of 

awareness of these values prevents instructors from more informed approaches 

to teaching technical writing. Even with such an awareness, these values, which 

are oftentimes in competition with one another, can make technical writing 

classrooms considerably difficult for instructors to navigate, particularly in the 

practical sense of instructional design like choosing which concepts and 

lessons to emphasize and the types of assignments to hand out. 

Difficult choices about what to teach in technical writing classrooms 

highlight the importance of understanding better why we teach what we teach, 

whether on a personal, departmental, or disciplinary scale, as well as grasping 

more firmly the role interests outside the classroom play in shaping our 

teaching. Embodied in textbooks’ sedimented histories and the manner in which 

they witness perpetual conflict, this connection between complex influencing 

interests and practical teaching matters is a profound one to consider, 

especially in light of recent concerns about our field’s direction. As Connors 

notes, however, before we can chart and follow a new course, we must 

understand the “genesis and power” of current or field’s current, allegedly 

hyperpragmatic direction. 
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History, Textbooks, and Cultural Studies in Technical Communication 

Composition is not alone in its concern for history, teaching, and 

textbooks. Research into various aspects of technical communication’s teaching 

and disciplinary history has been carried out thoughtfully for some time, 

perhaps most notably by Robert J. Connors, Bernadette Longo, Russell Rutter, 

and Teresa Kynell. Charting a field’s history is a continual, shared task, 

however, and the relevance of investigating influences in our pedagogical 

history, as well as doing so through an examination of textbooks, is both 

indirectly and directly supported by historical and cultural scholarship in 

technical communication.   

In a 1994 bibliographical essay that provides a broad perspective on 

“studies in the history of business and technical writing,” William E. Rivers 

identifies a lack of attention being given to ties between the field’s history and 

pedagogy, leading him to write that “we need to think more carefully and more 

often about how the knowledge we gain from the past can be used effectively in 

today’s classrooms” (11). He insists that “we must never forget that our work—

even our studies of the history of business and technical writing—arises from 

and returns to the classroom” (Rivers 46). Perhaps more crucially, Rivers also 

points out that “we have yet to see book-length studies that attempt to trace the 

history of business or technical writing over a single historical period or, even 

more difficult and helpful, over a longer period of time” (45).Examining a longer 

period of time, Rivers argues, would open up the possibility of seeing more 

changes in our teaching, as well as more influences at work. 
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Roughly six years after Rivers’ article was published, the field finally 

received its book-length historical study—Bernadette Longo’s Spurious Coin—

which, aside from supporting this project of examining influences on our 

teaching and in our textbooks, provides theoretical direction on how to 

investigate artifacts situated in complex networks of interests. A cultural history 

of technical writing in the United States, Longo’s book emphasizes the need to 

describe the power relationships and tensions that lead to the stabilized 

knowledge we print in our educational texts. She argues that, “when 

researchers do not explore tensions and struggles embodied within technical 

writing, their research may help to change surface features of the knowledge 

system, but it will not change power relationships within that system” (Longo, 

Spurious 9). Thinking for a moment about textbooks as a type of technical 

writing and technical communication pedagogy as a knowledge system, it 

follows that Longo is calling for researchers to look beyond simple textbook 

content, asking instead what influences and value systems let it to be published 

there in the first place. Using a cultural study framework, much like Longo did, 

one can look at both textbooks and the contexts out of which they arise to 

clarify past tensions, struggles, and power relationships—those created by the 

many interests at play in our teaching—that have shaped what has been taught 

in the past and what is taught today. Moreover, this knowledge can help us 

question and challenge dominant ideologies—that is, shared sets of values—in 

ways that allow for change at the level of pedagogical values, not merely at the 
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level of content, which is ultimately the goal of Scott et al. in questioning 

hyperpragmatism. 

Like Longo, Michael J. Salvo, writing in “Rhetoric as Productive 

Technology: Cultural Studies in/as Technical Communication Methodology,” 

also champions the inclusion of cultural studies as a framework for carrying out 

research in technical communication, particularly because its “powerful analytic 

and descriptive” nature can help “inform the active, engaged, and productive 

elements of technological invention and design,” which “most specifically offers 

technical communication an effective means for engaging political, social, and 

discursive implications of technoculture” (221). The advantages Salvo states in 

carrying out a cultural study appear to be in line with the critical lens on 

technology that Johnson advocates in his “complicating technology” piece. 

Much like Johnson, Salvo suggests textbooks are subject to rhetorical 

processes of invention and design, a point made even more evident in Salvo’s 

definition of technical communication. Specifically, Salvo defines technical 

communication as “the communication that accompanies the invention, design, 

arrangement, and deployment of technology in culture” (223). Taking Salvo’s 

views into consideration—and in light of the close parallels with Johnson—we 

see that cultural studies is well-suited for tapping into the ideological and 

material aspects of textbooks. Salvo forwards the claim “that cultural studies 

does its most insightful work in the analytic phase by mapping discourses, 

institutions, and flows of power on a virtual map of culture” (221). Salvo’s 

advocacy of cultural studies in technical communication—particularly in the 
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ways he defines technical communication and ties it to technology and design—

urges us to look not just at what is described in textbooks, but also their 

connections to the people, interests, and institutions invested in them. 

In this way, carrying out a study of RTI is intended to enrich our field’s 

ongoing discussions about the ideologies fueling our teaching. As the 

remainder of this chapter will show, retracing our field’s pedagogical past 

through textbooks can—and should—inform the content and approaches we 

currently employ in our classrooms, as well as contribute to ongoing scholarly 

discussions about knowledge in textbooks, the process of authoring such a text, 

and how texts embody various, oftentimes competing ideologies. 

 

Accessing Textbooks 

Having clarified the disciplinary needs this study fulfills and the relevance 

of looking at textbooks, more remains to be said on actual studies of textbooks, 

the insights such studies have yielded, and the methods they have employed. 

Although textbooks are an integral, if not central, component of the vast 

majority of classrooms in higher education, their presence in writing 

classrooms—and specifically, technical communication and composition 

classrooms—is particularly contentious, and continues to be the subject of 

much scholarly attention, including topics like the following: product- versus 

process-oriented pedagogy in textbooks (Jeansonne); the textbook publishing 

process and business (Miles; Mortensen); style and audience instruction in 

textbooks (Rosner, "Style…"); textbooks’ role in preparing students for the 



    

30 
 

workplace (Gale); early approaches to instructional texts (Schmelzer; J. F. Carr, 

S. L. Carr, & Schultz); and current-traditional rhetoric in composition textbooks 

(Connors, “Current-Traditional”). While both technical communication and 

composition have collectively wrestled with a number of textbook-related issues 

over the past few decades, existing scholarship points to the need for further 

research, especially if we hope to grasp more fully the forces that shape our 

teaching. This body of work also suggests a need to expand textbook research 

in a chronological sense, spanning more years to capture more change and 

contrast, as well as a need to expand our inquiry beyond the texts themselves 

to the people who produce them and the conditions out of which they are born.  

In short, the review of literature in this section supports the need for a cultural 

study of a single, long-running textbook in technical communication. 

During the 1990s, a flurry of projects in technical communication 

investigated content and pedagogical issues in the field’s textbooks, but few 

went so far as to investigate the values or forces at work in shaping the texts.  

The most ambitious of these, at least in a purely quantitative sense, is Jerold 

Jeansonne’s 1996 dissertation on “The Paradigm Shift in Technical Writing 

Textbook Pedagogy,” which catalogs and categorizes “over 400 college-level 

technical writing textbooks” according to two prevailing pedagogical 

orientations—product and process—and, in doing so, creates a substantial 

resource of textbook data stretching from T.A. Rickard’s 1908 text, A Guide to 

Technical Writing, all the way to books published in 1994. As valuable as 

Jeansonne’s chronologically ambitious project is, its limited purpose of 
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cataloging approaches to teaching writing leaves us to wonder—what fuels 

such a paradigm shift? Jeansonne’s work does not address or attempt to 

illuminate forces that may have influenced authors to adopt one pedagogical 

approach over another in a text; the work indeed shows that textbooks can 

reveal what has been taught in classes, yet, to effectively question 

hyperpragmatism’s hold on technical communication, we need to go beyond 

identifying approaches that a book takes and, instead, question the values and 

interests embedded in those approaches, aligning them with pedagogical 

positions previously established in the discipline’s literature. In short, a study 

like Jeansonne’s could be taken a step further to ask why particular approaches 

are placed in a textbook, or at least what other pedagogical options existed at 

the time that were excluded. While the reasons or other options may not always 

be apparent, these questions are central to interrogating hyperpragmatism in 

our teaching, mainly because hyperpragmatism, itself a “hegemonic ideology” 

(Scott, Longo, & Wills 9), operates beneath the surface of our teaching 

practices, necessitating that we look past practices to a rationale for such 

practices. 

In the same year, Jeansonne’s doctoral adviser, Thomas Warren, 

published an “informal survey” of technical writing textbooks from 1950 to 1970 

that examines forty texts on the basis of “author’s background, contents, 

assumed reader, and focus,” all of which Warren uses to show how technical 

writing textbooks have evolved (155). His strategy of focusing on service 

course-style texts yields a number of interesting observations, including the 
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gradual broadening of topics from engineering reports to a more general 

selection of document types, as well as a gradual broadening in the text’s 

assumed audience. Importantly, Warren’s textual analysis concludes that “texts 

reflect the origin and history of technical writing courses,” and that changing 

texts are evidence of a change in perceived educational needs in the mind of 

the author. In many ways, as Warren suggests, textbooks mirror the evolution 

of the technical writing classroom. Yet, while his study “confirms the relationship 

between instruction and texts,” it does not address the question of “what drives 

what” (Warren 159). In other words, what has been driving change in the 

technical writing classroom over the past few decades? The valuable findings 

and stated limitations of Warren’s study suggest more work is needed link the 

pedagogical features of textbooks to a broader web of interests. 

 One year following Warren, Bernard McKenna and Glen Thomas 

published a thorough content analysis of five technical writing textbooks 

published between 1995 and 1997 and concluded that the genre relies on a an 

alarmingly narrow theory base. They even go as far as to question “whether this 

textbook genre is becoming just a little complacent” (McKenna & Thomas 450), 

as is evidenced in the meager attention to theory, a miniscule amount of 

references in many texts, and a general feeling in encountering the texts that 

they’re falling behind the needs of students. McKenna and Thomas’ coverage is 

thorough, covering, among other topics, layout and organization, style, theory, 

instructor’s guides, content, report writing, paragraphing, and ethics. While their 

structured approach to analyzing textbook content can be viewed as a model 
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for other textbooks-related inquiries, the window of texts they examine is small 

and could be expanded to show change over a greater period of time. 

Kris Hartung approaches textbooks in a fashion similar to that of 

McKenna and Thomas by focusing on a handful of textbooks published during a 

short window of a few years. Hartung narrows his textual interests even further, 

however, in that he focuses solely on how the topic of ethics is covered in four 

technical communication textbooks, which include Technical Communication, 

by Lay, et al., Technical Writing, by John Lannon, Technical Communication: 

Situations and Strategies, by Mike Markel, and Paul Anderson’s Technical 

Writing: A Reader-Centered Approach. The article’s analysis seeks to address 

the question of “whether the ethics of technical communication is congruent 

with the philosophical definition of ethics” (364). His conclusion, then, is 

prescriptive in that he recommends textbook authors either give ethical theories 

more complete, less cursory treatment or simply not cover them at all (Hartung 

380). 

To be sure, Hartung’s work is a compelling, in-depth look at ethics 

coverage in technical communication textbooks from 1995 to 1998; such a tight 

range of years, however, is but a snapshot of the issue, and, as in the case of 

McKenna and Thomas, this type of project could be productively expanded 

further into the past. Hartung’s research leaves unanswered the question of 

how ethics ended up in technical communication textbooks in the first place.  

Reaching back into older texts—as well as interviewing authors and editors—

might reveal the factors leading up to the inclusion of ethics as a topic. Our 
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pedagogical history is full of similar content revisions, many of which are 

recorded in textbooks. Expanding a textbook analysis from four years to, say, 

four decades could be a useful project not just in tracking such revisions, but 

also in tracking the reasoning behind such changes. 

 Asking why certain revisions were made to a text—as well as to our 

field’s pedagogy at large—takes this project outside the confines of the text’s 

pedagogical content, thus requiring close examination of cited sources, 

prefatory remarks, and, importantly, interviewing those involved in producing 

the book. Teresa Kynell did exactly the latter in 1994 in her JWTC piece titled 

“Considering Our Pedagogical Past through Textbooks: A Conversation with 

John M. Lannon.” Like the studies already mentioned thus far, Kynell carries out 

a textual analysis, in this case with five editions of Lannon’s Technical Writing 

published between 1979 and 1991. To her, the text’s status as a “top-seller and 

a leading book in classroom practice” rendered it a “fine mirror with which to 

reflect our recent history as a field” (Kynell, “Considering” 49). She supplements 

her textual research, then, by interviewing Lannon himself, the result of which is 

an analysis that, in her own words, “begins to shed some light on how one 

man’s textbook on technical communication responded to social conditions in 

the 80s” (Kynell, “Considering” 49). In this way, Kynell’s approach not only 

reaches beyond the text to its author, but also accesses the social and 

contextual elements affecting its production. These added dimensions present 

the possibility of answering questions about why—socially, pedagogically, 

economically, institutionally—certain revisions occurred from edition to edition.  
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For example, when Kynell read in the fourth edition preface that audience 

analysis had been given greater emphasis, she could follow up on her curiosity 

about the change in an interview with Lannon, thus allowing her to access the 

reasoning behind the change, at least if the reasoning itself was not stated in 

the text (“Considering” 50). 

The relevance of Kynell’s interviewing approach comes into finer focus 

when contrasted with that of Hartung’s. Specifically, interviewing allowed Kynell 

to investigate why a chapter on ethics was added to the 1991 fifth edition to 

Lannon’s book—the Challenger disaster compelled him to address ethics in his 

text—which is a dimension of ethics in textbooks that Hartung was unable to 

describe, given his text-only study parameters. As Kynell reports, “the 

Challenger disaster changed the way a nation would view technology; it should 

change the way we view technical discourse” (“Considering” 54). Here, we see 

the advantage in looking beyond the text; that is, textual analysis combined with 

interviewing allows for deep description of how social, pedagogical, 

technological, and otherwise contextual elements affect the writing of a 

textbook. As Kynell writes, this approach, while “spanning a relatively brief 

fourteen years,” allowed her to reveal “pedagogical assumptions about our 

discipline’s past” and “important shifts in technical communication” 

(“Considering” 54). Her successes in mapping both pedagogical and 

disciplinary history are certainly encouraging and suggest that a study of 

textbooks could be stretched across more editions of a single text. 
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In addition to the studies of textbooks in technical communication 

discussed up to this point, textbooks in composition have been studied even 

more extensively, perhaps because the teaching of writing is nearly inextricable 

from the discipline’s identity and core purpose. As such, the amount of 

scholarship is more than can be summarized here without doing much of it 

serious injustice. A handful of composition textbook studies do, however, look 

beyond the text’s instructional content, much like Kynell does, to investigate 

contextual factors of the book’s production. In “Are Textbooks Contributions to 

Scholarship?” from 1993, Gerald J. Alred and Erik A. Thelen challenge 

widespread sentiments that authoring a textbook does not constitute 

scholarship and, therefore, should not be considered for tenure and promotion 

review. Their approach is compelling not only for how it attempts to reconcile 

varying accounts of the type and quality of knowledge that is written into 

textbooks, but also for how they consider the viewpoints of those writing and 

using the texts. 

In other cases, researchers have focused on the process and economics 

of publishing composition textbooks. Herbert J. Addison’s CCC article, “Books 

and Bucks: The Economics of College Textbook Publishing,” shows a field that 

is becoming increasingly aware of the role publishers are playing in shaping 

higher education. More recently, in 1999, Elizabeth Miles’ dissertation, “Building 

Rhetorics of Production: An Institutional Critique of Composition Textbook 

Publishing,” addresses textbooks as tied to institutions, as the title of her work 

suggests; she critiques textbook publishing itself as an institution. Miles is able 
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to draw upon her extensive experience working in academic publishing houses 

to provide perspective on textbooks from “the other side of the desk,” so to 

speak. While describing publishing houses on a large scale yields valuable, 

high-level perspective on the industry, it sacrifices the detail that could be 

gained in looking a single textbook, in effect leaving open to further research 

the processes that authors go through in navigating institutional influences to 

produce a single textbook, edition after edition. 

In a somewhat similar vein, W. Ross Winterowd’s 1989 article, 

“Composition Textbooks: Publisher-Author Relationship,” examines publishers’ 

role in textbooks, albeit with a focus on legal and contractual issues and with an 

underlying assumption that at least some publishers “accept and reject 

manuscripts on the basis of ideology” (140). Winterowd situates his work within 

his discipline’s larger project of investigating its own history and sorting out “the 

largely tacit ideologies that have guided them in the past” (139), an issue that, 

he writes, had not previously received much attention with regard to textbooks 

and publishing. Winterowd concludes that publishers need to be completely 

neutral, ideologically speaking, in selecting which books to publish (145). His 

work, like that of Miles, shows the role publishers play in imposing ideologies on 

higher education and, in doing so, elevates the importance of investigating 

similar institutional influences on technical communication pedagogy. 

As the review of scholarship above shows, an investigation of 

textbooks—and particularly one that looks beyond the text and spans several 

decades—stands to inform not just our sense of what goes into producing a 
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textbook, but also our field’s history and how we have responded to various 

pressures over time. More specifically, a look at textbooks can help us retrace 

the emergence and test the validity of our field’s apparent hyperpragmatic 

trajectory. Hyperpragmatism is one of many possible narratives for describing 

our field, and looking at our field’s history through textbooks stands to further 

inform that narrative or create a new strand entirely. 

 

Selecting a Text 

Given the vast amount of textbooks published in technical 

communication over the last century—but particularly over the last 60 years—

no analysis of them can hope to be comprehensive. With this in mind, and 

considering the added difficulty of comparing textbooks with different authors 

from varying historical contexts, an analysis of a single textbook and all its 

editions published over a period of decades would appear to simplify matters 

partially by reducing the amount of authors to consider and making changes to 

the text easier to pick out from edition to edition (as opposed to comparing 

content across books by entirely different authors). Moreover, choosing one text 

requires a narrowing of topics, given that technical communication is an 

umbrella term for a number of sub-interests and, of course, classes. This study 

focuses on technical writing textbooks, primarily because they are the most 

widespread and capable of the most influence on students, teachers, and 

programs. Though beneficial as a study constraint, a focus on technical writing 

textbooks therefore limits this study’s look into our field’s links to 
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hyperpragmatism by confining it to technical writing pedagogy. Technical 

communication, as it exists today, clearly encompasses more than technical 

writing. 

A similar, single-text approach was put to work by Robert J. Connors, 

who is known for his historical work both in technical communication and 

composition. Discussed earlier in this literature review, his 1981 Rhetoric 

Society Quarterly article, titled “Current-Traditional Rhetoric: Thirty Years of 

Writing with a Purpose,” seeks out the origins of what instructors are teaching in 

the classroom, looking specifically for influences that contributed to a single 

pedagogy—current-traditional rhetoric. For Connors, teaching practices in the 

classroom can be traced back to textbooks, partly because young instructors 

are themselves taught “by their experience, by their colleagues, and above all, 

by their textbooks” (“Current-Traditional” 208). Thus, Connors looks at seven 

editions of a composition textbook—James McCrimmon’s Writing with a 

Purpose—that he feels “has no rival” for its “combination of historical 

perspective and general influence” (“Current-Traditional” 209). By 1980, the text 

“had assumed a magisterial place among composition textbooks” and had 

become Houghton Mifflin’s “most lucrative rhetoric text” (“Current-Traditional” 

214). Thus, by following McCrimmon’s texts, Connors claims that he is able “to 

gain a clearer picture of where composition teaching has been during the period 

1950-1980 and where it may be going” (“Current-Traditional” 209). His 

approach of choosing a single, multi-edition textbook appears to be a fruitful 

one in retracing how, and possibly why, writing has been taught. 
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Additionally, Connors’ approach is compelling in its ability to access 

trends, struggles, and influences embedded in the text, particularly via 

comparisons between editions. As an example of his analysis, Connors writes 

that “the editions of 1963 and 1967 clearly show the struggle of the successful 

textbook author in revision during a time of great changes in both theory and 

audience,” here referring to the period between 1963 and 1969 that apparently 

brought about “an explosion of theoretical work in rhetoric and composition that 

was almost unprecedented” (“Current-Traditional” 221). Thus, the disciplinary 

struggles of the time are apparent in at least one major textbook published in 

that period, a point that further establishes the validity of looking to textbooks—

and particularly many editions of the same text—in hopes of probing a part of a 

field’s pedagogical history. 

Perhaps the most telling remarks Connors makes, however, speak to 

how Writing with a Purpose “witnessed” the struggles and changes occurring in 

a discipline12: 

Looking at McCrimmon through its history, I found a pedagogic 

struggle between stasis and change that, in the case of WP, 

resolved itself in favor of stasis only after a number of 

considerable changes. I found that the text was a witness to the 

perpetual conflict between old and new, theory and practice, 

                                            
12 This quotation is similar to one earlier in this chapter, but now speaks specifically of 
McCrimmon as opposed to textbooks in general. Connors adapted his article on McCrimmon for 
a book-length project, meaning he generalized a number of otherwise more specific findings.  
Nonetheless, his work is important enough that citing both versions is, in my mind, useful and 
necessary in establishing the groundwork for this study. 
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experiment and convention that defines our discipline in a unique 

way. And as I read my way through seven editions of McCrimmon, 

and came to have more sympathy for his struggles with revision, I 

began to realize how a historical perspective on what informs the 

textbooks we use might be useful to both scholars and teachers of 

composition. (“Current-Traditional” 219) 

A similar point can be made for the place of textbook analysis in technical 

communication—that is, that a historical perspective is useful is understanding 

why particular content found its way into a text and into classrooms. As 

Connors further pens, “textbooks, of course, are the primary historical 

documents in our field,” but they receive far too little attention (“Current-

Traditional” 220). 

With Connors’ multi-edition approach in mind, this study nonetheless 

aims to move beyond the text, as well, by situating it within the disciplinary 

context out of which its numerous editions were published—an added angle 

that is intended to provide granularity on the textbook’s production and provide 

an opportunity to examine how the text’s content was shaped by various 

contextual factors, albeit mainly within disciplinary discussions, much like was 

the focus of Connors’ work. 

Among the many long-running technical writing textbooks that would fit 

this study’s purpose—for example, Mills’ and Walter’s Technical Writing, 

Herman Weisman’s Basic Technical Writing, or even Ernst Jacobi’s Writing 

Scientific Papers and Reports, to name a few—Houp and Pearsall’s Reporting 
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Technical Information offers among the most editions—eleven13—of any 

available technical writing textbook and is still in print. Written solely by Kenneth 

W. Houp and Thomas E. Pearsall, RTI’s first edition made it to print in 1968 with 

Glencoe Press. The next chapter discusses methods of data collection and 

analysis. 

                                            
13 Refer to Appendix A for a table that summarizes the entire publishing timeline for RTI, 
including publishers, parent companies, authors, and editors, at least as they are provided 
within the texts themselves. 
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“…the statements that did appear in technical texts retell stories of struggles, 
contradictions, and tensions within relations of knowledge and power” (“An 

Approach” 120). 
 

Bernadette Longo, describing an approach to cultural studies 
 
 
 

Chapter 3 

Investigating Pedagogic Struggles in 

Reporting Technical Information 

As the previous chapter’s review of literature has shown, technical 

communication scholars stand to gain valuable historical and pedagogical 

perspective by examining textbooks published in the field; these teaching texts, 

such as Houp and Pearsall’s eleven-edition Reporting Technical Information, 

provide a window into practices and ideas that have come to be valued over 

decades of teaching, as well as a means of witnessing the traces of ideological 

struggles within the field that have shaped what is taught as technical 

communication. 

Perhaps most crucially in the context of this study, textbooks provide an 

avenue for more precisely weighing the place that more vocational pedagogical 

ends have occupied in our history as an oppositional force to more civic-minded 

approaches to teaching. Much like Connors’ aforementioned look into multiple 

editions of a single composition textbook was fueled by disciplinary concern 
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over shifting pedagogical aims, this study’s examination of RTI has been driven 

by recent concerns about the apparent rise of strictly vocational classroom 

goals in technical communication pedagogy. Textually speaking, we can access 

and trace these values through the field’s textbooks, because, as Connors 

observes, textbooks witness “pedagogic struggle between stasis and change” 

(Composition-Rhetoric 110), thus rendering them a viable site for observing and 

commenting on a discipline’s pedagogical genesis. Even with the access 

textbooks provide to pedagogic struggles in our field, however, previous studies 

of technical communication textbooks, as the last chapter showed, have often 

stopped short of questioning texts’ underlying values or the diverse network of 

interests that typically compete for a place as the field’s accepted knowledge—

essential topics in a study that meaningfully examines our field’s pedagogical 

development. 

Methodologically, a cultural studies approach paves the way to ask and 

answer questions of power, knowledge, and ideological struggle in technical 

communication pedagogy. In what amounts to a handbook for applying cultural 

studies to technical communication, Blake Scott, et al. define a cultural study in 

the following way: 

As we’re defining it, cultural studies involves critiquing and 

intervening in the conditions, circulation, and effects of discursive-

material practices that are situated in concrete but dynamic 

sociohistorical formations, that participate in the ideological 
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struggles over knowledge legitimation, and that help shape 

identities. (Blake Scott, et al. 5) 

Under this definition, applying a cultural studies perspective translates to 

uncovering and contextualizing a history of teaching practices and otherwise 

value-laden statements embedded within RTI and/or accessible by way of those 

who had a hand in producing the text, the goal then being to analyze and 

synthesize these practices within a larger discussion of pedagogical struggles 

within the field and to be able to make meaningful statements about why certain 

ways of knowing appear to have won out over others. Furthermore, and as the 

definition hints near the end, applying a cultural studies approach opens the 

door to describing how technical communication’s identity has taken shape, be 

that in the way we have imagined ourselves as teachers or how we have 

imagined—or even constructed—what it means to be a technical 

communicator. 

Having articulated the definition of cultural studies applied here, the 

purpose of the rest of this chapter will be to outline the theoretical foundation, 

methods of analysis, and data collection procedures I employed within a cultural 

studies framework that posits Houp and Pearsall’s Reporting Technical 

Information as a significant site of struggle in technical communication, the goal 

of the study having been to contribute another account of our field’s current and 

past pedagogical tensions and, in a more general sense, to add more detail to 

what is already known about our pedagogical genesis over the last four 

decades. As will be articulated below, the cornerstone of this goal is the act of 
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tracing through RTI the historically rooted, ongoing clash of skills-based, 

vocational classroom goals with more civic-minded instruction. 

 

A Theoretical Foundation for Investigating Pedagogic Struggles in 

Reporting Technical Information 

As was briefly discussed in earlier chapters, this study’s focus on 

textbooks and the pedagogical struggles they embody is necessitated by 

growing concern over what Blake Scott, et al. call technical communication’s 

increasingly hyperpragmatic trajectory. These concerns—and specifically, their 

pedagogical dimension—set the stage for a cultural study of a long-running 

technical communication textbook aimed not only at questioning which 

pedagogical struggles have emerged in our teaching and how they have played 

out, but also, more generally, what role textbooks have played in stabilizing 

pedagogical knowledge and values—or what we might even call our field-

specific “common sense”—in technical communication. 

Rather new in its application to technical communication, this study’s 

most pivotal term, hyperpragmatism, has been used in a pejorative sense as a 

way of describing practices that value vocational skills and learning goals over 

more reflective, socially- and political-aware, and even humanistic ends.  In 

2006, hyperpragmatism takes center stage in Blake Scott et al.’s cultural 

studies essay collection Critical Power Tools, in which the authors describe it as 

a growing, pernicious force that threatens the integrity of the field’s research, 

service, and teaching. Because it is of great importance in this study’s 
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theoretical foundations, method of analysis, and data collection, Blake Scott, et 

al.’s stated definition of the term is as follows: 

As we’re defining it, hyperpragmatism is a hegemonic ideology and 

set of practices that privileges utilitarian efficiency and 

effectiveness, including rhetorical effectiveness, at the expense of 

sustained reflection, critique, or ethical action. In its more extreme 

forms, hyperpragmatism can be driven by an ethic of expediency, 

to use Katz’s term. [….] The main goal of hyperpragmatism is to 

ensure the technical writer’s (and technical writing student’s) 

professional assimilation and success as measured by vocational 

rather than more broadly civic terms. (Blake Scott, et al. 9) 

This definition, which constitutes a central cog in this study, is a serious 

indictment—indeed, some might say a rather gloomy one in the eyes of the 

field’s past instructors—of overly pragmatic teaching practices, and it affirms the 

authors’ concern about students and teachers falling prey to pedagogies that 

turn a blind eye to the broad implications technical writing can have, be they 

ethical, economical, political, or of a different sort. Moreover, it plainly places 

vocational and civic teaching ends in opposition to one another, a binary that 

might be best imagined in the everyday decisions teachers make between 

teaching job-specific skills and tools or teaching in a way that encourages 

students to question the values and motivations that surround on-the-job work 

and writing practices in general. Practically speaking, and as the Blake Scott, et 

al. continue, hyperpragmatism in the classroom can take many forms—blind 
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adherence “to conventions, practices, and values,” unquestioning conformity to 

workplace standards, usually through real-world assignments, and a pretense 

of being apolitical (Blake Scott, et al. 10). By invading the classroom, the 

authors are arguing, hyperpragmatism sells short the critical possibilities of 

technical communication pedagogy. 

These ongoing tensions between vocational and civic pedagogical ends 

are hardly new—indeed, and as was elaborated on in the previous chapter, 

technical communication has a rich history of struggle between these two views 

and, moreover, a history that can be accessed through textbooks. Beyond its 

definition, hyperpragmatism’s historical underpinnings amount to what Blake 

Scott, et al. call a “legacy,” claiming its roots in the earliest technical writing 

courses, reaching as far back as the 1920s and 1930s, when such courses 

were taught as English for engineering students, and extending all the way up 

to the present day, perhaps most notably in how the our teaching has, at times, 

taught a reductive account of rhetoric, ignored ethics, and focused increasingly 

on the financial interests of students (8-11). In this way, hyperpragmatism’s 

legacy has often been victorious, we are told, over civic-minded goals in the 

struggle over how technical communication should be taught. Thus, as it is 

used in Critical Power Tools, the term hyperpragmatism tends to carry with it a 

historically-grounded sense of competition—that is, the current debate 

surrounding hyperpragmatism appears to be the latest in a long line of 

pedagogical battles that have played out in classrooms and in scholarship since 

the earliest technical courses. The apparent relentless encroaching of 
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hyperpragmatic values on our field’s research, teaching, and service agendas 

constitutes, in their minds, a significant and formidable struggle, and one that 

must be met head-on in our field’s research. 

Among the many possible means of confronting and studying the roots of 

hyperpragmatism, a long-running textbook like Reporting Technical Information, 

itself a  tome of stabilized teaching knowledge in the field, allows a researcher 

to access years of struggles for pedagogic supremacy. Moreover, the history 

and conversations surrounding our field’s relationship with hyperpragmatic 

values provide, as will be elaborated on later in this chapter, a rich context for 

describing and interpreting the struggles embedded in Reporting Technical 

Information. 

To these ends, Bernadette Longo, a prominent cultural studies 

researcher in the field, urges that researching and confronting such struggles, 

especially in the form of a cultural study, is central to the work of challenging a 

dominant model or way of thinking. “When researchers do not explore tensions 

and struggles embodied within technical writing,” Longo writes, “their research 

may help to change surface features of the knowledge system, but it will not 

change power relationships within that system” (Longo, Spurious 9). By casting 

textbooks as technical writing, a researcher can explore pedagogical tensions 

and struggles that in turn can illuminate knowledge and power relationships at 

play in shaping the discipline’s pedagogy. Any hope of changing technical 

communication’s relationship with more vocational teaching goals thus requires 

that we explore current and past pedagogical struggles, including those 
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embedded in our teaching texts, because doing so can unveil the mechanisms 

that bring forth and maintain one way of teaching as a dominant way of thinking 

about pedagogy in technical communication. 

Following the thinking of Connors and Longo—that is, that textbooks are 

sites of pedagogic struggle and that exploring these struggles are central to the 

process of unveiling power structures that perpetuate dominant ideologies—

more thoroughly understanding the struggle between vocational and civic-

minded goals in technical writing textbooks becomes an initial move towards 

challenging the current hyperpragmatic trajectory of our field. Approaching 

textbooks this way, one needs to ask not just what content and suggested 

practices are present, but also what values such content practices reflect, why 

they are present in the text at all, and, in general, what assumptions undergird 

them. 

Studying the pedagogic struggles embedded within textbooks—and 

really, the discursive competition by which certain practices appear in the text 

instead of others—reflects the theoretical underpinnings of Michel Foucault, 

whose question—“How is it that one particular statement appeared rather than 

another?” (The Archaeology of Knowledge 27; cited in Longo 120)—is, 

according to Longo, the most basic starting point for a cultural study. Posing 

this type of question about textbooks is an attempt “to make visible what seems 

invisible in technical writing, to view what seems inevitable as a product of 

culture” (Longo, “An Approach” 123); in other words, asking Foucault’s question 

of RTI becomes an attempt to reveal the process by which particular 
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pedagogical values and practices have been stabilized in the textbook 

throughout its publishing history. Furthermore, Foucault’s question is very much 

one of knowledge and power, urging us to wonder about the sources of 

textbooks’ authority. Besides author credentials and publishing houses, 

Foucault might ask: What gives RTI its authority in the field? Only through such 

questions can we hope to uncover and challenge underlying power structures 

that continually shape, reshape, and even insulate the teaching of technical 

communication. 

Central to considering pedagogic struggles in concert with Foucault’s 

question is, as Longo describes in her approach to applying cultural studies to 

technical communication research, exploring “how technical writing is involved 

within situated institutional relationships of knowledge and power” (“An 

Approach” 112), a method of analysis intended to “illuminate assumptions about 

the inevitable roles of technical writing in our culture at given historical 

moments” (“An Approach” 113). Taking direction from Longo, it is equally 

important to consider the institutional relationships that have shaped the 

knowledge published in RTI throughout its history, as well as how certain 

institutions have contributed to the text’s authority. While clearly related to one 

another, a physical textbook like RTI and notions of ideologically-driven 

competition for knowledge are, conceptually speaking, quite distant, though 

institutions provide a more direct, functional connection. 

Collectively, it is these notions of institutional relationships, power, and 

knowledge—and specifically, their basis in the theories of Leitch, Foucault, and 
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Lyotard—that give this cultural study its descriptive and analytical footing and, 

importantly, help deflect criticisms commonly leveled against cultural studies.  

Carl Herndl, a contributing author to the aforementioned Critical Power Tools 

collection of essays, acknowledges how slippery cultural studies can appear in 

saying that “one difficulty of exploring the intersection between technical 

communication and cultural studies is that cultural studies is not a single, 

coherent theoretical movement with a succinct and exclusive definition” (108).  

Even so, the work Blake Scott, Longo, and others cited here provide a blueprint 

for piecing together relevant theories. 

On a theoretical level, the casting of technical writing pedagogy as an 

institution enables a more systematic, contextual look at how certain 

pedagogical knowledge ends up in textbooks. Vince Leitch tells us that 

“institutions include…both material forms and mechanisms of production, 

distribution, and consumption and ideological norms and protocols shaping the 

reception, comprehension, and application of discourse” (128). To use Leitch’s 

example of university literary studies-as-institution, material components of the 

institution would include “academic publishing companies, bookstores, and 

libraries,” and ideological components would be “canonical literary history, 

classroom pedagogy, and normative critical practice” (128). Similarly, an 

institutional model consisting of material and ideological components for 

technical writing can be imagined, though technical communication’s history 

suggests more workplace-based and otherwise industrial or commercial 

ideological interests. 



    

53 
 

It is oftentimes these ideological components that serve as a point of 

struggle—or even a source of “assumptions,” as Longo writes—about technical 

writing at various points in time. As Leitch continues, “specific institutions 

characteristically have relations with other institutions, sharing networks of 

continuities and discontinuities that enable and inhibit various functions” (128).  

Applying his thinking, the interaction of technical communication pedagogy with 

other institutions—for example, government or financial institutions—enables 

and inhibits certain knowledges in the technical writing textbooks, and beyond 

that in the technical writing classroom. As Longo adds, “institutions are cultural 

agents that affect discourse practices” (“An Approach” 113); so, the material 

and ideological mechanisms of technical communication pedagogy affect the 

discourse that ends up in technical writing textbooks, and interactions with other 

material or ideological features of other institutions can allow or inhibit, as Leitch 

suggests, certain discourses. In this way, the notion of technical communication 

pedagogy as an institution allows for a more structured, in-depth approach for 

discussing how academic, commercial, government, and other influences 

produce the knowledge we find in technical writing textbooks.   

Along with institutions, equally integral to discussing pedagogic struggles 

in technical writing textbooks is the relationship between knowledge and power, 

two terms that can aid in describing how specific knowledge becomes stabilized 

within textbooks. For Foucault, “power is everywhere, not because it embraces 

everything, but because it comes from everywhere” (The History of Sexuality 

93).  “Power,” he writes, “is not an institution, and not a structure; neither is it a 
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certain strength we are endowed with” (Foucault, The History of Sexuality 93).  

Rather, Foucault’s sense of power is that of a “multiplicity of force relations 

immanent in the sphere in which they operate and which constitute their own 

organization” (The History of Sexuality 92). In this sense, power over 

knowledge in technical communication pedagogy is not tied to any one person 

or group, but rather dispersed and more complex—specifically, authors do not 

necessarily hold the power over what content ends up in a textbook. Rather, 

Foucault’s notion of power suggests the process of knowledge stabilization in 

textbooks is more networked than residing in a single person or group of people 

(i.e., textbook authors). With this Foucauldian understanding of power and 

knowledge, the power to shape pedagogical practices extends far beyond the 

authors or even publishers—indeed, such power may include students, teacher-

scholars, and broader cultural influences that include social, economic, and 

political forces represented by various public and private institutions. Moreover, 

Foucault’s articulation of power and knowledge suggests that a textual 

examination alone of RTI cannot fully unearth the network of power relations 

inherent to our field’s pedagogical struggles—a researcher must consider the 

broader context, as well. 

Longo provides further direction in linking power to knowledge in 

textbooks, stating that “the statements that did appear in technical texts retell 

stories of struggles, contradictions, and tensions within relations of knowledge 

and power” (“An Approach” 120). Here, Longo directs cultural researchers to 

Lyotard’s theory of discourse from The Differend that posits the legitimation and 
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deligitimation of knowledge as creating “power [that] is distributed unevenly 

among possible ways of knowing” (“An Approach” 116). “Using this theory,” 

Longo continues, “discourse becomes a contest for legitimating knowledge and 

culture is more hegemonic than simply collaborative” (“An Approach” 116). This 

view of unevenly distributed power, discourse as a contest, and hegemony 

reflects the current state of alarm surrounding the hyperpragmatism’s presence 

in technical writing. These insights into power and knowledge also raise the 

question of how and why material and/or ideological mechanisms within 

technical writing pedagogy have legitimated hyperpragmatist discourses in 

textbooks. Or, one might wonder what “multiplicity of forces relations” within 

technical communication pedagogy have, over time, legitimated more 

vocational ways of teaching being written into textbooks. 

Under Lyotard’s view, the values present in technical communication 

discourse, including the writing in RTI, are the result of the competition, or 

struggle, between competing pedagogical views—that is, they are the results of 

a legitimating process by which particular voices are given emphasis and other 

voices are silenced. The writing of a textbook therefore legitimates and 

delegitimates particular writing practices and pedagogical approaches. In the 

case of RTI, its eleven editions have both legitimated and deligitimated writing 

and pedagogical practices through the content that has been selected and 

published, thereby shaping, to a certain degree, technical communication 

pedagogy. Collectively, and through wide distribution and use, the legitimated 

practices found in a textbook like RTI have worked to stabilize a particular way 
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of teaching technical communication, just as those ways of teaching and other 

institutional forces have reciprocally aided in stabilizing the knowledge in each 

edition of RTI. Focusing on this competitive process of stabilizing values and 

practices constitutes the attention to discursive struggles called for by the likes 

of Connors and Longo. 

The aforementioned theoretical footing and pedagogical concerns within 

the confines of technical communication give rise to the following research 

questions that have guided this study: 

1. In what ways does the content in Reporting Technical Information 

reflect pedagogic struggles between vocationally oriented and 

more civic-minded approaches to teaching? 

2. How have Reporting Technical Information and its authors 

stabilized pedagogical knowledge and practices in technical 

communication, and what does such stabilization suggest about 

power relations within the field? 

 

Delimiting a Cultural Study 

Turning to eleven editions Reporting Technical Information to investigate 

and gauge pedagogical struggles in the history of technical communication 

pedagogy is largely a question of when and how the authors of the book 

responded to institutional forces within and, at times, beyond the discipline—

that is to say, the investigation is primarily a textual one, but also one that must 

be informed by contextual elements, especially if the broader “web of relations” 
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affecting power and knowledge are to be considered. Textbook authors 

obviously play a significant role in deciding what content is published in a book, 

but their work as writers is always enmeshed in a complex network of 

institutional interests, be they tied to a publishing house, higher education, 

government, or the private sector. Herein lies the challenge of limiting the scope 

of a cultural study—where does the context end? 

While all of the previously mentioned sites and sources of potential 

influence are important to consider in the writing of a textbook, the field’s 

historical struggles over ways of teaching suggest that the most revealing 

backdrop might be the context in which those struggles have likely originated 

and, at the very least, the context in which such struggles been vibrantly 

discussed—that is, the context of technical communication scholarship. 

In that sense, the field’s long-standing conversation in literature about 

more vocational and civic-minded pedagogical goals provides ample context for 

studying institutional forces, power, and knowledge legitimation in technical 

communication pedagogy. 

Specifically, throughout the 40 years that RTI has been published, a 

sustained scholarly discussion about what technical writing is and how it should 

be taught has played out in disciplinary journals, monographs, and conferences.  

The interconnectedness of these discussions creates an expansive, albeit 

coherent and appropriately narrow frame of reference through which RTI’s 

content and production can be analyzed. The frame’s coherence proceeds from 

the common disciplinary and pedagogical questions that have driven scholarly 
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discussion for decades and, unsurprisingly, also loom large in this study’s focus 

on hyperpragmatism. Generally speaking, these common questions are as 

follows: 

 What is technical writing? 

 Who is the audience in the technical writing classroom? 

 What should rhetoric’s place be in the technical communication 

classroom? 

 Should instructors teach technology skills (e.g., word processing)? 

 How much focus should be placed on workplace practices? 

Each of these questions, at their own particular moments in time, have 

had (or continue to have) a formidable presence in technical communication 

scholarship, many dating back to the first edition of RTI. Such moments in 

scholarship constitute important turning points in disciplinary identity 

formation—that is, they helped shape and define who we are as teachers and 

scholars of technical communication. It is against this backdrop of disciplinary 

identity formation and pedagogical discussion that this study places RTI. 

As it unfolds in subsequent chapters, the discussion of RTI’s eleven 

editions (See Appendix A, “Table of Editions,” for a listing of editions) has been 

broken up into three primary chronological divisions, these based primarily on 

key themes that emerged from the analysis: 

1. 1968-1980, Editions 1-4 (Chapter 4) 

2. 1980-1998, Editions 5-8 (Chapter 5) 

3. 1998-2008, Editions 9-11 (Chapter 6) 
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By foregrounding RTI against relevant pedagogical debates during these 

periods, the relationship between pedagogical scholarship and textbook 

publishing can be examined more closely. Moreover, these pedagogical 

discussions, while seemingly ignoring other meaningful government- and 

industry-related cultural sites, show how the technical communication as a 

discipline has mediated outside influences, thereby selecting and excluding 

particular practices that play a role in our research, service, and, importantly for 

this study, teaching. 

 

Textual Analysis and Interviews 

Within the context of technical communication’s scholarly discussions 

about pedagogy described above, textual analysis and interviews were the 

primary methods employed in this study. It is through the reading of practices 

and values embedded in RTI against the backdrop of years of prominent 

pedagogical debates that this study has aimed to provide a detailed sense of 

pedagogical struggles in technical communication over last forty-plus years, as 

well as describe how RTI came to stabilize ways of teaching and learning in the 

field, thereby helping to shape the technical communication’s identity. 

At the heart of this study has been a textual analysis of eleven editions of 

Reporting Technical Information, which have been read with the aid of 

categories implied by Blake Scott, et al.’s aforementioned definition of 

hyperpragmatism. The provided categories enabled a focused, decidedly 
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interested means of traversing what otherwise would have been an untenable 

number of pages to read and analyze across eleven texts. 

Employing Blake Scott, et al.’s definition of hyperpragmatism as a 

heuristic for analyzing RTI, a number of central sub-themes and/or sub-topics 

emerged that were representative of the types of questions inherent to historical 

pedagogical debates in technical communication scholarship. Such themes 

provided a practical means of identifying within RTI the most important 

moments, pedagogically speaking, that could then be analyzed for a sense of 

stasis and change and then synthesized into a broader, contextually situated 

discussion about pedagogical struggle. 

Based on the definition of hyperpragmatism from Blake Scott, et al., the 

following questions constituted the categories and keywords that were used to 

identify pertinent sections in the texts, working from both the content listings 

and the indices: 

 How has technical writing, both as a practice and a profession, 

been defined in RTI? 

 What has been rhetoric's place in RTI? 

 What has been ethics' place in RTI? 

 What nonacademic influence—that is, professional, industrial, 

and/or government influence—is evident in RTI? 

 What scholarly influences are evident in RTI? 

 What has been the role of digital communication technology in 

RTI? 
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Additionally, in considering how and why content was published in RTI, special 

attention was given to the Prefaces of each text, which typically offer 

justifications from the authors for significant changes throughout the book. To 

that end, the following category was also employed in the analysis: 

 What do the authors’ reflections on the revision process say about 

moments of stasis and change in the text’s content? 

From these categories, major and minor instances of either stasis or change 

arose from the text and, as a result, took center stage in the analysis at various 

points in time. 

 Breaking down the text by these categories provided a meaningful, 

structured way not only of dividing and analyzing the text, but also of eventually 

relating the analysis back to the larger issue of how, for example, rhetoric’s 

place in RTI reflects the struggle between vocational and civic-mind 

approaches, as well as how and why certain approaches to teaching rhetoric 

were stabilized within the text. 

To make more visible the underlying machinery as to how and why 

particular concepts were written into RTI, interviews with three authors—two full 

authors and one contributing author spanning 19 years of the book’s history—

were carried out in early 2009 under exemption from the University of 

Minnesota’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) (See Appendix C, “Proposal and 

Notification of Approval for Exemption”). Two interviews were administered over 

the phone, while the third was done in person. 



    

62 
 

Questions asked of the interviewees revolved around a number of 

themes, all of which were meant to inform the study’s focus on pedagogy, 

institutional forces, power, and knowledge in textbooks. These themes included 

the following: 

 author roles and significant contributions; 

 personal pedagogical philosophies; 

 collaboration and conflict between authors; 

 the influence scholarship within the field may have played in 

writing the text; and 

 the authors’ responses to technological pressures. 

Interviewees were sent the interview questions ahead of time, and the 

interviews themselves were thematically structured so as to allow participants to 

share stories and explore tangents related to their involvement in writing the 

text (See Appendices B, C, and D for interview-related documents). 

 

Study Limitations 

The claims this study makes about pedagogical practices and 

motivations in technical communication are assumed to be representative 

based on the broad distribution and long publishing history of RTI. Despite the 

text’s success, however, such claims have a limit. This study’s analysis of RTI 

provides just one account of how pedagogical knowledge, through a network of 

institutional influences, has been stabilized in textbooks, as well as just one 
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account of the emergence, presence, and propagation (or lack thereof) of 

certain values in technical communication textbooks. 

Moreover, this study’s focus on a technical writing textbook potentially 

limits the extent to which the analysis can comment on technical 

communication, more broadly conceived. As is evident at this point, the 

intended scope of this project, however, extends beyond technical writing 

pedagogy and into technical communication pedagogy, a decidedly broader, 

field-encompassing perspective. The purpose of such an expansive scope—or, 

at least, one that is broader than the text being studied—is to evaluate the 

historical pervasiveness—or even absence—of vocational and/or civic values 

not simply in technical writing but also in technical communication writ-large.  

Given that a textbook like RTI is likely used in both service-type and in-the-

major-type technical writing and/or communication courses in higher education, 

as well as that such courses have long constituted the backbone of our field’s 

pedagogical mission, claiming RTI’s pedagogical approaches as representative 

and generalizable across the discipline seems warranted. 

Pragmatically, this study in no way looks to evaluate the pedagogical 

effectiveness of Reporting Technical Information or in any way judge the quality 

of contributions made by any of the authors or contributors. The earnest 

accounts written in each edition’s preface and the interviews carried out with 

some of the authors have only reinforced my sense that, at any given time, 

most all textbook authors are providing the best instruction they can given the 

many constraints placed upon them. Thus, instead of focusing on the quality of 
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the text or the quality of author contributions, this study’s focus has been more 

on the forces that have shaped the text over time. To be sure, the long-running 

nature of the text already implicates its immense value to the field of technical 

communication and to the many institutions with which the field interfaces.   
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“The written word is the indispensible fuel of the administrative machinery—in 
government, in industry, in the professions and in the military” (1st ed. 

Foreword). 
 

Eugene M. Zuckert, Secretary of the Air Force, 1961-1965, writing to establish a 
rationale for RTI 

 

Chapter 4 

Defining Technical Writing and Repurposing  

Rhetoric: RTI’s Emergence and Early Years, 

1968-1980 

In 1968, Houp and Pearsall’s RTI emerged on the textbook market and, 

over the course of the next twelve years, underwent three revisions. These 

earliest editions—specifically, editions one through four, published in 1968, 

1973, 1977, and 1980—are marked by an optimistic tone that shows Houp and 

Pearsall seeking to carve out a space for the text in the classroom and 

marketplace, much like any new textbook needs to do. Furthermore, they 

establish the book’s origins and rationale, its particular conceptualization of 

what technical writing is, as well as the imagined audiences perceived to be 

acting as technical writers at the time. We see that the authors draw upon many 

fields, academic and nonacademic, in their writing and upon much past 

teaching experience in promoting and producing the text. Eventually, the text 

and its authors are subjected to the ever-increasing role of information 
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technologies, a point made abundantly clear in the authors’ prefatory comments 

in 1984, and a historical development that makes for a meaningful demarcation 

on the publishing timeline. Personal computing was obviously a potent force 

that weighed heavily on both the discipline and the authors in later editions, but 

it was but a glimmer on a horizon throughout the first couple of editions. Thus, 

the four editions published from 1968 to 1980 constitute a largely formative 

period in that the authors are figuring out who they are writing to, what the text’s 

purpose is, and how they are carrying out that purpose.   

The formative nature of the earliest editions presents an opportunity to 

ask, among many questions that might be of interest to scholars of technical 

communication pedagogy, why the text came to market and how the authors 

calibrated its content over the first few editions. With these basic concerns in 

mind, three primary analytical tasks guide this chapter. The first objective will be 

to discern the apparent motivations, aside from the obvious and important 

answer of profits, behind the publishing of RTI. The second task will be to 

retrace how technical writing was defined in RTI’s earliest editions, situating it 

within the broader context of existing definitions and scholarly discussions 

thereof in and around 1968 and the following decade. The third and final 

objective will be to examine more closely the role that rhetoric played in the 

earliest editions and to understand, as much as possible, the pedagogical 

rationale for its inclusion and presentation. 

 Collectively, the larger synthetic goal will be to characterize the teaching 

knowledge stabilized within RTI, understand the pedagogical tensions 
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embedded in that knowledge, and speak to the underlying power relations that 

facilitated particular knowledge being deposited in the text. 

 

Stemming Workplace Clichés and Gobbledygook: A Rationale for RTI 

With their oftentimes widespread adoption in the classrooms and the 

sometimes decades-long, multi-edition staying power of some, textbooks 

constitute a formidable force for knowledge stabilization within a discipline. 

Moreover, the emergence of a new textbook in a discipline may serve to steady 

a community’s know-how. In this sense, RTI’s emergence as a new technical 

writing textbook marked a new vehicle through which Houp and Pearsall could 

establish their own account of what technical writing is and how it ought to be 

taught and practiced—indeed, RTI offered an opportunity to stabilize a new 

understanding of a fast-growing area of study. 

Thus, perhaps what is so striking about RTI’s first publishing in 1968—

and really, its first attempt at stabilizing technical writing knowledge—is that the 

state of technical writing as a discipline was seemingly in flux and still largely in 

its infancy. While the years immediately following World War II led to the 

establishment of technical writing as a profession, especially with the help of 

larger corporations that hired technical writers for newly formed, writing-focused 

departments (Connors, “The Rise” 185), the 1960s presented more uncertain 

times. Robert Connors describes the tumultuous period in the following manner: 

The 1960s were a time of disturbance and change for technical 

writing instruction, as for so many other elements in American 
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culture. Technical writing courses were struggling to define 

themselves, its teachers were wrangling over what their jobs 

should entail, and its students were getting objectively more 

intelligent, but were fewer and fewer in number as the decade 

proceeded. It was a confused time for American colleges and for 

technical writing instruction, but it was a period that prepared the 

ground for the great leap forward that was to come in the 1970s. 

(“The Rise” 188) 

Disciplinary confusion and temporarily dwindling ranks of technical writers could 

understandably have acted as motivation both for and against entering an 

increasingly competitive, though not yet overwhelmed, textbook market. Seeing 

as how they were writing their textbook in the years leading up to 1968, or near 

the tail end of the turbulent times Connors describes, Houp and Pearsall appear 

to have had the opportunity to respond to the apparent disciplinary “disturbance 

and change.” 

Yet, among all of the justifications in the first edition of RTI, nowhere do 

we find any reference to the discipline’s ongoing struggle for a pedagogical 

identity. Instead of building a rationale for the textbook upon the issues currently 

faced internally by the discipline, Houp and Pearsall opt to justify the text largely 

by way of problems in nonacademic settings. To establish their predominantly 

nonacademic rationale for the text, the authors turn to Eugene M. Zuckert, 

formerly a secretary of the Air Force from his appointment in 1961 until he 

stepped down in 1965, to write the textbook’s Foreword. Pearsall’s own 
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connections to the United States Air Force at least partially explain why Zuckert 

was tapped for the job of introducing and, as it turns out, writing a rationale for 

the text. The Foreword itself, however, is much more revealing than Zuckert 

and Pearsall’s simple association. 

In the Foreword, Zuckert relies upon his diverse experiences across 

military, government, and academic organizations in making a case for Houp 

and Pearsall’s work. Discontent with written communication across these 

organizations is a key theme, and Zuckert’s thoughts appear to be a significant 

force behind the book’s publication. As he writes, “the written word is the 

indispensible fuel of the administrative machinery—in government, in industry, 

in the professions and in the military” (1st ed. Foreword). Having spent various 

spans of his career in all of those areas, Zuckert’s claim signals the importance 

of a text like Reporting Technical Information. “No organization can function, let 

alone prosper,” Zuckert continues, “without such management tools as 

manuals, bulletins, newsletters, pamphlets, regulations, charts, standards, 

letters, reports, resumes, reviews, studies, and a thousand and one other 

means of written management communication” (1st ed. Foreword). Here, we 

see Zuckert arguing that the knowledge contained in RTI is integral to the work 

of organizations outside academia. For him, RTI is a text that will help address 

vexing communication problems in the workplace, including, as he writes, “the 

excessive use of clichés, jargon, and gobbledygook” (1st ed. Foreword). The 

example issues he states, however, which appear to be largely mechanical as 

opposed to substantive, rhetorical, or ethical, do not convincingly reflect the 
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central role he claims writing plays in organizations. As a result, writing’s role is 

trumpeted in the workplace while simultaneously being reduced in complexity—

an ambiguous pedagogical message, to be sure. 

The disconnect in Zuckert’s thinking speaks to the values he attempts to 

usher into RTI. Specifically, his perspective on technical writing is that of 

servicing the workplace and its mechanics-specific problems, a goal readily 

alignable with hyperpragmatism in that it appears to value economic ends and 

efficiency over all other concerns, as well as for how it seemingly reduces the 

reach and goals of writing instruction. Zuckert’s Forward applies direct pressure 

on the first edition to meet his work-related ends, even though it remains 

unclear exactly how significant his role was in crafting the 1968 edition. The 

statement itself and its presence in the book is meaningful, however; it is a 

materialization of values inherent to the workplace. 

Thus, though a somewhat unusual14 figure to introduce the text, it seems 

clear that Zuckert’s selection became a way for Houp and Pearsall to get 

nonacademic validation for their text. By tapping someone outside of academia 

to write the Foreword—and, moreover, someone apparently deeply familiar with 

the communication needs of workers in nonacademic settings—Houp and 

Pearsall helped stabilize the notion not only that the teaching and learning of 

technical writing is legitimized by institutions outside of the academy, but 

                                            
14 After graduating college, Zuckert was an attorney for the U.S. Securities and Exchange 
Commission (1937-1940), after which he became a government relations and business 
instructor (and eventually assistant professor and assistant dean) at the Harvard Graduate 
School of Business Administration.  While at Harvard, he also “served as a special consultant to 
the commanding general of the Army Air Forces in developing statistical controls,” as well as 
instructed the Army Air Forces Statistical Control School on campus (United States Air Force). 
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moreover that the teaching of technical writing ought to serve the interests of 

the workplace15. 

This nonacademic validating strategy continues in subsequent editions, 

but perhaps most notably in 1980. In the Preface to the fourth edition, the 

authors leverage the apparent growing importance of effective writing in the 

workplace. Shortly before the fourth edition’s publishing, Houp and Pearsall 

received a copy of a memorandum circulated at a large insurance firm, Saint 

Paul Companies. In the document, the author, Robert A. Lauer, outlined “the 

objectives for a proposed report-writing class to be offered to company 

employees” (4th ed. ix). Houp and Pearsall interpreted this “message from the 

business world” as evidence that their textbook was particularly well-suited for 

helping students prepare for the workplace, at least given the apparent overlap 

in objectives. These shared objectives, they write, include training people so 

they are “able to analyze an audience correctly; to find and organize material 

appropriate to audience, purpose, and situation; to design a functional report or 

letter that answers the purposes of both writer and readers; and to write that 

report or letter correctly, clearly, and persuasively” (4th ed. x). For Houp and 

Pearsall, Lauer’s memorandum provided further legitimation for their courses 

and the textbook they had been revising, at that particular time, for twelve 

                                            
15 Also worth noting here is the multitude of sources, nonacademic and academic, that are 
thanked in the first and subsequent editions. The Acknowledgments section of the first edition 
Preface, for example, cites a number of groups involved in shaping RTI’s earliest content.  
Mentioned first are “science and engineering teachers from the United States Air Force 
Academy (USAFA)” who read and revised much of the book and worked in the fields of civil 
engineering, chemistry, astronautics, electrical engineering, physics, mathematics, and 
aeronautics.  Other acknowledged contributors include both private and academic areas like 
library science, English studies, instructional technology, and graphic design (1st ed. Preface 
and Acknowledgments). 



    

72 
 

years; the memo supported “courses that in an objective, rational, structured 

way teach students how to do the writing that all professionals need to do once 

they are on the job” (4th ed. x). Much like in the case of Zuckert, the Saint Paul 

Companies memorandum afforded legitimacy for both the textbook and the 

enterprise of technical writing16. 

Despite the decidedly nonacademic rationale for the text, at least part of 

the impetus for writing RTI also arose out of Houp and Pearsall’s own 

experiences teaching and writing, which is made evident from the earliest 

edition. In their own words, the authors say they set out “to construct a new 

textbook that would combine the best of the traditional materials and at the 

same time include teaching materials and methods of [their] own” (1st ed. 

Preface and Acknowledgments). Importantly, they also sought in the first edition 

to avoid “turning out a rehash of other books on technical writing” by both 

gesturing towards the best books in the field and not being wholly bound by 

tradition (2nd ed. Preface). By their own accounts, neither author used just one 

book in their teaching of technical writing. Rather, they say their teaching 

progressed through seven primary texts while simultaneously relying upon 

twelve more as a resource (1st ed. Preface and Acknowledgments). Given their 

approach to producing RTI and to teaching, we get the sense that the authors 

were combining pre-existing textual resources with day-to-day best practices 

                                            
16 Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, the fourth edition Preface reveals that, aside from academic 
influences, many of the text’s examples were sent by friends at government and private 
workplaces like the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, The Trane Company, International Business 
Systems Corporation (IBM Co.), and Deere and Company, all of which further illustrate 
nonacademic interest in the text (Houp & Pearsall, 4th ed xii). 
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from their own classrooms. Yet, at the same time, these sources are largely 

invisible in the rest of the actual textbook; one appendix contains a “selected 

bibliography” organized by major themes, but the listing is not one of works 

cited.  At least in the first edition, we get the sense that much of the knowledge 

being used from other texts is simply being remade and readapted to fit the 

structure that Houp and Pearsall’s experience as teachers suggest to be 

appropriate for their audience. 

And indeed, the authors had experience on their side. At the time of the 

first edition publishing of RTI  (1968), both Houp and Pearsall noted extensive 

experience in teaching technical writing and/or rhetoric. Kenneth W. Houp, then 

an Associate Professor of English Composition at The Pennsylvania State 

University, had 20 years of experience teaching technical writing, as well as 

consulting in the public and private sectors. Houp had also co-written two other 

technical writing texts, Writer’s Resource Book and Reports for Science and 

Industry (1st ed. Back Cover). Thomas E. Pearsall, then a Professor of Rhetoric 

at the University of Minnesota, was also a retired Lieutenant Colonel in the 

United States Air Force (USAF) and formerly the Chairman of Technical Writing 

and Advanced Composition at the United States Air Force Academy in 

Colorado (1st ed. Back Cover). Both authors brought a great deal writing-

related experience—academic and nonacademic—to the authoring of the text. 

Even so, Zuckert’s invited contribution stands out for how it recasts the teaching 

and practice of technical writing as servicing the workplace. 
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Beyond the rationale for the text, what remains to be seen is how the first 

few editions defined technical writing. 

 

“No Such Animal as ‘Technical Writing’”: Contextualizing RTI’s Early 

Audience, Purpose, and Definition of Technical Writing 

 For better or for worse, a defining feature of technical communication as 

a discipline is the ongoing definition and redefinition of what technical writing is. 

Indeed, technical communication has a long history of such uncertainty, and 

RTI’s contribution to the conversation is but one in a long line of attempts at 

clarifying what technical writing is and, moreover, how it ought to be taught. Yet, 

by the time RTI was hitting the bookshelves in 1968, there had been very few 

conversations explicitly about the definition of technical writing. Commenting in 

the preface to their 1954 textbook Technical Writing, Mills and Walter note that 

“nobody had ever seriously explored the concept of technical writing with the 

purpose of trying to say exactly what technical writing is” (vii, qtd. In Connors, 

“The Rise” 188). Perhaps it was the aforementioned uncertainty in the discipline 

that in turn fueled a number of direct treatments of the definition in the 1960’s. It 

is within these early conversations about the definition of technical writing that 

we can situate and interpret Houp and Pearsall’s first and subsequent attempts 

at their own definition. 

 In terms of establishing a definition of technical writing, perhaps the most 

telling excerpt in the 1968 edition occurs at the end of the first chapter, at which 

point Houp and Pearsall attempt to clarify what technical writing is, who does it, 
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and what role it plays in the day-to-day work of the book’s intended audience. 

Given that the first edition establishes the baseline definition of technical writing 

for the editions that follow, closely examining this first definition is necessary for 

gauging its stasis and change over the decades that follow. 

The section of interest, titled “Report Writing Related to Other Writing” 

begins as follows: 

Some people—especially those who have never tried their hands 

at it—believe that report writing is simply good writing. They 

believe that it has no peculiarities which distinguish it from other 

expository writing such as the essay, journal article, or news 

account. Some diehards take the opposite stand: they hold that 

the engineer and scientist must use a brand of writing so peculiar 

and specialized that it is essentially divorced from all other writing. 

(1st ed. 6) 

Here, while temporarily using the term “report writing” instead of “technical 

writing,” Houp and Pearsall set up extreme accounts of what technical writing is, 

and accounts that we might even consider the stereotypical or popularized 

understandings of the time. These extremes—that is, the idea that technical 

writing is either just like all other writing or nothing like other writing at all—

foreshadow pedagogical and disciplinary tensions that permeate RTI’s 

presentation of technical writing and other definitions offered at the time. The 

section continues: 
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The useful truth, we confidently believe, lies between these 

extremist attitudes: Report writing—perhaps we should say 

technical writing—is most certainly a specialty within the field of 

writing as a whole. Beginning report writers have to serve an 

apprenticeship. They must gain a working knowledge of their new 

subject matter and its terminology. They must learn to write a 

prose style that is styptic, objective, and economical. They must 

learn report types, variations in format, standards for 

abbreviations, the rules that govern the writing of numbers, the 

kinds of people who read reports and their expectations. That is, 

they have to learn the whole special business of being report 

writers. (1st ed. 6-7) 

Notable here is the apparent interchangeability of the terms “report writing” and 

“technical writing,” as well as how the people doing this work are referred to as 

“report writers” instead of “technical writers.” Using the word “technical” seems 

procedural—if not also somewhat reluctant—mainly in the sense that the 

authors appear to be gesturing towards what was becoming a more common 

name for the work at the time—a contextual, disciplinary dimension that 

warrants further investigation at a later point in this chapter. Interestingly, the 

term “report writing” is based largely on a specific genre, which results in a 

decidedly narrow conception of what is covered in the text. Indeed, the first 

edition’s first chapter is titled “Reports and Report Writing,” and the Table of 

Contents reveals that reports constitute the majority of topics. 
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Houp and Pearsall’s insistence that technical writing is in many ways 

similar to other forms of writing as opposed to completely divorced from them is 

made clear before the section concludes (original emphasis included): 

And yet a broad and sound foundation in other writing is a 

tremendous asset to report writers, for it gives them versatility 

both on and off the job. They can write a good letter, prepare a 

brochure, compose an essay. In the comprehensive sense, they 

are writers. It is no news to them that subordination and 

coordination, coherence and emphasis are important in all writing. 

(1st ed. 7) 

Without getting into specifics, the authors notably signal that writing is useful 

beyond the realm of the workplace, an assertion that at least partially 

counteracts the workplace-oriented rationale from the book’s Foreword. 

Whereas we might have expected a definition of technical writing grounded 

entirely in on-the-job concerns, here Houp and Pearsall gesture towards the 

broader calling of being a writer17, not just a technical writer18. Such broad 

                                            
17 While the notion that the text’s audience is that of “writers” is important here, other parts of 
the first edition are more specific in stating who Houp and Pearsall were targeting with RTI.  Of 
their intended audience, they write that technicians and junior engineers “are at the very center” 
(1st ed. Preface and Acknowledgments).  Yet, reinforcing the general audience once more, they 
also say that “the reports and letters covered in this book are sufficiently varied to be useful to 
students with assorted backgrounds, interests, and objectives” (1st ed. Preface and 
Acknowledgments). 
18 Interestingly, the authors see the text as both a classroom tool and a post-education 
reference book for technical writers in the workplace, as is evident from their approach to 
introducing Part Two on “Applications,” in which they move “from basic matters to professional 
writing” (1st ed. 167). The audience, they write, “is still basically the student, but not it is the 
student who mastered Part One of this book”; Houp and Pearsall identify this second part as 
being “suitable for the professional writer or for the practicing scientist, engineer, or technician” 
(1st ed. 167). Here, we get the sense that RTI is intended as a workplace reference, not just a 
classroom textbook.   
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concern for a student’s development as a writer marks a telling tension between 

the author’s goals as teachers and their apparent yearning, evident in the 

Foreword, to establish the study of technical writing as economically useful. 

The economic component of this tension is equally evident in the first 

edition, however, beyond the legitimation found in the text’s noted nonacademic 

proponents. Alluding to the importance of efficiency and effectiveness in writing, 

Houp and Pearsall insist that “a report that does not fit is wasted” (1st ed. 4), 

thereby urging students and instructors using the text to ensure their work is 

purposeful and not wasteful. Additionally, the economic tension appears in how 

the authors trumpet the professional growth of the discipline in the private 

sector—and the subsequent financial gains—in the decade leading up to the 

publishing of RTI: 

Within the past decade, report writers have gained considerable 

professional status and have been rewarded accordingly. Some of 

this recognition has been due to the activities and publications of 

the Society of Technical Writers and Publishers (STWP), but the 

main reason is that government and industry cannot get along 

without technical writers. And here we have in mind not only the 

full-time technical writers but, more especially, the men and 

women whose main work is research, development, design, and 

testing.  (1st ed. 4) 

Once again, we find RTI valuing technical writing based on its usefulness to 

nonacademic institutions while also making clear that becoming a skilled writer 
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comes with professional rewards. As is evident in this and the other excerpts 

discussed thus far, Houp and Pearsall’s definition of technical writing is laden 

with pedagogical tensions between nonacademic and academic interests. 

Of course, RTI’s definition of report/technical writing emerged not out of 

a vacuum, but rather from a period in the discipline’s history steeped in a variety 

of pedagogical goals, assumed classroom audiences, and definitions of 

technical writing embedded in other technical writing textbooks and the 

technical communication scholarship at the time. Such goals, audiences, and 

definitions provide a sense of how Houp and Pearsall’s approach to technical 

writing pedagogy fit within past pedagogical conversations. More specifically, 

the scholarship at the time helps in characterizing the pedagogic tensions 

present in RTI and in understanding more thoroughly the institutional forces at 

play in shaping the technical writing knowledge found within the book. 

While obviously difficult to cover every definition of technical writing 

published in scholarship and other technical writing textbooks in and around 

RTI’s first publishing in 1968, a number of examples stand out for how they 

have been covered in histories of the discipline and, as such, provide key 

reference points for considering the pedagogical climate of the time. 

One of the earliest, if the not the earliest, anthologies of technical writing 

pedagogy that can be considered to be representative19 of pedagogical thinking 

                                            
19 The assumption that Cunningham and Estrin’s anthology is in any way representative 
extends from a listing of key technical writing pedagogy texts in Moran and Journet’s Research 
in Technical Communication: A Bibliographic Sourcebook, published in 1985.  A chapter on 
“Teaching Technical Writing,” written by Anthony O’Keeffe, lists the anthology as one of (and 
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in the discipline at the time is Donald H. Cunningham and Herman A. Estrin’s 

The Teaching of Technical Writing. Published in 1975, or seven years after 

RTI’s first run, the anthology nonetheless provides two key accounts—one in 

1961 and another in 1965—of how technical writing was defined in the years 

leading up to Houp and Pearsall’s entrance into the textbook market. 

In the 1961 article “What is Technical Writing?”, Robert Hays tells of an 

emerging area of study, saying “technical writing is a lively subject indeed,” 

despite the fact that some appear to doubt the very legitimacy of such writing. 

 As Hays writes: 

One of the many omens of creeping specialization has been 

something called “technical writing,” “report writing,” “engineering 

English,” or “the technical style.” Although a dean from a technical 

school recently remarked that there is no such animal as 

“technical writing,” evidence shows that engineers, technicians, 

and their teachers and college administrators feel certain that 

“technical writing” exists. Courses called by the various names 

given to technical writing appear in many if not a preponderance 

of the curricula of engineering colleges and technical institutes. (3)  

                                                                                                                                
the earliest of) five “essential” texts in “any solid library in technical writing pedagogy” (86). The 
four others include: Sawyer’s Technical and Professional Communication (1977); Gould’s 
Directions in Technical Writing and Communication (1978); Stevenson’s Courses, Components, 
and Exercises in Technical Communication (1981); and Anderson, Brockmann, and Miller’s 
New Essays in Technical and Scientific Communication (1983). Interestingly, O’Keeffe mentions 
that, even in 1985, the definition of technical writing “remains an open question” (87). 
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In light of Hays’ account, it becomes clear that Houp and Pearsall’s motivations 

to wrap RTI in a workplace-oriented rationale were at least partially a response 

to doubts about the discipline’s legitimacy even within academia itself. RTI 

emerges at a time when the very existence of technical writing is still an open 

question, an observation that undoubtedly raises the stakes for those involved 

in bringing the book to market. 

Hays’ actual definition begins by pointing out that “technical writing is not 

a new language,” is “more conservative” and “slave to the rule” than popular 

writing of the time, and indeed has much in common with everyday language, or 

what he calls “‘common’ English vocabulary” (4). Moreover, technical writing 

differentiates itself from other prose, Hays writes, in ways both psychological 

and linguistic. On the psychological dimension, Hays says the following: 

The psychological difference lies in the writer’s attitude toward his 

subject. This is predominantly an attitude of utter seriousness. 

Technical reports avoid exaggeration, for exaggeration might 

cause misinterpretation of a specification or erection of a structure 

on the wrong side of a property line. After five o’clock engineers 

and technicians may be like people. But during working hours 

decisions often involve lives, reputations, property, the future of 

organizations. On the job the engineer or technician writing his 

report must dedicate himself to facts. The appropriate attitude is 
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one of objectivity (if humanly possible), respect for data and their 

limitations, and caution (4-5). 

A commonality immediately evident between Hays’ and Houp and Pearsall’s 

articulations is the emphasis on objectivity—both accounts say technical writing 

ought to focus on facts20. Even more important to consider, however, are the 

differences that are evident. For example, Hays emphasizes the attitude of the 

writer in a way not at all reflected in RTI’s first edition; in this way, Hays’ focus is 

placed more squarely upon the person than the writing, thereby suggesting that 

technical writing is defined moreso by the individual doing the writing than by 

the actual writing itself. Specifically, whereas Houp and Pearsall cast the text’s 

audience generally as “report writers,” Hays’ highlights the position the writer 

might have as an engineer or technician. The overall effect is striking—Houp 

and Pearsall hail their readers generally as writers, whereas Hays appears to 

invite the audience to think of themselves as technical specialists who also 

happen to do writing on the job—in the case of the former, writing is a primary 

characteristic of the assumed audience’s identify, whereas the latter places 

writing as a more secondary, almost incidental characteristic. Read alongside 

the definition of hyperpragmatism, Hays’ psychological dimension to technical 

writing comes across as more concerned with how the reader treats their own 

                                            
20 In RTI’s first edition, the first chapter makes evaluative statements about “the good report 
writer” and, in doing so, emphasizes the importance of honest, factual, objective work (1st ed. 
5). The list is surprisingly imperative—“you have to be reasonably methodical and painstaking,” 
it begins, followed shortly thereafter by “be objective.”  Item three urges the student to “do your 
work so that it will be honestly and effectively reportable,” while item four reminds the reader 
“that clarity is the most important single objective of writing” (1st ed. 5, original emphasis).  
Lastly, the authors remind the reader that “writing is something that must be learned, even as 
chemistry, physics, and mathematics must be” (1st ed. 5). 
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subject matter in the workplace than how they treat the act of writing, which, 

pedagogically speaking, places more value on the student as a worker than as 

a writer. By comparison, Houp and Pearsall appear more firmly committed, at 

least in the first edition, to developing the student’s identity as a writer.  

In addition to the psychological dimension of technical writing, Hays 

suggests a so-called linguistic element that is, in his estimation, of greater 

overall importance to the definition and teaching of technical writing. Hays 

continues: 

But the greatest difference, at least for teachers and students of 

technical writing, is linguistic. Technical style demands a 

specialized vocabulary, especially in its adjectives and nouns. 

This difference alone would justify the study of technical writing. 

Only the rare course in English composition would cover these 

usages. The dean who thinks that engineers and technicians need 

only another course in English composition instead of a course in 

technical writing has forgotten that students are not born with a 

knowledge of many technical words. (5) 

Once again, Hays places a premium on technical subject matter and positions 

such knowledge as central to how technical writing is defined, a move evident in 

the claims that students need a “specialized vocabulary” and must develop a 

“knowledge of many technical words” (5).  Left out of this discussion is a 

broader account of what technical writers do as communicators, a point given 
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much more attention by Houp and Pearsall in how they account for different 

kinds of readers, reader expectations, and the subordination and coordination 

of ideas (1st ed. 6-7). As before, when compared to Hays, RTI’s account of 

what technical writing is implies a pedagogical approach focused more on the 

act of writing and students as writers than simply helping students learn the 

technical vocabulary they need to perform their specialized jobs. So, while 

Houp and Pearsall’s first edition may seem to some, at least by today’s 

standards, to be overly focused on report writing and thus narrowly focused on 

workplace concerns, the manner in which the text hails its readers is notably 

liberal for the time, at least in comparison to Hays, and primarily for how the text 

assumes its audience not merely as subject matter experts who happen to 

write, but rather as actual writers.   

In addition to Hays, a later refresh on his take offers another point of 

comparison for judging how RTI was establishing itself as a pedagogical text.  

Four years later, yet still three years before RTI would be published, W. Earl 

Britton offered an updated account in “What is Technical Writing? A 

Redefinition.”  As with Hays, doubt of the discipline’s legitimacy and “the very 

existence of technical writing” casts a shadow over the essay (Britton 9). 

Though Britton says he and others are “confident of its reality,” he notes that he 

is nonetheless “not sure that we can convince others of its uniqueness” (9). Part 

of the problem is with the term itself; Britton argues that “[a]pplying the general 

term technical writing to a field of such diversified activities is convenient but 

misleading,” such activities meaning “medical writing, biological writing, science 
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writing, and business English” (9). For Britton, the perceived reach of technical 

writing could have been undercutting its development as a discipline. Touching 

so many different fields, the tension we would eventually see in the 1968 

version of RTI—that is, the opposing definitions of technical writing as being 

either like all other writing or like no other writing—is implied in Britton’s account 

four years after Hays. Such tensions are evident in Britton’s observation of 

technical writing activities involving many types of writing. One could ask: If 

technical writing were like no other writing, then why was it considered to take 

so many forms and touch to many disciplines? Or, if it were like all other writing, 

then why would it need its own dedicated teachers, courses, and programs? 

Persisting doubts about the existence of technical writing may have in 

part led to the relative diversity of technical writing definitions at the time, a topic 

Britton takes up, explaining how, based on existing literature in the 1960’s, 

there were four primary approaches to defining technical writing. Considering 

these classifications provides a means to more clearly understanding and 

situating RTI’s first definition of technical writing within its historical, disciplinary 

context. 

The most common approach was to base the definition on subject 

matter, which Britton notes as the type found in Blickle and Passe’s Readings 

for Technical Writers and Mills and Walters’ Technical Writing, which identify 

science, engineering, and business as key subject areas. A second approach 

was to define technical writing in a linguistic sense, much like Hays does, thus 

implying the use of specialized language. Thirdly, Britton argues that “the type 
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of thought process involved” constitutes another category, which then breaks 

down into associative and sequential forms of thought, the former belonging to 

the humanities and the latter to science and math. The fourth and final category 

of definitions is that of purpose, which then breaks down into imaginative and 

functional sub-categories. Defined with purpose in mind, technical writing 

focuses more on being functional rather than imaginative or expressive, Britton 

notes (10). 

Britton’s own definition of technical writing skews, in his own estimation, 

more towards the functional and less towards the imaginative. The key entry 

reads as follows: 

I should like to propose that the primary, though certainly not the 

sole, characteristic of technical and scientific writing lies in the 

effort of the author to convey one meaning and only one meaning 

in what he says. That meaning must be sharp, clear, precise. And 

the reader must be given no choice of meanings; he must not be 

allowed to interpret a passage in any way but that intended by the 

writer. Insofar as the reader may derive more than one meaning 

from a passage, technical writing is bad; insofar as he can derive 

only one meaning from the writing, it is good. (11) 

For Britton, technical writing is, above all else, an exercise in restricting 

meaning, and point he further expands upon using a music analogy: 

Technical and scientific writing can be likened to a bugle call, 

imaginative literature to a symphony. The bugle call conveys a 
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precise message: get up, come to mess, retire. And all for whom it 

is blown derive identical meanings. It can mean only what was 

intended. But a symphony, whatever the intention of the 

composer, will mean different things to different listeners, at 

different times, and especially as directed by different conductors. 

A precise meaning is essential and indispensable in a bugle call; it 

is not necessarily even desirable in a symphony. (12)  

The transferrable concept in Britton’s music analogy is supposed to be how the 

listener interprets the work, and therefore how a reader interprets and 

understands a piece of writing. Whether or not one agrees with the analogy and 

all of its implications, Britton’s primary point is clear—technical writing is best 

described as the means by which ideas are transferred from the author to the 

reader or listener, leaving no room for interpretation. 

Britton even goes as far as to say that technical writing, by virtue of its 

goal of conveying “just one meaning,” is actually measurable, insofar as 

“scientific analyses and descriptions, instructions, and accounts of 

investigations quickly reveal any communication faults by the inability of the 

reader to comprehend and carry on” (12). Noticeably absent in Britton’s account 

is any acknowledgement of how broad and diverse the audience might be, an 

angle Houp and Pearsall make more deliberate mention of in their first edition.  

As such, Britton’s approach appears much more concerned with results of 

communication than with the processes and nuances that might precipitate the 
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level of accuracy and conservation of meaning from author to reader that is 

clearly sought in the aforementioned definition. 

Thus, as with the comparison to Hays, Houp and Pearsall’s notion of 

what technical writing is comes across as more liberal and rhetorically minded 

than that of Britton’s. Whether or not RTI was intended as a direct response to 

these definitions is unknown, yet their approach nonetheless seems like a less 

hyperpragmatic approach than the articulations of Hays and Britton. 

Based on the accounts of Britton and Hays’, RTI’s emergence came at a 

time when technical writing as a discipline was dealing with uncertainties in how 

it was perceived and in how its scholars were defining the professional and 

pedagogical work being done on the job and in classrooms. While Houp and 

Pearsall seem to have found legitimacy in having a nonacademic figure 

introduce and provide a rational for their book, their notion of technical writing 

focused less on the workplace than other notable voices at the time. Indeed, 

RTI’s definition of technical writing evidences struggles over not only the 

legitimacy of technical writing in general, but also between scholars’ various 

approaches to teaching technical writing. 

 

Notes on the Definition of Technical Writing: RTI Editions Two through 

Four 

While the 1968 first edition’s definition is perhaps the most significant in 

how it represented a widely published and newly stabilized definition of 
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technical writing, subsequent editions of RTI brought a host of notable revisions 

to Houp and Pearsall’s definition. These amendments to the definition of 

technical writing show how Houp and Pearsall focused on not just one 

approach to characterizing such work, but rather on many, including content-

focused, linguistic, process-oriented, and rhetorical characterizations.  

The 1973 second edition offers few significant or even minor changes, 

though the eventual 1977 third edition notably broadens, as is done in its 

opening chapter, the text’s stance on what constitutes technical writing and 

does away with the gender-specific, male-oriented language of the first two 

editions. In the section describing various styles of writing, Houp and Pearsall 

do more to qualify their stance on what constitutes technical writing, insisting 

that they “do not pretend that all technical writing is exactly alike” (3rd ed. 5). 

Unlike previous editions, and “at the risk of oversimplification,” Houp and 

Pearsall then provide a six-part list of attributes common to “many varieties of 

technical writing” (3rd ed. 5). The list provides a rather compact touchstone to 

track throughout later editions. The authors characterize technical writing as 

follows: 

 The vocabulary tends to be specialized. Some of the terms may 

not appear in small dictionaries for general use. Often the 

specialized terms are not defined within the text, on the 

assumption that members of the profession the writer is 

addressing (e.g., law, engineering, medicine) will be familiar with 

them. 
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 The sentences are tightly packed with information, for the 

intended readers are highly motivated and will not tire when faced 

with the heavy, convoluted prose, as would casual lay readers. 

 When appropriate to the material, numbers and dimensions are 

numerous. These are usually in Arabic form and are exact rather 

than rounded out to the nearest whole number. 

 Signs, symbols, and formulas may pepper the prose. These terms  

may be listed and defined in accompanying glossaries (mini-

dictionaries). 

 Graphs and tables may substitute for prose or reinforce and 

expand upon the surrounding prose. 

 Documentation and credits appear in footnotes and bibliographic 

supplements. (3rd ed. 5, bullets added) 

The authors admit that their list in not complete, and moreover that being overly 

technical is never a good thing. Nonetheless, the list serves an introductory, 

broad view of what technical writing is. Pedagogically, these additions show the 

authors attempting to define technical writing from many angles, including the 

language used and the form the information takes. 

For the 1980 fourth edition, Houp and Pearsall added to their six-point 

list of attributes of technical writing that first appeared in the third edition, thus 

proving their third edition observation that “this list of six characteristics of 

technical prose could be greatly extended” (3rd ed. 5). The original six points 

remain intact in the fourth edition but follow two new items: 
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 The writing is characterized by a no-nonsense approach to the 

subject it treats. It is single-minded and earnest. Interesting points 

are seldom introduced for their interest value alone; they must 

also be pertinent. 

 The purpose of the article or paper is usually spelled out in the 

opening paragraph or two. All included information bears upon the 

accomplishment of the stated purpose. For example, a technical 

paper on smoke detectors may set forth only one major objective: 

to determine the relative effectiveness of photoelectric and 

ionization chamber types in detecting smoldering fires, flaming 

fires, and high temperatures. Other major topics would be 

reserved for other papers. (4th ed. 5) 

Most notable of these additions is the focus on single-mindedness and purpose, 

two concepts that appear to go hand-in-hand, and additions that reflect the 

growing importance of rhetorical pedagogy in the teaching of technical writing.  

The rhetorical approach, which emphasizes purpose, audience, and strategy in 

communicating, was just beginning to take hold in both technical writing and 

composition classrooms in the 1960s and 70s, and its presence in RTI certainly 

warrants closer, extended examination, a task taken up in the following section. 
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Rhetoric’s Role: Origins, Modes of Discourse, Audience Analysis, 

Organization, and Style 

Along with establishing definitions of technical writing, another key piece 

in technical communication’s development as a discipline has been the 

incorporation and eventual elevation of rhetoric-oriented approaches to 

teaching. Examining the role that rhetoric has played through the text’s 

publishing history is central to highlighting pedagogic tensions in RTI and, 

moreover, a task that can also enable further discussion of how various 

networked, academic and nonacademic forces have shaped the book. 

The story of rhetoric’s place in RTI intertwines more broadly with the 

story of rhetoric’s place in technical writing pedagogy and scholarship. Indeed, 

rhetorical theory currently enjoys a privileged place across all facets of technical 

communication, and the study of Greek, Roman, and other Western rhetorical 

traditions are now widely associated with and integrated into graduate 

education and even many undergraduate course offerings and curricula. At the 

undergraduate level, rhetoric is typically presented with Aristotle in mind, urging 

technical writing students to consider the “available means of persuasion” in 

any given situation with various audience. At the graduate level, such students 

often consider rhetoric’s broader tradition through both ancient and modern 

times. At both levels of education, rhetoric has become central to how students 

are taught to interpret texts and craft their own texts and speeches. As such, 

rhetoric’s place in the discipline’s pedagogical history is an important one to 
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consider, especially when weighing the degree to which its role has or has not 

served hyperpragmatic ends. 

While predominantly Aristotelian ideas of persuasion, rhetorical 

situations, and types of appeals (i.e., logos, ethos, pathos) are now common to 

technical writing textbooks and classrooms, the discipline’s pedagogy has not 

always been so closely yoked with such adapted ancient Greek (and Roman) 

ways of thinking. Rather, and as will be discussed in more detail below, the 

earliest approaches to teaching technical writing focused on usage and style—

what’s commonly referred to as the language approach—and on following rigid 

rules for writing specific types of documents, or the product approach. Indeed, 

technical writing’s eventual reliance on rhetoric—and equally so, RTI’s eventual 

reliance on rhetoric—constituted a significant step away from the product- and 

language-based approaches common to so many classrooms during the 1950s 

and 1960s, especially considering that most technical writing instructors were 

not trained in rhetorical theory; rather, most were literary scholars to whom a 

rhetorical approach for teaching writing was rather foreign. 

Like many textbooks of the time, RTI would adopt rhetoric into its 

hybridized model of teaching technical writing, meaning it combined a number 

of established approached like product-, process-, and language-based (i.e. 

diction-based) ways of teaching. A closer look at competing technical writing 

textbooks and disciplinary historical accounts leading up to and occurring 

around RTI’s emergence in 1968 provides a detailed account of how rhetoric 

gained a footing in Houp and Pearsall’s text and in the discipline at-large.  
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Retracing the Rhetorical Approach to Technical Writing 

The story of rhetoric’s eventual place in RTI begins prior to the 1968 first 

edition amidst a backdrop of disciplinary jostling. As has been mentioned, RTI 

emerged during a period when technical writing was starting to take shape and 

mature as a discipline. In retracing the discipline’s history, Robert Connors 

identifies 1940 to 1980 as a coming-of-age period, noting additionally that it was 

not until the 1950s that the discipline started to resemble the shape it would 

reach in the 1980s (“The Rise” 183). Throughout these decades, new 

instructors entering the field had a diversifying effect on the teaching 

approaches being employed in technical writing classrooms (Souther 7), 

diversity that ended up being reflected in both scholarship and pedagogy. 

The instructors, new and old, who ended up writing textbooks arguably 

had an even greater opportunity to shape the pedagogical leanings at the time; 

indeed, the textbooks published during these years reshaped and expanded 

pedagogical approaches and, importantly, eventually played a central role in the 

rise of rhetoric within the discipline’s teaching. 

A number of approaches to teaching technical writing gained traction in 

between 1920 and 1950, a progression that would eventually give way to the 

diversity of methods present in textbooks like RTI in the 1950s and 1960s. As 

James W. Souther writes, language, rhetorical, and product approaches were 

present as early as the 1920s, while the process approach followed in later 

decades. Perhaps the oldest of these, the language approach, which appeared 

in the earliest book on the subject of technical writing, T. A. Rickard’s A Guide 
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to Technical Writing from 1908, focused chiefly on usage and style and 

(Souther 4). While obviously still of value to all writing classrooms, technical 

writing-oriented or otherwise, technical writing pedagogy in the 1920s would 

expand, as Souther claims, beyond usage and style and into other approaches. 

The rhetorical approach, Souther claims, saw its earliest articulation in 1911 in 

Samuel Earle’s The Theory and Practice of Technical Writing, which divided 

technical writing into “narration, description, exposition, and instruction” (4).  

Such a modes-of-discourse approach constitutes, according to Souther, the first 

rhetorical textbook on technical writing (4), even though it was not widely 

adopted at the time of publishing (5); moreover, Souther sets a precedent for 

associating the modes of discourse with rhetorical instruction. 

Product and process approaches to technical writing appeared in later 

decades. Souther identifies Sada Harbarger’s English for Engineers, published 

in 1923, as the progenitor of the product approach for its focus on various 

“technical forms or reports and letters” (4). Not until 1940 do we see what 

Souther calls “the first book to suggest the process approach,” J. Raleigh 

Nelson’s Writing the Technical Report, which focused on design process and 

narrowing a document according to a specific purpose (5). By the end of the 

1940s and heading into the 1950s, Souther tells us, the product approach was 

most dominant, the language approach was evident in all textbooks, and the 

process approach was gaining acceptance in the workplace; indeed, many 

textbooks combined all three approaches. 
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Most notably, however, the rhetorical approach was continuing to gain 

momentum (Souther 7). Much of the rhetorical approach’s growing traction 

could be attributed to new textbooks advancing new ways to teach that were 

less derivative of previous books. After all, as textbook authors like Houp and 

Pearsall would learn from those in nonacademic settings, students’ writing 

abilities were still falling short of employer expectations. 

Textbooks that evidence some of the most concerted efforts to be less 

derivative and import knowledge and practices from nonacademic settings 

include Joseph N. Ulman, Jr. and Jay R. Gould’s Technical Reporting in 1952 

and Gordon Mills and John Walter’s Technical Writing in 1954. Of these two 

texts, Mills and Walters text stands out as, according to Connors, “arguably the 

single most important postwar technical writing text” (“The Rise” 186). While 

many textbooks prior to Technical Writing were considered to be derivative of 

earlier books, Connors tells us, Mills and Walter sought to break that pattern, a 

goal they achieved by tapping into the needs of nonacademic settings. Connors 

says the following on this approach: 

Mills and Walter had begun working together in the late 1940s, 

and they were determined to try to reinvigorate technical writing 

instruction by bringing it closer to the businesses and industries 

that actually used the forms that were taught. Mills and Walter 

conducted a survey of over 300 actual technical writing situations 

in industry and from this came a number of changes in the 

approach that informed their textbook. (“The Rise” 186) 
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Mills and Walter’s survey signaled an increased interest in molding technical 

writing pedagogy after the needs presented by nonacademic settings. Writing in 

The Technical Writing Teacher in 1973 around the publishing of the second 

edition of Technical Writing—and as Connors would come to include in his own 

history of technical writing—Walter summarized perhaps the most important 

pair of assumptions that resulted from this survey: 

1.   A rhetorical approach rather than the rigid “types of reports” 

approach that most texts used was best. Most reports are made 

up of several common processes: definition, description, 

explanation of process, etc. 

2.  The only good criterion for technical writing is “does it work?” This 

indicates that in technical writing as well as in other rhetorical 

forms, the writer-reader relationship is most important. (5-6, qtd. in 

Connors, “The Rise” 186-187) 

In equating the modes of discourse with a “rhetorical approach,” Walter shows 

how Mills and Walter’s Technical Writing would carry on the pedagogical 

mission, started Samuel Earle in 1911, of incorporating rhetoric into the 

technical writing classroom. Walter’s mention of “processes” is not a reference 

to process-oriented pedagogy, but rather a means of differentiating and 

discussing the rhetorical modes. Additionally, while not completely 

delegitimizing the usefulness of forms, Walter simultaneously signals a move 

away from the product-oriented approach. The result is a hybrid text and 

incorporates language, product, and rhetorical approaches, with very little to no 
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direct emphasis on process. More important moving forward would be who the 

writer is addressing, what rhetorical modes the writer uses to address that 

audience, and whether or not the audience comes to understand what the writer 

is saying. 

Such assumptions ended up, as noted by Morris Freedman, another 

historical observer paraphrased by Connors, “pointing the way to a new 

rhetorical approach to technical writing” in what became “the most popular 

paradigmatic text of the 1950s” (“The Rise” 187). Souther, in citing Earle’s 1911 

text, would appear to disagree with Connors and Freedman that Mills and 

Walter’s rhetorical approach was “new” at the time, though there seems to be a 

valid argument in saying that Technical Writing gave the rhetorical approach 

more exposure at the time than it had ever had before. Focusing more on 

audiences and less on forms was becoming a growing trend in technical writing 

pedagogy, and Mills and Walter found in their workplace research a rationale 

for importing this approach into their soon-to-be influential and widely 

distributed textbook. 

Based on Walter’s own assertions and the statements from historians 

about just how crucial the Mills and Walters’ text was to the discipline’s 

pedagogy, rhetoric’s eventual place in Technical Writing—and indeed, rhetoric’s 

place in the pedagogical approaches in the discipline—was a result of 

academic research of nonacademic settings, a presumably disinterested type of 

academic inquiry that has helped define technical communication in its current-

day form. In allowing their survey results and interpretations to drive their 
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textbook, Mills and Walter attempted to bridge nonacademic and academic 

interests, in effect setting a pedagogical precedent of the workplace informing 

the classroom that would oftentimes be emulated in coming decades, when RTI 

would eventually arrive on the textbook market. 

By the time Houp and Pearsall got their book published, RTI was not 

alone in its application of rhetoric. The 1960s witnessed a further expansion of 

approaches taken in technical writing textbooks, and especially in how rhetoric 

was being infused into the discipline’s teaching. For example, Daniel Marder’s 

The Craft of Technical Writing (1960) had “one of the better rhetorical-approach 

books,” according to Souther, as did Herman Weidman’s Basic Technical 

Writing and John Mitchell’s Handbook of Technical Communication, both 

published in 1962 (8). Thus, on the heels of Mills and Walter’s first edition of 

Technical Writing in 1954, textbooks employing rhetoric in their pedagogy were 

already becoming more common. Following in this tradition of relying more on 

rhetoric, of course, was the eventual publishing of RTI, which had, according to 

Souther, “the greatest impact on the teaching of technical writing” (9). 

Amidst the growing number of textbooks being made available, Houp 

and Pearsall found a way to differentiate their offering—by further hybridizing 

their text and its pedagogical approaches beyond what other textbooks 

offerings at the time had done. While other hybrid texts had already entered 

technical writing classrooms, their approach was unique in how it combined 

rhetoric, process, product, and language approaches to teaching, process being 

the approach that had previously received relatively little attention in other texts 
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(9). This four-pronged approach is readily evident in the first edition’s table of 

contents. The text is broken up into three parts: Basic Matters, Applications, 

and a Handbook, which cover rhetorical methods and writing process, forms, 

and usage, respectively (1st ed. Table of Contents). Key topics in the Basic 

Matters section that highlight the focus on process and rhetorical instruction 

include report writing and basic style concerns, research process, planning and 

organizing information, methods of discourse and rhetorical devices, and 

document formatting, all of which guide a student through the general 

progression and principles of technical writing. The Applications section 

predictably covers forms like correspondence, proposals, articles, and various 

types of reports. Finally, the Handbook section is a collection of usage-related 

sections focused on common grammatical errors and punctuation conventions 

(1st ed. Table of Contents). While seemingly mundane, the organization of the 

text reads like a reverse chronological history of prominent pedagogical 

approaches in technical writing: the language-based approach is a minor 

section of roughly twenty pages, while the forms-based section follows only 

after the more prominent process- and rhetoric-based foundational section.  

Also noteworthy is how the authors present process and rhetoric nearly 

alongside one another; Chapter Six covers drafting and revising right before 

Chapter Seven’s focus on modes of discourse and rhetorical methods. Though 

a seemingly new approach to teaching technical writing, Houp and Pearsall saw 

rhetorical and process pedagogy as working hand-in-hand. 
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As Souther describes the text’s reception and place amidst other 

offerings, RTI was “the first of the excellent hybrids, those books that so 

effectively combine the various approaches...with solid content and 

presentation” (9). It was perhaps this broad set of teaching approaches that led 

to RTI’s wide acceptance and eventual long (and ongoing) run—the textbook 

appealed to many different teaching styles and, likely most important of all, was 

leveraging the rhetorical approach that seems to have made Mills and Walter’s 

Technical Writing so successful. Additionally, it offered a new process approach 

that was not present is most other technical writing textbooks. 

Practically speaking, emphasizing rhetorical pedagogy and process in 

RTI affected the text’s inclusion and presentation of a number of topics, 

including the modes of discourse, audience analysis, organization, and style.  

Considering each of these components individually and alongside relevant 

pedagogical trends of the time can provide depth and granularity as to how 

rhetoric was deployed pedagogically in RTI. Furthermore, rhetoric’s role figures 

into how RTI is perceived as having contributed to—or perhaps helped repell—

technical writing’s alleged hyperpragmatic legacy.  

 

Rhetoric in Reporting Technical Information 

Like Mills and Walter, Houp and Pearsall emphasized in their textbook, 

starting with their first edition in 1968, the various modes of discourse that were 

common to producing the already widely taught forms of technical writing like 

correspondence and reports. Such a modes-of-discourse approach has been 



    

102 
 

equated to the teaching of rhetoric, much like Souther noted in discussing 

Earle’s 1911 textbook, supposedly the first technical writing textbook to teach 

rhetoric using the modes. The inclusion of the modes21 in RTI, as well as their 

pairing with process-oriented pedagogy, differentiated RTI’s approach from 

other technical writing texts and further tipped the field’s pedagogical balance 

away from product-oriented pedagogy that had long dominated textbooks. 

We can begin to understand rhetoric’s place in RTI’s first edition and 

its relation to other texts available at the time by placing the text within a three-

part textbook classification system advanced by Victoria Winkler. In her 1985 

survey of modes of organization in technical writing textbooks, Winkler states 

that including the modes of discourse—most commonly, description, narration, 

exposition, and argumentation—is one key feature that places a textbook in a 

category called structural model texts, which differs from other offerings22 

primarily in how such texts focus so heavily on the modes over style, diction, or 

process (“Modes” 196). An even more defining feature of structural model texts, 

according to Winkler, is that they also tend to emphasize types of documents, 

which was certainly true of RTI at its inception—roughly one-third of the text 

was devoted to forms. In this way, Houp and Pearsall were setting their text 

apart from other offerings that focused on style and grammar, or what Winkler 

calls general principles texts, as well as those that dealt primarily with 

                                            
21 Houp and Pearsall opt for the term “methods of discourse” instead of “modes” (1st ed. 75). 
22 Winkler identifies primary categories of texts in her survey: general principle texts, which 
focus primarily on style and diction; structural model texts, which focus on modes of discourse 
and constitute the largest category of textbooks; and alternative texts, which were focused more 
on invention or process writing (196). 
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“inventional models and the process approach to teaching writing,” which 

Winkler refers to as alternative texts (“Modes” 196). Though covered only 

briefly, Winkler identifies RTI as a structural model text, mainly for its large 

section on forms and what she calls a minimal focus on a writer’s purpose 

(“Modes” 203).   

Broadly speaking, structural model texts like RTI were, according to 

Winkler, evidence of a pedagogical shift from teaching technical writing as a 

product to teaching it as a process (“Modes” 206). Moreover, Winkler argues, 

this shift was “affecting our inventional models, our structural models, and our 

teaching style” and “forcing us to articulate and reexamine the assumptions 

underlying much of our composing theory and pedagogy” (“Modes” 213).  In 

other words, RTI’s emergence during a period of transition between the product 

and process approaches to teaching presumably shaped the authors’ decision 

to include the modes of discourse. Moreover, the hybrid nature of RTI makes 

Winkler’s classification of the text seem somewhat inaccurate. 

While helpful in understanding the other types of texts available at the 

time, Winkler’s classification of RTI ignores the important strides Houp and 

Pearsall were taking in moving away from product-oriented pedagogy and more 

towards process and rhetoric as key features of the writing classroom. Major 

aspects of RTI—most notably, the Applications section on forms—certainly fit 

within the notion of structural model texts, but the first half of the text points to a 

more process-oriented, rhetoric-based approach that would fall under Winkler’s 

alternative texts category. 
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This shift away from product-based pedagogy was seen as forward-

thinking and in line with contemporary composition pedagogy research of the 

time. Commenting in “The Role of Models in Technical and Scientific Writing” 

on pedagogical research around the time when RTI was published, Winkler 

notes how pedagogy focused on forms was holding back the teaching of 

technical writing: 

When we compare technical communication theory in the 1970s 

to composition theory during that time, we discover a curious 

disjunction: although all but one of the technical writing texts 

published before and during that period clearly reflect a product 

approach to writing…they all include sections on purpose and 

audience, which are prewriting or inventional considerations 

associated with the process-oriented approach to writing. Thus, 

insofar as the technical communication discipline has long been 

concerned with audience and purpose, we were ahead of modern 

composition theorists; however, we were prevented from leading 

the way to a process approach by our positivist epistemology, 

manifested in our preoccupation with structural models and 

“objective” style and in our assumption that the content of 

technical discourse is given. (“The Role” 111-112) 

What Winkler means by being “ahead” of composition theorists is not entirely 

clear, especially given the varying pedagogical missions between the two fields 

and the fact that not all composition theorists bought into process and/or 
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rhetorical pedagogy. Despite this slight overreach, Winkler’s remarks about 

positivist epistemology and its ties to structural models are relevant, because 

they capture the theoretical shift that RTI at least in part facilitated. Instead of 

assuming that students already knew what they needed to write about and then 

simply providing the templates for that preexisting information, the process and 

rhetorical approach Houp and Pearsall were starting to employ acknowledged 

that writers may not know their subject matter at the start and may need to 

spend time immersed in invention, or the generating of ideas and topics 

relevant to a writing scenario. Moving away from the product approach 

necessitated a pedagogy that placed more emphasis on the writing situation—

the writer’s purpose, possible audiences, and the available means of 

expressing ideas, or modes. In this sense, RTI’s first edition is undoubtedly a 

structural model text, as Winkler categorizes it; yet, in 1968, is also marked a 

significant step away from product-oriented pedagogy through its discussion of 

writing process and the modes of discourse. Importantly, the incorporation of 

new forms of pedagogy that appear to respond to writing research would 

appear suggest that RTI, at least in 1968 and in its inclusion of rhetoric, was not 

following a hyperpragmatic trajectory. 

Yet, for as forward-thinking as RTI seemed to be upon its first printing, 

even including the modes of discourse made the text seem, at least by some 

measures, somewhat antiquated. In the 1960s, many technical writing courses 

were still being taught by instructors with training in literature or composition, 

with whom the modes of discourse had already started to fall out of favor.  As 



    

106 
 

Connors writes in his 1981 essay “The Rise and Fall of the Modes of 

Discourse,” by 1950, “the modes did not completely disappear, but they were 

certainly changed, truncated, and diminished in power” (452). Fast-forwarding 

to the state of affairs when his article was published, Connors’ assessment of 

the modes’ place in composition pedagogy is even more dreary: 

Though the modes still retain a shadow of their old puissance as 

an organizing device in certain freshman anthologies of essays, 

their importance in modern pedagogy is constantly diminishing, 

and the only teachers still making real classroom use of the 

modes are those out of touch with current theory. Stripped of their 

theoretical validity and much of their practical usefulness, the 

modes cling to a shadowy half-life in the attic of composition 

legends. (453, “The Rise and Fall”) 

Instead of focusing on the modes, Connors tells us, authors started turning to 

other themes and ideas as the central work of writing classrooms, an example 

of which would be McCrimmon’s decision to focus on purpose in his 1950 first 

edition of Writing With A Purpose. While McCrimmon still included the modes in 

his text, they were given only a meager treatment (“The Rise and Fall” 452). 

And  yet, even thirty years later, as Winkler notes, RTI was still using the modes 

and not giving nearly as much attention to purpose as McCrimmon (“Modes” 

203). Houp and Pearsall’s 1980 fourth edition, briefly discussed in Winkler’s 

survey, is noted as providing “more detailed structural models for organizing 

prose components and various report types” (“Modes” 203). Furthermore, 
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Winkler notes how the text “does not include the writer’s purpose as an 

important structuring component” (“Modes” 203), an observation that illustrates 

just how long Houp and Pearsall hung onto a way of teaching writing that 

seems to have fallen out of fashion decades earlier. 

So why include the modes at all in RTI’s first couple editions if the 

concepts had already fallen out of favor? Pedagogically, the inclusion of the 

modes appears to have been aimed at improving writing effectiveness—

essentially, the modes were seen as a way of ensuring that any given piece of 

communication actually “works,” as Walter mentioned in his discussion of 

workplace survey results for his textbook. In RTI, however, employing the 

modes of discourse seems to have an added intended outcome—that of 

speeding up one’s work and making it more efficient. Indeed, while transitioning 

away from product-oriented pedagogy positions RTI further away from technical 

writing’s alleged hyperpragmatic legacy, such a focus on speed and rhetorical 

effect through modes of discourse inches the text’s pedagogical goals back into 

somewhat more murky territory. 

The key entry on the modes of discourse in the earliest edition of RTI 

occurs at the opening of the seventh chapter, in which the modes are presented 

as a means to quicker production, not necessarily one of persuasion or 

exposition. The first edition’s seventh chapter, titled “Basic Rhetorical Methods,” 

centers around “four basic methods of discourse: exposition, argument, 

description, and narration,” as well as “the lesser but quite important rhetorical 

devices such as definition, classification and division, and causal analysis” (1st 
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ed. 75). The authors write that “the form your paper takes is determined largely 

by your purpose, your audience, and your material,” though that using “certain 

rhetorical methods” can “speed your writing” (1st ed. 75). Compared to more 

recent textbooks that most commonly focus on rhetorical strategies involving 

purpose and audience, as well as a stronger focus on argument, RTI’s early 

focus on the modes of discourse shows not only how much the text’s approach, 

as well as the field’s approach, to rhetoric has evolved since the 1960s, but 

also—and perhaps most crucially—how Houp and Pearsall were ignoring 

emerging means of teaching technical writing in favor of the modes approach. 

The first edition’s discussion of persuasion and argument further reveals 

just how narrow RTI was in its presentation of rhetoric. In discussing argument, 

the authors make a clear distinction between what it means to persuade and 

what it means to argue (my emphasis): 

In argument your intention is to convince someone of the truth of a 

proposition. You may merely want to change a man’s convictions, 

or you may want to go further and call for some action on his part.  

Commonly, argument and persuasion are distinguished by the 

techniques used. Persuasion appeals to the emotions, argument 

to reason. In technical writing you appeal to reason. (1st ed. 76) 

An understanding of argument as occurring by reason alone ignores the 

emotional and ethical appeals common to the Aristotelian rhetorical tradition, 

which in turn makes Houp and Pearsall’s presentation of even the most basic 

rhetorical theory seem unnecessarily reductive. Such appropriation of the 
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rhetorical tradition, even in such a small but crucial section of the chapter on 

rhetorical methods23, and especially when done in the interest of speed, skews 

RTI’s approach closer to the hyperpragmatic tradition. Equally striking is the 

exclusion of any direct reference to rhetorical theory or theorists. None of the 

Selected Bibliography sections (Appendix F in the text) or sources focus directly 

on rhetoric, either. The included headings are: Technical Writing, Writing in 

General, Style and Usage, Letter Writing, Speech and Group Conference 

Techniques, Semantics, Logic, and Graphics (1st ed. 379-382). The term 

“rhetoric” does not appear in the index for the first edition, despite being in the 

title of the seventh chapter. For incorporating rhetoric, RTI seldom makes 

explicit use of the term, a fact that underscores how this approach to teaching 

technical writing was still very much in its infancy in 1968. 

 Aside from modes of discourse, other key rhetoric- and process-related 

entries on purpose and audience, organization, and style detail how Houp and 

Pearsall executed their hybrid approach to RTI, even if these features only 

occasionally cast the textbook as more or less hyperpragmatic. 

Chapter Four, “Preliminary Planning of the Report,” covers the basics of 

purpose and audience analysis. The authors write that a writer “must be 

                                            
23 The remainder of the argument section covers examples of major and minor propositions and 
supporting evidence.  This and the other modes sections note that each mode tends to rely on 
other modes and devices, highlighting the interconnectedness between ways of covering 
technical content.  The major section on rhetorical devices covers “exemplification, definition, 
classification and division, comparison and contrast, and causal analysis” (1st ed. 82).  Like the 
discourse modes sections, the rhetorical device discussions center around brief definitions and 
examples.  The examples are largely scientific, covering topics like lasers, gyroscopes, 
ohmmeters, anemometers, metaplasm, urban planning, and light waves from publications like 
Scientific American and Chamber’s Technical Dictionary (1st ed. 82-95). 
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ruthless” once the purpose and narrowed subject have been set for a project 

(1st ed. 46). “Allow nothing in your paper that does not fulfill your purpose,” they 

write, “and allow nothing in your paper that takes the eye of your reader from 

your specific subject” (1st ed. 46-7). The audience analysis sub-section 

instructs the reader on “how to analyze…and how to write for” four different 

audiences, those being scientific, technical, lay, and combined audiences. “In 

technical writing, more than in any other kind of writing,” write the authors, “you 

are expected to write for a specific audience” (1st ed. 47), and the chapter 

walks the reader through each audience, suggesting adjustments to technical 

content and presentation for each. 

The fifth chapter, “Organizing Information,” corresponds to the traditional 

rhetorical canon of arrangement, though, as in other chapters, no direct 

references to rhetorical theory (or theorists) are made. “Now comes the moment 

in writing that we firmly believe will make or break you,” the chapter begins (1st 

ed.  57). The authors’ suggestion at this point is not to outline, but rather “to 

brainstorm your material,” which they describe as “a process in which you 

uncritically, without thought of organization, jot down every idea about a subject 

that pops into your mind” (1st ed. 58). Thus, the organization chapter seems to 

open with what we might identify as the classical rhetorical canon of invention, 

or what Winkler refers to as a more process-oriented, “inventional” way of 

thinking. 

Following the brainstorming, the authors direct the reader to return to the 

project’s purpose and start selecting and organizing key ideas into headings 
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“that directly support your purpose” (1st ed. 60). After organizing comes 

outlining, the next major section in the chapter covers topic and sentence 

outlining, both in terms of how to do them and their usefulness (1st ed. 62-67). 

Chapter six delves into writing and revising a report, a section that 

illustrates Houp and Pearsall’s commitment to including process pedagogy in 

RTI. As with the chapters before it, the authors mix instructions with off-the-cuff, 

unusually frank thoughts on the tasks that lie ahead. “Writing a draft is a very 

personal thing” and “few people do it exactly alike,” they write, conveying a 

nearly expressivist view of composing (1st ed. 69). Absent from their account of 

drafting is the sense of composing as a generalizable, universal process, 

although they do still mention drafting as occurring after the planning “stage” 

(1st ed. 69). “All we can do is describe in general the practices of most 

professional writers,” the authors write, expressing the difficulty inherent to 

instructing someone exactly how they should create a draft (1st ed. 69). The 

relative brevity of the chapter speaks volumes about how little the authors feel 

they have to offer their readers in terms of how to draft and revise. “Take our 

general hints and apply them to your own practices,” they add, and “use the 

ones that make the job easier for you and revise or discard the rest” (1st ed. 

69). The overtly personal slant of RTI’s process section moves the text away 

from a one-size-fits-all approach that might be associated with rigid, product-

based pedagogy. 

 All in all, the hybrid pedagogical approach employed by Houp and 

Pearsall makes categorizing and/or characterizing RTI, rather unsurprisingly, a 



    

112 
 

complicated task. Their approach to rhetoric and process pedagogy, in 

particular, is not entirely hyperpragmatic, nor is it completely safe from such 

criticisms. Such nuances will be a theme in subsequent editions—indeed, and 

as will be shown from time to time in the remaining chapters, this very sense of 

nuance seems to be what is missing in casting our field under a hyperpragmatic 

shadow, even if the rhetorical end is a productive, well-intentioned one of 

generating more research and discussion. 
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“[Knowing the reader] implies even a kind of empathy with another human 
being, a close understanding that he or she (the reader) as another human 
being has strengths and weaknesses, successes and failures, moments of 

satisfaction, and moments of doubt” (“Objectives” 51). 
 

Mel F. Orth, writing in a 1981 issue of The Technical Writing Teacher 
  
 

Chapter 5 

Pedagogical Revolution, New Traditions, 

and Shifting Audiences in the Information 

Age: RTI from 1980-1995 

If the first four editions from 1968 to 1980 marked the initial formation of 

RTI’s purpose and audience, its definition of technical writing, and its overall 

pedagogical approach, the middle four editions—that is, the texts published in 

1984 (5th), 1988 (6th), 1992 (7th), and 1995 (8th)—reflect a text that was adapting 

to its surroundings by way of reader criticism, disciplinary trends established by 

both the growing scholarly and practitioner communities, pedagogical research 

technical writing and composition, and unrelenting technological advancements 

in how documents are produced. In a variety of ways, these middle years 

suggest that RTI’s adolescence was not only tumultuous and redefining, but 

also representative of larger-scale shifts in technical writing pedagogy and 

technical communication as a discipline. 
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A general impression of RTI being in flux from 1980 to 1995 starts with 

the authoring team. In addition to the swirling peripheral forces influencing what 

went into RTI, a few key personnel changes to the authoring team also 

occurred during this middle era that would lead to new approaches and content. 

Most significantly, Ken Houp retired after the fifth edition24, thus setting up the 

possibility of new authors being brought on for future editions (6th ed. vii-ix). 

Without Houp as a contributor, Pearsall worked on the 1988 sixth edition largely 

on his own, while, for the 1992 seventh edition, Ginny Redish was brought in as 

a contributor for a section on document design. New faces on the authoring 

team meant new ideas being injected into RTI, and therefore new directions for 

technical writing classrooms that warrant further exploration.  

Finally, by 1995, RTI had a new primary author to help Pearsall continue 

to revise and publish the book. The eighth edition’s Preface opens by 

welcoming Elizabeth Tebeaux, who, at the time, was a Professor of English at 

Texas A&M and President of the Association of Teachers of Technical Writing. 

Aside from noting her active “teaching, scholarship, and administration in 

technical communication,” Pearsall insists that Tebeaux “agrees thoroughly with 

the long-standing objectives of Reporting Technical Information,” therefore 

making her, at least in the eyes of Pearsall, a suitable fit for the authoring team 

(8th ed. ix). Completing the eighth edition authoring team, Pearsall also notes 

that Ginny Redish returned as a contributing author for the eighth edition (8th 

                                            
24 Briefly after the publishing of the sixth edition in 1988, Ken Houp passed away, which 
Pearsall reports in the text’s Preface. Of Houp’s obviously unfortunate passing, Pearsall 
ceremonially notes the conservation of the “we” pronoun throughout future editions. (6th ed. ix). 
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ed. ix).  These authoring changes marked the end of the relative stability RTI 

enjoyed on its authoring team for the first seven editions, as well as signaled 

new influences on the text’s purpose, audience, content, and overall 

pedagogical approach. 

The transitional nature of the middle four editions invites basic curiosity 

about the effects the authoring shuffle had on RTI’s content and pedagogical 

alignment. Equally so, the disciplinary setting in the 80’s and early 90’s—that is, 

a setting of, by some accounts, pedagogical revolution in the teaching of 

writing, as well as technological revolution in how documents are created—

presents a compelling, high-contrast backdrop against which to consider both 

stasis and change in the textbook, as well as in technical writing pedagogy writ 

large.  

Acknowledging the importance of authoring changes, significant 

pedagogical shifts amongst teachers of writing, and growing technological 

forces during RTI’s middle years, three primary analytical tasks guide this 

chapter. The first task will be to sketch out and situate RTI within growing 

discussions of technical writing as a humanistic endeavor, a topic that was 

finally beginning to receive increased treatment in literature during the early 

1980’s. Second, attention will be given to where RTI’s middle editions were 

intersecting with what was being tabbed a pedagogical revolution during the 

1980s. These intersections, which included rhetoric, process pedagogy, 

workplace research, and empirical research, weigh significantly in the 

discussion of RTI’s overall pedagogical evolution. Finally, RTI’s various 
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responses—and lack thereof—to the growing pressures of information age 

technology like word processing will be explored within disciplinary discussions 

of how such technologies ought to be employed and/or taught in the technical 

writing classroom. 

Much like the analysis of RTI’s first four editions, my larger synthetic goal 

will be to become well acquainted with the technical writing knowledge and 

pedagogy on display in RTI, as well as attempt to describe the broader 

disciplinary power relations that brokered such knowledge. 

 
Growing Humanistic Tensions: Technical Writing Pedagogy in the 1980s 

While the previous chapter sketched out a few moments that brought into 

relief RTI’s pedagogical leanings relative to Blake Scott et al.’s notion of 

hyperpragmatism, it is worth noting that the earliest editions of RTI were 

published largely before discussions about the humanistic value of technical 

writing got much attention in the discipline’s scholarship. The lack of formal 

discourse on the topic makes it difficult to know if and to what degree Houp and 

Pearsall were even exposed to the debate, and therefore difficult to imagine 

such a debate even figuring into the writing of RTI. 

The possibility of the authors being exposed to such a debate changed, 

of course, with Carolyn R. Miller’s 1979 article in College English, titled “A 

Humanistic Rationale for Technical Writing,” which attempted to elevate the 

study of technical writing to what were considered more redeeming, respectful 
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levels enjoyed by other disciplines in the humanities, many of which were even 

feeding technical writing instructors into classrooms across the nation. Miller’s 

piece set the stage for what would be a decade of enlivened debate about what 

technical writing is, how it should be taught, and whether or not it had 

humanistic value. Moreover, the emergence of the humanistic rationale as an 

ongoing disciplinary discussion makes more interesting the question of if and 

how RTI’s authors responded to it in their composing of the textbook. 

In the literature, Miller’s humanistic rationale appears to have resonated 

with technical communication scholars and gained considerable traction, and 

the seemingly receptive disciplinary response to Miller’s humanistic rationale 

would have made such an argument difficult for Houp and Pearsall—much less 

any other textbooks authors or technical writing teachers—to ignore. Two 

accounts  from scholarship, in particular—one from Debra Journet and the other 

from Mel F. Orth—shed light on how the humanistic rationale was permeating 

both the training of technical writing instructors at the graduate level and the 

planning of undergraduate technical writing service courses. 

At the graduate level, evidence of the humanistic rationale’s growing 

profile in disciplinary discourse is especially visible in Debra Journet’s 

“Preparing Teachers of Technical Writing,” published in a 1983 issue of The 

Technical Writing Teacher, in which Journet details a model graduate course for 

students looking to teach technical writing and advocates that instructors 

leverage their humanities backgrounds to enrich their classrooms. Journet’s 
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coverage of her course illustrates the challenges faced in the discipline with 

preparing new instructors, especially because so many graduate students came 

from a variety of fields within the humanities. Additionally, Journet’s description 

of instructors-in-training with diverse humanities-oriented backgrounds suggests 

why a humanistic rationale might have appeared so attractive to new and old 

instructors alike—in other words, teaching with humanistic goals in mind readily 

fit the spheres of knowledge many instructors were bringing to the classroom. 

Importantly, Journet’s model class adds detail to Miller’s account of what 

a humanistic rationale might look like in the classroom, even if only for the 

training of technical writing teachers and not undergrads. The approach detailed 

for Journet’s class is decidedly heavy on theory and rather light on the teaching 

of skills, drawing primarily from “literary theory, rhetorical theory, and the 

philosophy of science” (1). The goals she had for the course were as follows: 

Most of the participants of the course entered with the belief, 

commonly held by those outside the field, that in teaching 

technical writing they would be teaching a set of “skills” or 

“techniques” their students would passively apply or imitate. What 

I wanted to demonstrate, instead, was the intellectual challenge—

that range and variety—of work in technical and scientific writing. I 

hoped to show students that their training in humanistic fields—

such as rhetoric, literature, and philosophy—was a valuable and 

necessary part of their role as teachers of technical writing. (2) 
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The humanistic element present in Journet’s suggested instruction is significant 

in how it attempts to balance out more intangible, humanistic intellectual 

challenges with the already-in-place protocols of teaching skills and techniques. 

In doing so, Journet is asking instructors to use their humanities training to 

make students more active and adaptable in their learning as opposed to 

passive and willing to simply reproduce whatever is presented to them. Skills 

and techniques are not entirely downplayed, though Journet seems to advocate 

that instructors maintain a productive tension between practical and humanistic 

ends. 

 Along with Miller, Journet’s concerns highlight humanism as a significant 

pedagogical undercurrent in the early 1980’s that was reshaping the views and 

goals of at least one significant audience, instructors of technical writing, that 

would be using Houp and Pearsall’s book. Textbooks like RTI have always 

figured into the training of technical writing instructors, whether purposefully in 

graduate classroom’s like Journet’s, or haphazardly when new instructors were 

(and still are) thrown into classrooms with little or no training in the subject. 

More carefully gauging what this undercurrent meant for RTI, however, requires 

looking at how the humanistic rationale was translating into classroom teaching 

of undergraduates, Houp and Pearsall’s intended audience. 

A 1981 piece, “Objectives in Technical Writing,” by Mel F. Orth not only 

provides a sense of growing tensions between humanistic and more traditional, 

utilitarian teaching goals, but also presents a clearer sense of what more 

humanistic teaching would look like. Published as the lead author in The 
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Technical Writing Teacher, the journal of the Association of Teachers of 

Technical Writing (ATTW), Orth notes that, while he and other colleagues had 

seen great successes in their teaching, much room for improvement remained, 

particularly in how instructors emphasized humanistic objectives in their 

pedagogy. Orth captures these sentiments in the following excerpt: 

Emerging from all our [student] feedback is something much more 

subtle and significant—enough implicit and explicit evidence for us 

to insist that, though we might have perfectly valid pragmatical 

objectives in our technical writing courses, our objectives should 

and do go far beyond mere utility—a contention too many of our 

textbooks and disquisitions fail to make (yes, even subconsciously 

deny), and our colleagues teaching literature fail to believe. We 

are teachers of “service” courses, according to many of our 

colleagues, which evidently mean to them courses that aim below 

the higher values of human endeavor and justification. I could 

point out that all our courses are service courses in a sense. But 

what I really want to assert is that our objectives are not only (but 

too often viewed narrowly) utilitarian; they are also humanistic (or 

humanizing, if you prefer). (51) 

Orth largely echoes the sentiments expressed by Miller just two years earlier, 

arguing for an expansion of how technical writing classroom goals are 

constructed and carried out. Furthermore, these sentiments are evidence that 
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Miller’s message about technical writing’s humanistic value was beginning to 

reshape how instructors approached their own teaching. 

With Orth, we start to see technical writing scholars providing a more 

detailed vision of humanistic teaching practices. Whereas Miller provided a 

basic argument for technical writing as humanistic, Orth elaborates on what 

practices such humanism implies in the classroom, information that provides a 

means of assessing whether or not RTI was following what was, at least at the 

time, considered to be humanistic pedagogical practice.  

Among the most significant intersections between RTI and Orth’s 

account of humanistic pedagogy is the centrality of audience analysis. “One of 

the cogent and important supports for humanistic objectives and outcomes in 

our teaching derives from a simple analysis of the implications of knowing the 

reader,” writes Orth, wielding a phrase—“know the reader”—that had become 

commonplace in RTI (51). As Orth continues: 

[Knowing the reader] implies even a kind of empathy with another 

human being, a close understanding that he or she (the reader) as 

another human being has strengths and weaknesses, successes 

and failures, moments of satisfaction, and moments of doubt. And 

maybe less profound, aspirations to become informed and 

knowledgeable, to discover the truth... (51) 
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Feeling empathy for ones readers can impart, Orth contends, “humanness and 

understanding” upon technical writing students25. 

If, as Orth writes, teaching students to know their readers constitutes, 

even if not single-handedly, a humanistic approach to technical writing, then 

RTI could very well be considered at least partially humanistic in its teaching as 

opposed to hyperpragmatic. In the 1984 fifth edition, for example, Houp and 

Pearsall may fall short of directly mentioning empathy, though they indeed say 

that a writer should “know your reader,” a principle they say is, along with two 

other objectives26, the “guiding philosophy” of the book (5th ed. ix). The 

intersection of Orth with RTI creates the impression that RTI was at least flirting 

with humanistic pedagogy in the 1980s. And surprisingly, the stated source for 

RTI’s three primary objectives was not an article on humanism, or even one 

from a technical communication journal. Rather, the objectives were lifted from 

Philip W. Swain’s “Giving Power to Words,” published in the American Journal 

of Physics in 1945. As such, RTI’s guiding, apparently humanistic philosophy 

was sourced from a journal in the sciences—an unexpected pairing, by all 

accounts. 

                                            
25 Orth goes as far as to say that more instructors ought to trumpet the humanistic side of 
technical writing, shopping it as a distinct advantage of such education. “I might add,” Orth 
writes, “if it is not already apparent, that I do feel we, as teachers of technical writing, weaken 
our justification of technical writing as a most significant discipline by not overtly parading 
humanistic objectives and outcomes as part of it” (53).  
26 “Know your objective” and “Be simple, direct, and concise” are the other two objectives, which 
Houp and Pearsall came across while they were researching the fifth edition. The source for 
these objectives was a 1945 article by Philip W. Swain in the American Journal of Physics (5th 
ed. ix). 
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In addition to empathy, a second humanistic objective described by Orth 

that warrants exploration is “the development of an appreciation of esthetic 

values as the students create and finally complete the document in question” 

(52). Orth explains this objective further in contrast to utilitarian objectives, 

noting that students should move towards being “conscious of the esthetic as 

well as the practical, of the beautiful as well as the useful,” because then the 

students “will at least have moved further toward refinement of a train 

distinguishingly human” (52). Again, we see Orth arguing that the teaching of 

technical writing move beyond practicalities so often demanded of service 

courses and into territory often reserved for literary or more artistic endeavors. 

Orth assigns value to appreciating the beauty of language and contends such 

goals belong in the classroom. In this case, however—and unlike the example 

of knowing one’s reader—none of the middle four editions of RTI make a direct 

call for the aesthetic appreciation described by Orth, thereby somewhat 

weakening, by Orth’s definition, a claim that RTI adheres to a humanistic 

rationale. Indeed, RTI’s focus on language that is “simple, direct, and concise” 

seemingly does little to encourage students to appreciate aesthetic qualities of 

language (5th ed. ix). 

Interestingly, however, Orth insists that the economical language so 

common to RTI and technical writing classes in general is not at odds with 

humanistic pedagogical objectives. To the contrary, Orth points out how 

“ultimate goals of honesty and truthfulness in communication,” which can be 

achieved through “a direct, unadorned style,” is evidence of a writer’s 
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“humanistic interests” (52). Furthermore, Orth explains, “the language of 

technical writing appeals to and satisfies an innate propensity of human beings 

to desire considered order, certainty, definiteness, unequivocality, and security” 

(52). Thus, short of encouraging aesthetic appreciation of language, we find RTI 

once again adhering to humanistic objectives, doing so in its insistence that 

students be “simple, direct, and concise” in their writing (5th ed. ix).  

A final element Orth discusses in connection with a humanistic pedagogy 

is the discipline’s ties to industry. In all his insistence that humanistic objectives 

be evident in the teaching of technical writing, Orth does not resist, deny, or 

even attenuate the discipline’s important connections to industry, writing that 

“We need more to stress our unity with other disciplines, to better demonstrate 

the integrality of our courses with human values, to admit, yes, that we serve 

business, science, and industry, but to advertise that we serve humanity, too” 

(53). Stronger collaboration with areas of study more commonly viewed as 

humanistic would help balance out, Orth contends, the undeniable, important 

industrial, government, and otherwise professional ties that technical writing 

teachers must accept and cultivate. Such professional ties are readily apparent 

in RTI in the many private and government employees acknowledged in the 

Preface of every edition. What is less clear, however, is just how much Houp 

and Pearsall were relying on other fields in the humanities to produce and 

revise the text. Eventual reliance on experts in cognitive psychology and 

linguistics to improve sections on readability and document design show a 

willingness of the authors to turn to outside sources to add new, engaging 
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information to RTI, though the disciplinary diversity of this outreach does not 

necessarily make the text’s pedagogical approach more or less humanistic, or 

even more or less hyperpragmatic. 

Ultimately, within the middle editions, and considering the definitions 

provided by Journet and Orth, RTI is neither entirely within nor entirely outside 

of  a humanistic rationale; rather, RTI was both practical and humanistic in its 

guiding philosophy of knowing one’s objective, knowing one’s reader, and being 

simple, direct, and concise. 

As much as Journet and Orth allow a basic assessment of RTI’s overall 

teaching philosophy, these accounts tell only part of the larger pedagogical 

story surrounding the four editions published from 1980-1995. Furthermore, 

revisions to RTI’s rhetorical instruction and assumed audience invite further 

discussion about hyperpragmatic and humanistic tensions. 

 

Ushering in New Traditions: RTI in the Midst of a Pedagogical Revolution 

Whether or not the authors knew it at the time, RTI’s fifth edition, 

published in 1984, began circulating amidst what proved to be a momentous 

year in what was already becoming a groundbreaking decade in the teaching of 

technical writing, leading not only to a discipline-wide rethinking in the definition 

of technical writing, but also to an expansion of rhetoric’s place in the 

classroom, the continuing rise of process pedagogy, a growing influence of the 

workplace in the classroom by way of workplace-related research, as well as 

new directions in and influences from empirical research of writing. Various 
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revisions throughout editions five through eight of RTI illustrate just how 

seriously the authors were taking the pedagogical revolution going on around 

them, and, overall, we see the authors increasingly rely on and cite scholarly 

research in the textbook, both from technical communication and related fields, 

as a way of introducing and legitimizing new technical writing knowledge  

The colossal shifts in pedagogy occurring during the 1980s, of which 

there were many, were largely the result of research in a number of areas both 

within and tangential to technical communication, fueled in part my calls within 

the field to overhaul teaching traditions. 

One such call appeared in a Mary Rosner’s 1983 article “Style and 

Audience in Technical Writing: Advice from Early Texts,” in which Rosner 

claims that at-the-time contemporary approaches to style and audience in 

technical writing textbooks had changed very little when compared to earlier 

texts. Rosner’s study extended from a few basic pedagogical questions: “How 

did early texts define the purposes of technical writing? What did they teach 

about style? Did they connect style and audience? Do differences exist 

between their treatments and more contemporary treatments of the two 

subjects” (38)? To answer these questions, Rosner sampled style and audience 

sections and definitions of technical writing from seventeen texts published 

between 1911 and 1938 and compared them to three modern texts—Technical 

Writing: Principles and Forms (1978), The Technician as Writer (1980), and RTI 

(1980). In her findings, Rosner laments the apparent demise of humanistic 
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goals in the classroom. “Courses based on these [earlier] books could make an 

engineer not only a writer, but a literate and cultured writer—aims we do not 

attempt today” (40). In her estimation, technical writing pedagogy was not 

serving students as well as it could be, at least partly because of a lack of 

humanistic teaching goals. 

Ultimately, as a result of her textbook comparison, Rosner makes a 

number of research and pedagogy recommendations. First, Rosner insists 

technical writing pedagogy treat invention more thoroughly and, in many cases, 

include it all. “We still ignore invention in our technical writing books,” writers 

Rosner, “invoking it only in our treatment of research tools, implying that the 

technical writer knows exactly what she is going to produce on paper before 

she lifts a pencil” (43). Invoking the composition work of Flower and Hayes, as 

well as the research of Ann Berthoff, Rosner insists that including invention-

based instruction will help technical writers deal with the “chaos” of the writing 

process (43). Secondly, Rosner calls for more work with audiences. “We still 

have a very mechanical approach to audience analysis,” notes Rosner, 

“oversimplifying the writer’s activities in defining the audience” (43). Here, 

Rosner relies on the work of Walter Ong to make her point, suggesting that 

students be trained not only to better fictionalize their audiences, but also then 

consider the problems created by such fiction (43). Finally, drawing upon 

Carolyn Miller’s “humanistic rationale” work, Rosner encourages instructors to 

help students better adapt their writing style to specific discourse communities, 

noting how “our books assume only one appropriate writing style” (43).  
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“Perhaps the old order should change,” writes Rosner (44). In making these 

recommendations, Rosner makes a direct call for new pedagogical traditions, 

and, in doing so, signals the coming shift to new traditions in the 1980s. 

Offering a detailed sense of the scope and scale of this shift is a 1984 

special issue of Technical Communication focused on education in the 

discipline and guest-edited by Paul V. Anderson. Apparent in this issue is the 

growing, changing relationship between practitioners and scholars, as well as 

how that relationship would affect technical communication pedagogy by 

creating new trends. Detailing these trends in the issue was Jone Rymer 

Goldstein, whose piece, “Trends in Teaching Technical Writing,” tells of how 

“studies in modern rhetoric, composition pedagogy, and empirical research” 

were weighing heavily on technical communication classrooms in the 1980s 

(25). Goldstein introduces the trends rather boldly, stating that “the teaching of 

technical writing is on the verge of a revolution” (25). The picture painted by 

Goldstein is one of rapid pedagogical change fueled by research in the 

aforementioned areas. Indeed, the shift occurring at this time appears to be, as 

Goldstein describes it, rather sweeping, leading to a new foundation of 

traditions: 

Much of the wisdom about formats, arrangement, and style that 

has been the staple of technical writing classes for several 

decades is rapidly being abandoned, as are the assumptions 

upon which that wisdom rests. In its place a quite different 
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perspective is developing out of new beliefs about what technical 

writing is and how it is created and used. (25) 

Goldstein gives use a sense that the discipline and its teaching are forever 

changing, and it stands to reason that such dramatic—or revolutionary, as  

Goldstein says—shifts in pedagogy would be present in at least some of the 

textbooks published during the 1980s, including possibly RTI. 

 Across the three areas noted by Goldstein as being so influential—that 

is, modern rhetoric, composition pedagogy, and empirical research—a number 

of shifts—specifically, a more rhetorical view of technical writing, the continuing 

emergence or process pedagogy, and an increased focus on importing 

workplace practices and culture into the classroom—stand out as being readily 

evident and/or at least related to RTI’s editions published in the 1980s. 

Moreover, these shifts constitute important contextual reference points for 

considering RTI’s revisions, mainly for how they are representative of central 

issues in pedagogical discourse in the discipline during RTI’s middle years, and 

for how such shifts enable continued evaluation of RTI’s pedagogical leanings 

and underlying influences. 

 

A Rhetorical View of Technical Writing 

 The first major pedagogical shift in the 1980s, Goldstein explains, was 

occurring in how the act of technical writing was viewed and defined. 

Specifically, instructors were beginning to move away from the traditional, 

“windowpane” notion of technical writing. Goldstein describes the traditional 
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approach in more detail, drawing from Britton’s 1965 piece “What is Technical 

Writing?” as a representative articulation of the traditional view:  

According to the view that informed classical rhetoric and, in turn, 

the traditional approach to teaching technical writing, language 

could serve as a window or direct conduit to an objective reality 

about which there would be perfect agreement by all who 

apprehended it rightly. Since classical rhetoricians studied the 

means of persuasion, they excluded technical writing from their 

domain because the subject of technical discourse was this 

supposed “objective,” uncontroversial reality. Teachers of 

technical writing agreed: the goal of technical communication was 

to transmit “the facts” as clearly, objectively, and unobtrusively as 

possible. (25) 

Modern rhetoricians, Goldstein explains, were challenging these traditional 

views about rhetoric and technical writing, essentially claiming that all 

language—even technical writing—was rhetorical, and that “writers and readers 

together create meaning and knowledge through language” (25). Pedagogically, 

Goldstein continues, a more rhetorical view of language would reshape how 

technical communication was being taught: 

The consequence for teaching is that technical communication 

has been elevated from a lowly skill, a handmaiden technology, to 

a vehicle for creating substance, as well as form. It has become 

the means of mediating between technology and all the 
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individuals, groups, organizations, and sectors of society that 

must deal with it. (Goldstein 25) 

The “elevation” of technical communication by modern rhetoricians described 

by Goldstein is significant in how it transformed technical writing into an act that 

extends beyond mere skills and techniques, the very elements proponents of 

humanistic pedagogy were arguing had come to dominate classrooms. 

Technical writing’s role in society, Goldstein claims, was substantial and 

demanding of deeper, more artful consideration. For many, rhetoric afforded the 

missing pieces to elevate technical writing pedagogy to this new level of 

importance. 

The emerging view described by Goldstein that all communication is 

rhetorical is, in fact, readily evident in the 1984 edition of RTI, despite Goldstein 

doubting that recent pedagogical trends would so quickly find their way into 

textbooks. Specifically, the fifth edition’s “Technical Exposition” chapter takes a 

slightly more qualified approach to persuasion than was present in previous 

editions. Instead of all purposeful communication being persuasive, as had 

been the previous argument, the opening paragraphs now state that “all writing, 

all purposeful communication, has a persuasive element” (5th ed 99, emphasis 

added). With this revision to the fifth edition, persuasion was being presented 

as a more readily assumed, universal part of technical writing, much like 

Goldstein describes it in detailing the ongoing pedagogical revolution. 

Moreover, when considered alongside the emerging rhetorical view of technical 
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writing, this revision suggests that RTI was, in a way, undercutting a skills and 

techniques approach and endorsing the new rhetorical view. 

While seemingly small, such a revision is one of many significant ways in 

which RTI was responding to research in the 1980s. 

 

Process Pedagogy, Rhetoric, and Ethics 

In addition to the emerging rhetorical view of technical writing in the 

discipline, Goldstein clarifies how composition pedagogy’s own ongoing 

revolution was having an effect on the teaching of technical communication. 

Generally speaking, compositionists were shifting away from a product 

approach to teaching writing and more towards a process approach, a new take 

on teaching writing in which “instruction revolves around the procedures 

students follow in completing their writing tasks rather than how their finished 

products look—or ought to look—when completed” (Goldstein 25). To be sure, 

process instruction was not entirely foreign to RTI—as was noted in the 

previous chapter, RTI’s hybrid pedagogical approach included a number of 

prevalent ways of teaching writing, including product-, language-, and process-

based approaches. What changes in the middle editions, however, is the depth 

to which process pedagogy is infused into the text, which ends up illustrating 

RTI’s increasing reliance on composition and technical writing scholarship to 

inform its pedagogy.  
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Process-related insights led to a number of new practices in technical 

writing classrooms. As summarized by Goldstein, instructors adopting these 

new viewpoints were likely to do the following: 

• Intervene in students’ writing processes 

• Help students understand their own and others’ writing processes 

• Introduce models of the writing process 

• Teach students how to discover what to say 

• Assist students in developing their own professional voices 

• Alert students to environmental considerations 

• Integrate the reader into the writing process (26) 

Evident in these goals are additional rhetorical components, which Goldstein 

also highlights. Specifically, themes of discovery and professional voice point to 

the rhetorical concepts of invention and ethos, which were previously not part of 

the traditional approach to technical writing, as Goldstein describes it. These 

new trends and practices constituted a “new tradition,” which Goldstein insists 

was “is not a replacement of product with process, or of style with substance, or 

of text with writers and readers. It is a larger and more complete view of 

technical writing that embraces produce and process, style and substance, 

texts and writers and readers” (31). Notably, at the time of publishing the article, 

Goldstein also mentions that these practices were “only beginning to influence 

textbooks,” therefore suggesting a small likelihood that process pedagogy 

would have appeared in the 1984 edition of RTI (26). 
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A closer look at RTI’s middle editions, however, shows that the authors 

had already started to respond to the process movement. Despite already being 

a pedagogically hybrid textbook, RTI’s increasing advocacy for process 

pedagogy suggests the authors were adopting the emerging, more “complete” 

view of technical writing described by Goldstein. 

RTI’s broader adoption of process pedagogy starts as early as the 1984 

fifth edition. For example, in the eighth chapter, “Organizing Your Report”—

renamed from “Organizing Information”—the authors add a new section on “The 

Organizational Process,” a minor, albeit process-oriented addition that sets up 

the rest of the chapter’s content27 (5th ed. 148-150). Much more substantial 

process-related additions appear in the 1988 sixth edition, which introduces a 

relatively major overhaul to coverage of purpose, audience analysis, 

arrangement / organization, modes of discourse, and revising. Though much of 

the same content from the fifth edition remains, the manner in which it is 

organized is telling in terms of the pedagogical approach the authors are 

taking. Moreover, and as is described below, many of the changes to the text 

                                            
27 Also significant in the fifth edition is the acknowledgment of the sources Houp and Pearsall 
relied upon in writing and compiling the textbook.  Given that their earlier editions gesture 
toward the numerous resources that were so critical not only to their teaching of technical 
writing but also to their writing of RTI, it’s a bit surprising that it took five editions for them to 
have an Appendix dedicated to giving proper credit. Prior to the fifth edition, the exclusion of 
these sources leaves one to think of knowledge in the field as tacit and almost common sense-
like. The inclusion of the sources, however, appears to signal a shift in the authors’ thinking 
about their work.  The 1980s saw a flood of technical writing textbooks into the marketplace, 
which undoubtedly made the textbooks landscape more competitive. While RTI’s five editions 
were testament to its growing presence in technical classrooms, including a list of references in 
the fifth edition could be interpreted as an attempt to further solidify the text’s position by 
textually documenting the vast resources it had relied upon over its 16-year run. Moreover, 
citing other sources would likely encourage other textbook authors to cite RTI, an act that, many 
times replicated, would further establish the book’s presence in classrooms and on teacher 
bookshelves.   
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suggest increasing influence28 from scholarship in technical communication and 

composition studies. 

First among the newly titled chapters in the sixth edition, and serving as 

evidence of increased presence of process pedagogy, is Chapter 2, labeled 

“Composing,” which opens by prompting the reader to respond to a series of 

four statements that characterize skilled writers (6th ed. 15). The statements, 

adapted from Barbara Fassler Walvoord and Hoke L. Smith’s “Coaching the 

Process of Writing” from a 1982 collection called Teaching Writing in All 

Disciplines, are presented as personal assessment checklist, asking the reader 

to respond internally with a true or false answer (6th ed. 575): 

 In my planning and writing (that is, composing), I think about 

audience and purpose, as well as my topic. 

 I care about my writing. I want it to be considered competent. 

                                            
28 Among the most significant of the revisions made over editions six through nine are those 
made in response to criticisms of the text from the academic community. The Preface to the 
1988, sixth edition to RTI begins by acknowledging the book’s longevity and, more important in 
terms of the text’s revision, the published criticism that comes with such success. Of recent 
criticism, Houp and Pearsall mention two specific occurrences that led to significant revisions to 
RTI.  The first, a review by Professor Jack Jobst—then at Michigan Technological University—in 
a 1985 issue of Technical Communication, calls for greater presence of invention, a classical 
rhetorical concept of generating ideas for speaking and/or writing (Jobst cited in 6th ed. v). 
Houp and Pearsall’s response was to add a new chapter on “Composing” that better highlights 
“the entire composing process from prewriting through editing” (6th ed. v). The second cited 
criticism comes from a 1985 article in The Technical Writing Teacher in which Ben F. Barton 
and Marthalee S. Barton suggest that the graphics chapter be reorganized according to function 
rather than the current, genre-based approach.  According to Barton and Barton, the genre 
approach “obscured the principles underlying the use of visuals” (Barton and Barton cited in 6th 
ed. v-vi). Beyond graphics, the criticism brought Houp and Pearsall to greatly revise and 
rearrange sections on “Informing,” “Defining and Describing,” and “Arguing” (6th ed. vi). Thus, 
we can see the academic community’s influence in the inclusion of more content on rhetoric, 
genre, and the visual display of information.  Overall, Houp and Pearsall cite great influence 
from the academic community in preparing the sixth edition, noting that essays from Jack Selzer 
and Victoria Mikelonis as also having been particularly influential (6th ed. vi). 
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 I can concentrate on one aspect of my writing at a time. For 

example, I can rough out my content without worrying overmuch 

about style and mechanics. 

 I have a process for composing that I trust. Most of the time, my 

composing process produces the intended piece of writing. (6th 

ed. 15) 

Here, the authors are assuming the reader has a personal composing process, 

or at least assuming that they ought to have one; having such a process is a 

condition for success as a writer, and therefore a significant aspect of the 

book’s pedagogy. Thus, this inclusion is notable for two reasons—first, it marks 

an increased underlying interest in and emphasis on writing as a process, and 

second, it shows a willingness of the authors to rely upon scholarship in the 

discipline to revise the text. 

 A few pages further into the chapter, the reader starts to get an idea 

about what the composing process is. “The composing process,” write the 

authors, “is similar to all high-level reasoning processes in that we do not 

understand in completely” (6th ed. 16). Despite this apparent, admitted 

uncertainty, the authors then sketch out the process in a bit more detail, stating 

that it involves prewriting, writing and revising, as well as that “the process if 

often not linear” (6th ed. 17). The prewriting stage is a time to focus on purpose, 

audience, and a topic: 
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For most skilled and experience writers, the composing process 

breaks up roughly into three parts. The first part is often called 

prewriting. It’s that time when you’re trying to bring a thought from 

nowhere to somewhere. It’s a time when you think about such 

things as your audience, your topic, and your purpose. In 

prewriting, you “invent” or “discover” the material you need to 

satisfy your purpose and your audience. That discovery process 

may go on completely within the trillion cells of your brain or, as is 

often the case in technical writing, in libraries, laboratories, and 

workplaces as well. (6th ed. 16) 

In this and the rest of the process description, the authors continue to align RTI 

with the new traditions, primarily in how they are attempting to make students 

more cognizant of their own writing processes. 

The alignment with new traditions continues with the chapter’s emphasis 

on discovery and otherwise more detailed coverage of the rhetorical canon. In 

doing so, the chapter shows added reliance not only on composition process 

scholarship, but also on classical era rhetorical theory. “Since classical times 

we have understood some things about the composing process,” they write. 

 “Aristotle, for example, recognized the wisdom of taking one’s audience into 

account,” they continue (6th ed. 16). “What we tell you in this chapter,” they 

finally state more directly, “is based upon both those classical concepts that 

have stood the test of time and modern research” (6th ed. 16). The next 

sections on “Discovery” and “Arrangement” borrow heavily from previous 
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editions’ chapters on organization; though, while the arrangement section is 

nearly unchanged from previous editions’ discussion of organization, inclusion 

of the term “discovery” amounts to something entirely new, even if the built-in 

reliance on brainstorming is recycled. Discovery is defined in the following 

excerpt: 

Discovery is the teasing out of your mind the information you will 

use and modify to meet the needs of your topic, purpose, 

audience, and persona. Discovery makes connections. It is the 

putting together of two pieces of information to create a third piece 

that did not exist before the connection. A mind that is well 

stocked with information in the subject matter to be discovered is 

probably a mind that will be successful at discovery.  (6th ed. 22) 

The authors urge readers to “use familiar arrangement patterns as aids in 

discovering your material” (6th ed. 24), a suggestion they credit to Victoria M. 

Winkler, whose article, “The Role of Models in Technical and Scientific Writing” 

in New Essays in Technical and Scientific Communication: Research, Theory, 

Practice, was a resource in covering brainstorming techniques (6th ed. 575), yet 

again showing the authors’ increased reliance on scholarship for their revisions. 

As a final example of a greater emphasis on rhetoric, the sixth edition’s 

chapter on “Arguing” features greater emphasis to induction and deduction as a 

way of enhancing the text’s coverage of logic and reasoning in crafting 

arguments. An entirely new section on “Toulmin Logic” relies upon the work of 

Steven Toulmin to introduce the role of claims, reasons, grounds, warrants, 
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backing, rebuttals, and qualifiers in discovering, drafting, and revising writing 

(6th ed. 124-127). While not necessarily from the classical tradition, the addition 

of Toulmin’s system adds depth to what would otherwise be the logical 

component (logos) of the classical means of persuasion that the authors were 

calling upon. 

A trend of expanded coverage of rhetoric continues into the 1992 

seventh edition, which, while maintaining a “Composing” chapter, expands the 

writing process from three to five parts. New to the process is situational 

analysis, which involves crafting a topic and purpose, as well as investigating 

audience and persona. Situational analysis is followed by discovery, 

arrangement, drafting and revising, and finally editing, which were simply 

broken up into more steps to allow for more in-depth description in the chapter 

(7th ed. 14-15). Much of the content from the previous edition appears here and 

is relatively unchanged. Notably absent from the chapter, however, is an 

extended discussion of outlining, which is now found in the Handbook section at 

the back of the book (7th ed. 609-611).  

Overall, this coverage of discovery and other rhetorical aspects 

constitutes an attempt by the authors to intervene in the students’ writing 

processes, a feature readily alignable with emerging “new traditions” in the 

discipline described by Goldstein. Through these revisions, we see RTI’s 

authors readily adapting to the academic landscape as opposed to actively 

insulating the book from it. Indeed, the sixth edition’s Chapter Notes reveal an 

unprecedented reliance on scholarship in developing the textbook’s new focus 
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on the composing process. Cited are figures like Lee Odell, Dixie Goswami, 

Ann Duin, Lillian Bridwell, and Lester Faigley from publications like College 

English, Technical Communication, IRE Transactions on Engineering and 

Speech, and a host of edited collections (6th ed. 575). Moreover, the majority of 

the information was published within six years of the 1988 sixth edition, making 

the scholarship fairly recent and RTI rather up-to-date, it would seem. 

In addition to increased attention being paid to process, invention, and 

arrangement, ethics issues and an interest in professional voice were also 

garnering more attention in early ‘80s scholarship, which ultimately led to a 

concerted effort to include ethics in RTI. In line with Goldstein’s account of the 

pedagogical revolution in the 80s, we see RTI adopting, through its coverage of 

ethics, new traditions emerging from technical writing scholarship. 

Representative of the discipline’s increased attention to ethics is a 1983 

article titled “Ethos in Technical Discourse” in which Dorothy Margaret Guinn 

argues that, “since ethos is a potent means of persuasion, technical writing 

teachers need to emphasize how to achieve a positive ethos that will cause 

readers to accept ideas, not reject them” (31). Despite writers’ best efforts to 

scrub their own personalities from their writing, Guinn notes, personality, which 

she equates to ethos, “nonetheless emerges, particularly in stylistic choices” 

(31). Guinn further develops the link she sees between ethos and writing: 

A writer’s ethos emerges through his or her lexical and syntactic 

choices: a disposition to write one way, to refrain from writing 



    

141 
 

another way, to be dramatic or prosaic, to include certain 

information and exclude other information, to organize content in 

one order rather than some other order, and so forth. (31-32) 

Guinn’s attention to ethos is significant, for, according to her, it marks a 

departure from previous thinking about the term, at least with respect to 

technical writing. “We do not ordinarily think of ethos in connection with 

technical writing,” explains Guinn (31). Writing to other technical writing 

instructors, Guinn’s work shows how, in the early 1980s, instructors were 

incorporating more and more rhetoric into the technical writing classroom, as 

well as paying more attention to how students’ were developing professional 

voices and conveying messages. Guinn’s call at the end of her article further 

solidifies the increased emphasis on rhetoric and ethics while, at the same time, 

pointing out the relative absence of such instruction in textbooks: 

Those of us who teach future technical writers must emphasize 

the concept of ethos (despite its omission from most technical 

writing texts), for our students need to know not only how their 

ethos emerges in what they write, but how to convey a positive 

ethos that will influence readers to accept their investigations and 

arguments. (37) 

Thus, through the classical element of ethos, Guinn attempts to strengthen 

rhetoric’s foothold in technical writing classrooms, noting its importance—if also 

in a somewhat instrumental way of merely gaining reader acceptance—in 

technical writing pedagogy. 
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Along these lines, while RTI had been able to keep up with a fair amount 

of pedagogical trends throughout the 80s, it was not until the 1995 eighth 

edition that the authors incorporated an entire section dedicated to ethics and 

professional voice. Titled “Ethical Considerations” and billed as a “major 

change” according to the text’s preface, the authors—then Tom Pearsall and 

Beth Tebeaux—justified the addition in saying that “technical writing often has 

consequences for large numbers of people; therefore, technical writers have to 

learn to deal with ethical considerations as a part of the composing process” 

(8th ed. xi). The five-page ethics section draws upon a handful of scholarly 

sources written between 1963 and 1992 and published in journals like 

Technical Communication Quarterly, Journal of Technical Writing and 

Communication, and Technical Communication, as is noted in the chapter 

notes in the back of the book (8th ed. 674). 

The section itself begins by providing an overview of Kant’s views on 

universal behavior and the idea of utilitarianism and then transitions into a 

discussion of how ambiguous language, false implications, and manipulating 

data constitute unethical writing, many of which come back to the idea of 

developing a professional voice in one’s writing (8th ed. 33-5). The section ends 

with an example of an ethically challenging workplace dilemma, adding that, “to 

be ethical, you must have a good will, a moral sense, and, frequently, courage,” 

that latter of these qualities in loose reference to whistle blowing (8th ed. 37). 

The authors’ new focus on ethics and professional voice, as well as their 

reliance on so many scholarly sources for such a short span of text, is 
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significant, because it marks the growing importance of ethics in technical 

communication scholarship and suggests that such scholarly work provided 

impetus (and/or pressure) on the textbook authoring team to include such 

content, even if the ethics section was added over a decade after Guinn’s piece 

was published. While none of the sources are cited directly in the ethics section, 

the section’s basis in technical communication scholarship shows a clear and 

promising connection between research and the classroom and ultimately 

strengthens the text’s humanistic dimension by focusing on technical writing 

more as a complex art and less as a collection of easily acquired techniques. 

 

Empirical Research, Style, Sentence Length, and Readability 

Returning once more to Goldstein, empirical research played the third 

major role in reshaping the teaching of technical writing. Much like the shifts in 

rhetoric and process pedagogy, the changes resulting from empirical research 

could be categorized, as Goldstein portrays them, as a move from more 

traditional, time-honored approaches grounded in the experiences of 

professionals and technical writing lore, to those based on research within and 

tangentially related to the discipline: 

The traditional basis for teaching technical communication was 

conventional wisdom based on (1) the experience of technically 

trained professionals in various fields (mainly engineering) and of 

writers, editors, and consultants; and on (2) the accumulated 
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beliefs and traditions handed down by texts, handbooks, and 

writing/training manuals. (25) 

In place of traditional approaches, Goldstein explains, technical writing 

instructors would adopt viewpoints from “sociological investigations in how 

technical writing is really produced and used in the laboratory, factory, and 

office,” as well as influence from “cognitive science studies into the mental 

processes of both writing and reading” (25). Technical communication scholars 

in the early eighties were growing increasingly curious, if not also skeptical, of 

long-held traditions of how to teach style in technical writing classes. In place of 

long-held traditions, new directions in research would accelerate the formation 

of—once again—new traditions in technical writing practice and pedagogy. In 

RTI, we see this tension between new and old traditions play out in coverage of 

style and readability, and especially in instruction on ideal sentence length. 

Representative of such growing curiosity is Jack Selzer’s 1983 piece, 

“What Constitutes a ‘Readable’ Technical Style?”, in which Selzer explores the 

discipline’s stylistic leanings and suggests how research and teaching might 

forge ahead to an improved manner of presenting style to technical writing 

students. In reviewing research in the field on the topic and pointing out a 

number of textbooks relying on such research, Selzer concludes that, “In short, 

readability has become the criterion for judging style in technical writing” (72), 

the definition of which he identifies as being “the efficiency with which a text can 

be comprehended by a reader, as measured by reading time, amount recalled, 

questions answered, or some other quantifiable measure of the reader’s ability 
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to process a text” (73). Selzer’s brief history provides context and depth for 

technical writing’s increasing reliance on readability research. “Advice about 

style in technical writing derives ultimately from two sources,” writes Selzer. 

“One—the long tradition of the plain style—has influenced the style of technical 

writing since Bacon and the birth of the scientific revolution (footnote),” explains 

Selzer, establishing technical writing’s long history. “The second—readability 

formulas,” writes Selzer, “[...] has influenced technical writing much more 

recently” (71). Selzer expands upon the history of readability formulas, which 

helps explain how they initially gained traction in technical writing classrooms: 

Invented after World War I and designed to help elementary 

school teachers estimate the difficulty of reading materials 

intended for their students, readability formulas became very 

popular in the early 1950’s after Rudolph Flesch and Robert 

Gunning developed and popularized formulas that could easily 

and inexpensively gauge the difficulty of written prose [...]. Like 

other readability researchers before them, Flesch and Gunning 

suggested that the difficulty of a text depends upon two variables: 

sentence length and word length. Unlike other readability experts, 

though, Flesch and Gunning were enormously influential. Their 

formulas, their extensive consulting work, their impact on other 

readability popularizers, and Flesch’s best-selling book, The Art of 

Readable Writing, together changed the face of educational 

business materials, journalism—and technical writing. (71) 
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The suggested influence readability studies had on technical writing is 

corroborated even in RTI’s 1968 first-edition chapter on “Technical Writing 

Style,” in which Flesch’s work is cited in a section on sentence length. 

According to Flesch, the ease of reading a sentence varies with its length, with 

sentences eight words or less in length being easiest to read and those 29 

words or more being most difficult (1st ed. 15). Based on Flesch and another 

study29, Houp and Pearsall suggest “a 21 word average…as a norm toward 

which to aim,” though not without qualifications (1st ed. 15). Houp and Pearsall 

explain their thinking behind the 21-word suggestion as follows: 

Such research does not give anyone the right to be arbitrary about 

sentence length. But it does furnish us with some guides. We see 

little justification for writing technical papers in sentence lengths 

classified as difficult or very difficult. Technical concepts cause the 

reader enough difficulty without adding difficult sentence structure. 

(1st ed. 15)  

As this excerpt shows, Houp and Pearsall adopt the findings from Flesch’s work 

into their pedagogy, but do so cautiously, recognizing that stylistic choices 

ought to be well-reasoned and not arbitrary. 

Briefly retracing readability research’s place in RTI’s earliest editions, a 

topic momentarily overlooked in the previous chapter, is helpful in 

understanding such research’s place in the middle editions. In the same section 

of the second edition, for example, the authors add yet more research to their 
                                            
29 Porter G. Perrin and George H. Smith’s work from 1995 in the Handbook of Current English is 
cited for sentence length findings similar to Flesch’s.  
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reasoning, this time drawing from George R. Klare’s 1974 piece30, “Assessing 

Readability,” published in Reading Research Quarterly, in which Klare finds that 

“the use of shorter words and shorter sentences usually correlates positively 

with ease of reading” (2nd ed. 134). Even in adding Klare, Houp and Pearsall 

stick to a suggested 21-word average for sentence length, noting that, while 

shorter sentences are not necessarily the sole source of more readable prose, 

they are a useful tool in achieving such an end. 

Without these qualifications, including the 21-word suggestion might cast 

RTI’s style instruction as overly restrictive and absolute, if not overly pragmatic. 

With the qualifications, however, the sentence length suggestion is presented 

as a practical, flexible tool within a larger, more artful process of composing that 

hinges more on dynamic audience-specific concerns rather than on inflexible 

prescriptions. 

In the 1980 fourth edition, the 21-word rule is expanded into sentence 

length suggestions for specific audiences, a revision that could be interpreted a 

number of different ways. Following text that closely resembles the third 

edition’s instruction, the fourth edition’s “Sentence Length” section is expanded 

with the following guidelines: 

Suppose you have an audience that includes a good many people 

with only an eighth grade reading ability. Then, sentences that 

average 14 words, “fairly easy” on the Flesch scale, would be 

suitable. For most business correspondence, Flesch’s “standard” 
                                            
30 Klare, George R. “Assessing Readability.” Reading Research Quarterly 10.1 (1974-1975): 62-
102. 
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17-word average would be a good choice. For people with high 

reading skill—many executives, for example—a 20-word average 

would be appropriate. Stay away from the “very difficult” average 

of 29 words no matter who is your audience. (4th ed. 168) 

Broken down by audiences, the sentence length guidelines could very well be 

classified as more restrictive than previous editions, possibly suggesting that 

the reliance on empirical research was making RTI more hyperpragmatic. Still, 

the same qualifications of applying these rules are stated, and one might argue 

that covering a number of audiences is, in fact, less reductive and more flexible 

than one sweeping, 21-word rule. 

Despite the broader sentence structure section in the fifth edition adding 

research31 in other areas of instruction, as well as citing more diverse sources32 

informing the larger chapter, the sentence length instruction is largely 

unchanged. Equally unchanged are the authors’ qualifications of the writing 

research they are citing in their style instruction. “Keep in mind,” the authors 

write, “that despite increasingly good research into its nature writing is a craft 

                                            
31 Instruction on sentence length in RTI would remain largely unchanged until the fifth edition 
version of “Achieving a Clear Style,” in which we see the addition of a section on “Sentence 
Complexity and Density” as a sub-section to the section “Clear Sentence Structure” (5th ed. 
175). Citing the work of Daniel B. Felker et al. at the American Institutes for Research in 
Washington, DC (Guidelines for Document Designers 1981), Houp and Pearsall justify the 
section by saying that “research indicates that sentences that are too complex in structure or 
too dense with content are difficult for many readers to understand (5th ed .175). Based on 
these findings, the section covers four “problem areas,” including “too many words in front of the 
subject, too many words between the subject and the verb, noun strings, and multiple 
negatives” (5th ed. 175). 
32 The footnotes for the chapter (and all others) have been moved to a “Chapter Notes” 
appendix, and a review of the notes reveals a broad selection of government, academic, and 
industry/private influences, many seen in previous editions and some new to the fifth—NASA, 
Chicago’s Institute of Food Technologists, Reading Research Quarterly, College English, the 
American Institute for Research, the Council of Biology Editors, and Plain English (5th ed. 530-
531).   
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and not a science. Be guided by the research available, but do not be simplistic 

in applying it” (5th ed. 182). All in all, the earliest editions had come to rely on a 

fairly detailed set of qualified rules about sentence length based on empirical 

research.  

Following the relative stasis of the fifth edition, however, the sixth edition 

sees the authors updating their take on their overall style philosophy and their 

sentence length guidelines. The style chapter gets a revised name, this time 

appearing as the seventh chapter, titled “Achieving a Readable Style” (6th ed. 

131). The name change from “clear style” to “readable style” marks a subtle 

thematic shift for the chapter. “A readable text,” the chapter begins, “is one that 

an intended reader can comprehend without difficulty” (6th ed. 132). Even the 

chapter’s introductory paragraphs now end with a reference to readability being 

the aim, not clarity, as was the case in the previous five editions (6th ed. 132).  

The new focus on readability is a reflection largely of new research in the 

discipline. Moreover, the sixth edition’s sentence length section downplays 

Klare and Flesch in favor of a broader view of readability research provided by 

Jack Selzer and Ginny Redish. This updated take from Selzer and Redish 

would remain unchanged through the 1995 eighth edition: 

A sentence with 60, 100, or 150 words needs to be shortened; but 

a sentence with 20 words in not necessarily more understandable 

than a sentence with 25 words. The incredibly long sentences that 

are sometimes found in technical, bureaucratic, and legal writing 

are also sentences that have abstract nouns as subjects, buried 
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actions, unclear focus, and intrusive phrases. These are the 

problems that must be fixed, whether the sentence has 200 words 

or 10. Similarly, short words are not always easier words. The 

important point is not that the words be short, but that your 

readers know the words you are using. (Redish and Selzer33, 

quoted in 6th ed. 137) 

Houp and Pearsall conclude from Redish and Selzer’s work “that while 

sentence length and word length may, indeed, be indicators they are not the 

causes of the difficulty” (6th ed. 137). Yet, as in previous editions, they insist 

“keeping in mind that most professional writers average only slightly more than 

20 words per sentence” (6th ed. 137). Though these updates do not stray, 

philosophically speaking, all that far from the previous editions, they do reflect a 

slight backing off of hard-and-fast length rules, which had grown increasingly 

detailed—if also still heavily qualified—in editions one though five. More than 

anything, the sixth edition revisions reinforce the authors’ insistence that 

audience considerations should trump arbitrary length rules; knowing one’s 

reader remained paramount. 

In the broader disciplinary context, the sixth edition’s updated take on 

sentence length and readability echoes growing sentiments of the limits of 

empirical research, despite a simultaneous rise in such research noted by 

Goldstein. Selzer, for instance, takes issue with how technical writing textbooks 

like RTI include readability as a practical means of guiding how students write, 
                                            
33 Redish, Janice C. and Jack Selzer. “The Place of Readability Formulas in Technical 
Communication.” Technical Communication Fourth Quarter (1985): 49. 
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thereby suggesting that RTI was as justified in qualifying the readability 

research they included as they were up-to-date for including it at all: 

What is important to note is that readability formulas certainly 

cannot be used to guide the production of readable technical 

documents. Because readability formulas are often based on 

sentence length and word length, because sentence length and 

word length may correlate with readability, some people have 

mistakenly assumed that longer sentences and words cause 

reading difficulty. Flesch himself was one who confused 

correlation and causation. (75, original emphasis) 

From Selzer’s perspective, it was pedagogically suspect to rely upon readability 

research as a means for improving technical writing instruction, even though the 

research showed much promise. Sentence and word length were simply too 

narrow a lens, and, for Selzer, other considerations needed to be made, 

including concrete/abstract word selection, clause length, passive/active 

constructions, positive/negative constructions, and nominalizations, all of which 

could play equally large roles in affecting how well a reader understands a text 

(79-81). “In short,” Selzer concludes, “readability research has oversimplified” 

(85). Moreover, he states, “we obviously have a lot more to learn before we can 

reduce the complexities of technical writing to reliable maxims” (85). 

 Selzer’s doubts about the robustness of readability research casts a 

hyperpragmatic shadow over the textbooks that relied heavily on some of the 

earlier, more narrow research focused on just word and sentence length. On 



    

152 
 

one hand, seeing technical writing textbooks draw from research in the field to 

enhance classroom pedagogy is entirely positive—it shows a willingness of 

textbooks authors to respond to and incorporate new ideas in the discipline, 

despite oftentimes being held captive to publisher demands and pressures from 

instructors to keep a book largely unchanged from edition to edition. On the 

other hand, word and sentence length instruction based on strict rules was seen 

by many as overly restrictive for writers and overly reductive of the complexities 

inherent to the writing process, a view conveyed in how RTI’s instruction on 

sentence length, style, and readability evolved from 1968 to 1995. Throughout 

these editions, the authors show responsiveness to empirical research while, at 

the same time, not hesitating to qualify findings from readability studies, 

integrating sentence length rules into more flexible—and ultimately, more 

humanistic—technical writing pedagogy. 

 

Workplace Studies Shaping Technical Writing Pedagogy 

 As much as RTI’s guiding philosophy, incorporation of a more rhetorical 

view of technical writing, increased reliance on process pedagogy and rhetorical 

theory, and qualified adoption of findings from empirical research in many ways 

reflect a significant humanistic pedagogical element to the textbook, the 

emergence of workplace studies in technical communication placed new 

pressures on instructors and, importantly, textbook authors to reshape their 

technical writing pedagogy. The rise in workplace-related research is 

particularly relevant to discussing RTI, mainly because instruction that 
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prioritizes workplace values over all else is, by Blake Scott et al.’s definition, 

thought be predisposed—or at least much more likely—to inhabit the 

hyperpragmatic space of the pedagogical landscape. Connections between RTI 

and emerging research on the workplace begin to take shape when the 

textbook is considered alongside some of the more significant studies that were 

being published during the text’s middle years. 

By the late 70s and early 80s, technical communication scholars were 

increasingly focusing their inquiries on workplace writing practices to expand 

the discipline’s theoretical and practical knowledge base, as well as to inform 

technical writing classrooms of varying sorts, a trend that becomes immediately 

apparent in scholarship of the time. 

RTI’s 1984 fifth edition entered the market at a time when the definition 

of technical writing was, as it always seemed to be, in a state of flux, in large 

part because of workplace studies. In their 1984 article “A Systematic Analysis 

of the Technical Communicator’s Job: A Guide for Educators,” Marcus M. 

Green and Timothy D. Nolan attempt to enrich the discipline’s understanding of 

what technical writers do on the job, an area they note as being lacking in the 

literature. Using the DACUM (Developing a CurriculUM) method, Green and 

Nolan came to a handful of conclusions about the definition. First, because they 

engage is so many work-related activities beyond writing, technical writers 

ought to be referred to as technical communicators. In turn, Green and Nolan 

suggest that educators increase their emphasis on non-written communication 

(10). Here, we see how studying the workplace resulted in a new definition of 
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technical writing, a new title, and new suggestions for how technical writing be 

taught. Additionally, Green and Nolan found that technical communicators spent 

a great amount of time in the following areas: project management, 

researching, writing, and editing (10). With this study, we see how the very 

foundation of what a technical writer did on the job was beginning to expand 

from that of writer to communicator.  

Aside from Green and Nolan, perhaps chief among the various sources 

of evidence for this new workplace research focus was Lee Odell and Dixie 

Goswami’s Writing in Nonacademic Settings, a collection of essays aimed at 

more firmly establishing the discipline’s commitment to studying one-the-job 

writing. Nearly a decade later, Rachel Spilka, writing in an edited collection of 

essays titled Writing in the Workplace: New Research Perspectives, would refer 

to Odell and Goswami’s Writing in Academic Settings as “a watershed event in 

the evolution of professional writing research,” noting that it “inspired a new 

generation of researchers to conduct studies of workplace writing” and that it 

had “motivated professional writing veterans as well to approach the discipline 

in new, more expansive ways” (viii). As Odell and Goswami explain of their 

discussions leading up to publishing the collection, workplace writing was by-

and-large an unknown quantity and warranted further inquiry: 

We quickly realized that we didn’t know enough even to speculate 

about the writing people had to do in business, government, and 

industry. Indeed, we were not entirely sure that many people did, 

in fact, have to do much job-related writing. We assumed that 
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some people were hired specifically for their writing skill--

speechwriters, for example, or technical writers. But we had no 

idea how many people, apart from those specifically hired as 

writers, had to do much writing as a routine part of their day-to-

day work. And we had no personal knowledge about the forms 

this writing took, about the diverse rhetorical and conceptual 

demands it entailed, or about the kinds of sophistication these 

writers possessed (or lacked). (vii) 

The knowledge gap described by Odell and Goswami led them to carry out a 

number of studies of nonacademic writing with funding from the National 

Institute of Education, the results of which were published in their collection 

alongside contributions from other scholars. 

Importantly, Odell and Goswami’s stated goals in researching 

nonacademic writing were not in any way oriented towards a blind, uncritical 

assimilation, neither in further research and theory nor in pedagogy, of 

workplace practices. Rather, if and how the newly created knowledge of the 

workplace was to be applied, Odell and Goswami write, was to be given careful 

consideration: 

Whatever we learn about writing in nonacademic settings must be 

tested against current theory and research; it must be reconciled 

with our experience and our goals as educators. But even in 

acknowledging this reservation, we believe that writing in the 

workplace can be important both pedagogically and theoretically. 
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Some job-related tasks entail rhetorical problems that concern 

writers at many age levels; by including some of those problems 

in the courses they teach, composition teachers can help students 

prepare for their careers while also conveying basic rhetorical 

principles. (xi) 

As the excerpt above shows, Odell and Goswami saw value in the study and 

importation of workplace-specific rhetorical problems into the classroom, and 

the overall spirit of their research was not one of intentionally undercutting 

preexisting traditions. Indeed, the spirit of their work, while perhaps not overtly 

humanistic, does not seem entirely hyperpragmatic either. 

As Odell and Goswami’s work shows, emerging workplace research was 

quickly opening up new intersections of technical writing pedagogy and the 

workplace. Representative of these intersections are the technical writing 

course goals described by Paul V. Anderson in “What Survey Research Tells 

Us about Writing at Work,” which draws upon fifty studies to “explore the 

knowledge that survey research has so far provided to us concerning the writing 

people do on the job,” ultimately assessing the pedagogical implications of the 

studies (3-4). Knowledge about the workplace gathered via surveys can aid, in 

Anderson’s estimation, the planning of what he refers to as “career-related 

writing courses” (75). Anderson explains the potential pedagogical gains in 

more detail: 

…[T]eachers can gain important insights into ways to design their 

courses by learning the purposes writers at work try to achieve, 
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the circumstances under which these writers write, the 

expectations and conventions that pertain to writing at work, the 

features that distinguish communications that succeed in that 

environment, and the composing processes writers customarily 

rely on there (presumably because those processes are 

efficacious). (75) 

Pedagogically, much was to be gained from studying on-the-job writing, 

Anderson asserts, and the sheer number of studies he was able to find and 

analyze point to the high degree of traction workplace studies had already 

reached by the mid-1980’s. Based on this body of knowledge, Anderson lists 

five pedagogy-specific recommendations. Practically speaking, Anderson 

writes, career-related writing courses should do the following: 

a. ...[E]xplain to students that writing will probably play a large 

and important role in the students’ careers, regardless of the 

students’ majors; 

b. …[F]ocus on general writing strategies that students can apply 

in a variety of work-related rhetorical situations; 

c. …[T]each students how to write communications that people in 

the workplace will perceive to be clear, concise, well-

organized, and grammatically correct; 

d. …[P]rovide students with instruction and practice in writing for 

a variety of kinds of readers; 
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e. …[P]rovide students with instruction and practice in writing a 

variety of kinds of communication. (75-76) 

The cumulative effect of Anderson’s workplace-oriented suggestions is a 

blueprint for teaching technical writing classes, and one that was intended to be 

adapted by instructors (and perhaps textbooks authors). 

While technical writing textbooks and courses in the 1980s were already 

arguably career-focused and encompassing of “a variety of kinds of 

communication,” the middle editions of RTI reflect a gradual adoption of the 

more workplace-specific ends noted by Anderson—that is, a general focus on 

the workplace setting, as well as greater attention to workplace communication 

situations and writing to highly heterogeneous audiences. 

RTI’s at least partial adoption of these workplace-infused goals begins to 

emerge in the 1984 fifth edition’s opening chapter, which includes a notable 

addition of a paragraph on audience analysis. “Finally,” the authors write, “as 

perhaps these listed characteristics make clear, audience analysis is 

tremendously important to successful technical reporting” (5th ed. 6). “In 

technical reporting,” they add, “you must know your audience as well as your 

objectives” (5th ed. 6). The general philosophy of knowing one’s reader had 

always been, of course, a guiding tenet of the text. The fifth edition’s revision, 

however, places much more emphasis on matching one’s content and technical 

density to the comprehension level of the audience. Previously, the described 

locations and audiences—government agencies and labs, commercial research 
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entities, professional societies, and academic settings—all appeared to have 

technical expertise. If the fifth edition, the assumed audience was more much 

diverse. 

RTI’s increasing emphasis on audience analysis and communicating to 

non-technical audiences continues with sixth edition’s opening chapter. Like 

scientific and technological disciplines, communication is focused on problem-

solving, Houp and Pearsall argue, which, more often than not, involves 

communicating with diverse audiences of varying technical knowledge. 

Supporting their point is an anecdote from Neal E. Carter, then the Vice 

President of the Battelle Memorial Institute, “a large independent research 

organization” that was selected by the Department of Energy “to identify sites 

for a national repository for high-level nuclear waste” (6th ed. 3). Complicating 

communicative matters for Carter and the other scientists involved were the 

“almost 200 briefings, public meetings, and public hearings in over 23 states” 

during which the researchers had to translate technical jargon into language 

readily understandable by the public and politicians, many of whom were deeply 

skeptical of (if not already protesting) the scientists’ work and/or nuclear 

technologies in general (6th ed. 3-5). Houp and Pearsall use this story to 

illustrate the complexities involved in gathering and adapting technical 

information to a range of audiences, and it further distances the sixth edition’s 

pedagogical focus from prior editions that emphasized communicating to 

technical audiences. The authors even recognize that “what has come to be 

called ‘corporate culture’ plays a role in the persona that a writer may adopt” 
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(6th ed. 5). With each edition, RTI was instructing students to be ready to cater 

to larger and more diverse audiences and, in turn, a broader variety of rhetorical 

situations—all pedagogical ends that fall in line with Anderson’s canvassing of 

workplace studies. 

In the seventh edition, an increased emphasis on the workplace further 

permeates RTI, extending beyond the broadening to non-technical audiences to 

a new a chapter on “Writing Collaboratively.” The chapter’s emphasis on 

collaboration in the workplace, conference behavior, assigning and assuming 

group roles, and distribution of work illustrates the authors’ growing interest in 

teaching students about corporate culture and helping them cultivate a general 

workplace literacy (7th ed. 38-47). Moreover, this trend of exposing RTI’s 

readership to workplace culture continues into the eighth edition, though the 

“Writing Collaboratively” chapter would draw much more heavily upon 

scholarship in technical communication than the previous edition, and 

especially in the sub-area of workplace studies (8th ed. 674). The previous 

edition drew from just two sources, while the revised version cites three to four 

times as many sources. New to the chapter is a section on “Discourse 

Communities” and the persuasive advantages of following community-specific 

styles and standards (8th ed. 76-7). The section references Lester Faigley’s 

work34 on nonacademic writing and “the social perspective,” thereby showing 

the growing influence of technical communication scholarship on RTI  (8th ed. 

675). A focus on non-technical audiences continues, and a discussion of 
                                            
34 Faigley, Lester. “Nonacademic Writing: The Social Perspective.” Writing in Nonacademic 
Settings. Ed. Lee Odell and Dixie Goswami. New York: Guilford, 1985. 238. Print. 
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executives as a possible audience uses an updated study35 from James W. 

Souther published in IEEE Transactions on Professional Communication. The 

authors’ reliance on Souther’s study, which examined “information executives 

feel they need in a report” (8th ed. 60), further demonstrates how workplace 

studies were figuring into the writing and revising of RTI. 

Throughout RTI’s middle editions, the added emphasis on workplace 

conventions and behavior shows the growing importance of social skills and 

corporate culture as a point of learning in the technical writing classroom. 

Moreover, the authors’ reliance on scholarship demonstrates the influence 

research in technical communication, particularly in the areas of workplace 

studies, was having on the authoring of RTI. 

Pedagogically, the sum of these changes is difficult to evaluate, if 

primarily because paying more attention to one’s audience could be seen as 

both more humanistic, as Orth conceives humanistic teaching, and also more 

hyperpragmatic, as Blake Scott et al. define the term. On one hand, students 

were being taught simply to know the technical limitations of their audience, 

while on the other, perhaps more hyperpragmatic hand, they were being taught 

writing that was potentially dictated entirely by rhetorical situations of the 

workplace, not those that are perhaps more broadly conceived and civic in 

nature. Like many junctures in the textbook’s history, RTI’s new slant on the 

workplace has both humanistic and potentially hyperpragmatic elements, 

though not necessarily an overriding presence of one or the other. 
                                            
35 Souther, James W. “Identifying the Informational Needs of Readers: A Management 
Responsibility.” IEEE Transactions on Professional Communication PC-28 (1985):10. Print. 
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Even RTI’s apparent close alignment with the workplace-infused 

pedagogical goals outlined earlier by Anderson do not make the text’s overall 

pedagogical approach overtly hyperpragmatic, as might be assumed. While 

clearly originating from workplace studies, Anderson’s suggestions do not come 

across like blind adoption of workplace practices; rather, they seem broad 

enough that they leave room for more critical, careful consideration by those 

adopting them and putting them into practice, much like Odell and Goswami 

convey as their workplace research philosophy. More to the point of evaluating 

RTI, adopting Anderson’s pedagogical goals, as the authors appear to have 

done in a few senses, need not be inherently hyperpragmatic, just because they 

deal loosely with the workplace. As with the research on readability, RTI’s 

authors selectively and gradually integrated workplace-related findings, and 

only then usually did so only if the work fit within the book’s established 

pedagogical philosophy. 

 

RTI Enters the Information Age 

Much of RTI’s history—and especially its middle editions—coincides with 

the growth of information technology commonly written about and referred to as 

the “information age.” This fast-changing period, driven in large part by 

advancements in personal computing and desktop publishing, largely coincided 

with growth in the discipline and dramatic increases in enrollments in technical 

writing courses. Moreover, the advent of information age technologies began to 

reshape RTI’s content and pedagogy, resulting perhaps most notably in a 
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broadened assumed audience for the text—one that extended beyond 

engineers and technicians to virtually anyone writing on the job—as well as a 

new chapter on document design written by a new contributing author, Ginny 

Redish, who had expertise in the area. Such revisions did not come without 

much relenting, however. Within the larger disciplinary context, Houp and 

Pearsall’s response to the information age was gradual and measured, much 

unlike the more hastened adoption that was occurring by practitioners. As with 

their adoption of workplace-specific research, Houp and Pearsall appear to 

have carefully evaluated and selected aspects of the information age 

revolution—for example, focusing more on how technologies were changing the 

process of writing than how students would actually use such technologies—

that fit within RTI’s established pedagogical approach, leading the middle 

editions to maintain most of the humanistic traditions already in place in the text 

even while other features evolved. 

Disciplinary discussions about how to respond to advances in word 

processing and desktop publishing, probably the most important information 

age developments at the time for technical writers, are evident in scholarship 

from the early 1980’s and provide context for understanding RTI’s technology-

related revisions throughout the middle editions. Moreover, these discussions 

reveal competing, oftentimes intertwined sentiments of skepticism and optimism 

held by those considering how to fit information age technologies into the 

technical writing classroom.  
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A slow buildup of technological advances began to place pressure on 

technical communication research and practice in the late 1970s and early 80s, 

creating significant pedagogical tensions that would partly define RTI’s 

response to the information age. As early as 1981, in an issue of ATTW’s The 

Technical Writing Teacher, it becomes clear that the discipline was beginning to 

recognize the importance of the fast-approaching computer age. In the piece, 

titled “Taking Stock: Teaching Technical Communication in the Computer Age,” 

Steven Zachary Rothmel comments that “The computer has become an 

indispensable research tool that can provide almost immediate access to the 

latest work in any discipline and can also prevent needless duplication of effort” 

(16). For all the conveniences afforded by computers, however, Rothmel also 

notes the complications created in the classroom: 

Through brochures and ads, computer manufacturers constantly 

reassure us that information is always at our fingertips and ready 

for immediate use. Unfortunately, this comforting exaggeration 

helps foster a prevalent misconception that many inexperienced 

writers relinquish with reluctance. They confuse the process of 

gathering information, a preliminary step that provides the factual 

foundation on which technical communication builds, with the 

process of presenting that information to a specific audience. If 

allowed to persist, this confusion distorts the objective of the 

discipline and undermines the intent of the technical 

communication course. (16) 
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For Rothmel, the ease of accessing information was proving problematic from a 

pedagogical perspective, at times leading students to conflate otherwise 

distinct, separate writing tasks with one another. To be sure, and as will be 

shown momentarily in RTI’s fifth edition, Rothmel would not be alone in 

harboring a sense of skepticism about deeply integrating word processing and 

other information age technologies into the technical writing classroom.  

Despite the skepticism of some in the discipline, each year in the early 

1980s would usher in louder calls that technical communicators take the 

information age seriously. A 1982 issue of Technical Communication (the 

Journal of the Society for Technical Communication) uniquely marks the 

growing importance and influence of information technology in the discipline. 

The editor, Patricia Caernarvon-Smith, tells in her column of technology-driven 

changes to come in the field and marks word processing’s newfound place in 

disciplinary discourse: 

This article introduces word processing not as an occasional 

article in Technical Communication, but as a full-fledged 

department. In this department we will pay some heed to how far 

we have come in recent years. And we will pay considerable heed 

to how far we will go in the years to come. (28) 

A word processing-related fixture in the journal was a response, as Caernarvon-

Smith explains, to years of growing momentum in the realm of computing. While 

the 70’s saw a slow-growing increase in computing-related papers at the ITCC 

(International Technical Communication Conference), “something certainly 
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happened between 1979 and 1980” that brought about a flood of sessions and 

papers at the 27th conference (Caernarvon-Smith 28). “Evidently, WP has 

caught on,” the editor writes. 

Importantly, Technical Communication’s response to the changing 

technological landscape was intended to fill a void in the literature. “To the best 

of my knowledge,” writes Caernarvon-Smith, “no general, readily available 

publication, trade press or popular press, publishes regular, worthwhile articles 

on the use of WP for technical communication” (30). This new column, and the 

sentiments voiced by Caernarvon-Smith, are further evidence of the growing 

pressures the information age—and word processing in particular—was placing 

on the discipline, signaling an incoming wave of effects on both the practice and 

teaching of technical writing. 

Another year would lead to even greater attention being paid to the 

intersection of technical communication and word processing. A 1983 special 

issue of Technical Communication hails the oncoming technological shift in the 

field by focusing the issue’s content on “word processing and computerized 

composition.” Indeed, many technical communicators had already transitioned 

to digital technologies, and this issue was meant to guide others through the 

transition. “For practitioners and their managers alike,” writes Patricia 

Caernarvon-Smith in the issue’s opening, “the introduction of the computer into 

the workplace was, is, or will be a process fraught with fears, frustrations, 

promises, expectations, disappointments, and fulfillments” (4). As Caernarvon-

Smith expresses, the technological shift was an ongoing one, and the journal 
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editors saw a great need to address the human side of what was a time defined 

largely by changes in hardware. To these ends, the issue’s articles covered 

decidedly “human values, such as good strategic planning, training, and control 

of the process of publishing” (4), and today these contributions stand as a 

telling snapshot of how technical communicators responded to the such a 

monumental technological shift. Importantly, they highlight a growing bifurcation 

in how technical writing teachers and scholars responded to the information 

age—that is, while some chose to focus more on basic performance using the 

technologies, others looked more towards helping students understand how 

such technologies helped or even hindered their writing processes. As RTI’s 

fifth edition will show, Houp and Pearsall leaned more towards the latter option, 

questioning whether teaching students how to use a word processor was at all 

beneficial, while at the same time seeing value in addressing how student 

writing processes might be affected by these new on-the-job technologies. 

Perhaps the most representative of the 1983 issue’s contributions is 

found just inside the cover, where the reader gets a large-scale view of the 

ongoing technological shifts and their effects on the practice of technical writing. 

Moreover, we get a sense of just how fundamentally the work technical writers 

were doing was changing in the new information age economy, as well as how 

well-positioned technical writers would be amidst the changes to come. Herman 

M. Weisman, then at the Office of Research in the Federal Emergency 

Management Agency (FEMA), clarifies the revolutionary importance of the time, 
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as viewed from within the field, in the issue’s guest editorial, titled “If the 

Revolution Comes, Can STC Be Far Behind?”  Weisman writes: 

Many of us in the Society for Technical Communication are aware 

that a revolution is taking place. The Industrial Age is being 

replaced by the Information Age. The upheaval is not bloody, but 

it is potentially cataclysmic. [...] Our age has shifted from the 

production of things to the production of information about things 

and ideas. We technical communicators feel pretty good about 

this revolution. We are the professionals who have the capability 

and the craft to diffuse information about things and ideas. (2) 

Weisman’s account of the field in 1983 is one of confidence in the field’s past 

combined with cautious optimism for the technologically complicated future. 

Technical communication in the early ‘80s was, by this account, a field 

comfortable with its identity, abilities, and mission. Yet, the “cataclysmic” 

changes to come, Weisman rather colorfully continues, were to rattle what were 

previously robust, familiar foundations: 

However, some [in the discipline] are unaware of the revolution in 

the technology of information that has expanded the tools or our 

craft. New information technologies make it highly convenient and 

efficient to generate, edit, publish, file, and retrieve information by 

integrating voice, data, text, and image communications. This 

electronic information revolution springs from a combination of 
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existing technologies—the telephone, the computer, the 

television, and the satellite. (2) 

Weisman decries those who feared the oncoming information revolution, 

pointing to a number of key technologies—videotext or videodata, teletext, and 

automated cable text—that, at the time, appeared to be gaining traction in both 

professional and consumer arenas (2). The message then, was that ignoring 

these technologies would be at one’s own professional peril, a warning that was 

sure to resonate with practitioners, scholars, instructors, and importantly, 

authors of technical writing textbooks. The implication for RTI of Weisman’s 

warning would be that ignoring information age technologies might render the 

textbook irrelevant. In this way, Houp and Pearsall seemingly did not have the 

option to simply look past word processing, as much as their early sentiments 

suggest that they may have wanted to. 

Beyond the technologies Weisman notes, which now sound foreign and 

somewhat arcane by today’s standards, Weisman also mentions four 

information services, much more recognizable today, that were gaining 

momentum in the early 1980s and that, in his estimation, would help position 

technical communicators as key players in the ensuing information revolution: 

Information retrieval, covering technical reference material, as well 

as news, weather reports, travel schedules, sports results, and 

stock market quotations; 
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Transactions, involving electronic banking, personal investments, 

purchases, and shopping; 

Electronic mail, transmitting textual and graphic messages that 

are stored and forwarded to recipients; and 

Problem solving, encompassing consultations on specialized and 

technical matters, including financial management, health, and 

self-improvement programs. (3, original emphasis) 

Collectively, these services resemble the bulk of the digitized exchanges that 

take place today; yet, in 1984, such services were only emerging on the 

horizon. Weisman’s views, along with those expressed by others writing the 

special issue, are revealing of the field’s mindset towards technology. 

Specifically, because information exchange was at the heart of what technical 

communicators did, it would be the responsibility of technical communicators to 

stay abreast of advances in technologies and services pertinent to that craft. 

Weisman’s warning at the end of his editorial more fully captures the sense of 

urgency that he and others in the field felt was necessary: 

What is emerging in this revolution is a three-part framework of 

content, format, and manner of communication. The technical 

communicator plays a role in the transfer and utilization of 

technology. The “information revolution” has made new and 

effective tools available to our craft. If it is true that twenty percent 

of all American households will have two-way interactive videotext 

services by the end of this decade, we in the Society for Technical 
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Communication might turn into Chicken Littles unless we 

familiarize ourselves with the opportunities offered by this exciting 

new technology. (3) 

The implication here, as was alluded to earlier, is an important one for 

considering RTI—that is, technical communicators would need to keep up with 

information technology or risk becoming irrelevant. In that sense, focusing an 

entire journal issue on word processing and automated computing became a 

way of signaling to others in the field—perhaps those who had, up to that point, 

been either accidentally or willfully ignorant of the coming technological 

changes—that technical communicators were to play a key role in the 

information age in the years to come. Moving forward, technical communicators 

could be leaders in adopting such technologies. 

Weisman was not alone in seeing technical communicators as being 

uniquely positioned to be leaders in the adoption of computing technologies. 

William L. Benzon, writing in a 1985 article titled “Computing and the Future of 

Technical Communication,” “takes a broad look at computers and at technical 

communication to identify those areas where developments in computing are 

most likely to yield tools for technical communication” (353). Benzon not only 

saw technical communication as playing a central role in the development and 

continuing roll-out of computing technologies, but also insisted that the adoption 

of information technologies be done both pragmatically and ethically: 

...for the profession of technical communication has a central role 

to play in the development of computing. On the one hand, we 
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write much of the documentation that interprets computer 

technology to lay users. On the other hand, precisely because 

technical communication is so important to the industrial and 

business worlds, we will make many of the practical applications 

of advancing technology, based on work in cognitive science and 

artificial intelligence. In adapting this technology, we must be 

sensitive to the ethical issues as well as to the basic pragmatic 

and conceptual issues. (359) 

Benzon’s views, along with Weisman’s, suggest that the discipline was taking 

its role in the computing and information revolution rather seriously, not only in 

the practical sense of how the technology would be used, but also with regard 

to the underlying moral issues. Additionally, Benzon opens up the possibility of 

technical communicators being mindful of if, when, and how they adopt such 

technologies, an important alternative to blind adoption and integration of, for 

example, word processing into the technical writing classroom. Much in line with 

Benzon, Houp and Pearsall’s approach would balance, if not partially 

subordinate, pragmatic concerns with larger pedagogical goals for RTI.  

 

Acknowledging, Adapting to, and “Dealing with” the Information Age 

Such disciplinary tensions over how to teach and adopt information age 

technologies set the stage for RTI’s fifth edition in 1984, in which the authors tell 

of how information technologies were exerting a palpable pressure on the 
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teaching of technical communication. Of this looming shift in the way we all 

work, live, and communicate, Houp and Pearsall write the following: 

Everywhere we turn these days, articles and ads proclaim we are 

entering “The Information Age.” Is this merely hyperbole to sell us 

word processors and communication equipment, or are those of 

us in the developed countries truly entering an age in which 

information will be our major product?  Evidence seems to 

indicate that we are, indeed, entering something very like an 

“information age.”  (5th ed. vi) 

While the notion of an “information age” was itself a term encompassing a 

potentially unwieldy number of technologies, the primary concern for Houp and 

Pearsall appears to have been word processing, which, at the time, was slowly 

working its way into the workplace. 

With the discipline’s growing interest in the workplace, as well as how 

RTI was growing increasingly responsive to workplace-related trends and 

research, Houp and Pearsall were bound to take early notice of the information 

age, even if they initially proved to be resistant to making large-scale revisions 

to the textbook to accommodate the advances in personal computing and word 

processing. 

Commentary in the fifth edition clarifies how the authors perceived the 

information age, and their sentiments highlight the ongoing shift not only in the 

kinds of work being done by technical writers (and communicators in general), 

but also how that work was being done. In making this point, Houp and Pearsall 
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turn to John Naisbitt, at the time the publisher of Trend Report, and highlight 

how Naisbitt believed that the shift “’from a mass industrial society to an 

information society…will be more profound than the 19th century shift from an 

agricultural to an industrial society’” (Naisbitt, qtd. in 5th ed. vi). They further 

acknowledge Naisbitt’s views in noting the continuing economic shift from 

capital to “knowledge and data” (5th ed. vii). The trend, they say, was 

particularly evident amongst entrepreneurs whose “small firms have as their 

major resource not money but rather the information in the heads of the young 

people who founded them” (5th ed. vii). The increasing importance of 

knowledge in the emerging information age economy would place greater 

importance on the ability of workers to gather, evaluate, reshape, and 

communicate information, leaving Houp and Pearsall—not to mention the rest 

of the discipline—to with little choice by to adapt their own research, teaching, 

and approach to RTI. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, the new economic emphasis on knowledge 

coincided with increased enrollment for technical writing courses, which in turn 

would have a profound effect on the audience RTI would be reaching. The 

Preface to the 1984, fifth edition to RTI opens with a statement of such 

immense, order-of-magnitude growth of technical communication in higher 

education that had occurred since the first edition in 1968: 

In the 1970s, the teaching of technical writing grew rapidly and 

steadily. Although exact figures are difficult to obtain, 

approximations based on the sale of textbooks in the field indicate 
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that the number of students per year taking technical writing has 

jumped from about 25,000 in 1968 to over a quarter million in 

1982.  Another indicator is the growth of the Association of 

Teachers of Technical Writing from a nucleus of ten charter 

members in 1972 to an organization with over a thousand 

members. Currently, five summer workshops in technical writing 

enroll over 150 students a year. Ten years ago workshops did not 

even exist. Numerous panel discussions about technical writing 

are now regular features at national meetings of English teachers. 

(5th ed. v) 

Houp and Pearsall accredit this order-of-magnitude growth in the number of 

students to the “sense of both practicality and power in technical writing,” as 

well as to its “situational” approach of addressing a “particular purpose and 

audience” (5th ed. v), though it is also difficult to overlook as a source for such 

growth the contextual signs that point to the increasing importance of skilled 

communicators in the changing economy of the 1980s. Moreover, the authors 

continue, technical writing’s value was inherent in that it had “a high carry-over 

value beyond the college days,” especially because of the great amount of 

writing that was occurring in the workplace and the likelihood that an 

employee’s communication skills would be evaluated as part of promotion 

review (5th ed. vi). 

Within the broader context of sweeping technological changes, Houp and 

Pearsall seem to have justified the need for their textbook based on the growth 
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in the field, which was at least indirectly tied to changes in what kinds of work 

mattered in the larger economy. The growing class sizes “would seem to be a 

sign of the times,” they wrote, and would propel RTI into its middle years (5th 

ed. vii). Moreover, the authors felt that their textbook was “filling a need that 

profound changes in our society are bringing about” (5th ed. vii). In short, the 

authors felt that they were positioning RTI as a response to the growing needs 

of workers in the information age. 

To meet the pedagogical needs presented by higher enrollments and a 

workplace altered by word processing and desktop publishing, RTI would have 

to adapt, and a primary aspect of this adaptation would be adjusting the text’s 

intended audience and, in turn, shifting accordingly the text’s content. In the fifth 

edition, Houp and Pearsall explain how the economic shift towards information 

as the primary resource had already changed—and would continue to 

change—the content in technical writing courses. Perhaps more notably, the 

content needed to be expanded beyond the work of engineers, as the following 

excerpt shows: 

As more and more people had technical information that they had 

to report, technical writing classes began to attract students from 

many disciplines—agriculture, business administration, 

economics, forestry, medical technology, psychology—to join the 

engineers who once were the primary audience. With this change 

in the student body came a change in the teaching of technical 

writing.  Once it had heavily depended on teaching from models of 
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existing reports, primarily engineering reports. But the new 

student body, representing many disciplines with many models to 

choose from, caused the teachers of technical writing to look 

beyond the models for the process that produced the models. (5th 

ed. vii) 

Not only was the work of technical writers changing, but the workers 

themselves were a morphing population—instead of just engineers or scientists, 

anyone could be trained as a technical communicator. The expansion in 

audience beyond engineers to numerous other disciplines is striking and a trend 

that continued throughout the middle editions, and the authors make clear the 

effect the changing audience had on the types documents covered in the book, 

as well as the new emphasis on process. At least in spirit, the authors appeared 

committed to adapting the text to the changing needs of the classroom 

demographic. 

 Despite the Houp and Pearsall’s awareness of and commitment to 

addressing these new pressures, the fifth edition reflects very few noteworthy 

revisions that show a direct response to information age technologies or the 

changing student population. Not until the 1988 sixth edition do we see a more 

concerted effort to reshape RTI to suit the needs of technical communicators 

entering an evolving, technologically complex economy. The sixth edition marks 

the growing importance of word processing—a key “information age” 

technology—and computing in general, even if the text also suggests the 

authors relenting to adapt. Questionnaires that Houp and Pearsall distributed 
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during the text’s revision cycle revealed that “users wanted more information on 

word processing,” which, in turn, led the authors to include more “advice on 

using word processing where such advice would be useful” (6th ed. vi). These 

comments show a willingness to adapt mixed with the authors’ hesitance to 

dedicate an entire chapter to word processing. Indeed, this type of chapter does 

not appear, though the sixth edition does include information about using “new 

computer cataloging techniques in libraries” (6th ed. vi)—hardly a major 

addition, pedagogically speaking, though still a definite nod to the importance of 

information age technologies. 

Houp and Pearsall’s reluctance to include more content on an 

information age technology like word processing was not completely 

unfounded, however, as is confirmed by popular accounts of the times. In 1990, 

for example, Time magazine describes the information age as being largely 

unrealized, and, just a year later in the same periodical, another article reads 

that “the information age just isn’t all it was cracked up to be…yet” (McCarroll). 

While some had predicted that 50% of households would have PCs by 1990, 

the actual number was only 15%. Estimates of hardware at businesses fared 

slightly better, though overall usage was only half of that expected, thereby 

casting Houp and Pearsall’s reluctance to cover word processing in great detail 

as entirely reasonable, at least when considered alongside popular adoption 

statistics. 

Justified as they may have been in resisting more in-depth coverage of 

word processing, and as in line with others in the discipline this stance proved 
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to be, Houp and Pearsall took an approach to technology in RTI that lagged 

somewhat behind the profession’s development. Within the field, many 

technical communication scholars were responding to the information age in a 

more direct manner, both pointing out the pedagogical challenges of teaching 

word processing and highlighting the importance of helping technical writers 

adapt their skill sets. These discussions provide further disciplinary context for 

assessing Houp and Pearsall’s initial reluctance to adapt, as well as 

technology-related revisions they made throughout the middle editions. 

As the 1980’s wore on, pressure to teach computing skills only grew, 

mainly due to increased adoption in the workplace of desktop publishing, a shift 

also evident in scholarship at the time. Six years after Technical 

Communication’s editor saw it fit to add a regular department to the journal on 

word processing, the journal ran a special issue on desktop publishing guest-

edited by Roger A. Grice. “Desktop publishing is changing the way we work,” 

wrote Grice in the issue’s introduction (275). Evident in his opening words is a 

recognition of desktop publishing’s staying power in the discipline, its promise 

as a tool for technical communicators, as well as its ever-more-apparent 

limitations, all of which garner attention in the issue’s collection of articles. 

 The influx of word processing into the workplace complicated the roles or 

most all writers who used the technology and ended up reshaping the jobs 

technical writers were stepping into, primarily by adding an element of visual 

design that previously was not assumed to be within a technical writer’s skill 

set. In “Reconceiving the Page: A Short History of Desktop Publishing,” James 
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Kalmbach, citing confusion in the discipline over what desktop publishing really 

means, retraces “the history of the process of desktop publishing from the pens 

of copyists to the typewriter and finally to the laser printer” (277). The term itself, 

Kalmbach explains, had its roots in marketing language, which, in his 

estimation, was at least partly to blame for ongoing confusion and/or 

disagreement over its definition. For technical writers, having access to a word 

processor would dramatically alter their writing processes: 

The term ‘desktop publishing’ is in this sorry state because it was 

coined as a marketing slogan (by Paul Brainerd, President of 

Aldus) and introduced on January 28, 1985, at Apple’s annual 

stockholders’ meeting. Because desktop publishing is a marketing 

slogan, it is deliberately all-encompassing. The more different 

types of users vendors can attract, the more systems and 

software they can sell. As a result, popular as well as scholarly 

discussions have focused almost exclusively on hardware and 

software. (277) 

Here, at least one significant connection to RTI emerges from Kalmbach’s 

assessment of desktop publishing; the confusion surrounding what desktop 

publishing was at the time may have contributed to Houp and Pearsall’s initial 

reluctance to treat the topic in any depth in their textbook. 

Moreover, and as Houp and Pearsall may have realized, many writers 

were simply underprepared to take on added graphic design responsibilities 

layered into the desktop publishing experience. For many, Kalmbach notes, this 
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move to desktop publishing gave writers too much control over the publishing 

process, especially considering how few were actually trained in the graphic 

arts (280). In response, Kalmbach pressed that instructors focus less on the 

hardware- and software-based definition of desktop publishing and instead 

focus on the process in implies. “Instead, we need to view desktop publishing 

as the process of putting document preparation,” he writes, “in the hands of text 

originators and recognize the long struggle of inventors to return this sort of 

publishing to the desktop” (Kalmbach 281). So, instead of simply producing text, 

those given access to Macintosh computers and LaserWriters would, in many 

cases, be burdened with expectations beyond merely writing text—indeed, 

technical communicators would be expected to be more skilled in production of 

text, an added dimension that involved graphical and visual training many 

writers did not receive in their education. Sentiments like these dovetail with 

those expressed by Houp and Pearsall, who did not see any need to talk about 

specific technologies in RTI, though were indeed willing to address the 

complexities of the writing process presented by desktop publishing. Philip 

Rubens, writing in “Desktop Publishing: Technology and the Technical 

Communicator,” echoes Kalmbach’s sentiments, noting the lack of graphic 

design training most technical writers had in the 1980’s. “In fact, most writers,” 

Rubens points out, “although they have mastered electronic word processing, 

still remain ignorant of basic text-production activities” (296). Training, says 

Rubens, is the necessary solution for making sure desktop publishing realizes 

“its full potential” in technical writing (299). 



    

182 
 

Pedagogically, the advent of desktop publishing can thus be seen as 

pressuring technical writing classes to include not only general computer 

training, but also tutelage on visual design and document production, a need 

that Houp and Pearsall would at least partially meet in later editions with a 

chapter on document design, but would also resist in the fifth and sixth editions. 

Their approach was one of addressing process and design, not teaching the 

students directly how to use a word processor. 

Amidst the onslaught of technological advances, it eventually became 

clear to Houp and Pearsall that technology was changing the way people work, 

thus placing new expectations on technical communication pedagogy and their 

revisions to the textbook. Yet, even as they acquiesced coverage of document 

design, we can see the authors aiming to keep the core purpose(s) of RTI 

intact. Pearsall remarks in the Preface of the 1992 seventh edition, for example, 

that he’s “struck by a sense of both permanence and change” in approaching 

the next revision; in other words, while the objectives in compiling the text 

remained the same, the manner of delivering them changed. The unchanged 

set of objectives were as follows: 

Our readers should be able to analyze a writing situation correctly; 

to find and organize material appropriate to audience, purpose, 

and situation; to design a functional report or letter that answers 

the needs of both writers and readers; and to write that report or 

letter correctly, clearly, and professionally. (7th ed. vii) 
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Though rephrased from earlier editions, the core rhetorical elements are 

maintained. This steadfastness in philosophy contrasts with Houp and Pearsall 

admitting to being partially convinced of the technology’s promise. In the 

“Revising” sub-section in the seventh edition, we see one of the more extended 

discussions of what word processing means to the job of technical writing: 

The advent of word processing has eased revision considerably 

since the time when revising papers called for writing between the 

lines and in the margins and even the cutting up of papers and 

splicing them together in new arrangements. The word processor 

offers, in effect, unlimited space for revision, allowing the writer to 

insert new sentences, paragraphs, and headings at any point in 

the paper.  With the word processor, sentences and paragraphs 

can be easily moved from one place to another.  Writers can get a 

cleanly typed printout at any stage of the writing and revising 

process. Because a clean text is easier to read than one full of 

arrows and written-over sentences, writers working on a word 

processor can check their arrangement, content, logic, and style 

more easily than ever before. Because the machine does the 

retyping that even small changes sometimes entail, writers are far 

less reluctant to make needed changes than in the past.  (7th ed. 

41) 

The advantages of word processing were many, as is evidenced in the nearly 

gushing excerpt. The description the authors provide show a sharp contrast 
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with the first and sixth editions of RTI, which avoided speaking at length about 

the promise of information age technologies. Additionally, in the “Editing” 

section at the end the same chapter, we again see the emergence of the word 

processor as a useful tool in cleaning up a document. As they write, “the word 

processor makes all these tedious little tasks easier. With the word processor 

you don’t have the agony of retyping an entire page to correct for one or two 

errors” (7th ed. 42). The mention here seems cursory, especially given its 

occurrence at the end of the chapter, but we can at least see how modern day 

computing began to work into the classroom textbook. 

Houp and Pearsall’s response to the information age was, by all 

accounts, a delayed, reluctant one. If the aforementioned 5th and 6th editions 

saw the oncoming wave of word processing and desktop publishing in the 

distance, the 1992 seventh edition to RTI signaled that the tide had washed 

ashore—in short, RTI would have to respond36. The text explains how word 

processing drove parts of 7th edition revision: 

We, first of all, had to deal with the increasing use of word 

processing by technical writers and in the technical writing 

classroom. Word processing has put much more power in the 

                                            
36 This technological shift is visible not only within the text, but also on its exterior. For even the 
most casual observers of textbooks over the 40 years—students, teachers, administrators—it 
may come as little surprise that the seventh, 1992 edition to RTI represents a shift in visual 
design and presentation, and one away from a more minimalist, two-tone aesthetic toward a 
bold, brightly colored, thickly formatted approach replete with glossy inserts, a custom-designed 
cover—this one by Phoenix Color Corp.—and numerous teaching ancillaries (i.e. color 
transparencies, computer software, and a newly updated Instructor’s Manual).  The Preface 
references the change as “a new and fresh design” provided by the publisher’s (Macmillan) 
design team, and one that, Pearsall thinks, “improves the accessibility and aesthetics of the 
book” (7th ed. ix).   
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hands of writers. They are now able to introduce typographical 

variation and graphics into their reports in a way that was 

previously possible only with expensive printing.  With such new 

power has come the need for its responsible and efficient use.  

(7th ed. vii) 

Pearsall’s way of saying that they had to “deal with” word processing for the 

seventh edition makes its inclusion in the text seem reluctant, as does its 

absence in previous editions.  As Pearsall writes, he did “not think that technical 

writing teachers or technical writing texts need[ed] to teach word processing 

technology, but, clearly, both need[ed] to impart insights in how to design 

documents using this technology” (7th ed. vii). 

To fill this need, Pearsall and the editor, Eben Ludlow, invited Ginny 

Redish, then Vice President at the American Institutes for Research in 

Washington, DC, to contribute an entire chapter on document design. 

According to Redish, Pearsall and Ludlow felt RTI was missing two things 

moving into its next edition—one, it needed “the focus on document design,” 

including elements like “typography, layout, presentation.” Secondly, Redish 

says, Pearsall and Ludlow approached her for her expertise on technology, 

which RTI was needing to address in a more convincing fashion.  At that point, 

the computer had appeared, and, at the time, her group at the Document 

Design Center (DDC) in DC was, as she puts it, “really…in the forefront of 

changing what computer documentation looked like.” 
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The federally-funded Document Design Center that Redish was involved 

in shaped her approach to technical communication and document design, and 

these approaches filtered into RTI. From “the very first moment” that she and 

her colleagues saw the request for forming the DDC, the central question they 

were concerned with was always “how do you create the document that work 

for people”—a sentiment she says she carried with her into the writing process 

for RTI. In many ways, the approaches taken at the DDC reflect those in RTI—

that is, in simplified terms, they analyzed audience needs for a document and 

then designed it accordingly. In this way, Redish and her expertise a good fit for 

the book, especially considering the growing document design needs. 

At the same time, however, Redish notes differences in her teaching 

style with that found in RTI. Redish’s background was not in technical 

communication and rhetoric, but rather in linguistics. According to Redish, it 

was this difference and background that fueled her dissatisfaction with many 

technical communication textbooks to this day (not just RTI). In fact, she wished 

that “there were more in technical communication textbooks about what we 

know about how people read, how people think…and a mix of both rhetoric and 

cognitive psychology.” In her view, drawing upon more empirical research could 

add valuable perspective to a text like RTI.  

The inclusion of Ginny Redish as a co-author was significant for a 

numbers of reasons. First, her involvement served to broaden the institutional 

influences found in RTI.  While the text was already deeply influenced by 

Pearsall’s experiences writing in the military (especially in terms of examples 
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use in the earliest editions), Redish’s involvement in document-related 

government research brought experience from a different arm of the 

government. Moreover, her background in linguistics and reliance on cognitive 

psychology marked new territory for RTI’s influences. Second, her approach to 

the chapter she wrote set a precedent in RTI (and possibly classrooms) for 

teaching elements of document design and leaving out instruction on the 

software that allowed for such document creation. Even in corporate training 

sessions that she still runs today, she notes that it is beyond the scope of her 

teaching to show students how to use a word processor, or any other 

information technology, for that matter. This separation of document design 

literacy and technical proficiency still exists in the book today. 

 Overall, the addition of Redish marks what could be described as a 

breaking point for RTI in response to the rise of word processing and desktop 

publishing in the discipline—after years of resisting any major additions to the 

book, Houp and Pearsall finally gave way to including a document design 

chapter. Still, despite this inclusion, the text would preserve its over-arching 

pedagogical goals, mainly by continuing to resist the teaching of technology 

itself, and instead focusing on guiding design principles. In this way, RTI would 

carry forward its largely humanistic tradition into the 1990s and beyond, when 

the pressures of information technology would only continue to grow. 
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“…it is arguable that [ethical] considerations will become an essential aspect of 
technical writing textbooks in the future, and those authors who do not at least 

outline the field will see the popularity of their texts reduced” (450). 
 

McKenna and Thomas, writing in a 1997 issue of the Journal of Technical 
Writing and Communication 

 
 

Chapter 6 

Ethics and Non-Technical Writers: RTI’s 

Late Years, 1995-2006 

Over the course of the last three editions in 1998 (9th), 2002 (10th), and 

2006 (11th), major revisions to RTI reflect many of the predominant themes from 

previous editions, including an ever-changing primary audience, the shifting, 

growing influence and importance of information technology, and varying 

approaches to incorporating the notion of the workplace into the text’s writing 

instruction. Beyond these well-established threads, however, changes to the 

most recent three editions exhibit new primary elements to RTI’s pedagogy, 

including emphasis on international audiences, collaborative writing, and ethics 

in the workplace. 

With these basic themes in mind, three primary tasks guide this chapter. 

The first task will be to detail the major revisions and additions to the text, a 

process that will highlight pedagogical issues that figured largely into the final 

three editions. The second task will be to examine more closely new ways in 
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which workplace practices gained emphasis in the final three editions, as well 

as what implications these additions carried for the text’s overall pedagogical 

approach. Finally, close consideration will be given to ethics instruction, a task 

that will involve situating RTI’s approach amidst scholarly discussion of ethics 

approaches published in other technical writing textbooks in the late 1990s. 

Overall, the larger synthetic goal will be not only to provide rich description of 

stasis and change in these final three editions, but also to gauge the genesis 

and power of hyperpragmatism through RTI’s new and revised pedagogy. 

A more detailed overview of the aforementioned significant revisions and 

additions will illustrate the challenges—some new, some old—that the authors 

faced following the formative and transitional periods from 1968 to 1995 and will 

setup a more in-depth look at the text’s shifting audience, definition of technical 

writing, incorporation of workplace practices, and ethics instruction. 

 

Revising RTI for the 21st Century 

In comparing this final segment of RTI’s publishing history to the prior, 

largely transitional segment, we see general continuation of trends like 

responding to technological pressures, incorporating workplace practices and 

concerns, and adapting to the text’s continually expanding audience. 

Additionally, and perhaps most significantly for considering the text’s potential 

ties to hyperpragmatism, we witness an emerging focus on communication 

ethics. In their own way, each of these trends are important points of reference 
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for continuing to build a sense of when, how, and why RTI adopted both 

vocational- and more civic-minded approaches to teaching technical writing. 

In the 1998 ninth edition, once again we see information technology 

shaping RTI’s terrain—that is, the text’s content, guiding philosophy, and 

authoring team—a need the authors present as originating from the text’s 

audience. Pearsall and Tebeaux make it clear in the Preface to ninth edition 

that their efforts have “been guided, as always, by the needs of [their] readers” 

(xxiii). Practically speaking, this meant that the most pressing need for the ninth 

edition would be the growing presence of electronic technology on campuses, 

in classrooms, at the workplace, and in everyday lives. With this expansion 

came “a growing need to understand and work with electronic media,” the 

authors write (9th ed. xxiii). To address this increasing need for technological 

expertise, Sam Dragga37, then (and currently) a faculty member at Texas Tech 

University, was brought on as a contributing author, the result of which was the 

ninth edition’s seventh chapter on “Electronic Communication” and contributions 

to the chapters on collaborative writing and job searches. In addition to Dragga, 

Ginny Redish returned as a contributor with revisions to her chapter on 

document design (9th ed. xxiii). Much like word processing did during earlier 

editions, such revisions illustrate that the fast-expanding reach and influence of 

information technology would continue into the most recent three editions. 

                                            
37 Aside from being an active scholar and educator in technical communication, Dragga was 
once president of the Association of Teacher of Technical Writing (ATTW). His addition more 
permanently shores up content-related concerns about electronic communication and ethics. 
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Indeed, information technology’s role in the ninth edition had far-reaching 

consequences for the text’s content; the “major changes” section of the Preface 

highlights the ninth edition’s emphasis on electronic communication. Spanning 

the chapters on collaborative writing, electronic communication, document 

design, graphical elements, and job searches, this new emphasis covers a 

number of topics: e-mail; FTP (File Transfer Protocol) sites; synchronous and 

asynchronous online discussion; discussion groups; the World Wide Web 

(WWW); graphics program capabilities; and seeking employment with the aid of 

the Internet (9th ed. xxv). Additionally, a new, supplemental website called the 

“Allyn & Bacon CompSite on the World Wide Web” was made available as a 

complement to the text. Such revisions illustrate just how significant a factor 

information technology had become in RTI—no longer was it merely a single 

chapter that could be cordoned off from the rest of the text, much like was the 

case with the text’s first chapter on document design back in 1992. Houp and 

Pearsall’s expectations from editions past about the “information age” and its 

eventual role in RTI had fully materialized, if not been surpassed. 

Aside from the emphasis on electronic communication, the ninth edition 

also adds international communication to its discussions of audience analysis 

throughout the text, an addition aimed at helping “students learn that North 

American attitudes about individualism, time, and style are culturally dependent 

and may not be shared by people from other backgrounds” (9th ed. xxv). This 

new emphasis on international audiences ran parallel with the expanding 

communication capabilities the workforce was gaining via the Internet, as well 
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as broader concerns the field of technical communication was developing in its 

research.  

The 2002 tenth edition, which ushered in a new publisher38 and minted 

Sam Dragga as a fulltime author, introduces four entirely new and four 

substantially revised chapters that expand upon the new themes from the ninth 

edition, further underscoring the centrality of new audiences, workplace 

practices, and ethics in the last three editions. Brand new chapters cover 

“Writing Ethically,” “Writing for International Readers,” “Gathering, Evaluating, 

and Documenting Information,” and “Empirical Research Reports.” Other 

revisions / additions include: more on-the-job situations to help students better 

assess and respond to rhetorical situations; revamped information on designing 

visual aids; guidelines for using e-mail; more Internet-related information on job 

searches; guidelines for design a website; and scenarios / vignettes at the 

beginning of each chapter to help give students a better idea of what it’s like to 

communicate in the workplace (10th ed. xvii-xix). The expanded coverage of 

information technology topics like websites and online job searches extends the 

trend of electronic communication’s increasing importance within RTI, while on-

the-job-oriented content strengthens the workplace’s foothold in the text’s 

instruction. 

Finally, we come to the latest, eleventh edition, published in 2006, which 

presents significant changes to RTI’s intended audience. In a subsection in the 

                                            
38 In 1999, Pearson Education purchased Allyn & Bacon and, in doing so, was forced by the 
U.S. Department of Justice to part with a number the acquired properties.  As such, ownership 
of the Reporting Technical Information empire was transferred to Oxford University Press. 
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Preface titled “A New Direction,” Pearsall, Tebeaux, and Dragga explain how 

the revised text is “targeting students in a wide variety of science, health, 

business, engineering, and technical majors to prepare them to develop 

documentations of the kinds they will most likely need to write after they leave 

school and begin their careers” (11th ed. xvii). All of this comes on the heels of 

a condemning article, cited in the Preface, in a December 2004 issue of the 

New York Times reporting that “one third of employees in the nation’s blue-chip 

companies write poorly, and businesses are spending as much as $3.1 billion 

annually on remedial training” (11th ed. xvii). Workplaces had been struggling 

with employees under-preparedness, and the RTI team intended to remedy the 

problem with an expanded audience and an increased focus on workplace 

scenarios. 

Much of the urgency surrounding the issue of poor writing in the 

workplace had been brought on by what the authors called “today’s heavily 

media-oriented environment,” which was complicating writers’ duties by 

cramming more audiences, purposes, techniques, and technologies than ever 

before into the sphere of knowledge that they needed to wield on a day-to-day 

basis (11th ed. xvii). Because readers at the time were being “bombarded” with 

too much to read and were having to be more selective, a writer’s overall 

effectiveness in efficiently communicating a message grew in importance. Thus, 

the authors’ state that “helping to develop that effective writer and reader is the 

purpose of this book” (11th ed. xvii). The central focus of the book remains 

rhetorical in that the authors stress audience analysis, developing a clear 
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purpose, and applying principles of document design. They call the central 

theme the “development of effective documents—documents that will achieve 

the writer’s purpose because they can be read, read correctly, and read quickly” 

(11th ed. xviii). Here, again, we see Pearsall’s notion of “permanence and 

change” in how the authors were applying rhetorical principles to new media; 

RTI was managing to stay current and legitimate, while at the same time 

preserving the core, rhetorical purpose. 

The focus on workplace and electronic communication is further evident 

in the eleventh edition’s many new examples. While the focus remains the 

same, over half of the book’s sample documents have changed, all of which 

“are real-world cases” and illustrate “the growing influence of online delivery of 

documents” (11th ed. xix). Adding to the book’s inclusion of real-life situations, 

each chapter begins with a scenario that is intended to “demonstrate the impact 

of technical communication in the real world” (11th ed. xix). In a way, the 

authors seem to be making a chapter-by-chapter argument for the 

everydayness and importance of writing, which appears to be a response to the 

increased concerns about writing skills in the workplace. Technologically, then, 

the continuing advancement of digital communication tools is reflected in the 

textbook’s emphasis on online documents, formatting in a word processor, 

content management, and PowerPoint presentations. The online companion 

website also appears to have been revised and expanded for the eleventh 

edition. In short, the presence of technology in the eleventh edition is greater 

than ever. 
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Of the many aforementioned themes from the last three editions that 

warrant further exploration, perhaps the most basic and central of these to 

consider next is that of how the authors continued to redefine technical writing. 

 

Redefining Technical Writing for Non-Technical Writers 

While the ninth edition offers little in the way of changes to how RTI 

defines technical writing, editions ten and eleven provide substantial shifts that 

invite closer consideration and illustrate how the text’s intended audience was 

continually broadening, focusing not so much on students who would end up 

working as full-time technical writers, but rather on those who would simply do 

most any type of on-the-job writing.  

One of the most significant additions reshaping the text’s definition of 

technical writing is the set of real-world scenarios that open up the chapters in 

the tenth edition; these added scenarios, one of the many additions to RTI 

made by Sam Dragga, heighten the chapters’ focus on workplace culture, 

leading to the concept of the workplace permeating the textbook more than in 

any previous edition. 

The first scenario in the first chapter, for example, places the reader in a 

workplace situation. “You are an engineer for General Power Equipment, Inc,” 

the scenario opens (10th ed. 1). The text goes on to describe a meeting 

between the reader, a company executive, and a legal staffer, during which the 

reader is charged with the task of developing safety warnings and user manuals 

for snow throwers the company manufactures. The scenario serves as an 
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introduction to technical communication in the workplace. As it reads, “warning 

and manuals are just two of the many things you may have to do in technical 

communication” (10th ed. 1). The addition of this scenario marks a more 

aggressive approach taken by the authors to situate technical writing practice in 

a nonacademic context, as well as tie it closely to science, engineering, and 

otherwise technological industries39. The cumulative effect of so many 

scenarios across so many different fields is one of broadening—students are 

meant to see technical writing as relevant to most any walk of life. 

Dragga notes that these chapter-opening scenarios, found in the tenth 

edition of the textbook and continuing on into the eleventh edition, were aimed 

at making the book “more engaging;” they were “ways of pulling people into…or 

pulling [people] from a wide variety of fields into the subject matter, placing 

them…using a narrative frame to get readers engaged with the subject and 

seeing perhaps how this subject…might be something that they might use on 

the job…to do their job” (Dragga). Additionally, the scenarios were intended to 

help show readers explicitly  “why [technical writing was] something they need 

to read about.” Moreover, Dragga believes Tom Pearsall always had this 

broader type of audience in mind, another reason why the scenarios were 

necessary—they provided a number of different situations that would allow 

students to self-identify with others writing on the job. 

                                            
39 The company the reader is working for is described as “a medium-sized company that makes 
machinery powered by small engines and motors, such as lawn mowers, power generators, and 
pumps” (10th ed. 1). 
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These scenarios continue on into the eleventh edition, where we see a 

newly revised definition of technical writing that provides the aforementioned 

broadening effect while, at the same time, placing more emphasis on the 

workplace. Instead of a bullet-point list approach from past editions, technical 

writing is summed up in the following paragraph: 

As you work your way through this book, you will see that 

“technical writing” refers to writing done in a work environment. 

Technical writing may also be called professional, business, or 

workplace writing, since it occurs in a business or work setting. In 

contrast, academic writing is prepared for your course work and 

focuses on school learning activities. While many of the 

characteristics of academic writing apply to work-related writing, 

“technical” (or workplace) writing and academic writing have 

different goals. These differences define the respective types of 

writing. (11th ed. 4) 

Previously, RTI’s definition of technical writing was presented as a “problem-

solving process” involving technical subject matter and a number of content 

research and development steps. The eleventh edition, however, presents a 

definition based less on problem-solving and more on the context of technical 

writing—the workplace. 

As such, the eleventh edition devotes a fair amount of text to 

differentiating the type of work someone does at school versus the type of work 

someone does on the job. In-school writing, for example, is described as being 
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for a captive audience of instructors, or evaluators. On the job, however, the 

purposes and audiences change significantly. The following eight differences 

between technical and academic writing are cited: 

Writing at Work Achieves Job Goals 

Writing at Work Addresses a Variety of Readers 

Writing at Work Addresses Readers with Different Perspectives 

Writing at Work Creates Excessive Paperwork and E-mail 

Writing at Work May Be Read by Readers Unknown to the Writer 

Writing at Work Has an Indefinite Life Span 

Writing at Work Creates Legal Liability for the Writing and the 

Organization 

Writing at Work Uses a Variety of Written Documents (11th ed. 5-

8) 

The authors use the workplace / classroom distinction as an organizing scheme 

for making additional points about differences in audience (intercultural, captive 

vs. non-captive, primary and secondary), goals of writing, and ethical and legal 

dimensions of writing. Arguably, the increased focus on the workplace, writ-

large, creates an even more inclusive definition of technical writing than if the 

context for such work were presented as a scientific or engineering lab.  

So why would the authors define technical writing even more broadly 

than before? The broadly conceived audience reflected in the tenth edition’s 

scenarios opens up a window into how RTI’s intended audience changed in the 

latest three editions. While some textbooks, Dragga notes, are aimed and 
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technical communication majors—that is, students who will likely enter the 

workforce as technical communicators—RTI has always been a text that has 

tried “to assist the individual who’s going to do writing on the job, but who isn’t 

going to be a technical communicator on the job…that is, the engineer who is 

also going to be writing, the business executive who’s also going to be writing 

reports and memos.” RTI’s audience is a group a people “who are not 

themselves professional technical communicators…but who will need to 

engage in technical communication on the job…who will need to write email 

messages, memos, who might in fact be designing the website for their 

organization” (Dragga). For these individuals, the only training they will likely get 

for these types of communications will be a technical communication class 

and/or a textbook like RTI. Thus, this type of audience gives the book  “a 

different pedagogical orientation,” meaning the book aims to provide “examples 

from a wide variety of fields,” and that the authors are “trying to speak to 

individuals without using a lot of the technical terminology or theoretical 

framework…of the field that might be more familiar…[to] technical 

communication majors” (Dragga). The authors of RTI have been “more 

interested, as a result, in using…illustrations and examples that might 

be…engaging to a wide cross-section of fields and disciplines than they might 

otherwise be.” Dragga further notes that the authors of RTI are writing for non-

specialists across many fields, not specialists within the field of technical 

communication. 
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An example of a book that is aimed squarely at technical communication 

majors, Dragga notes, is a text like Rebecca Burnett’s Technical 

Communication. Her text, according to Dragga, includes a lot of the scholarship 

(and scholars) of the field. While both texts are important for their specific 

audience, Dragga notes that the non-specialist audience is the vast majority as 

4-year schools and community colleges. “The book RTI has very much always 

been genre-driven,” he adds, “and that continues to be the dominant pedagogy 

at community colleges…and the dominant pedagogy in the service course as it 

is taught, chiefly, at community colleges.” RTI takes aim squarely at this 

audience of students and instructors. For those teaching students who plan to 

be technical communication specialists, Dragga feels like the dominant 

pedagogy is “much more theory-driven, much more activity-driven, much less 

interested in teaching genres than teaching the rhetoric of…the rhetorical theory 

of purpose and audience.”  While Dragga notes that they’ve introduced some 

pieces of rhetorical theory into RTI, the instructors who actually use RTI request 

the genre-based approach “because that’s what they’re doing in their courses.” 

Interestingly, Dragga notes that the needs of non-specialist students 

creates “a push and a pull” dynamic in the revision process. In Dragga’s own 

words: 

We’re trying, I think, to incorporate up-to-date approaches in the 

pedagogy in amplifying what we have to say about rhetorical 

theory and how that informs the practices and principles of the 

field and give our readers some understanding of that…at the 
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same time that we’re telling them ‘here’s how you write a memo, 

here’s how you write a report,’ because for non-specialists, their 

interest is ‘how do I write this letter or job application,’ ‘how do I 

write this resume,’ ‘how do I write this email message.’ They don’t 

have the same interest in the underlying rhetorical principles that 

the major in technical communication might….so we’re trying to 

serve the instructors who are using the book and the non-

specialists who are the chief audience for the book. 

Dragga further notes that, while Rebecca Burnet’s book is a great introduction 

to the foundations of the field even for majors, Master’s, and PhD students,  

“Reporting Technical Information does a better job serving students who just 

want to know how to write the next report.” RTI aims to tell the students “only 

enough so that they know why they’re doing what they’re doing, and not more 

than that” (Dragga). Additionally, Dragga compares the approach RTI takes to 

an instruction manual, noting that using the book is analogous to reading a 

guide about how to operate a piece of equipment—the manual “chiefly” tells 

and shows them “which buttons to push.” 

Dragga’s comments on the authoring process reveal the potentially 

significant roles played by both students and instructors who use the text—that 

is, both audiences, through direct feedback and in how the authors imagine 

their reaction to the text, have the ability to shape what goes into a new edition. 

Moreover, both of these groups appear to have played a role in broadening 
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RTI’s intended audience, reshaping its definition of technical writing, and 

increasing its focus on the workplace.  

 

Ethics Instruction as a Catch-22 

Of equal pedagogical significance amidst the content additions and 

revisions in RTI’s latest three editions is the slow crescendo of ethics-related 

material in the text’s instruction. What begins in the eighth edition as a relatively 

small sub-section on ethics blossoms over time into a full chapter of its own, a 

shift that might lead casual observers to claim that RTI’s authors were placing 

more emphasis on humanistic concerns by encouraging students to think about 

how their technical writing work enacts and/or transgresses particular values. In 

fact, however, squaring RTI’s ethics instruction over the last three editions with 

other approaches and ethics-related scholarly discussions at the time reveals 

that the mere presence of ethics education in a textbook does not, as some 

might suspect, entirely fall under the umbrella of more humanistic, non-

hyperpragmatic pedagogy. The ethics instruction RTI provides ends up being at 

once humanistic in its very inclusion and, by some accounts, narrow and 

reductive in its execution. 

Scholarship published around the release of RTI’s ninth edition shows 

how ethics education had continued to garner more attention in technical 

communication circles, focusing on available ethics theoretical frameworks, how 

such frameworks might be translated for classroom activities, as well as what 

goals technical writing instructors should have in mind when approaching the 
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topic of ethics with their students. Two published perspectives in particular from 

the late 1990’s—one from Bernard McKenna and Glen Thomas and another 

from Kris Hartung—provide context as to the various approaches to ethics 

education that were emerging in other textbooks at the time, as well as to 

whether or not such approaches were theoretically rigorous and pedagogically 

valuable. 

Readily apparent from scholarship is that, prior to the 1990’s, ethics 

instruction was not a widespread feature of technical writing classrooms or 

technical writing textbooks. McKenna and Thomas, writing in a 1997 piece in 

the Journal of Writing and Communication, observe in their review of five recent 

technical writing textbooks that “the question of ethics in technical 

communication has become more pressing in recent years,” continuing by 

noting that this growing trend is evident in more than half of the texts they 

analyzed (449). The approaches taken in these textbooks ranged from 

discussing examples and case studies to offering a collection of short readings 

that cover ethical principles that, in a particular textbook’s authors’ estimation, 

technical communicators should know (McKenna and Thomas 450). While 

McKenna and Thomas’ analysis is decidedly brief—the ethics component is but 

one of many aspects of their content analysis—it highlights the relative 

newness, at least in the 1990’s, of teaching ethics as part of technical writing, 

and the fact that the authors of RTI were among the so-called early adopters 

that included ethics instruction in their text. 
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Additionally, predictions made by McKenna and Thomas about the 

textbook market suggest that a textbook’s success might, in the near future, 

hinge on whether or not ethics instruction is included in the content, thus raising 

the stakes for texts like RTI and placing pressure upon them to adapt. Looking 

ahead, McKenna and Thomas claim that “it is arguable that these 

considerations will become an essential aspect of technical writing textbooks in 

the future, and those authors who do not at least outline the field will see the 

popularity of their texts reduced” (450). In this way, the decision to include 

ethics in a technical writing textbook could have ended up being just as much 

about money and marketing as it could have been about actually trying to 

provide a more humanistic education. Either way, many textbooks—RTI 

included—would be put in the position of having to decide if and how to respond 

to this growing pedagogical trend. 

Given that the authors of RTI obviously elected to start including ethics-

related content, our focus can turn to how that instruction was presented. Here, 

again, a bit of context is helpful. In looking at a sampling of the textbooks that 

got caught up in the early wave of ethics pedagogy in the late 1990’s, what 

becomes evident is that the approaches to ethics instruction varied significantly, 

as is observed by Kris K. Hartung in a 1998 piece published in the Journal of 

Writing and Communication. Hartung examines four textbooks40 as a window 

into the teaching of ethics in technical communication classrooms, and 

                                            
40 The analyzed textbooks include Lay’s Technical Communication (1995), Markel’s Technical 
Communication: Situations and Strategies (1998), Lannon’s Technical Writing (1997), and 
Anderson’s Technical Writing: A Reader-Centered Approach (1995).  
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moreover as a way of gauging whether or not the texts encourage students to 

“engage in ethical inquiry as it is defined traditionally” (363). As the author 

explains, “addressing the textbooks of technical communication is a reasonable 

starting point for determining what students are being taught about the ethical 

components of the discipline” (Hartung 363). To Hartung, many texts were 

falling short of more traditional standards of ethical inquiry, thereby raising the 

question of whether or not such inquiry was ethical or philosophical in nature at 

all. 

In the article’s analysis, Hartung draws important distinctions between 

the types of “ethics-related activities” that can occur in a technical writing 

classroom, using these categories to gauge the depth, value, and 

appropriateness of such instruction. Importantly, Hartung’s analysis provides a 

means of assessing just how humanistic and/or reductive the ethics instruction 

in RTI was as it grew in importance from editions nine through eleven. 

Instead of performing actual ethical inquiry, Hartung argues, “[most 

textbooks and instructors] engage in ethics-related activities known as moral 

casuistry, which deduces moral judgements, and moralism, which prescribes 

moral principles. The authors deduce and prescribe, but they do not justify or 

critically examine the underlying principles of morality” (Hartung 363). In this 

view, the majority of ethics education in technical writing textbooks is not truly 

ethical inquiry, but rather more shallow forms of ethics discussion that, while 

useful in their own way, do not truly challenge underlying values or belief 

systems, a feature central to ethical inquiry and, one might argue, non-
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hyperpragmatic pedagogy. Indeed, beyond the textbook-oriented analysis, 

Hartung also wonders “whether the ethics of technical communication is 

congruent with the philosophical definition of ethics” (365). Potentially greater 

rifts exist, as Hartung provocatively points out, though ones that cannot be fully 

explored here. Suffice to say, Hartung’s critique of technical writing textbooks 

calls into question just how non-hyperpragmatic ethics instruction in a textbooks 

can be. 

Ultimately, Hartung concludes the following from the study: 

[Textbooks authors] should avoid resorting to cursory accounts of 

traditional ethical theories because briefly mentioned 

philosophers’ ethical approaches has very little practical value. 

They should also treat moral principles, not as objective and self-

evident statements of fact, but as evaluative assumptions whose 

truth-values and meaning are both tentative and lacking universal 

agreement. (363) 

If nothing else, we see that carrying out true ethical inquiry in any classroom, 

much less a technical writing classroom, is a demanding task requiring in-depth 

knowledge of philosophy. Unsurprisingly, none of the textbooks analyzed in 

Hartung’s study met this bar, leading to Hartung to add that, “if authors decide 

to make use of the ethical theories of philosophers, then they should either 

provide more than just a cursory account of those theories or not mention them 

at all” (380). What Hartung seems to say is that anything less than full, 

traditional ethical inquiry is reductive and therefore of little pedagogical value.  



    

207 
 

Yet, Hartung also seems to acknowledge ethics’ place in technical 

writing textbooks, even if they don’t conform to such high standards of ethical 

inquiry. Despite criticizing the ethics approaches found across the four 

textbooks in the study, Hartung concedes that such approaches are, in fact, 

appropriate for their context within a technical writing textbook. “The use of 

moral casuistry and moralist prescriptivism to give students a basic 

understanding of moral conduct is practical,” Hartung claims, “and within the 

scope of what we can expect from a technical communication textbook” (379). 

In effect, what Hartung is implying is that the watering down of ethical inquiry 

can render it appropriate for a relatively shallow, “practical” treatment in a 

technical writing textbook and/or classroom. 

The resulting picture of ethics and technical writing instruction in the 

1990’s is one where ethics is an increasingly attractive topic to cover in 

textbooks and classrooms, but also one that rarely encourages students to 

challenge underlying values or belief systems. Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, the 

ethics instruction in RTI closely resembles, in more ways than one, this 

surrounding climate. 

Although entire chapters on ethics and technical writing do not appear in 

the RTI canon until the 2002 tenth edition, previous editions contain a number 

of references to ethics in writing, sometimes just in passing and at other times 

in entire sections41 of a chapter. Eventually, the fragmented approach to 

covering ethics coalesces into entire chapters in the two most recent editions. 
                                            
41 The eighth edition included a section on “Ethical Considerations” as a “major change” to the 
chapter on composing. 
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No references to ethics or ethical considerations appear in the table of contents 

of the indices of any editions prior to the eighth. Much like the eighth edition, the 

ninth includes a section on “Ethical Considerations” at the end of the chapter on 

the composing, and review of the chapter notes reveals that the section’s 

scholarly base remains exactly the same. Newly added are sub-sections on 

plagiarism and “using misleading visuals” (9th ed. 32-4). Such “considerations” 

were but one part of the ethics approach found in RTI. 

As proves to be a theme in later editions, however, much of the earliest 

ethics coverage in RTI hinges largely on ethics codes from professional 

organizations, which conveniently offer preset rules for thinking about 

workplace situations. The authors calls attention to the importance of 

professional codes in the following excerpt, which also highlights the text’s ever-

broadening intended audience: 

Professionals, such as engineers and scientists, must act with 

integrity to survive in their work environments. For that reason 

most professional groups have a professional code that calls for 

ethical behavior. (9th ed. 31) 

Such instruction on professional codes continues in the ninth edition with 

multiple references to the ethics codes of professional organizations. Under the 

heading “Why Should We Act Ethically?”, the authors cite the codes of both the 

Society for Technical Communication and the International Association of 

Business Communicators (IABC) in explaining why ethical considerations are 

important in the workplace (9th ed. 31-2). Later on, we see another direct 
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reference of the STC Ethical Guidelines in the sub-section on “deliberately 

using imprecise or ambiguous language” (9th ed. 33). “The STC Ethical 

Guidelines” warns against ambiguity,” the section opens, thereby wielding the 

professional stature of one of technical communication’s largest professional 

bodies to justify a bit of instruction (9th ed. 33). These professional codes 

provided a means of communicating value statements that, when drawn from 

various professional organizations, allowed the authors to speak to numerous 

student audiences. Missing in the presentation of these codes, however, is 

further ethical inquiry, as Hartung might point out—that is, questions about why 

these codes exist at all and why the codes value particular actions over others. 

Even early on, in the ninth edition of RTI, we can see the convenience of 

teaching professional codes of conduct at the cost of teaching an oversimplified 

version of ethics. 

Not until the tenth edition do we see the first full chapter on ethics, titled 

“Writing Ethically,” although its length is but one page longer than the ethics 

section found in the ninth edition. In that sense, the “chapter” distinction is 

largely cosmetic, and the approach remains largely unchanged. Broken up into 

four primary sections—“Understanding Ethical Behavior,” “Recognizing 

Unethical Communication,” “Behaving Ethically,” and “Dealing with Unethical 

Behavior in Others”—the chapter is described in the preface as an expansion of 

the ninth edition’s ethics-related offerings, and one that relies partly on “the 

codes of various professional groups,” including one example from the Institute 

of Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE), to give students a sense of 
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workplace values (10th ed. 108, xvii). The ethics coverage now includes the 

entire 1998 STC code titled “STC Ethical Principles for Technical 

Communicators.”  The whole-page figure contains six key points on ethics—

legality, honesty, confidentiality, quality, fairness, and professionalism (10th ed. 

110). Even with such expansion in the codes that are presented, the tenth 

edition largely maintains the tradition of the ninth edition, favoring practicality 

over in-depth ethical inquiry. 

One exception is how the chapter encourages the application of the 

codes to specific workplace situations. The last section, “Dealing with Unethical 

Behavior in Others,” discusses “some of the ethical situations a student might 

encounter on the job and suggested ways to deal with them” (10th ed. 119). 

Yet, at the section’s end, the authors reassure the reader ethics requires more 

than reading, even hinting at the possible need to intervene in a situation in the 

workplace:   

However, no amount of reading about ethics will make you or 

anyone else ethical. That result requires a good will, good 

judgment, moral sense, and, frequently, courage. In the end, it’s 

character that counts. (10th ed. 120) 

Here, the authors seems to be acknowledging the limits of the ethics education 

that RTI is providing, even if such an admission does not in any significant way 

change their overall approach to the topic. 

If the tenth edition’s ethics coverage has a strength, it would be its 

reliance on technical communication scholarship. As the chapter notes reflect, 
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the new ethics chapter makes heavy use of scholarship, citing all of the articles 

from earlier coverage of ethics, but this time adding one article from Sam 

Dragga, a full author for the tenth edition and likely a major contributor to—if not 

the full author of—the ethics section. Dragga had published extensively42 in the 

area of ethics, making his selection as a ethics-focused author edition a well-

grounded one. Indeed, his 1997, Technical Communication Quarterly article, “A 

Question of Ethics: Lessons from Technical Communicators on the Job,” is 

cited in the text and deals with workplace ethics (10th ed. 684). It is perhaps 

this strong base of scholarship that leads to revisions in the next edition. 

Not until the eleventh edition do we see a more substantial overhaul of 

RTI’s ethics coverage. The eleventh edition offers a “thoroughly updated” 

chapter on “Writing Ethically,” as well as “increased coverage of ethics via 

discussions of ethical principles throughout the text” (11th ed. xix). The major 

headings, most of which are new, reflect the heavy revision noted in the 

preface. The ethics chapter now covers: Ethical Perspectives, Your 

Professional Obligations, Codes of Conduct, Recognizing Unethical 

Communication, Anticipating Consequences, Applying Principles, Handling 

Unethical Situations (11th ed. 85). The additions and revisions add a bit more 

depth to the chapter’s philosophical discussion and coverage of ethics codes. In 

the case of the former, the opening section on ethical perspectives sheds light 
                                            
42 A few of Dragga’s published works on ethics include “Hiding Humanity: Verbal and Visual 
Ethics in Accident Reports,” in a 2003 issue of Technical Communication; “Ethical Intercultural 
Technical Communication: Looking through the Lens of Confucian Ethics,” in a 1999 issue of 
Technical Communication Quarterly; "A Question of Ethics: Lessons from Technical 
Communicators on the Job," in a 1997 issue of Technical Communication; and “The Ethics of 
Delivery,” in a 1993 edited collection titled Rhetorical Memory and Delivery: Classical Concepts 
for Contemporary Composition and Communication. 
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upon the complex, oftentimes quick-action nature of making decisions in the 

workplace, and thus the difficulty in always acting with ethics in mind. The 

following paragraph excerpt summarizes not only the chapter’s tone, but also 

the sense of responsibility the authors attempt to place on the reader: 

On the job you typically have limited time for the rational analysis 

of ethical dilemmas and thus you won’t always have the 

opportunity to consider all the issues or answer all the questions 

relating to you dilemma. You might have to act or make a decision 

quickly—in minutes or seconds. In such situations, you will need 

to operate on intuitions of conscience and virtuous habits of mind. 

Nevertheless, you’ll need to know the nature and scope of your 

obligations and practice anticipating the consequences of your 

decisions. Such knowledge and practice will assist you in making 

rational decisions if time permits and in making good intuitive 

judgments if it doesn’t.  (11th ed. 86) 

The authors add to this sense of responsibility in the next section on 

professional obligations, stating that “none of us are isolated individuals, 

operating entirely separate from the traffic of human society” (11th ed. 86). 

They go on to note the “intersecting” and “competing” nature of one’s 

professional obligations, which break up into duties “to yourself…to your 

discipline and profession…to your academic institution…to your employer…to 

your colleagues…[and] to the public” (11th ed. 86-7). The perspectives and 

obligations stated in the first two pages of the chapter easily equate to the most 
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direct statement in RTI’s history on the complexities of ethics in the workplace. 

Yet, while accounting for such complexities and encouraging even more 

application of codes of conduct add depth to the eleventh edition’s coverage, it 

still falls within the realm of merely “practical” ethics instruction, as Hartung 

identifies it. 

Interestingly, other moments in the eleventh edition start to approach 

more impractical ethics instruction, so to speak, even if not technical ethical 

inquiry. The section on obligations ends, for example, by noting that, based on 

the numerous obligations one has, “you can’t always simply do whatever the 

boss requests” and that, once on the job, “you will need to make every effort to 

avoid being either submissive or self-righteous” (11th ed. 87). That the authors 

incite disagreeing with one’s boss on ethical grounds shows that they’re at least 

starting to stretch beyond the common, practical instruction characterized by 

Hartung. 

Comparing the last three editions, RTI’s approach to ethics is arguably 

somewhat paradoxical, and it points to a larger Catch-22 for authors of 

technical writing textbooks. Including no ethics instruction at all would almost 

certainly be characterized as an uncritical, unreflective approach to authoring a 

technical writing textbook. Yet, at the same time, including almost any form of 

so-called practical ethics instruction can also be considered overly reductive. 

Does this make RTI’s ethics instruction entirely hyperpragmatic? Not 

necessarily. Rather, this perspective highlights the limits not only of what can be 

crammed into a technical writing textbook, but also into a technical writing 
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course. After all, not having the time to teach ethics, rhetoric, grammar, and 

document design in their full glory does not mean we simply should not teach 

them at all—rather, it implies that we need to meet our students where they are 

at and, as Houp and Pearsall would implore, know our audience and their 

specific needs. 
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“Looking at textbooks through their history, we see a pedagogic struggle 
between stasis and change. The textbook of writing is a witness to the 

perpetual conflict between new and old, theory and practice, experiment and 
convention, that define our discipline in unique ways” (Composition-Rhetoric 

110). 
 

Robert J. Connors, describing a rationale for studying textbooks 
 
 

Chapter 7 

Refiguring Hyperpragmatism in the History 

of Technical Writing Pedagogy: A 

Conclusion 

In casting Houp and Pearsall’s textbook Reporting Technical Information 

as a historically significant site for excavating both stasis and change in 

pedagogical practice, the purpose of this study has been to identify and 

examine struggles for pedagogic dominance in the history of technical writing, 

focusing particularly on how such struggles may or may not have contributed to 

an alleged tradition of hyperpragmatism in technical communication pedagogy. 

In practice, a focus on pedagogic struggle meant considering not only the 

instruction in RTI, but also the broader network of institutional pressures and 

scholarly exchanges surrounding such instruction, all of which was aimed at 

gauging hyperpragmatism’s genesis and power. 

And through this process, a number of central themes have emerged 

from this analysis, including (but not limited to) the definition of technical writing, 
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rhetorical theory, process pedagogy, the notion of the workplace, information 

technologies, and ethics instruction, as well as how approaches to all of these, 

at various points in time, have fallen along a spectrum of more civic-minded 

versus more vocationally-minded pedagogy. Of course, accounting for, 

describing, and analyzing every last revision or streak of stasis has been well 

outside the realm of possibility—even a book-length answer to a reasonably 

conceived research question cannot hope to reflect every last point of interest 

along a 38-year stretch of time. 

What seems readily apparent at this study’s conclusion is the following: 

While RTI occasionally embodies some of the characteristics that fall within the 

confines of hyperpragmatism, its eleven-edition publishing history reveals a 

more complex, nuanced picture of both hyperpragmatic and humanistic 

pedagogy that continue to compete for dominance. Such struggles for 

dominance are, more often than not, a reflection of the liminal space technical 

communication occupies between the academy and industry, and it is within 

this space that technical communication teachers and scholars must work to 

ensure that tensions between civic- and vocationally-minded instruction remain 

productive. 

 Moreover, while this study has at times drawn into question the 

relevance of the term, the alleged hyperpragmatic trajectory of our field posited 

by Blake Scott et al. indeed still serves as a useful cautionary tale for those 

interested in formulating new research and pedagogy directions in technical 

communication, even if superimposing such a narrative upon our field’s history 
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runs the risk of oversimplifying the contributions of teachers and scholars who, 

at their varying points in time, were responding to institutional pressures as best 

they could. 

Also apparent is the importance of constantly evaluating the tools we 

both employ and ignore through our teaching. Pedagogically, RTI’s history 

urges us to consider more closely and challenge the role information technology 

plays in our classrooms, as well as continue the tradition of interdisciplinarity in 

shaping what we teach. Technology’s role in shaping RTI is hard to deny—

Houp and Pearsall’s experience responding to word processing, for example, 

problematizes the relationship many instructors have today with the tools 

students are expected to use once they leave the classroom. The inclusion of 

Ginny Redish as a contributing author highlights, much like the author’s 

backgrounds themselves, our interdisciplinary beginnings and, beyond that, 

reminds us that our pedagogies—rhetorical, genre-based, hyperpragmatic or 

otherwise—are patchwork formations of practices and values from a wide 

variety of fields and institutions. Much of history is framed as helping us 

remember / keeping us from forgetting. Reading RTI has a way of reminding the 

reader of the interdisciplinary history technical communication has and of our 

field’s inexorable ties to, among many things, information technology. 

In rethinking our teaching of technical writing—and even technical 

communication in general—the following sample questions come to mind, many 

of which are meant to challenge the underlying value systems already in place 

in our field: What is justifies adding or excluding certain technologies, and at 
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what cost or benefit does this come? Are students developing both technical 

proficiency and design and/or information literacy with respect to the 

technologies they are expected to use in class? How are classroom readings 

and activities balancing these concerns, and on what basis? What otherwise 

prominent technologies are ignored in my classroom, and on what basis? How 

might we look beyond technical communication or composition to inform and 

enrich student’s classroom experiences?  Houp and Pearsall saw RTI as 

responding to technological changes—in what ways does our own teaching 

respond to the times?  In what ways are we resisting our context, and why? We 

need to continue to ask these types of questions if we hope to revisit the issues 

of why we teach what we teach. 

 

Retrofitting Textbooks for the Future?: Two Authors’ Views 

Looking ahead, it seems fair to say that the pedagogical power and 

influence of textbooks is shifting, albeit not into any one set of hands, which 

would sidestep Foucault’s notion of how power operates. Rather, as we see 

textbooks move online as open source offerings and content management 

systems provide students with easy access to instructor-chosen collections of 

readings, these new trends challenge traditional modes of publishing and 

present a new means for knowledge stabilization in the teaching of technical 

writing and all other sub-areas within technical communication.  

Unsurprisingly, RTI’s authors also see significant challenges ahead for 

publishing technical writing textbooks.  
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Redish wonders if today’s student even read the textbooks they’re given, 

adding that newer approaches to writing and posting web articles exist that 

could result in more up-to-date instructional information and, perhaps, a greater 

likelihood of students reading the information. Meanwhile, publishers wonder if 

they should they continue to publish textbooks, and, if not, what their business 

model of the future will be (Redish). Both the movie and music industry have 

demonstrated severe growing pains—legally, financially, technologically, and 

logistically—in adopting electronic distribution as part of their business model, 

and Redish agrees that it will be a difficult process for book publishers, as well.  

While generally better about adopting technology today than it was in the past, 

Redish notes that the publishing industry was one of the last to be 

computerized. 

To Redish, the pace at which technology moves—and especially that 

found on the modern world wide web—presents significant challenges in 

updating a textbook like RTI. Because of technology’s relentless march, the 

authors are “always retrofitting” parts of the book’s content or presentation, 

which is the task she felt she was undertaking through the 1990s and over the 

three editions she worked on. In her own words, Redish was “helping a very old 

book retrofit itself to the then-contemporary world.” 

Dragga tends to agree with Redish in this regard, admitting that there’s 

always a technology “lag” present in textbooks—they’re always playing catch-

up to a certain degree with new technologies relevant to technical 
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communication. But, he also notes that the audience using the book was still 

likely using overhead projectors in the classroom. 

Despite technological pressures, however, Dragga remains focused on 

the core task of revising RTI’s technical writing content, a process that 

consistently raises a familiar set of questions: “how can I explain this 

better…more clearly…in a way [that’s] perhaps more vital…more vigorous?”; 

“how can we update this information, or what about it needs to be updated?”; “is 

there a more pertinent example that might be used?”; “is there a more timely 

scenario that might be written?”; “how do we make it more clear, but also how 

do we make it more pertinent to the reader…more engaging for the reader by 

making it seem timely and pertinent to their writing on the job?” These primary 

pedagogical concerns require careful consideration for each revision, 

regardless of the medium the text ends up adopting. 

 And what of the potential hyperpragmatism pitfall in revising the 

textbook? Dragga isn’t sure he accepts the notion of hyperpragmatism, with its 

“embedded pejorative.”  “Pragmatism is good,” he says, “but it should be a 

theoretically informed pragmatism, and ideally,” he adds, “that’s what we’re 

doing in Reporting Technical Information.” He hopes they’re “making the 

theoretical implicit, making it embedded, allowing it to inform the types of 

practical, pragmatic instruction.”  When Dragga speaks with Tebeaux, he adds, 

his impression is that “that’s what we’re after.” 

As for the future of RTI, Dragga notes that Oxford has been very 

supportive. They are currently working on the 12th edition, and he suggests that 
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it might get smaller. A big challenge is making connections in the book to 

information provided on the companion website. Trimming the book down is 

tough, he says, but they’re trying to move more examples onto the companion 

website. Aside from companion websites, another trend in textbooks has been 

modularity and the allowing of customization, which Dragga notes publishers 

like because it makes reselling of the book more difficult. Sooner or later, 

Dragga believes, all textbooks will be online, and RTI could go that way as early 

as the thirteenth edition. Even instructor review copies are already online.  

* * * 

In many regards, this study has shown how eleven editions of Houp and 

Pearsall’s Reporting Technical Information have been both affected by and 

insulated from a network of institutional and otherwise contextual factors over 

the course of forty years. We should continue research that, as Black Scott et 

al. implore, uncovers and challenges power structures in technical 

communication; their call to more cultural studies work is an important one to 

consider. Equally so, our historical project must continue, not only out of interest 

in documenting our field’s past, but also for continually adding more granularity 

and context to the various legacies we carry forward and represent as teachers 

and as scholars. 
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Edition Date 

Published Publisher / Parent Company Authors / Editors (latter if listed) 

1 1968 Glencoe Press 
(A Division of The MacMillan Company) 

 
Houp, Kenneth W. 

Pearsall, Thomas E. 
 

2 1973 
Glencoe Press 

(A Division of Benziger Bruce & Glencoe, 
Inc.; Part of Collier-MacMillan) 

Houp, Kenneth W. 
Pearsall, Thomas E. 

3 1977 Glencoe Publishing Co., Inc. 
(Part of Collier MacMillan) 

 
Houp, Kenneth W. 

Pearsall, Thomas E. 
 

4 1980 Glencoe Publishing Co., Inc. 
(Part of Collier MacMillan) 

 
Houp, Kenneth W. 

Pearsall, Thomas E. 
 

5 1984 Macmillan Publishing Company 
(A Division of Macmillan, Inc.) 

 
Houp, Kenneth W. 

Pearsall, Thomas E. 
 

6 1988 Macmillan Publishing Company 
(A Division of Macmillan, Inc.) 

 
Houp, Kenneth W. 

Pearsall, Thomas E. 
 

7 1992 Macmillan Publishing Company 
(A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.) 

 
Houp, Kenneth W. (late) 

Pearsall, Thomas E. 
Redish, Janice C. (contributing) 

Ludlow, Eben W. (editor) 
 

8 1995 Allyn and Bacon 
(A Simon & Schuster Company) 

 
Houp, Kenneth W. (late) 

Pearsall, Thomas E. 
Tebeaux, Elizabeth 

Redish, Janice C. (contributing) 
 

9 1998 Allyn& Bacon 
(A Viacom Company) 

 
Houp, Kenneth W. (late) 

Pearsall, Thomas E. 
Tebeaux, Elizabeth 

Dragga, Sam (contributing) 
Redish, Janice C. (contributing) 

 

10 2002 Oxford University Press 

 
Houp, Kenneth W. (late) 

Pearsall, Thomas E. 
Tebeaux, Elizabeth 

Dragga, Sam 
 

11 2006 Oxford University Press 

 
Houp, Kenneth W. (late) 

Pearsall, Thomas E. (retired) 
Tebeaux, Elizabeth 

Dragga, Sam 
 



    

234 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix B 

Interview Questions 



    

235 
 

Role and Contributions 
 

1. How and why did you get involved in RTI, and what challenges did you 
face in joining the authoring team? 

2. What has your specific role / expertise been in the textbook’s production, 
and, in your own estimation, what have been your primary contributions 
to the text? 

 
Teaching Philosophy 
 

1. In what ways does RTI reinforce or reflect your philosophies about the 
way technical communication should be taught?  How has this 
relationship changed with each edition? 

2. In what ways does RTI not reinforce or reflect your philosophies about 
the way technical communication should be taught? How has this 
relationship changed with each edition? 

 
Institutional Influences 
 

1. In what ways do you feel the field of technical communication changed 
(or has changed) during your involvement with RTI, and how did those 
changes affect the book’s content and/or approach? 

2. In what ways do you feel industrial, government,  and otherwise 
institutional interests (other than the publisher) have shaped RTI during 
your involvement? 

 
Technology 
 

1. In what ways has technology changed the content of RTI (especially the 
sections you’ve worked on), as well as its style and delivery? 

2. What 2-3 technological developments over the last 40 years have 
affected technical communication (and RTI) the most?  Why? 

 
Publishing Process 
 

1. What are the limitations in publishing a textbook for teaching technical 
communication?  What are the advantages? 

2. How do you feel the publisher has shaped RTI over the years? 
3. What does the future hold for RTI? 
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