Dear Betty,

     Thank you for your valuable post about the importance and value of teaching technical writing. When I was a high school student I majored in electrical. When I took my first real job at the telephone company (Michigan Bell Telephone Company in Detroit, the Walnut Exchange Office) I was a power room operator. My first major on the job writing assignment was to write up a set of readable, coherent, emergency operating directions for the power room—step by step. No room for wasted words or flowery expressions there! I later worked as an editor at Resources Development Corporation and wrote and edited technical training manuals for the oil industry (American Petroleum Institute), insurance industry, numerical control industry, and automotive industry. My most recent editorial job was with Mott Media in Milford, Michigan, where I edited school curricula, including the most recent authentic republication of the original McGuffey Readers. I am the author/editor of the major Bible reference work, The New Treasury of Scripture Knowledge, and author of the Language Enrichment Program. And now I teach English. Bet my high school instructors never dreamed I would go in that direction. Neither did I at the time. "Without the ability to read accurately and to write clear, coherent prose, no engineer, scientist, architect, or business executive can achieve distinction in his profession."  J. C. Warner, President, Carnegie Institute of Technology.  Quoted in The National Interest and the Teaching of English, pp. 17-18.

Jerome Smith in Detroit

>From: Betty

>Reply-To: ncte-hs@serv1.ncte.org

>To: ncte-hs@serv1.ncte.org

>Subject: [ncte-hs] Transition from School to Work

>Date: Tue, 6 Mar 2001 16:38:04 -0500 (EST)

>

>A study I did a few years ago with my students led me to the conclusion that ALL students need some help with the school-to-work transition. My research grew out of a comment by one of my sophomore boys a few years ago.  He said, in all earnestness, "I can't wait to get out of your class because I'll never have to read or write again in my whole life."  It seemed like a joke at first, because reading and writing were so obviously necessary, but this boy was serious.

>

>The following year, I assigned each of my students to write letters to 

>three potential employers, asking what kinds of reading and writing 

>were required in the students' fields of interest.  Many of the 

>students expected to hear nothing, or to hear that the jobs required 

>little in the way of reading and writing.  I was not surprised when the letters coming back said that significant reading and writing 

>activities were included in every job.  In fact, my favorite response 

>came from the owner of a local animal park, who said that "before I 

>will hire you to shovel shit for me, you have to prove that you can 

>read and write well."  He listed applications, resumes, and letters, 

>and then went on to explain the types of reports required of workers to accurately report on the conditions needed to keep the animals safe and healthy.

>

>A judge who responded to a student's inquiry said that he believes 

>people going into the law profession should be English, rather than 

>history, majors since there is so much reading, researching, and 

>writing required in that field.

>

>I was surprised at the types of reading and writing the students would 

>be doing in the various career fields.  Most of the respondents listed 

>the types of documents that I had previously considered as good 

>assignments to do when lots of students were absent for some reason:  

>business letters and memos, for example.

>

>In many cases, our academic students may need this kind of background even more than their general counterparts.   A Chamber of Commerce study of about ten years ago determined that employers felt that more than 80% of applicants at every level were unprepared for the type of reading and writing skills their employees needed.  Almost to a person, the respondents to my study said that even the best of their applicants had deficiencies in writing techniques (some noting that college grads they hired wrote in such flowery prose that their paperwork needed serious editing for the first year or so).

>

>As a follow-up, I wrote to department chairs of English and science at 

>a number of colleges and universities.  Results from the science chairs were alarming.  One who best summarized the general tone expressed by the science chairs said, "We tell our science majors to forget everything they learned in their high school English classes, so they can be schooled to write properly in scientific fields."

>

>When I advanced the idea of adding Technical Writing to our curriculum, I discovered that I needed to be retrained myself.  My academic background had prepared me to write wonderful literary essays and well developed narratives.  However, sitting down to write the types of documents I found in the Technical Writing books I examined showed that I, too, was a victim of flowery detail that is not expected -- or wanted -- in memos, reports, and proposals.  Technical Writing also requires an understanding of graphic design since the way the document looks is often as important (and sometimes more important) than what is being said.

>

>Via the Internet, I found two free-lance technical writers who helped 

>coach me through my first set of professional documents.  They urged me to establish a course for ALL students, not just those going directly into the work force...and strongly suggested that we build academic rigor into the course,  A C is not an adequate grade for someone who must write on the job; reports and proposals of various forms are often documents upon which important legal and financial decisions are based.

>

>I have been teaching Technical Writing for about six years now, and I 

>have found it to be a very rewarding course.  Only once in those years 

>has a student asked me, "Why do we have to do this?"  The juniors and 

>seniors who take the course may whine about the workload and my demand 

>that all documents must be as close to perfect as possible, but they 

>understand the necessity of the documents we read and write.  Tech 

>Writing is available to all students, but is required of those in our 

>Business & Technology or Math & Science Career Paths.

>

>We do not give a final exam in Technical Writing.  Instead, the 

>students spend the year putting together a professional portfolio of 

>technical documents, which we bind and give them at the end of the 

>course.  I suggest that they take the portfolio with them when they 

>apply for jobs...so they can show potential employers what they wrote 

>in high school.  Several students have written to tell me that their 

>portfolios helped them to secure positions.

>

>One of my favorite messages came from a young lady who had not tested 

>well in a writing placement test at the college she was planning to 

>attend; the college wanted her to take a remedial English class.  She 

>had been a wonderful technical writer, so I suggested that she take her professional portfolio to her college mentor, along with a letter from me attesting to the authenticity of her work.  Her mentor placed her in a regular English class, and she was a Dean's List student at the end of the year.

>

>So, if you truly want to prepare your seniors for the workforce, I 

>strongly urge you to add a Technical Writing course to your offerings.

>

>BTW, be careful if you decide to add this course to your program; some 

>of the so-called "Technical Writing" texts are little more than 

>extended grammar books.  After I examined dozens of technical writing 

>books, I found one outstanding book that covers the gamut of technical 

>documents and is written in clear prose, with good examples of how the 

>various documents are formatted.  (I'll send publishing info off list 

>to anyone who is interested.)

>

>If anyone has any questions or concerns, I'll be glad to respond off 

>list.

>

>Betty Stoner

>Western Wayne HS

>Lake Ariel, PA  18436

>wwriters@ns.neiu.k12.pa.us

>

