
Developing a Technical Communica­
tion Program: The Role of the WPA

Sherry Burgus Little

Writing program administration is often thought of as directing only the
freshman composition writing classes in a college or university. The roles
of \\"Citing program administrators (WPAs) arc expanding, however, to
include other kinds of responsibilities, such as directing writing across the
curriculum activities or intensive learning experiences. Another role often
not written or thought about is administering techniC<11 communication
programs, which sometimes involves developing them as \vell WPAs (or
"whoppers" as I've seen us called on the WI'A network that David Schwalm
has started) mav well ask, "Whv will I want to develop one" I'm busy
enough already:" WPAs are nov.: more in \!olved in program development
than ever before, and conceptualizing a program in technical communica­
tion is not an unlikely expansion of the role of the wrA, although actually
developing it might be delegated to someone else. WPAs becoming
involved in this development will ensure that the new program shares an
integrated and coherent relationship to the rest of the writing program.

Most wrAs recognize that technical communication has become a
permanent part of the writing program at a number of univer~ities. The
number of technical communiCiltion programs has grown dramatically in
the last 10 to 15 years. In the latest edition of the directory of Academic
Progrnllls ill TccJmicaf CommullicatiOIl (Kelley et al.), fifty-six institution~

reported technical communication programs of one kind or another.
Earlier editions, one published in 1976 and the other in 19tH, also report the
growth of such programs. Between 1976 and 1985, the number of programt.
almost tripled; and in the four years between 1981 to lYH5, the number of
programs doubled (Kelley, Masse, and Sullivan).

Additionally, many institutions have developed successful classes in
technical writing Most of these classes in universities are offered at the
upper-division level and satisfy, as they do on my campus, the upper­
division writing competency requirements. Sometimes these classes
become the core of a program, making it possible for a coherent program
to be developed without adding many new courses.

That many schools now have successful program~,ofcourse, is not an
adcquilte rationale within itself for creating one. More to the point, I
believe, is that recent theori7ingabout the place of writing in the university

reconceptualizes the role of a WPA in many ways. Complex questions are
being asked about the history of writing studies and its institutional
structures (Little, 1993; see Russell, especially 3-34). lts traditional associa­
tion with English departments is being questioned and, in fact, the number
of separate w rihng programs has recently increased drama bca II y \v ith new
departments of rhetoric and \vriting at Colgate University (Howard;
Jamieson and Howard), San Diego State University (Little, 1991; Little,
1993; Rose), and the University of Arkansas at Little Rock. A new division
for rhetoric and writing has b~cn created also at the University of Texas at
Austin.

The impact of writing across the disciplines focuses the attention of
teacher scholars on the discourses of all disciplines, rather than privileging
one text (such as the literary) over another (such as the scientific), making
wrAs and all scholars in writing studies question the shape and content of
writing c1a~ses at all levels. Technical communication has emerged in
recent years as an important area ofstudy within this broadened, expanded
view of rhetoric and writing studies. Technical communication includes
under its large, undefinable umbrella a broad range of writing, and many
have tried to develop a workable definition that encompasses all its aspects.
At the 1990 Wyoming Conference, Stanley Fish suggested, "All writing is
technical writing." For my purposes, however, I'm suggesting a more
limited meaning, one associated with the writing that a professional
technical writer produces, a professional educated in what Carolyn Miller
identifies as the "rhetoric of 'the world of work'" ("What's Practical" 24). The
mission of the program I will discuss here would be to prepare technical
writers to enter the profession of technical communication.

What this essay provid6 is information that can serve as suggestions
for developing such programs, questions that must be answered before
beginning, and resources available to any WPA who might be asked to or
chooses to develop sllch program:". You'll find additional details, like
addresses, in the Appendix. This et.say <1lso discusses an issue familiar to
most WPAs: the conflict between theory and prilctice that confronts
composition studies itself, the conflict, in the words of John Schilb, "be­
tween its populism and its service ethos" (96). In technical communication
studies, this conflict is sometimes referred to as the "Is-ought" controversy
(Johnson). Carolyn Miller suggests tha t these sets of "rdated oppositions"
can be resolved by considering Aristotle's techne and praxis ("What's
Practical" 21). In an earlier work, "h~' identi fies the "humanistic" concerns
of technical writing CA Humanistic Rationale"), and perhap:" WPAs can see
a model for their own resolution of this is:"ue in the ways that technical
communication tries to come to terms with this problem.
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Questions To Ask Before You Begin

An important first step for any WPA who thinks about developing a
technical communication program is to become familiar with the kinds of
programs that other institutions have designed by studying such sources
as the directory published by the Society for Technical Communication
(STC), Academic Programs in Techtlical Communication. Although woefully
out of date, this STC directory does describe programs, illustrating the
kinds and numbers of courses required. Notice immediately that technical
communication programs come in a variety of shapes, depending on
resources and student needs; however, C. Gilbert Storms identifies in att
this diversity three components shared by most programs: coursework
devoted to technical writing, preparation in technical areas, and applica­
tion experiences such as internships. Many programs are certificate
programs at either the graduate or undergraduate level, sometimes span­
ning both levels. Because certificate programs are usually adjuncts to a
degree program, they are open to both students pursuing a degree and to
those who already have completed degrees, making them very flexible
programs. Some certificate programs are extremely thorough, requiring
as many units as an undergraduate major, while others require as few as
one or two courses. The program in technical and scientific writing at San
Diego State University, for example, requires 21 units and includes a
required core ofclasses in writing and technical writing, classes in technical
specialities, and internships. Some technical communication programs are
undergraduate programs; some are master's programs. Many of these
graduate and undergraduate programs reveal the same diversity found in
the certificate programs.

Technical communication is an interdisciplinary field so new that
programs can use many existingcourses. Forcampuses su Heringeconomic
reverses, beginning a new program that demands an increase in resources
is not possible; but because existing courses can provide much of the
technical information technical communicators need, such as information
about computer technology, graphics, science, engineering, and business,
programs can be developed with a minimum of new resources required.
All that will be needed is some cooperation among the departments
providing these courses. Because we are not talking large numbers of
students, no strain will be placed on other departments' budgets as well.

Developing these close ties within the university community brings
up another question that must be resolved: What are the needs within the
academic community that will suppIYthe clientele for the program and the
needs of the industrial community that will most likely be hiring students
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when they have finished the program? Sometimes programs are designed
to appeal to English majors who need a better alternative for a career than
teaching or selling books at Walden's bookstore. I have heard some people
refer to such programs as a means for creative writers "to support their
habit." Although these justifications have some validity, the appeal of
technical communication programs extends beyond the English major.
People from many fields become professional technical communicators.
Students enrolled in the program offered atSan Diego State University, for
example, come from all disciplines of the university, including English,
engineering, religious studies, Classics, nursing, and geology.

The number of faculty needed to give a program continuity and
permanence depends, of course, on the type of program offered. At San
Diego State University, for instance, tv.;o faculty members specialize in
teaching technical communication. Local practitioners with experience in
teaching writing also teach part-time in the program. The certificate
program at UCLA is taught by practitioners who have also helped design
the program and the courses. The master's program offered by the
University of Washington, which has its own department of technical
communication, demands a higher number of tenured and tenure-track
faculty. Many programs, especially at the graduate level, offer degrees in
rhetoric or English with an emphasis or specialization in technical commu­
nication. In these programs, faculty in rhetoric join those in technical
communication in offering courses, and many faculty in rhetoric have
backgrounds that span both areas. A prerequisite in the best programs
expects faculty to have experience as both practitioners and academics,

Identifying Technical Communication Resources

WPAs have learned from such activities as the WPA Conference and the
WPA electronic network that we all face similar situations. Talking to each
other and learning from other people's experience allow us to accomplish
our responsibilities without reinventing the wheel. Such netv.;orking is
certainly recommended in developing and directing technica Icommunica­
tion programs. Many experienced administrators can provide helpful
guidance and advice, One organization that creates a forum for technical
communication program administrators is the Council for Programs in
Technical and Scientific Communication (CPTSC). Proceedings from its
annual meetings describe many programs, as well as the procedures
undertaken to develop them. CPTSC, which joined STC in developing the
third edition of the directory of academic programs published by STC, is
now jointly with STC developing an electronic directory that can be
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updated and accessed easily. CPTSC is also designing iI t,elf-study
program, modeled after the WI'A t-elf-study, that will help to develop new
programs and to evaluate established ones.

STC and its journal Technical C07JImunication offer much valuable
information; especially helpful is the 1984 Fourth Quarter iSt,ue, dedicated
to education. One article in this ist,ue, among many fine ones, is the
descriptive study of types of programs reported by C. Gilbert Storms
referred to earlier. As well, STC holds the annual International Technical
Communication Conference (ITCC), now renamed the STC Annual Con­
ference, publishing a Proceedings that includes good information about all
kinds of programs, both academic and industrial.

Besides CPTSC and STC, another resource is the Association for
Teachers of Technical Writing (AITW), an organization that publishes the
Technical Comnllll1icatiOlI Quarterly, formerly The Technical Writing Teacher.
This journal is another good resource for information about programs,
c1ast,es, and other pertinent subjects. Articles, such as Earl McDowell's
survey of undergraduate and graduate programs in the United States,
explore curricula, providing good overviews of programs. ATTW pub­
lishes an anthology series too that includes valuable procedural informa­
tion, such as William Coggin's anthology on establishing and supervising
internships.

Other journals provide help. IEEE Tn1ll51lctiolls 011 Professiollal Com­
nlllllicafioJ! published Paul Anderson's article on designing programs and
Lionel Howard's earlier survey of technical communication programs in
the United States. The lawn Stnte Journal of Business mId Technical Calf/mu­
nicalion-now the fournal of Bus/Hess {I/ld Tccllllical COllmlIlllicatio/1 (Sage
Publications) thatpublished'Meese and Wahlstrom's descriptions ofgradu­
ate programs being developed in the United States--ean save hours of
work if you are thinking about a grad uate program. The Journal ofTech/Iical
Wrilitlg and Comnl1111 iCllfioll (Baywood Publishing Company) is a Iso worthy
of study for information on programs and courses.

Such a short description of resources illustrates the best advice I can
offer: network.

Developing Ties with the Industrial Community

Earlier r suggested that developers of technical communication programs
should kno\'v the needs of both the academic community and the ind ustria I
and busine~s community that will be hiring students who complete'
programs. 1 have already suggested that many courses can be part of an
interdi!>ciplinary program developed with other departments in the uni-
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versity. Of vital importance as well are close ties with the industrial
community outside the university.

One of the best ways I know to create such ties is forming an advisory
committee or corporate ~dvisoryboard, a type of group not overly fami liar
to English department faculty. This group is not made up of faculty from
the departments of the universi ty but of representatives from industries in
the community who would be interested in helping to develop a technical
communicatidn program. Being active in a local STC chapter can create
va luable contacts for anyone hoping to develop a technical communication
program and to establish an advisory committee. Not much is written
about advisory committees, how to establish them and maintain their
cantin uing support. Brockmann published an eMIy, bri ef studyofadvisory
boards, and CPTSC Pro(('cdings published suggestions for establishing and
maintaining them (Little, 1985; Bosley; Deming). Such an advisory grOllp
can give much support to a developing program, and involving these
industrial representatives in developing a program helps them identify
strongly with the program, much to the program's benefit. They can be
especially beneficial in establishing internships and providing employ­
ment opportunitie~for students.

Universities in rural areas may need to look to a larger metropolitan
area to develop tics wi th industry, perhaps even to state-wide networking.
Some universities callan alumni who have moved into metropolitan areas
to serve on their advisory committees, although doing so may prove
expensive to either the university or the alumni if members are asked to
travel great distances and to spend large amounts of time in meetings on
campus. Working with people on campus who are interested in fund
raising may provide some support for this cause. Internships can be
provided within the university too, as at Oklahoma State University
(Southard) and Universitv of Texas at EI Paso (Hager).

Needs assessment studies also provide valuable feedback about the
type of program industry desires, although care should be taken that
program s nat become tra ining grounds for immed ia te jobs while overlook­
ing that the technical communica tor of the future rnay need more than the
skills and techniques used by the technical communicator of today. Some
studies of practitioners (little and McLaren; Green and Nolan; Buchholz)
can supplement the advice of advisory commi ttees; however, keep in mind
that, although ad visory committees and studies of practitioners gi ve much
needed and much appreciated advice and support, their role should
remain advisory. Miller ("What's Practical") and Anderson address the
descriptive versus prescriptive use of information about the practice of
technical communication. This "uneasy relation" mirrors the debate in
composition studies as well as "a larger debate in American higher
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education" (Miller "What's Practical" 18). Any WPA developing a technical
communication program must remain critically aware of the implications
of this debate.

Balancing the Theoretical and the Practical

Critical to the success ofany technical communication program is the issue
of whether the program is trainillg a student for a position as technical
communicator or educating the student to become a contributing member
ofsociety. This issue applies to all programs, whether at the undergraduate
certificate level or at the graduate degree level, if not to all education today
and, as I mentioned earlier, to composition studies as well. It's certainly an
issue that those technical communication programs housed in English
departments will have to address. A study by William Rivers in 1985
reported that most technica I writing is taught in English departments, and
the directory, Academic Programs ill Teclmical Conmllll1ic(/tion, corroborates
this finding. In many ways, the English department is an uneasy home for
technica Icommunica bon programs, prima rily because of the issue of what
constitutesed!lcatiol1 and how it differs from training. Technical communi­
cation can be regarded as suspect if it is seen as a study of how to get a job
rather than as critical questioning of and inquiry into such issues as ethics
and the history of science and technology, the implications of information
as a product instead ofa means--in truth, the place of technology in a college
liberal arb curriculum. Walking the tightrope and balancing these forces
demand careful, continuous awareness of the issue of what place practice
play~ in relation to theory. Of particular value in seeing this issue revealed
in technical communication studies, in addition to those referred to earlier,
are David Dobrin's "What's Technical About Technical Writing?" and
"What's the Purpose of Teaching Technical Communication?" The publi­
cation Nell' Essays ill Tee/mical mId Scientific Conmlllllicatioll: Resenrch,
Theory, mId Practicc, edited by Paul Anderson, R. John Brockmann, and
Carolyn R. Miller, is a must-read source for all WPAs who are thinking
about creating technical communication studies in their writing program.

David Kolb and other experientidllearning theorists also provide a
partial solution to this issue when they see the growing acceptance of "the
critical linkages that can be developed between the classroom and the 'real
world'''(Kolb 4). These critical linkages use "the workplace as a learning
environment that can enhance and supplement forma! education....
[Experiential learning theory] stresses the role of formal education in
lifelong learning and the development of indi viduals to their full potentia I
as citizens, family members, and human beings" (4).
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The internship, oneexperiential learning strategy that bridges the gap
between theory and practice-that which distinguishes education from
"mere" training of techniques and skills--becomes a critical link in success­
ful technical communication programs. Many of these important intern­
ship experiences can be provided by members of the advisory committee,
who are especially aware of seeing it as the culminating experience it
can be.

Conclusion

WPAs will find that developing a technical communication program
provides many rewards for the hard work entailed. Technical communi­
cators are in great demand, and as technology continues in its ubiquity and
increases in its complexity I the need for technical communicators promises
to continue. Education has answered the demand for technical communi­
cation by developing in the last few years new programs, programs that
need administrators, and a good deal of interest remains in developing
more new programs or in expanding existing programs into degree or
graduate programs. The WPA's role in this program development, per­
haps only at a conceptual level or in its actual development, will ensure that
the technical communication program forms a coherent piece within the
entire writing program.

The benefit of such programs to students is obvious: they get jobs,
More important is their role in making technology available to the user,
their introduction into a world of writing that with all its constraints
provides a complex challenge to their experience, education, and skill.
Developing these programs also provides a complex and familiar challenge
for WPAs to keep a balance between theory and practice, to make careful
use of the important ties necessary for the success of these programs
without obligating themselves to a program that they cannot defend or to
a program that suffers from a schizophrenic attempt to be all things to all
people.

Note

1. For more on the use of in temships in technical communiCJ bon programs, see my
article, "The Technical Communication Internship: An Application of Experiential
learning Theory," ]ollmal of Busin('~~ and Techmcal Commullication, forthcoming.
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Society for Technical Communication
Technical Communication
901 Stuart Street, Suite 304
Arlington, VA 22203-1822

Association of Teachers of Technical Writing
Billie J. Wahlstrom and Mary Lay
Techt/ieal Communication Q1Ulrterly
Department of Rhetoric
202 Haecker Hall
University of Minnesota
S1. Paul, MN 55108

Council for Programs in Technical and Scientific Communication

Lauric Hayes; Treasurer
Department of Rhetoric
University of Minnesota
St. Paul, MN 55108

Journal of Business and Technical Commullication
Sage Periodicals Press
Sage Publications
P. O. Box 5084
Newbury Park, CA 91359

Journal of Technical Writing and CommunicatiOll
Baywood Publishing Company
120 Marine Street
Farmingdale, NY 11735
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Professional Communication Society of the Institute of Electrica1and
Electronics Engineers (lEEE)

JEEE Transactions in Projessi{)}jaJ Conllrtlmicatiol1
345 East 47th Street
New York, NY 10017
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