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This article analyzes the location of “value” in technical communication contexts, arguing that current models of technical communication embrace an outdated, self-deprecating, industrial approach subordinating information to concrete technological products. By rethinking technical communication in terms of Reich’s (1991) “symbolic-analytic work,” technical communicators and educators can move into a post-industrial model of work that prioritizes information and communication, with benefits to both technical communicators and users. 

As we enter the post-industrial age, we enter a time of great potential for revising the relationship between technology and communication. Fifty years ago, at the tail end of the industrial age, technological products generated income. Factories produced concrete goods—washers, automobiles, clothing, televisions—that consumers purchased. In that climate, information was subordinate to industry. Information may have supported products, but the highest value was typically in the industrial product. Today, however, we live and work in an increasingly post-industrial age, where information is fast becoming the more valuable product. Products are still manufactured and purchased, but in a growing number of markets, primary value is located in information itself. 

In this essay, I argue that rearticulating technical communication in post-industrial terms provides a common ground between academic and corporate models of technical communication, which are notoriously disparate (Scanlon and Coon; Carliner). Robert B. Reich’s  definition of “symbolic-analytic work" offers a way to relocate value in technical communication contexts, from an industrial to post-industrial relationships. Symbolic-analytic workers rely on skills in abstraction, experimentation, collaboration, and system thinking to work with information across a variety of disciplines and markets. Importantly, symbolic-analytic work mediates between the functional necessities of usability and efficiency while not losing sight of the larger rhetorical and social contexts in which users work and live. 

This essay begins by exploring some of the problems of technical communication’s current service orientation as it affects professional and users and, recursively, educators and students. Next, I describe other disciplines that have been able to define their work in post-industrial ways. The second half of the essay starts by defining symbolic-analytic work in relation to other occupational classes. In the midst of this definitional work, I provide a more productive framework for technical communication by positioning current research and practice in technical communication within specific aspects of symbolic-analytic work. Finally, I describe five key educational projects that educators might begin better educating students for new occupational positions.

Technical Communication as Service

Technical communication has traditionally occupied a support position in both academic and corporate spheres. In general, this model encourages communicators to focus on either technologies or on the limited aspects of a user’s overall project that require technologies. Although the tendencies are present in varying degrees in most areas of technical communication, they are most visible in documentation, the primary genre discussed below. By relocating the value of documentation into a post-industrial relationship, we can work to rearticulate technical communication as a post-industrial discipline, with documentation blurring into other areas of our work. 

Currently, most technical communication projects enhance other process and products: well-written software documentation allows users to complete their primary work (writing a report on a word processor, compiling a business productivity chart in a spreadsheet). Technical communication, as support, occupies a secondary position to the user’s main objective, their “real work” (see, e.g., Carroll; Horton; Bowie; Weiss, “Retreat”). The difficulty here is that real work easily becomes defined in reductive, context-independent ways: small, decontextualized functional tasks rather than large, messy, “real world” projects. Telling a user the menu command for placing a graphic on a page is typically much easier than teaching the user both that functional task and the broader, more complicated basics of rhetoric and page design. Although in one sense the general “task” orientation of technical manuals appears to be a movement away from technology and toward the user’s context, that movement is a deceptive one, because the user’s tasks are defined almost completely in relation to the technology: the user’s contexts are typically invisible. 

This service orientation is multiplied, fractal-like, in academia, where technical communication educators frequently find themselves called upon to fulfill wish-lists of skills to industry. This position is readily apparent in a recent issue of Technical Communication on education. “The role of industry” in academic/industry collaboration, argue three technical communicators, “is to lend the structure and services of the institution to a design and content shaped by industry” (Krestas, Fisher, and Hackos). Another author cites a 1969 textbook in technical communication (his only bibliographic source) to argue for technical communication as “the presentation of verifiable data” and a renewed emphasis on providing hands-on, skills-based learning in “the latest automated word processing applications” (Merola). I’ve frequently found myself on the pointy end of such arguments, in virulent disagreements over whether I should be teaching basic rhetorical, usability, and visual design techniques or if I should be concentrating on teaching students application-specific skills in programs such as FrameMaker 4.0 or Doc2Help. I even see typing speed listed as a job qualification in want ads for technical writers. These things, as you might expect, trouble me greatly.

Focusing primarily on teaching skills places technical communication in a relatively powerless position: technical trainers rather than educators. Responding to the demands of industry, almost by definition, disempowers technical communicators, relegating them to secondary roles in education, industry, and larger social spheres of importance (see laments in Kreppel 603; Zimmerman and Muraski; Jones; Steve and Bigelo). A number of theorists have suggested the need to move beyond our current, limited status by methods such as integrating technical writing earlier into the design process (Doheny-Farina; Conklin; Horton) or by broadening our goals beyond simple skills (Selber; Southard and Reaves). These calls are useful but they do not go far enough. Although there are obvious (and financial) benefits to describing education in terms of what employees will need to do, there are also values—extremely important values—in taking a broader view, and talking about what technical communication should be. 

If we truly wish to effect change in our positions, we need to rethink our mission in more fundamental ways than how to make our current practices more efficient. As I argue in the second half of this essay, symbolic-analytic work provides a systematic framework for re-understanding the value of technical communication (both current and potential value). This framework is doubly valuable because it can help connect research and practice in useful ways. Prior to exploring this possibility, however, I want to lay out in more detail some of the negative consequences of our current service orientation.

Consequences of the Support Model for Professionals

The support model of technical communication encourages corporations to view technical communication as something to be added on to a primary product. Because the value is located in a discrete, technological product such as a piece of software, support becomes easily devalued, added at the end of the project (with too little time or too few staff members) or perhaps omitted entirely. This explains why technical communicators struggle to make documentation a part of the software development process rather than an afterthought (Horton; Doheny-Farina;  P. Sullivan; Weiss, “Usability”). Although current textbooks do a good job of teaching rhetorical analysis, task analysis, information organization, and page layout, they do little to help students or professionals learn how to work on teams writing or revising product specifications or how to design a documentation project around rapidly changing and frequently unstable alpha products. 

In addition, the workplace power structures implicated in this model downplay the authority of technical communicators even in areas they are qualified to speak to. In an ethnographic study of the document review process of two writers in an organization, Mary Elizabeth Raven discovered that over fifty percent of the revisions each writer made were, at least in part, to “maintain good interpersonal relations with one or more of the reviewers.” For comparison, the next most frequently cited reason for revision was for accuracy, safety, or completeness with a frequency of nineteen and twenty-six percent for each writer (Raven Table 1, 406). Overall, 

[w]riters had little control over reviewers who wanted to include content simply because they thought it should be in the book. These reviewers did not listen to arguments about what was appropriate for the audience of the book and they forced the writers to make certain changes that were not beneficial—and may have even been detrimental—to the audience. (406)   

Most writers have struggled with reviewers who misunderstand their responsibilities or work at cross purposes, but the interactions described here are symptomatic of the current problems of technical communication’s relation to technological products.

Practicing technical communicators themselves also tend to downplay the complexity of their discipline. In a recent survey of practicing technical communicators (Scanlon and Coon) on the content of a college technical communication course, respondents systematically preferred an emphasis on teaching writing as a static, linear process of mechanical discovery and reporting with emphases on audience analysis, outlining, clarity, and mechanics. In other words, the technical communicators in the study emphasized relatively mechanical writing skills that have been, over the last three decades, systematically revised and augmented by theorists and practitioners in not only composition but also communication, rhetoric, management theory, and nearly every other field that studies and practices situated communication. As illustrated below, work in these broader fields is being taken up by technical communicators in both academia and industry. But without a fundamental rethinking of the relationship between technology and communication, that work will remain marginalized or co-opted by other fields. 

As the next section argues, the subordination of technical communication to technological support limits possibilities for not only technical communicators but also users. In a recursive fashion, the absence of discussions about larger, social projects tends to also encourage some users to limit their own thinking and use of technologies to those aspects explicitly allowed and described by technologies and documentation.

Consequences of the Support Model for Users

Ironically, in carefully limiting technical communication to a support role, we may also end in disempowering users, the group that most technical communicators would claim to be helping. Users, in turn, may be disempowered when technical communication prioritizes its supportive role. Thinking of communication as an auxiliary tool ignores the constructive role that users play in the process. In addition, the support model frequently becomes articulated around the technology (and technical systems), with the user subordinated to an external part (Johnson; Johnson-Eilola, “Wild”; D. Sullivan). The common practice of instructing users in functional but not conceptual aspects of technologies, for example, can adversely or even fatally affect users, as James Paradis has argued in his study of documentation written for construction equipment operators. In a more extreme case, Stephen Katz suggests that the rhetorical emphasis on expediency and decontextualization inherent in technical communication allowed Nazi administrators and engineers to sidestep ethical issues involved in the construction of vehicles for transporting prisoners to death camps and mass executions. But even more everyday instances of technical communication such as interface design (Laurel; Selfe and Selfe) and cartography (Barton and Barton; Wood; Soja) contribute in fundamental ways to how a user thinks, communicates, and acts in the world.
Consider a person using a word processor to write a resume in response to a job advertisement. Computer documentation would traditionally treat the problem by analyzing the user’s experience with the software in question, their educational level, and their job function. A technical communicator would choose whether to design a tutorial, a user guide, a reference guide, or some other genre of documentation, perhaps even a range of these. Although the ordering and depth of discussion would vary for each genre, the technical communicator’s work would invariably begin with the program functions: creating a new document; inserting text; changing margins, spacing, and font styles; and previewing and printing a document. Some programs might even automate this process by allowing a user to fill in the blanks on a pre-designed resume template. 

Here, however, the technical communication usually stalls, failing to consider the broader, social purposes and contexts of the user’s work. In this way, the primary task is fragmented and decontextualized so that it can be documented as a set of formal functions. As business writing teachers (and personnel managers) know, the primary task here—creating a resume in order to find employment—is difficult to learn, certainly requiring more than a template for any but the most artificial situations. The complexities of rhetorical purpose, audience analysis, the user’s personal and professional qualifications, the resume reader’s personal and professional experiences and motivations, the specific line of work being sought, etc. all combine in ways that make writing an effective resume an extremely difficult task to teach or learn. One would expect that documentation about how to write a resume would either attempt to deal with those issues with some complex algorithm (a task not currently not computationally feasible) or help the user learn how to understand the complexity of those issues so that they could make intelligent, informed decisions about how to use the program. But such an approach would shift the focus of computer use from the computer to the user’s communicative situation: the computer would become a secondary component to the process (taking the role that was currently occupied by technical communication). The limiting aspects of the genre of instructional manual are so strong that it is difficult to envision a manual that successfully de-emphasized technology use and instead focused on broader issues. So the traditional support role for technical communication—in other words, education—participates in (or is the scapegoat for) broader reductions that disempower not only the technical communicator but also the user.

This narrow focus may begin to broaden in contexts where documentation is produced as the primary rather than secondary product, such as in companies that produce third-party manuals.  In a detailed discourse analysis of manufacturer-developed and third-party documentation for software (Walters and Beck), researchers found that manuals included with software concentrated on helping users learn specific software functions; successful third-party books on the same products attempted to cover not only local program functions but also broader issues. For a word-processing program, for example, the third-party book included discussions of writing processes and design guidelines, the qualifications and experiences of the writer of the manual, and more detailed examples of contexts in which the software might be used. Writers of the third-part manuals were positioned less as in-house support for technology use, so could act as teachers rather than technology cheerleaders. In other words, writers were allowed to understand the location of value differently: the user’s broader tasks come into focus. Rather than a manual supporting the use of a tool, the manual helps a user create conditions in which they undertake more general forms of work. Technologies are still involved, but they are not the primary focus.  

Relocating the Value of Work: From Technical to Communication

If this shift from efficiency and speed to connection and selection has been largely ignored by technical communication, it has been successfully adopted and adapted in numerous other areas, including such diverse occupations as management consulting and literary theory. In particular, two key shifts can aid our work here: the transformation from an industrial economy to an information economy, and the flattening of corporate hierarchies.

Even corporations that one might commonly think of as producing technological products are in many ways now in the business of producing and selling information. The rapid growth of the computer industry, for example, now relies on the demands made by new software releases in order to drive hardware purchases. Twenty years ago, companies such as IBM and Wang provided customers with “big iron” computing systems as their primary product; support systems such as software and technical assistance were considered valuable by customers, but were clearly subordinated to the hard technology. Today, software companies like Microsoft explicitly dictate standards for major sections of the computer hardware industry. Similarly, software companies now exploit lucrative markets by selling streams of information in one form or another; by providing “tiered” support (higher-paying customers gaining faster and more personalized support); by offering software “subscriptions” (scheduled software updates prepaid with a flat, yearly or quarterly fee); and by negotiating site and enterprise licenses for large, corporate customers (who are offered slightly lower per-copy fees essentially in exchange for requiring every user to adopt the same package). In fact, software itself is rarely purchased outright by customers, because “shrink wrap” agreements (small-print contracts on the outside of the sealed envelopes containing program disks) explicitly state that the software companies continues to own the software; the user has merely purchased the right to run the programs on a specific number of machines. In a growing number of cases, software is explicitly purchased on a short-term or per-use basis. This capability is one of the interesting features of programs written in Java and designed to be distributed to users on the fly over the Internet or an intranet, potentially even to diskless computers which cannot even store programs—users pay for and download programs each time they use them. Many companies have shifted portions of their revenue streams to providing information rather than technological products. In addition, some organizations work specifically in information and produce little or no products of the industrial type. High-profile, Web-based companies such as Yahoo, Alta Vista, and eXcite, for example, excel at arranging, condensing, indexing, and reorganizing information according to the needs of different customers. In one way of thinking, these companies are realizing a possibility hinted at by print-bound indices and encyclopedias. In these Web-based ventures, the index moves out from the back of the book, becomes fluid, customized, and of primary rather than secondary value.

At the same time, we find a shift in workplace structures that flattens traditional organizational hierarchies. Companies such as Ford Motor Corporation re-engineer key processes to minimize the amount of times information changes hands (Hammer and Champy 39-44). Such reengineerings, almost as a rule, insist that hierarchy and departments act as barriers to the efficient flow of information in an organization (50-64). The focus on processes rather than products does not abandon the value of concrete goods—many corporations are still much involved in the production of concrete goods. But in these post-industrial corporations, traditional, industrial economies of scale are no longer seen as adequate and can in fact be damaging when they prevent a company from reacting quickly to changing technologies and markets. 

But as with capital itself, it is no longer so much the physical instantiation of money (coins and bills) as the movement of money (stocks and bonds)—moving from corporation to employee then back into other corporations—that has value: knowledge about the movement of capital rather than simply static capital. Peter Drucker identifies the roots of the emphasis on knowledge all the way back to the beginning of the industrial revolution itself, as techné—practical knowledge—is transferred from the minds and bodies of craft laborers into what Zuboff calls “externalized knowledge”: training materials and mechanical assemblages capable of either automating or semi-automating what previously took a skilled laborer.  For Drucker, contemporary capitalism (what he terms “post-capitalism”) is the era in which knowledge does work (50)—in other words, communication. Reengineering guru Michael Hammer likewise places communication processes at the nexus of contemporary organizations (Hammer and Champy; Hammer and Stanton).

But while the shift to information economies and flattened organizational structures has received much attention in both popular press and management and labor theory, it has been largely ignored by technical communication practice or theory: technical communication still defines itself as an industrial rather than post-industrial enterprise. The following sections begin to sketch the outlines of a model of technical communication suited to the post-industrial age, under the job description “symbolic-analytic worker.”

From Support to Symbolic-Analytic Work

In addition to participating in (if not causing) changes in workplace structures and international economies, information technology provides the backdrop for a new class of service work, one inherently rooted in information space. Symbolic-analytic work, a new classification proposed by U.S. Secretary of Labor Robert B. Reich, involves working within and across information spaces. Such workers are highly skilled in information manipulation and abstraction, critical and much sought-after skills in an age where information overtakes industry in terms of social and economic value. As the analysis below illustrates, many of the key abilities possessed by symbolic-analytic workers are the same skills now possessed, in varying degrees, by technical communicators. However, we will need to redefine our practices and images, both to ourselves and to the public, to make those connections (and their value) clear.

To make the differences in classes of service work apparent, the following sections work through three primary areas of service work analyzed by Reich: Routine Production, In-Person Service, and Symbolic-Analytic Work. Importantly, the current broad definitions of technical communication position the discipline partially in every class described below. This ambiguity, although often a vexing problem when it comes time to write job descriptions or tenure statements, has worked to keep the borders between service classifications open, making the move into symbolic-analytic work feasible in theory and practice, provided we are willing to make that movement.

Routine Production “entail[s] the kinds of repetitive tasks performed by the old foot soldiers of American capitalism in the high-volume enterprise” (Reich 174). These jobs include traditional blue-collar positions and also a number of white-collar jobs—“foremen, line managers, clerical supervisors, section chiefs—involving repetitive checks on subordinates’ work and the enforcement of standard operating procedures” (174). These workers are valued for their ability to follow rules, remain loyal to a company, and work accurately and quickly. 

Technical communicators fall into routine production in cases where their work becomes defined solely in terms of routine manual writing for large, homogeneous software products (the writers, for example, who must produce the definitions for four hundred technical procedures following a pre-determined template, vocabulary, and readability level). As Reich points out, “contrary to prophets of the ‘information age’ who buoyantly predicted an abundance of high-paying jobs even for people with the most basic of skills, the sobering truth is that may information-processing jobs fit easily into this category” (175). 

Job advertisements for technical communicators that list familiarity with specific brands of word-processing and page-layout software but do not discuss more complex skills, for example (and these ads are legion) offer visible reminders of the tendencies toward thinking of technical communication as routine production. There are, of course, elements of such work in the practices of many technical communicators, although this job classification prioritizes (and often restricts activity to) such types of work.

Furthermore, the prevalent tendency for the general public to believe that complex rhetorical tasks such as resume writing or web page design can be easily automated by templates or software wizards illustrates how routine and repetitious some people consider technical communication to be. Although most technical communicators would argue to the contrary, we have done little to convince the public otherwise. And once public perception brackets technical communication in this manner, technical communicators will have a difficult time arguing that they are capable of more complex and valuable (non-routine) activities.

In-person service workers, like those in routine production, complete routine, repetitive tasks and are usually closely supervised. The primary difference between routine production workers and in-person workers is that in-person service workers deal with people directly. So in addition to the skills of routine production, in-person workers must possess what Reich calls “a pleasant demeanor. They must smile and exude confidence and good cheer, even when they feel morose. They must be courteous and helpful, even to the most obnoxious of patrons. Above all, they must make others feel happy and at ease.” (176). In-person service workers have replaced much of the historical emphasis on routine production work.  There were more in-person service jobs created during the 1980s than there are total workers in the steel, textile, and automobile job classes combined.

Technical communicators, especially those working freelance or in large companies, may frequently find themselves doing in-person service work. The common activity of interviewing technological content-area experts to document software or other products sometimes falls under in-person service work, especially in cases where the status differential between technical communicator and resource person are laid bare (Raven). In addition, technical communicators acting as in-person service workers are increasingly located in help desk or help line departments, where they answer questions for users over the phone or on the Internet. As most technical communicators have discovered, many users refuse to read printed or online documentation. Because of the routine nature of the bulk of users calls to help desks or help lines, operators in many organizations find they can answer most questions with a small set of stock responses (frequently assembled into a database for easy reference by staffers). In essence, these workers read documentation to users unwilling to do so on their own. In some cases, however, help line operators act as symbolic-analytic workers. If the problems are of sufficient complexity or uniqueness to prevent a corporation from easily setting up a “knowledge base” that matches common problems to routine, pre-scripted answers, these operators may begin to work as symbolic analysts.

Symbolic-Analytic Workers  possess the abilities to identify, rearrange, circulate, abstract, and broker information. Their principle work materials are information and symbols, their principle products are reports, plans, and proposals. They frequently work online, either communicating with peers (they rarely have direct organizational supervision) or manipulating symbols with the help of various computer resources. Symbolic analysts go by a wide variety of job titles, including investment banker, research scientist, lawyer, management consultant, strategic planner, and architect.

In most ways, symbolic analysts differ from the other job classifications in terms of status, responsibility, geographic mobility, and pay. Unlike routine production workers, they are more able to move from place to place because of their higher disposable incomes and because companies will often pay moving expenses for their services. They can also frequently telecommute, uploading and downloading information over the World Wide Web, Internet, and intranets; faxing reports to clients; and conference calling on the telephone. And unlike in-person service workers (who may communicate with customers via phone, fax, or computer network as well as face to face), symbolic-analytic workers deal with situations not easily addressed by routine solutions.

Although the discipline does not yet stress this point, technical communicators do frequently work as symbolic analysts.  The ability to manipulate, abstract, revise, and rearrange information is itself one version of the classic task of the technical communicator: someone who takes pre-existing knowledge about technology and explains it to others. In an industrial economy, such a job description prioritizes the technology (and technologist) and subordinates the technical communication (and communicator). But post-industrial work inverts the relationship between technical product and knowledge product: symbolic analysts make it clear—to themselves, to their employers, to the public—that in an age of ubiquitous technology and information, knowledge attains primary value. Refocusing on communication also authorizes an expansion of technical communication. If technology use is replaced with broader conceptions of work, then users “tasks” are no longer simply low-level, machine-reliant functions, but contextualized, real-world projects.

Instances of technical communication as symbolic-analytic work providing some leverage points for rethinking our current disciplinary definitions. Consider the general occupation of developing and maintaining sites on the World Wide Web. Although this role is currently filled by workers in diverse areas of expertise—from computer science and technical communication through advertising, graphic design, and individuals working in their spare time—the work (at least when it is done well) is clearly technical communication, much as writing product specifications or feasibility studies is technical communication done by a wide range of professions. Of particular interest in Web design is the focus on communication (rather than technology) as a primary product and process. In a postmodern sense, these communications are sometimes valued for their collection and arrangement of pre-existing information rather than new content creation. In Figure 1, Web site designers at Sun Microsystems offer users connections to other sites on the Web with relevant information, and also broad rather than simply functional advice about designing Web pages. This site acts as both an instructional manual for a technology (the computer being used to design and serve Web pages) but focuses on broader issues. “Manuals” such as this (which are increasingly common on the World Wide Web) succeed at making technology subordinate to communication. The typical decontexualized focus of print documentation is replaced by broad-based teaching and learning.

[ Insert Figure 1 around here. ]

Even though it is certainly possible to translate traditional, decontextualized technical documentation over to the Web, good Web design draws on a wider range of skills and concerns to make it a form of symbolic-analytic work. Unlike industrial models of technical communication (which would prioritize efficient technology use), such forms of Web design blur the boundary between “technology” and “communication” in important ways, without necessarily downplaying the richness of communication contexts. In fact, current forms of Web design provide only a limited view of the ways that technical communicators might reinvent their work. The rapid adoption of communicative links in technologies (from networked computers in home and workplace to cellular telephone links in automobiles, airplanes, and purses) offers the potential to integrate communication into a much broader range of technological contexts. And although most Web sites offer one-way communication (a print distribution model), sites are now beginning to offer better facilities for interpersonal communication, a feature that makes clearer the emphasis on communication over technology. If the printing press engendered a massive increase in the distribution of information, the Web can square that revolution, making literate communication recursive rather than linear. 

Tactics for Rearticulating Technical Communication

Reich outlines four key areas of education for symbolic analysts that we can use to reinvent technical communication education in a post-industrial age: collaboration, experimentation, abstraction, and system. Like the symbolic analysts Reich evaluates, technical communicators need to illustrate both to themselves and to the rest of the world that technology is easy to come by, but understanding and strategic use are the both rare and valuable. In each of the areas listed below, I note the ways that the area can be seen to describe existing work in technical communication. By seeing these activities as instances of symbolic-analytic work, we can begin the process of relocating value in a post-industrial age. 

Experimentation involves forming and testing hypotheses about information and communication. For symbolic analysts, this experimentation is sometimes formally scientific but also sometimes intuitive. Because of the unique nature of most work done by symbolic analysts, preconceived approaches are, at best, only starting points. If a class of problems becomes so common that it can be answered by reference to a rule book, then the problem moves into the domain of routine production workers. But in order to broaden our work beyond isolated technical functions, we’ll also need to expand on our common use of the term “usability.” Even though, as with all four of the covered here, technical communicators currently do something similar to symbolic-analytic work, traditional notions of instructional documentation tend to orient those skills toward functionalism, decontextualized uses of technology rather than broader, contextualized communication processes. 

For technical communicators, usability studies constitute a primary area for experimentation, a place to try out different approaches to problems. Technical communication often limits usability studies to straightforward checks for accuracy and ease of use (P. Sullivan), a fact reflective of the common focus on functionalism over critical interpretation in technical communication (Selber; Blyler). Lee Brasseur, for example, has described the negative effects of default fill patterns in computer programs for drawing graphs and charts. Users took advantage of fill patterns for charts automatically, resisting the possibility of either omitting patterns when they were not necessary or changing patterns used in a chart to avoid similar patterns in adjacent areas. The goals of the program and documentation were defined in terms of basic program functions (“Can the user construct a chart?”) rather than more difficult but very important critical perspectives of the user’s broader projects (“Is the chart effective?”). In other words, the software was usable in an instrumental, technocentric sense: users could successfully construct charts. But at the broader level, the default settings automated the selection of chart fill patterns in ways that actually damaged the overall quality and success of the charts. But this distinction becomes apparent only when users—on their own or with encouragement—learn to step back and think about the broad, contextual purpose of the program rather than the narrow, functional use.
Technical communicators must continue to investigate broader forms of usability studies, such as workplace ethnographies. The growing popularity of such work is a positive sign. In such work, researchers are less concerned with discovering universal, static truths about users than constructing shared accounts of situated understanding and social action (Blyler 340-342) and maps that can help both technical communicators and users negotiate and navigate social realms (Sullivan and Porter). Rather than emphasizing program logic, contextually situated research methods help technical communicators understand and assist users in ways consistent with their existing work and to help them re-invent that work in helpful ways (Beabes and Flanders 411). Contexualized research and practice makes it clear that communicators cannot focus simply on applying simple, universal principles to documents but must instead begin a recursive project of expansion and contraction, in which they investigate concrete local contexts and, in doing so, think about the broad projects in which those users are engaged.

Beverly Sauer’s study of risk communication in mine construction provides a striking example of the value of such broad, situated inquiry. Comparing commonly used texts on roof control between British and United States mining professions, Sauer notes the ways different rhetorical maneuvers used in each. In texts for miners in the U.S., discussions of roof control methods are presented as straightforward, relatively uncontested decision in favor of roof bolting due to both economic and technological superiority. The text then deals unproblematically with the proper procedure for installing roof bolts. In British texts, however, the discussion is much more complex, admitting that different methods may be applicable in different situations, attempting to lay out a broader range of situations and possibilities without selecting a single, universal solution. As Sauer notes, one likely reason for the richer (if less easy) approach of the British manual can be traced to political and social concerns of miners who worry about the tradeoffs between cost cutting and safety as well as the U.S. origination of the roof-bolting method. Because of the political, economic, and social aspects of all technologies, technical communication should not limit itself to simple functionalism, but must also include broader and more complicated concerns. 

Clearly, the type of experimentation afforded by narrow versions of usability studies—accuracy, speed of use, etc.—are only a limited (and perhaps limiting) version of what Reich suggests as a core skill for symbolic analysts. Insisting on broader forms of usability serves a double purpose for technical communicators: it helps us produce documentation and assistance more attuned to a user’s broader needs, and it also shifts the focus of value away from a discrete technology and toward communication and learning.

Collaboration helps symbolic analysts work together to solve problems while crossing complex disciplinary domains. Software projects, for example, typically require not only programmers, but user interface designers, marketing experts, usability testers, technical communicators, and graphic artists. Team members brainstorm ideas and solutions, critique each other’s work, provide support and feedback to the team mates. Collaboration marks one area that technical communication has entered into relatively quickly, both responding to and critiquing workplace processes and structures for writing (see, e.g., Paradis, Dobrin, and Miller; Burnett; Thralls and Blyler; Doheny-Farina). By attempting to both learn from and change existing collaborative practices, we position ourselves and our students as socially responsible experts—in other words, we help students learn to be both effective participants and responsible community members (Rymer). Such skills are valuable not only within the confines of the classroom and workplace, but in re-envisioning users as fuller participants in communication processes. 

In terms of rearticulating technical communication as symbolic-analytic work, it is crucial that we increase our research and teaching into issues of power in group dynamics. As numerous accounts have illustrated, technical communicators are frequently in positions of low power in workplace teams (see, among others discussed above, Raven; Doheny-Farina; See). With better understandings of these situations, students can learn to negotiate these difficult situations and help them develop tactics for avoiding the nearly automatic subordination of communication to technological values. Continuing the emphasis on collaborative work—and strengthening current approaches and emphases—is important in the quest to rearticulate technical communication as symbolic-analytic work. Furthermore, we must strengthen our current work in computer-supported collaboration such as email, synchronous and asynchronous conferencing, and World Wide Web development. 

Abstraction requires students to not merely memorize information, but to also learn to discern patterns, relationships, and hierarchies in large masses of information.  A paradigmatic example of this skill can be found in one of the most common tasks in software documentation: rethinking a series of system commands so that it coincides with a user’s task representation and context. Current approaches to this activity, however, tend to oversimplify the task to one of straightforward audience analysis.  Textbooks such as Woolever and Loeb’s Writing for the Computer Industry provide chapters on defining audiences and objectives, on getting information, and on organizing information—each crucial aspects of writing software documentation—but do not explicitly attempt to bridge the gap between getting information about either program or users and structuring that information in ways appropriate for specific types of users in certain contexts. In practice, most technical communicators develop skills in abstraction based on modeling existing documentation, frequently under the guidance of more experienced technical communicators (who themselves probably learned abstraction through similar methods).  
As with other aspects of symbolic-analytic work, the low profile of abstraction relates partially to notions of authorship that prioritize the creation of “original” content and subordinate work that seems derivative and functional (Foucault). As cultural theorist Jean-François Lyotard among others has argued, originality in a postmodern era is of declining value. Technical communication theorists have recently begun applying this worldview to technical communication theory and practice (Porter; Freed). In order to validate our work as symbolic-analytic work, we can make such concerns and approaches commonplace in our teaching and research. 

System thinking works at a level above abstraction, requiring symbolic analysts to recognize and construct relationships and connections in extremely broad, often apparently unrelated domains. Systems thinking works beyond problem-solving approaches in order to understand (and remake) systemic conditions. In other words, where traditional approaches to technical communication rely heavily on breaking a problem into small, manageable parts to be solved by short, simple help texts, a symbolic analyst would step back to look at larger issues in the system to determine how the problem develops and in what contexts it is considered a problem. 

Such work is rare in technical communication because we systematically define our work in limited ways. (Contributing in fundamental ways to this absence is the narrow conception of usability discussed above.) Although many aspects of our work do involve high-level system thinking, they are not addressed formally in our education or research; in many cases, these difficult activities occur unseen and unvalued. As long as technical communication is defined in decontextualized, functional ways, thinking in terms of broad systems is virtually prohibited. In the academic world, however, researchers and theorists possess the freedom (some would say the ivory tower atmosphere) to attempt thinking at the system level. Recent work in issues of gender and technology (see e.g., LaDuc and Goldrick-Jones; Lay) offers one useful starting point. Researchers have begun to question masculinist assumptions not merely in technical communication, but in technological development itself. As Laura J. Gurak and Nancy L. Bayer’s survey of feminist technology critique argues, the high percentage of women working as technical communicators constitutes both a problem and an opportunity: a problem for women working to overcome masculinist assumptions and processes; an opportunity for women, as technical communicators, now increasingly involved in the design process for technologies, a position in which they can contribute in positive ways to developing technologies accessible to women. This critical insight relies on the ability of technical communicators to not only construct abstract representations of complex data sets (the overwhelmingly limiting technological contexts in which many women work) but also to bring together abstractions and key concepts across other areas (technological development, changing roles for technical communicators, social perceptions of gender roles in general, the statistical makeup of engineering teams, etc.).
Because of the complexity and broad reach of system thinking, this skill has proven extremely difficult to carry over into technical communication practice—such concerns are external to models that prioritize technology over communication and learning. In fact, advocates of minimalist documentation argue that computer documentation should abandon the attempt to provide broad, conceptual materials for users (Carroll; Weiss, “Retreat”). But such a position, while it may certainly increase accuracy and speed in the short-term, disempowers users by assuming as a rule that they already know how to complete their general tasks (writing a memo, composing a presentation, etc.) (Brasseur; Redish; Johnson-Eilola, “Wild”). Furthermore, the decontexualized, functionalist position prevents consideration of sociopolitical terms.  A model of communication that presents technology as neutral and discrete makes invisible the social reproduction of gender bias inherent in technological development and use. As we shift the value of technical communication away from discrete technological products and toward contextualized communication, the social aspects of technological use are more amenable to critique and change.

The shift into symbolic-analytic work will not be an automatic one; it will probably be extremely difficult to make given the cultural and economic capital involved. But without a concerted effort on the part of our field, our positions will certainly be entrenched in routine production or in-person service. Despite frequent and loud announcements by futurists of the coming leisure age and by management theorists about empowering workers to take responsibility, the workplace continues to increase the distance between upper-level and lower-level workers. As Reich notes, in-person service work has increased at an astounding rate over the last decade. The largest employer in the United States today is Manpower, which specializes in providing companies with temporary employees, primarily in the clerical classes. If technical communicators do not take action to change our current situation, they will find their work increasingly contingent, devalued, outsourced, and automated.  It is not impossible for technical communicators to do well in contract and freelance situations; in fact, symbolic-analytic workers are frequently in such positions. But a major distinction between symbolic-analytic work and other service work lies in the location of value.

Recent initiatives in organizations like the Society for Technical Communication to standardize technical communication by providing certification procedures as well as academic program guidelines, will probably do little to change our status—they may in fact entrench the discipline in the support model. The reason is simple but forceful: because these studies are often based on surveys of existing technical communication practice, they are primarily descriptive, defining the status of a job classification that currently places itself in increasingly devalued service areas. And such studies quickly become prescriptive, because they provide a highly visible record of what a technical communicator does. If the discipline wants to enact broad changes in the discipline, improving the status and the areas of work open to technical communicators, it must take a critical stance and use gathered data to illustrate the problems and limitations of current definitions and practices.

Technical Communication Education: Five Key Projects

Technical communication must begin by making it clear that its work is not secondary to the product, but sometimes primary. Studies of the value-added by technical communicators such as those described in Redish and Ramey provide a useful beginning to this rearticulation. But such studies, although important, fail to rethink the project in the fundamental ways necessary to shift technical communication into the realm of symbolic-analytic work. The position of “value added” necessarily posits an original object that the technical communication somehow relates to—it is this original object that holds primary value. At best, in such situations, technical communication can show that it enhances value or provides a return on investment. At worst, the “support” position limits the potential value of technical communication by encouraging both customers and managers to focus on the technology rather than the transformative knowledge potentially contained in the communication. 

If we truly wish to effect change in our positions, we need to rethink our mission in more fundamental ways than how to make our current practices more efficient. As a method for strengthening the symbolic-analytic skills discussed in the previous section, educators can address five key projects that might help our students become better educated for their new roles:

1. Connect education to work

2. Question educational goals

3. Question educational processes and infrastructures

4. Build metaknowledge, network knowledge, and self-reflective practices

5. Rethink interdisciplinarity

1. Connect Education to Work

Connect education to work. I mean this in a critical rather than accommodating way. We need to investigate not only how to fulfill the traditional roles of technical communicators, we need to also look to the types of research going on in management theory, information management, interface design, and labor theory. Many of the most advanced and powerful work in such areas is actually technical communication: Hammer and Champy’s “re-engineering,” one of the latest fads in the corporate world, is at its lowest level a critical focus on the processes of communication within corporations. We need to investigate such movements and participate in them rather than be acted on by them. Hammer and Champy’s work is groundbreaking precisely because most companies do not understand communication, information, and knowledge. Technical communicators do. 

2. Question Educational Goals

Similarly, we need to take on the difficult task of questioning educational goals at a variety of levels. These are questions many technical communication educators have already begun asking: should we be filling job and skill slots determined by industry? For that matter, are more corporate-oriented organizations such as the Society for Technical Communication shaping roles for technical communicators, or are they themselves filling slots dictated by industry? A more productive position (but a more difficult one) would be to take the tact described in the first project and apply it to education. Educating students as symbolic-analytic workers is an important step in this direction.

3. Question Educational Processes and Infrastructures

This is one project that many of us are already beginning to undertake, albeit in a sometimes haphazard way. Computer networks provide the opportunity for nonstandard teaching, learning, and working situations. Such situations provide students, teachers, and professionals with the opportunity to work together despite geographical and temporal differences. At the same time, this is one area in which we must exercise the most care: in the long run, some forms of distance learning may tend to isolate learners by physically separating them from their peers and mentor. Paying for college is always a burden; given the opportunity, families with the choice between sending their offspring 500 miles away and having them stay at home, many families may choose the distance education route. We need to make it clear what the benefits are of residence learning; we need to insist on defining education in broad terms that must include more than just seat time and test scores. At the same time, we need to understand ways that networked communication can positively affect education and work, and to create additional positive environments. 

4. Build Meta Knowledge, Network Knowledge and Self-reflective Practices

Perhaps more importantly, we must move beyond the idea that the network is a medium for transmitting knowledge. A more radical notion is that the network is also an environment for learning, working, and living. Put in a different way, we need to think about new formations for knowledge that rely on network organization, metaknowledge and metawork that act at a level above current knowledge structures. This is another way of saying we need to redefine technical communication in broader terms than functional skills: we should be teaching rather than training. We have already begun to research the dynamics of learning and working as a way of improving those activities in areas such as critical literacies (Selber), usability (P. Sullivan), and economics (Johnson-Eilola, “Accumulation”). Now we can take the next step: collapsing distinctions between teacher/student/user in an attempt to help all of us understand the potential richness of crossing over those functional roles in broad communication contexts.

5. Rethink Interdisciplinary

Finally, we must struggle to overcome disciplinary boundaries. Many of the things I’ve suggested here are drawn from other fields, work I’ve discovered by backtracking threads from popular accounts back to professional journals and publications. Too frequently, we merely take what we’re given. The task of software documentation, for example, typically starts with the end product, a piece of late-beta or even golden master software. We build our documentation on what we’re given. We are blocked out of the formative stages—where we might make productive changes in the dynamics and the form of software in order to increase usability and efficiency—because we are not able to speak the discourse of software development. It is crucial that we encourage, even require, our students to gain the fundamentals of their respective specialty fields, perhaps multiple fields. Furthermore, we may wish to require classes in rapid field learning that help students develop strategies and tactics for picking up the basics of new fields quickly so that they can enter into the formative stages of those conversations.

Conclusions

Technical communication has long suffered from an accepted emphasis on the “technical” portion of the disciplinary title. As we enter the information age, we face the possibility of rearticulating the value of our what we do to emphasize the “communication” half of our work.

Technical communication can begin transforming the location of value by rethinking what it means to teach, to practice, and to research technical communication. Symbolic-analytic work offers a potential common ground between the broad, conceptual and social issues frequently espoused by academics and the pragmatic, functional concerns of practitioners. As I argued earlier, the industrial model of technical communication is outmoded in terms of value, but it continues to work as long as technologies and techocentric corporations are allowed to redefine users’ tasks. If “good writing” is cast as template filling, for example, then automation is a viable solution. Technical communicators will find their work increasingly devalued as industrial labor, even as other disciplines learn to take on the roles of communicators in the post-industrial workplace.

If we wish to shift that value to the post-industrial emphasis on communication, we’ll need to make it clearer why this model must be rejected even though it works. In effect, we can argue that the symbolic-analytic or post-industrial model subsumes the functional or industrial model: the technology does not disappear, but is now organized under broader, more valuable concerns.

Technical communication education has traditionally centered on teaching practical, immediately useful skills at the expense of broader forms of learning (Selber). While certainly such skills assist technical communicators in gaining ready employment, this limited focus traps the discipline in the very support positions critiqued above: useful but only infrequently valued. Reich’s descriptions of symbolic-analytic work offer one strategy that technical communicators and educators might adopt in rearticulating our shared (and publicized) visions of what technical communicators do. 

By rearticulating technical communication as symbolic-analytic work, we might use our professional diversity and flexibility to empower ourselves and technology users. The examples provided here are admittedly sketchy, at best. But the general model provided should suggest numerous points for rethinking technical communication in fundamental ways: shifting the focus on communication beyond the technology and toward social contexts and processes, coupled with an emphasis on considering technical communication as one form of symbolic-analytic work provide a general strategy for not merely critiquing current practices but also for changing them. This disciplinary movement will not be an easy one, given our diversity and size.  But failure to attempt this rearticulation will likely move technical communication into the realm of two, less attractive types of service work—routine production and in-person (areas we have already begun to occupy, if somewhat unwillingly). By centering our teaching and research on primary skills for symbolic analysis—collaboration, experimentation, abstraction, and system thinking—we can make it clear to ourselves, to our students, and to the world at large the true value of technical communication in the twenty-first century.

The author would like to thank Stuart A. Selber, James E. Porter, William Hart-Davidson, and three anonymous reviewers for Technical Communication Quarterly for the insightful comments on an earlier version essay. Portions of this essay were presented at the 1995 and 1996 Conferences of the Council for Programs in Technical and Scientific Communication. 
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