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Effective communication has been identified in recent years as a crucial competency for 

practicing engineers by industry professionals, educators, engineering graduates working in the 

field, and current engineering undergraduate students. In particular, it has been suggested that 

engineers of the future will face increasingly complex and spatially distributed audiences and 

contexts, will w ork with rapidly changing information technologies, and will occupy positions of 

increasing influence where they have more opportunities to effect societal change. In addition, it 

has been noted that the increasingly shifting workplace landscape will requi re engineers to be 

adaptable and self-regulating, seeing the need, and taking responsibility, for their own life -long 

learning.  

To address the need for students to develop more nuanced understandings of the 

communication of engineering practice, this dissertation explores engineering undergraduate 

studentsõ rhetorical awareness and perceived self-efficacy and the potential of a particular 

pedagogical interventionñpreparedness portfolios and portfolio studios (PPPS) (Turns et al. 

2012)ñfor facilitating this exploration. A qualitative, multiple -case study is reported here that 

engaged ten engineering undergraduate students in the creation of preparedness portfolios in a 

collaborative studio setting. Studentsõ experiences were captured through multiple survey 

instruments, individual interviews, as well as through the content of the portfolios that they 

created.  



   

 

 

The PPPS pedagogy, implemented in a Communication Portfolio Studio, created a 

rhetorical community in which the participants worked collaboratively to c reate their arguments 

about their preparedness to communicate as practicing engineers. A three-part analysis was 

conducted to determine what was revealed about the participantsõ rhetorical awareness through 

their engagement in the Studio, how the Studio experience impacted their rhetorical awareness, 

and what their enactment of rhetorical awareness looked like in the Studio.  A two -stage analysis 

for perceived selfðefficacy was conducted: the first stage determined what impacts the Studio 

experience had on participantsõ perceived self-efficacy for communicating as practicing 

engineers; the second stage analyzed their statements of Studio impacts through the framework 

of Banduraõs hypothesized sources of self-efficacy information. Findings suggest that the 

Communication Portfolio Studio is an effective pedagogical approach for not only revealing, but 

also enhancing, the state of studentsõ rhetorical awareness and perceived self-efficacy with 

respect to the communication of engineering practice. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

I have always considered myself an excellent communicator in professional and academic 

environments, but I hadn't given much thought to exactly what that meant or entailed. It 

was clarifying to think and make statements about why communication is important and 

what that means in an engineering context. ñ Molly  

Effective communication has been identified in recent years as a crucial competency for 

practicing engineersñby industry professionals, educators, engineering graduates working in the 

field, and current engineering undergraduate students. But, what does effective communication 

mean to each of these groups, and how might we, as educators, help students develop into 

effectively communicating engineers? This dissertation explores engineering undergraduate 

studentsõ conceptions of the communication of engineering practice, their beliefs about their 

capabilities for communicatin g as practicing engineers, and the potential of a particular 

pedagogical approach for revealing, and enhancing, these conceptions and beliefs. This chapter 

presents the background and rationale for the study , describes the problem space and purpose, 

presents the conceptual frameworks and research questions, briefly describes the study  design, 

and overview s the chapters of the dissertation.    

Background and Rationale  

In the future painted by the National Academy of Engineering (2004) over eight years 

ago with respect to what engineering and engineering education will look like in 2020, the need 

for excellent and varied communication skills figures prominently: òWe envision a world where 

communication is enabled by an ability to listen effectively as well a s to communicate through 

oral, visual, and written mechanismsó (NAE, 2004, p. 55). In addition, ABET (2009) lists the 

òability to  communicate effectivelyó and the òrecognition of the need for, and an ability to engage 

in life -long learningó as two of the eleven outcomes in their 2010-11 Criteria for Accrediting 

Engineering Programs (p. 3). Programs seeking and maintaining accreditation must be able to 
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demonstrate that their students attain these outcomes before graduation. Duderstadt  (2009), 

president emeritus of the University of Michigan  and professor of science and engineering, in his 

argument for a new approach to engineering practice, research, and education, addresses the 

increasing rate at which knowledge becomes obsolete: òThere have long been calls for 

engineering to take a more formal approach to lifelong learning, much as have other professions 

such as medicine in which the rapid expansion of the knowledge base has overwhelmed the 

traditional  educational processó (p. 5). 

The American Society of Civ il Engineers (ASCE 2008), in describing the body of 

knowledge necessary for engineers of the twenty-first century stated that òthe civil engineer must 

communicate effectively with technical and non -technical individuals and audiences in a variety 

of settingsó (p. 139), and, as such, he or she needs to understand what it means to communicate 

within engineering practice. NAE (2004) addresses the importance of situating communication 

within a given audience and context. Specifically, the report calls for stude nts to be prepared to 

communicate effectively on environmental and political issues of global scale: òThe engineering 

profession recognizes that engineers need to work in teams, communicate with multiple 

audiences, and immerse themselves in public policy debates and will need to do so more 

effectively in the futureó (NAE, 2004, p. 43).  The future that NAE describes places engineers in 

positions within organizational structures where they have the capacity to effect change: òThe 

increasing imperative for accountability will necessitate an ability to communicate convincingly 

and to shape the opinions and attitudes of other engineers and the publicó (NAE, 2004, p. 55).  

NAE and ASCE call for competency with various forms of communication. Specifically, 

NAE (2004) finds that the global environment of the 2020 engineer, with rapidly changing 

technologies, will require òeffective use of virtual communication toolsó (p. 55); and ASCE (2008) 

calls for competency in communication that includes listening, observing, r eading, speaking, 

writing, and graphics. NAE (2004) also discusses the importance of the ability to self-regulate, 

which is a component of lifelong learning: òEngineers are going to have to accept responsibility 
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for their own continual re -education, and engineering schools are going to have to prepare 

engineers to do so by teaching them how to learnó (p. 24). A survey of 378 working professionals 

(124 of whom were engineers) revealed, on average, that nearly one-third of working time is 

spent writing, a sig nificant portion of time is spent communicating orally, audiences and 

purposes are quite varied, communication is collaborative , and changing technologies affect 

communicative decisions and practices (Miller , 2004). It was concluded from this study, that 

working professionals consider activities such as problem-solving, teamwork, creativity, and 

persuasion to be important components of communication tasks, which are, in turn, integral to 

their professional work.  

Educators describe how changing technologies have expanded the conceptions and 

practice of effective communication, making it crucial for students to take charge of their own 

learning in order to keep current with technical skills (Paretti & McNair 2008 ). Duderstadt  (2009) 

echoes this theme describing the changing times, "We live in a time of great change, an 

increasingly global society, driven by the exponential growth of new knowledge and knitted 

together by rapidly evolving information and communication technologies" (p. 2): "T he shelf life 

of education acquired early in oneõs life, whether K-12 or higher education, is shrinking rapidly. 

Todayõs students and tomorrowõs graduates are likely to value access to lifelong learning 

opportunities more highly than job securityó (p. 17). Engineering educators have identified a 

variety of communication skills that are necessary for the design process in todayõs complex and 

geographically distributed work environment including oral communication (e.g., formal 

presentations, debating with colleagues, informing the non -technical public), and written 

communication (e.g., reports, memos, email, blogs). However, Sheppard et al. (2009) saw that 

education efforts are prioritizing the development of technical skills over preparing students for 

engineering practice, and the current curricula are not providing learning experiences early 

enough in the studentsõ programs that provide problem-solving and collaborative activities 

similar to those they will encounter in the workplace (p. xxii).  
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In the Final Report for the Center for the Advancement of Engineering Education, Atman et al. , 

(2010) noted that communication skills were ranked second in importance, behind problem 

solving, by a 109 seniors in a longitudinal cohort (p. 51). However, these students r ated 

themselves least confident in professional and interpersonal skills as compared to skills in open-

ended problem-solving and math and science (p. 53).  Recent graduates reported that  their 

engineering coursework in school prepared them well for the formal writing and oral 

presentation tasks they encountered in the workplace, but cite d extra-curricular activities as the 

place where they learned the informal oral communication skills needed in the workplace for 

meetings, teamwork, and client negotiations (e.g., Martin et al., 2005).  

Paretti and McNair (2008) describe opportunities for further research in their 

introduction to a special issue of IEEE Transactions on Professional Communication. Among these 

opportunities are exploring òwhat ôeffective communicationõ is in engineering contexts, how 

engineers understand themselves as communicators, and how they constitute and enact 

rhetorical practiceó (p. 241); and, examining the ways in which students learn to communicate in 

different media and genres throughout their undergraduate programs and beyond in the 

workplace. According to Sheppard et al. (2009), òthe center of engineering education should be 

professional practice, integrating technical knowledge and skills of practice through a consistent 

focus on developing the identity and commitment of the professional engineeró (p. xxii). Miller 

(2004) calls for an integration of communication with thinking and learning, a return to a focus on 

effectiveness rather than clarity and to persuasion versus information (p. 46-7). Duderstadt (2009) 

argues that engineering education should work òto augment education in science and 

engineering with the broader exposure to the humanities, arts, and social sciences that are 

absolutely essential to building both the creative skills and cultural awareness necessary to 

compete in a globally integrated societyó (p. 12).  

In addition, motivation for this study is drawn from personal experiences teaching 

engineering undergraduates technical communication, directing an engineer ing communication 
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program, and conducting research on the teaching and learning of technical and professional 

communication. Some particularly salient experience s came from  observing differences between 

studentsõ written work and oral presentations for their  disciplinary courses and similar types of 

work by some students in technical communication courses, not only in terms of skills and 

competencies demonstrated, but also in terms of studentsõ enthusiasm, confidence, and overall 

engagement. We, as teachers of technical and professional writing, would benefit from 

understanding more about studentsõ beliefs in their capabilities as communicators, how those 

beliefs translate into performances, and what we can do to provide learning environments that 

foster the development of studentsõ self-confidence.     

Problem Space and Purpose  

The above background and rationale provide d the impetus and framing for this study 

that (A) explores (i) engineering undergraduate studentsõ conceptions of the communication of 

practicing engineers (e.g., what counts as professional communication for engineers, how 

audience is understood and addressed, and how the role of persuasion is understood and 

appreciated) and (ii) their beliefs about their capabilities for that communication  (how confident 

they are about communicating successfully as engineers); and, (B) examines the effectiveness of a 

pedagogical approach for  helping us learn about, and potentially enhance, the studentsõ 

conceptions and beliefs. 

The particular  pedagogical approach chosen for this study was the Preparedness 

Portfolios and Portfolio Studios (PPPS) approach (see Turns, Sattler, Eliot, Kilgore, & Mobrand 

2012 for a detailed description of the approach and its goals). This pedagogical approach engages 

engineering undergraduates in making arguments about their preparedness to engage in 

engineering activity while being supported in a series of interactive and collaborative studio 

sessions. Selection of this particular approach was based on multiple factors: successful 

implementations of the approach to date, the location of the primary author and her research 

program at  the University of Washington  (UW), and the theoretical expectations for its 
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effectiveness when focused on communication  in an engineering context, both in terms of 

studentsõ conceptions of communication and their beliefs in their capabilities to communicate.   

Therefore, in light of the  problem space defined by the background and rationale from 

industry and educators , personal motivation , pilot study findings, and in light of the expectations 

for the effectiveness of the PPPS pedagogical approach focused on communication, the two-fold 

broad purpose of this study is to:    

¶ Explore engineering undergraduate studentsõ conceptions of the communication of 

practicing engineers and their beliefs about their capabilities wit h respect to that 

communication  

¶ Examine the effectiveness of the PPPS approach, focused on communication , for 

exploring these student conceptions and beliefs.  

Arti culation of  these broad purposes led to the identification of the conceptual frameworks and 

the statement of the research questions.  

Conceptual Frameworks and Research Questions  

As noted before, undergraduate studentsõ conceptions of the communication  of 

practicing engineers in this dissertation include what counts as professional communication for 

engineers, how audience is understood and addressed, and how the role of persuasion is 

understood and appreciated. With respect to these conceptions of communic ation, themes 

emerged from  several activities: re-examination of pilot study data, initial exploration of the 

dataset from the ten participants in this study, writing participant narratives , and constant 

comparison of themes across the participants by themes, and iterative  journeys into the relevant 

literature . These themes pointed to rhetorical awareness as a promising umbrella term under 

which to organize the primary analyses. As such, Dorothy Winsorõs seminal work that 

investigated the òrhetorical educationó of four novice engineers (1996a) was eventually selected 

as a conceptual framework for rhetorical awareness. This framework was applied  in two ways in 

this study . First, it was used as an efficient organizing mechanism , because the major themes that 
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emerged from the participant data mapped well to major components in Winsorõs description of 

a rhetorical education (1996a)1: (1) òsocialization through writers and genresó (corresponding to 

the theme: what counts as professional communication for engineers); (2) òlearning to construct 

and interact with audienceó (corresponding to the theme: how audience is understood and 

addressed); and (3) òthe textual negotiation of  corporate ôrealityõó (corresponding to the theme: 

how persuasion is understood and appreciated). In addition, sub -themes that emerged from the 

data also mapped to topics that Winsor explored  within those major components. The second 

way in which the framework was applied  was to map the findings of my study back to the 

corresponding components of Winsorõs findings, highlighting points of alignment and extension 

to her work. Rationale for selecting Winsorõs (1996a) work  as a conceptual framework  is provided 

in Chapter 2, along with a description of the ways in which it w as applied in the data analyses.  

Review of the literature when first identifying self -confidence as a dimension of interest 

for the pilot study led immediately to the foundational work of Albert Bandura on self -efficacy 

theory, which he situated within his larger socio-cognitive theory of human functioning (e.g., 

1986). It should be noted that self-confidence is a general term that describes a òtrait -like self-

belief of capability that fails  to specify the object of that beliefó (Schunk & Pajares 2004, p. 120); 

and, although self-confidence was used in data collection instruments and in talking with 

participants, this dissertation adopts  the vocabulary of Bandura , using the interchangeable 

terminology  of perceived self-efficacy, and self-efficacy beliefs or judgments. Exploration o f the dataset 

for this study, together with further examination of the literature on self -efficacy and related 

motivational constructs, led to the identification of Banduraõs hypothesized sources of self-

efficacy information  (e.g., 1986) as the conceptual framework for the studentsõ self-efficacy beliefs 

related to communicating as practicing engineers. This framework was employed  as a theoretical 

lens for subsequent analyses of participant data that been coded as impacts of the 

Communication Portfolio Stud io experience on perceived self-efficacy. The sources Bandura 

                                                           
1 Winsorõs phrases that represent chapters in her book were modified slightly for my study, as explained 
further in Chapter 2.  
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hypothesized are enactive attainments, vicarious experience, verbal persuasion, and 

physiological state; they are described in Chapter 2, along with the rationale for their  selection as 

a framework, and the ways in which the framework  was applied in the analyses.  

With the conceptual frameworks identified, it is possible to further elaborate the 

expectations for the effectiveness of the PPPS pedagogy, when focused on communication . Note 

that, throughout the remainder of this dissertation, the PPPS approach as implemented in this 

study (i.e., focused on communication) will be referred to as the Communication Portfolio Studio . 

However, original PPPS pedagogy will be revisit ed and described in detail in Chapter 3  where a 

thorough discussion of expectations for the effectiveness of the pedagogy, when focused on 

communication, is presented to shed light on the participantsõ rhetorical awareness and 

perceived self-efficacy.  

Stated broadly here, the expectations for the effectiveness of the Communication 

Portfolio Studio for exploring engineering undergraduate studentsõ rhetorical awareness and 

perceived self-efficacy with respect to the communication of engineering practice  include the 

following:  

¶ The Communication Portfolio Studio was expected to function as a rhetorical 

community (Miller 1994) , convened for the express purpose of helping participants 

perform  the inherently rhetorical task of arguing for their  preparedness to 

communicate in engineering practice, where the participants could be observed as 

they wrestled with this task from inception through completion . In this way, the 

Communication Portfolio Studio was expected to reveal, impact, and provide space for 

enactment of the participantsõ rhetorical awareness. 

¶ The peer interactions and other activities of the Communication Portfolio Studio that 

support the participants as they develop their preparedness portfolios  were expected 

to impact the participantsõ self-efficacy judgments about communicating in 

engineering practice.  Of note, the participantsõ perceived self-efficacy for making 
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arguments about preparedness to communicate as engineers is addressed separately 

from the more general exploration of the participantsõ perceived self-efficacy for 

communicating as practicing engineers. In addition, it was hypothesized that the 

interactions and activities of the Communication Portfolio Studio could potentially 

serve as sources of self-efficacy information  and, thus, contribute to impacts on the 

participantsõ perceived self-efficacy for arguing for preparedness and for 

communicating  as practicing engineers.   

The identification of the conceptual frameworks  for rhetorical awareness (Winsor 1996a) 

and hypothesized sources of self-efficacy information  (Bandura 1986), including refinement of 

framework terminology , as well as further elaboration of the PPPS pedagogical approach (Turns 

et al. 2012), as implemented in the Communication Portfolio Studio in this study , led to the 

development of the following research questions that are addressed in this dissertation:  

1. With respect to Socialization through experts  and genres (i.e., what counts as professional 

communication for engineers): 

A.  What is revealed about the participantsõ rhetorical awareness through their engagement 

in the Communication Portfolio Studio ?  

B. What impact does engagement in the Communication Portfolio Studio  have on the 

participantsõ rhetorical awareness? 

C. What does the participantsõ enactment of rhetorical awareness in the Communication 

Portfolio Studio  look like ? 

2. With respect to Learning to Construct  and Interact with Audience (i.e., how audience is 

understood and addressed): 

A.  What is revealed about the participantsõ rhetorical awareness through their engagement 

in the Communication Portfolio Studio ? 

B. What impact does engagement in the Communication Portfolio Studio  have on the 

participantsõ rhetorical awareness? 
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C. What does the participantsõ enactment of rhetorical awareness in the Communication 

Portfolio Studio  look like ? 

3. With respect to The Negotiation of òRealityó (i.e., how  persuasion is understood and 

appreciated): 

A.  What is revealed about the participantsõ rhetorical awareness through their engagement 

in the Communication Portfolio Studio ? 

B. What impact does engagement in the Communication Portfolio Studio  have on the 

participantsõ rhetorical  awareness? 

C. What does the participantsõ enactment of rhetorical awareness in the Communication 

Portfolio Studio  look like ? 

4. Perceived self-efficacy 

A.  What impact does engagement in the Communication Portfolio Studio have on 

participantsõ perceived self-efficacy for (i) making arguments about preparedness to 

communicate as practicing engineers and (ii)  communicating as practicing engineers? 

B. For identified impacts , what sources of self-efficacy information, and pedagogical elements, if 

any, are indicated pertaining to perceived self -efficacy for (i)  making arguments about 

preparedness to communicate as practicing engineers and (ii) communicating as 

practicing engineers? 

The next section briefly overviews the study that was conducted to answer these research 

questions. 

Study Overview  

This dissertation describes a qualitative study that examined the experiences of ten 

engineering undergraduate  students as they participated in a PPPS implementation focused on 

communication , with the goal of exploring  their conceptions of, and perceived self-efficacy for, 

engineering communication. As such, multiple -case study was the research genre chosen. Details 
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of the rationale for the  methodology, study design, and analysis and reporting strategies are 

given in Chapter 4. A brief overview  is provided.  

In keeping with the case study genre, sampling was purposiveñrecruitment was 

restricted to engineering undergraduates. This research study was conducted with the approval 

of the UW Institutional Review Board. Ten students participated  in the study  (3 female, 7 male), 

with pay , representing five engineering departments . The PPPS approach, focused on 

communication, was employed. Briefly, the participants  came together in five two -hour sessions, 

in which they engaged in activities that supported them in the creation of their communication 

preparedness portfolio s: peer review, group discussion, presentation of portfolios, with guidance 

provided  by the facilitator . The creation of the actual portfolios occurred between sessions. This 

pedagogical approach is described in detail in Chapter 3. 

Data were collected in several ways to allow for triangulation. The primary data 

collection was qualitative , which was complemented by a small quantitative data collection 

component. The data sources included the following: pre - and post-surveys, interview 

transcripts; content from the portfolios created by the participants, and open -ended in-session 

feedback forms. A pilot study confirmed the viability of the  initial dimensions of interest. Initial 

exploration of the data from the ten engineering undergraduate students who participated in this 

study produced a filtered data set that served as the basis for initi al within -case explorations and 

narrative writing, as well as constant comparisons across the cases. These initial explorations , as 

noted before, led to the identification of the conceptual frameworks . Analyses of the data from 

the ten participants were conducted using these frameworks: the rhetorical awareness analysis 

was organized around the framework from Winsorõs rhetorical education of an engineer (1996a); 

while t he perceived self-efficacy data were analyzed for impacts, which were then examined 

through Banduraõs framework of sources of self-efficacy information . 

In terms of data reporting, t he findings for the three rhetorical awareness research 

questions are presented separately in Chapters 5-7 and discussed collectively in Chapter 8.  
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Findings and discussion for the research question on perceived self-efficacy are presented in 

Chapter 9.  Where data allow, presentation of findings includes  a few detailed analyses, followed 

by complementary examples at a much lesser level of detail, in order to give the reader both 

depth and breadth in terms of exposure to participant experiences.  

Overview  of the Dissertation  

This dissertation comprises ten chapters (including the present one):  

Chapter 1, Introduction: Background and rationale of the study are disc ussed. The 

problem space and purpose of the study are presented, followed by the introduction of the 

conceptual frameworks and research questions, as well as the study overview. The chapter 

concludes with contributions of the study and an overview of the d issertation.  

Chapter 2, Background: Separate sections address rhetorical awareness and perceived 

self-efficacy. Each section presents theories that form the basis of the study, selected empirical 

studies related to the work, and the conceptual framework s.    

Chapter 3, The Communication Portfolio Studio : The original Preparedness Portfolios 

and Portfolio Studios pedagogical approach is described; the Communication Portfolio Studio  is 

introduced; and connections are theorized between the conceptual frameworks for rhetorical 

awareness and perceived self-efficacy and the pedagogical elements and supporting activities of 

the Communication Portfolio Studio . 

Chapter 4, Methods: The methodology  and research design for this  study  are identified; 

the study context and participants  are introduced ; and the approaches for data collection and 

analysis are described.    

Chapter 5, Socialization through experts  and genres: Findings for the genre component of 

the rhetorical awareness framework  (Research Question 1) are presented. 

Chapter 6, Learning to Construct and Interact with Audience: Findings for the  audience 

component of the rhetorical  awareness framework (Research Question 2) are presented. 
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Chapter 7, The Negotiation of òRealityó: Findings for the persuasion component of the 

rhetorical awareness framework  (Research Question 3) are presented.  

Chapter 8, Discussion of Rhetorical Awareness: Findings presented in Chapters 5-7 

(Research Questions 1-3) are discussed in light of connections to Winsor and other theoretical and 

empirical work; links are made to the  Communication Portfolio Studio pedagog y. 

Chapter 9, Perceived Self-efficacy: Findings for perceived self-efficacy (Research 

Question 4) are presented and discussed.  

Chapter 10, Conclusions: The research questions, initial expectations, and major findings 

are briefly revisited. Major take -aways for rhetorical awareness and perceived self-efficacy are 

presented. Contributions of the study and implications for future research and educational 

practice are given.   
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2. BACKGROUND  

Broadly, this dissertation is interested in engineering undergraduate studentsõ 

preparedness to communicate in engineering practice. Specifically, it explores studentsõ 

conceptions of the communication  of engineering practice, their beliefs about their  capabilities to 

communicate as practicing engineers, and the potential of the Communication Portfolio Studio  

for revealing, and enhancing, these conceptions and beliefs. This chapter includes theoretical and 

empirical works that  support the assumptions that underlie the exploration into these two 

separate aspects of studentsõ preparedness (e.g., rhetorical awareness and perceived self-efficacy). 

Expectations for the effectiveness of the approach used in this work  are discussed in Chapter 3.   

Rhetorical Awareness  

As noted earlier, rhetorical awareness was originally  identified  as a way to encompass 

and account for three major themes that emerged from the participant data  in this study : what 

counts as professional communication for engineers, how audience is understood and addressed, 

and how the role of persuasion is understood and appreciated . 

Preparing students to communicate effectively as practicing engineers is a complicated 

business. It is bound up with issues such as genre learning  and preconceptions of genre, 

disciplinary discourse and ways of knowing and doing, concerns for correctness, developing 

rhetorical audience relationships, and understanding persuasion and appreciating its  role in 

engineering communication .  

Relevant theories and empirical work  

This dissertation draws  on scholarship from the areas of genre learning, academic and 

workplace writing, community , and writing -to-learn.    

Genre learning and teaching 

A major debate in teaching writing  over the last few decades has involved whether to 

teach genres explicitly to students. Freedman (1993) and Devitt (2004; 2009). Freedman (1993) in 
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her oft-cited article, òShow and tell? The role of explicit teaching in the learning of new genres,ó 

set against the backdrop of then emerging views of genre as response to recurring situations 

(e.g., Miller 1984), Freedman asked at that time if explicit teaching of genres, in light of those 

emergent genre perspectives, was necessary or possibleñand, if so, would it be useful or even 

harmful.  Freedman (1993) advanced two hypotheses, which she called her òstrongó and 

òrestrictedó hypotheses. The former suggested that explicit genre teaching was unnecessary, 

perhaps not possible, of limited use, and carried a risk of being misapplied. The latter hypothesis 

made the same suggestions with the caveat that explicit teaching could enhance genre learning 

but only in certain circumstances and with certain learning styles, one circumstance being 

proximi ty to being involved in authentic tasks in the relevant discourse . Freedman (1993) also 

points out that some explicit teaching may be usefulñformat, organization, mechanics, usage, 

composition  strategies, revision strategies, or guidelines for audience analysis. 

Devitt (e.g., 2004; 2009), on the other hand, asserts that with  her pedagogy for critical 

genre awareness, Freedmanõs contention that it is not possible to teach genre explicitly because 

no teacher could not cover all of the features or any of the complexity of context for genres used 

in the workplace  is not relevant.  Devitt (2009) acknowledges that genres will like ly  be taught 

incompletely, but òstudents will understand more about it than they would have if we had 

taught them nothing about it at alló (p. 341). Devitt asserts that the transferability in her approach 

provides the foundation upon which particular genres can then be acquired. Devitt,  citing her 

own empirical work , finds that òpeople learn genres every day without being taught them either 

in school or in the workplaceó (p. 194) but she questions what it is they are learning and 

expresses concerns for studentsõ awareness of the rhetorical purposes and ideologies that 

underlie genres learned implicitly (p. 195).   

Devitt (2004; 2009) proposes teaching genre awareness and antecedent genres.  Devitt 

(2009) describes her use of ògenre awarenessó as a type of rhetorical awareness, which can òlead 

to critical awareness and more deliberate actionó (p. 337). Devitt (2004) argues that her proposed 
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genre pedagogy will help students to avoid simply using standard forms with little rhetorical 

understanding of their underly ing purposes and, thus, potentially and unwittingly adopt 

ideologies reinforced by those genres. Teaching students genre awareness allows them to step 

back and examine genres and to participate in them (in an enlightened fashion) (2009).  Devitt 

asserts that once a genre is learned, it is hard to step back and examine it criticallyñthat for òfull 

participants in the genre, resistance becomes more difficult (some say futile) and choices become 

less visible (some say invisible)ó (p. 196). Devitt contends that  Freedmanõs criticism of explicit 

genre teaching focuses on teaching particular genres that can later be accessed and used againñ

while her own genre pedagogical approach òcombines teaching particular genres, how to use 

these genres as antecedents, and how to critique and potentially change genresó (2009, p. 346). 

Genres taught and used in the classroom can òserve as scaffolding for later genre acquisition, as 

these partially learned genres act as antecedents for other genresó (p. 346). 

Artemeva (2008) proposed a unified theory of genre learning, which draws on the fields 

of rhetorical genre studies, activity theory, and situated learning. She investigated the role that 

studentsõ antecedent genre knowledge (AGK) plays in acquiring disciplinary genre competence; 

understanding AGK is intended to help with the creation of more target curriculum materials 

and pedagogical strategies. Although studentsõ previous experiences writing in a genre likely 

influences their ability to write in that genre, it appears th at this previous experience is a 

necessaryñbut not sufficientñcondition for successful development of genre competence. 

Understanding studentsõ AGK early in communication classes is useful in calibrating 

instructional materials and strategies.  

Artemeva and  Fox (2010) investigated the prior knowledge students bought to an 

introductory engineering communication course, using the theoretical constructs of antecedent 

genre knowledge and disciplinary genre competence. They suggest that, when students enter a 

new discipline, if their antecedent genre knowledge is relevant for that discipline and they are 

able to leverage it, their transition into that discipline may be easier; however, if their antecedent 
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genre knowledge tends to make the transition more difficult , they confidence may be degraded 

and they might devalue their prior knowledge. The authors argue that òhaving a better 

understanding of our studentsõ antecedent genre knowledge and its role in the development of 

their disciplinary genre competence will al low us to better support their transition to the 

discourse of their new disciplineó (p. 479). 

As writers learn new genres, they tend to look to samplesñhaving genre awareness 

helps them examine these samples more critically, which help them avoid simply co pying the 

model (Devitt, 2004). Teachers can help students with acquiring new genres by providing 

multiple samples of assigned genres that demonstrate various approaches within those genres in 

order to demonstrate different creative choices and discourage òformulaic treatment of them as 

models, though some students are still likely to treat samples as modelsó (p. 208). Devitt notes 

that one could simply not provide samples, in order to reduce the risk of their misuse; but, points 

out that this creates anxiety for novice writers: òto ask students to write new genres with no 

samples of those genres is to reduce their learning by increasing their anxietyó (p. 209).   

Devitt notes òFreedmanõs emphasis on formal features first and contextual origins second 

are a reversal of what I would recommendó (p. 193); and she further suggests that teaching 

genres through the use of models (or sample texts) òcould lead to rigidly prescriptive conceptions 

of a genre and to formulaic writingó and, further that it might òencourage treating models as 

prescriptions and writing assignments as imitations of those modelsó (p. 193).  

A main role for teachers is setting up environments that facilitate learning ñ

e.g., exposure to written discourse, affect (e.g., anxiety), intention (some type of rhetorical 

exigency); school assignments serve as exigencies. Thus, Freedman claims that school writing is 

not decontextualizedñit has the classroom as a real setting (not the one imagined in some 

assignments) (p. 239). As Freedman (1995) had noted, academic genres are complex rhetorical 

transactions that tend to be writer oriented. She notes further that students get less support in a 

composition than a disciplinary course.  
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Devitt (2004) noted, in her study of genres used by tax accountants she uses ògenre setó 

to talk about the òinteraction of genres within the community and how they together represented 

the accountantsõ work, epistemology, and valuesó (p. 66). In addition, individual genres work 

together to carry out the communityõs work, framing the appropriate actions for that community: 

òthese interacting and cooperating genres within a single community constitute the communityõs 

genre repertoireó (p. 73). A groupsõ genre repertoire is the set of genres through which its 

members act, within a larger genre set that includes genres read as well as written: òto act 

through the group's genre repertoire is to act as a member of the group" (p. 77). Community 

members can create, but novi ces do not, generally:  "Even less powerful than novices to effect 

change in the ideology of genres of a group are those who enter the group's realm only 

occasionally or who remain on the periphery" (p. 81). What does this mean for students who 

enter classrooms for short periods of time, particularly when they cross disciplinary boundaries?  

Transactional and pseudotransactional writing  

Spinuzzi (1996) suggests that genres be taught as collections of habits, emphasizing that 

these collections are only similar to what the students might encounter in the workplace  and are 

ònot templates that writers universally follow or that are automatically successfuló (p. 303). 

Spinuzzi encouraged his students in his courses to engage in workplace practice 

(e.g., internships, co-ops) in order to learn how to analyze and perform  the genres at those 

workplaces, and to then share their genre analyses and work products from their workplaces 

with fellow students in the classroom. In this way, students can learn from each other about 

analyzing and performing real workplace genres, the  assignments in the writing class becomes 

authentic (learning to analyze the shared workplace genres), and teachers can work in their own 

areas of expertise (teaching about genre analysis and acquisition) (Spinuzzi, 1996, p. 26).  

Spinuzzi (1996) defines pseudotransactionality as òwriting that is patently designed by a 

student to meet teacher expectations rather than to perform the ôrealõ function the teacher has 



23 

 

 

suggestedó (p. 295). Petraglia (1995) suggests that inauthentic writing is often promoted in 

wr iting courses (p. 19). His definition of transactional writing includes an element of authenticity: 

òtransactional writing is that which does not pretend to function in any way other than it does: in 

this sense its rhetorical aims are transparent; its purported audience and purposes are authenticó 

(p. 21).  Transactional writing has been defined as òwriting with the primary purpose of 

transferring information between reader and writeréto record, report, inform, persuade, 

instruct, inquire, or bring about an y other sort of informational exchangeó (Tamor & Bond, 1986, 

p. 115). Transactional writing is typically motivated by the desire to elicit a response from a 

particular reader; it could be motivated by a desire to document an event. Tamor and Bond 

studied i nstruction and persuasion (two forms of transactional writing). For the persuasion task, 

students were asked to write to the principal to make one change to improve the schoolñthe 

principal, school, and student were given fictitious names. The researchers found that the 

students were confused when they had to create fictitious names and create personae, which 

òincreased the intellectual processing demand of the task as well as making it singularly 

pseudotransactional and anomalousó (p. 121).   

Dannelsõ (e.g., 2009, 2011, 2003, 2001) work with teaching and learning of oral genres has 

focused on issues of authenticity and audience construction. For example, her (2003) study of oral 

design presentations found that òaudience and identity contradictions were managed by a 

primary deference to the academic context, whereas structural contradictions were addressed by 

invoking both workplace and academic activity systems.  

Disciplinary, w orkplace, and academic writing  

According to Bazerman, the popular misconception that òscientific language is simply a 

transparent transmitter of natural facts is, of course wrongó (p. 14)ñfinds it amazing that this 

misconception prevails in the face of successful arguing to the contrary; he points out that the 

erroneous writing are  institutionalized and may shape perceptions about contributions to 

knowledge.  Bazerman (1997) describes the way that discourse shapes activity, that we must 
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orient writers toward the different communicative environments they must write within; he 

notes that ò[e]very writer who has written competently for more than one venue recognizes that 

one needs to write differently for different venues, in different frames of mind, with different 

social motives, with different symbolic tools, and with awareness of dif ferent audience interests 

and knowledgeó (p. 302).  òEach person entering the discursive complexes of a scientific field 

must learn to cope with those communicative means and processes that mediate participation 

with otherséeach must draw on a common body of resources, cope with the same body of 

material and symbolic artifacts, master the same tools, and gain legitimacy for any new resources 

they want to bring into the fieldó (Bazerman, p. 305).  Texts carry out the tasks of disciplinary 

fields; as such, when novices enter a field they must learn the genres in order to participate: "in 

this way one learns to think and act as a member of one's profession or discipline" (Bazerman, 

2009, p. 289). Being socialized into a domain is more than a set of social learnings; it can be 

viewed as cognitive apprenticeship.  

Dias (1994), notes that òTo argue that induction into the genres of oneõs field is primarily 

a matter of being taught the conventions of those genres is to argue for a reduced definition of 

genre and to deny its inherently social constructednessó (p. 195). In their book on academic and 

workplace writing Dias, Freedman, Medway, and Pare (1999) describe writing as the product of a 

specific situationñspecifically of a writerõs understanding of a particular situation As such, a 

piece of writing does not stand alone, but makes sense only within the context that gives rise to it:  

The context is not simply the contingent circumstances within which we happen to 

switch on the writing motor. Writing is not a module that we bring along and plug into 

any situation we find ourselves in (p. 17).  

 

Berkenkotter & Huckin (1993) suggest that òGenres are the media through which 

scholars and scientists communicate with their peersó (p. 476). They note that this knowledge is 

òtransmitted through enculturation as apprentices become socialized to the ways of speaking in 

particular disciplinary communitiesó (p. 482) rather than being taught explicitly . They assert that 
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disciplinary and professional cultures function similarly, requiring knowledge of written genres: 

ògenres are the intellectual scaffolds on which community-based knowledge is constructedó 

(p. 501)ñschool assignments are exigencies, and the classroom is a real setting. 

Freedman and Adam (1996) found in their four -year study of academic and workplace 

writing a big difference between learning in school and workplace: òthe goal of the writing task 

in the school context is clearly and explicitly for students to learnó; whereas òthe workplace 

operates as a community of practice whose tasks are focused on material or discursive outcomes 

and in which participants are often unaware of the learning that occursó (p. 410). When the 

students entered the workplace, they often did not realize that they needed to write any 

differen tly, and were unaware of how to go about learning in the workplace . In addition, with 

respect to authenticity, Freedman and Adam (1996) found that a òcriterion of success in an 

internship relates to the degree to which the learner sees the task as authenticñthat is, one that 

has consequences in its contextó (p. 411). They found that novices were irritated when given tasks 

that were perceived as busy work and spoke about a colleagueõs work that found a student 

frustrated even when a supervisor constructed a simulation for him to work on. Freedman and 

Adam make the statement that òany task in the university context is seen as authentic insofar as 

the instructor assigns it. From the perspective of the classroom, simulations are as authentic as 

academic essays, lab reports, or book reviewsó (1996, p. 412).  Thus, the workplace is a messier, 

more complex environment than school; the authors asserts that, in school, even when real, 

historical case studies are used, they are still simplified, òabstracted to facilitate learningéthe 

noise is removed and the task simplifiedó (p. 414). Tasks in the workplace cannot be simplifiedñ

they are embedded in an environment with social and political realities, which can complicate 

not only execution of a task but the choice of mentor to trust for help. Another areas that the 

authors take up is evaluationñnoting that in addition to any evaluation in the classroom, the 

institution requires that students be evaluated and ranked: òthe instructorõs basic goal is that her 

students learn, but that goal is limited by the equally pressing need to grade and rankó (p. 416). 



26 

 

 

Thus the role of mentoring and collaboration is complicated by that fact that the guide must 

evaluate the learner.  

In the workplace, although there are some evaluations, the novice and expert share the 

main goal of producing good work: òthey are working together on a task that will be evaluated 

by some outsider, usually in terms of its rhetorical or material successñin persuading others, in 

effecting actionó (p. 416). For novices, the prize for success is not grades but increased 

responsibility.  Another big difference between learning in school and in the workplace deals 

with iteration. In school students, working alone or in teams, complete assignments; they may 

seek advice periodically from the instructor, but when the assignment is turned in, the students 

involvement is complete. Freedman, Adam, and Smart (1994) conducted a case study of 25 

students to explore the disciplinary discourse of students and professionals in th e financial fiel d 

using a course that focused on actual case histories. They found, first, that the university context 

shaped and constrained the studentsõ writing for the case studies, as evidenced 

 òin the social roles adopted by both teachers and students; in the social motive of the 

writing; in the shaping context, or socially constructed exigence, which elicited this 

motive; and in the reading practices and collaborative composing processes associated 

with this setting and its genresó (p. 202).  

Specifically, Freedman et al. found that despite attempts to make the simulations realistic, the 

students were somewhat uncertain about their roles; òthe studentsõ sense of their own personae, 

on the one hand, and the nature of their audience, on the other, were clearly shaped by the 

university contextó (p. 203).  And, as the authors noted, the real audience for the presenters was 

the professor. In terms of social motive, the study showed that, despite the fact that the students 

were to play the role of consultan ts making recommendation, they never indicated that they 

believed their writing had any real -world consequences other than as learners and students who 

needed to demonstrate their knowledge: òthe bounds on potential recommendations related not 

to real-worl d constraints but rather to the discipline -specific constraints of a particular course 

within their university programó (p. 205). Closure for the students comes when the grade is 
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receivedñmany times the papers are discarded or not even picked up: òstudent writing has a 

relatively ephemeral existenceéIn the workplace, however, texts have a continued physical 

existence (in accessible files within the institution) as well as an ongoing role in the institutional 

conversation and memoryó (p. 209).  

Winsor (1996b) explores possibilities for leveraging the tacit knowledge of workplace 

professionals in classroom teaching. Winsor suggests that it might be fruitful to draw 

comparisons between writing and technology rather than distancing writing from technology; in 

particular, she notes that òtechnology and writing may both be seen as processes involving 

knowledge about how to function in a given context, rather than as a collection of propositions or 

productsó (p. 160). She implements her idea by comparing the experiences of scientists building a 

laser with studentsõ perceptions of how they learned to write in the engineering workplace. One 

proposition from the laser building dealt with the importance of learning from mentors, or from 

working with someone experienced i n the task. Winsor found a strong, and corresponding, 

pattern among the co-op engineering students: òthey examined a previous example of successful 

writing, attempted to imitate it, and then received feedback from supervisors of coworkers on 

whether their imitation was successfuló (p. 162). Using models, Winsor found, was not 

particularly straightforward; and, even with good models, the students had to learn to recognize 

what made the model good. In addition, the students noted the importance of feedback fr om 

experts, which aligned with research showing the importance of scaffolding . Her students 

pointed to experiential learning being more important than learning from a textbook, and they 

commented that workplace writing is only learned through experience: òStudents downgraded 

the importance of their freshman technical writing class in their learning to write. Only 14% 

mentioned it as one of the ways they learned to write for workó (p. 164). 

Winsor noted writing is often taught as conformance to static, form al rules, which runs 

counter to what has been shown to be the dynamic, and socially constructed nature of expertise: 

òA novice in any area must learn to see the world as other group members doó (p. 164). From her 
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study, Winsor (1996b) saw that òsometimes the emphasis on effectiveness leads to circularity in 

describing good writingéwork orders that get the job done are well writtenó (p. 165). Winsor 

concludes that the students, as the laser buildings, acquired tacit knowledge through social 

interaction but that both groups òmay believe that their activity is òrule-driven and perceive their 

own departures from this idea as a flaw in their knowledge baseó (p. 167). Winsor further 

concludes that teachers cannot anticipate the activities students will encounter in the 

workplaceñand, further, that òa novice has to learn to perceive and react to the world as expert 

writers do, and we are not able to tell people how to do tható (p. 168).  Winsor suggests that it is 

not easy, as a writing scholar, to deal with  the notion that knowledge is, in part tacit and socially 

based; and, further, that instructions òmay be a fiction we use to reinforce our belief in the 

rational, knowable nature of realityó (p. 170). Although we may like to see writing well as the 

result of learning rules, Winsor suggests that acquiring this competence rests on more than rules. 

Winsor (1999) explored the ways in which activity theory can contribute to knowledge 

about how to appreciate the regularity of text and its social context while still allow ing for 

creativity and agency (p. 200). Winsor notes that when people work collaboratively to produce 

something, tensions arise, and text provides a way to resolve them. She conducted a study of the 

ways in which text maintains and shapes activity systems by looking at the experiences of four 

people as they produced common workplace documents. The study extends the work reported in 

Winsor (1996a), reporting on interviews conducted from 1994 -1998. She found that the students 

talked about documentation with m uch more regularityñsuggesting that perhaps producing 

documentation òmade sense in the activity system of the full-time employee but not in that of the 

co-op studentó (p. 206). In terms of moving others to actionñthe four students, as new 

employees, were responsible for getting other individuals to do things, often involving multiple 

and conflicting interests. Even when the actors were all in the same activity system, with the 

assumption of shared goals, òit often took a great deal of effort to establish a common object and 

keep it in everyoneõs mindó (p. 211). Collaborative writing them achieve and represent 
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agreements on future actionsñin this way mutual consent was in writing, which was a form with 

permanence and, hence, strength. Documentation, for the n ew employees enabled cooperative 

work by coordinating work roles and dealing with conflicts: òa documentary text becomes a 

concrete tool around which people orient their participation in the activity systemó (p. 216). 

Winsor concludes that documentation do es not just record eventsñòit shapes the organizationõs 

understanding of both events and of itselfó (p. 220). Winsor (2007) concludes from this study that 

participants used rhetoric and social resources to try to òshape written regulatory regimes to 

serve their own interestsó and, further, that everyone played a power role òto the extent that they 

could participate in the writingó (p. 18). 

Winsor (2006) talks about the four engineers rising to positions of more responsibility 

and authority than 15 years before--she claims that "the participants gained both a socially 

structured intent to do something and the socially structured means by which to accomplish it" --

hence agency comes not from within oneself but from a position held and its associated power (p. 

413). The engineers--at this point in their tenure --"connected authorship with agency and defined 

good writing as that which accomplished goals they derived from their work but felt as their own" 

(p. 414). One of the engineers connected authorship to agency. Winsor talks about how engineers 

are or not positioned by structure as agents. One of her study participants claimed agency by 

virtue of his authorship, but he did not influence the actions of other, so Winsor says that the 

"reach of his agency is rather short" (p. 418). Another participant claimed that good writing made 

things happen--so Winsor asks if people are exercising agency if they are carrying out the 

directives of someone else. Winsor concludes by pointing out that (rhetorical) agency is not an 

individual characteristic but rather occurs as the intersection of two opportunities --the 

organization structure gave them the space to have agency (freedom to make things happen) but 

they had to grab that opportunity and use their skill at rhetoric to mak e the texts they authored 

effective at truly giving them agency (p. 427). She claims that in organization writing, "both the 
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agent's intent and his or her capacity to achieve it are structured by forces outside the individual" 

(p. 428). 

Leydens (2008), picking upon the work of Winsor (e.g., 1996a) looked at changing notions 

of rhetoric as students enter practice, and their changing rhetorical perspective as they move 

from apprentices to become insiders with leadership positions and mentorship roles with 

apprentices (p. 244). Leydens found that his participantsõ views on rhetoric in engineering 

writing in school and workplace settings varied, and he posited a continuum of rhetorical 

awareness based on several factors (e.g., importance of rhetoric, writer and reader roles, writer 

identity, career stage/role, and objectivity) ñhis spectrum went from denial of rhetoric to 

acceptance, to belief in the necessity of rhetoric to engineering. Leydens found that these factors 

were highly connected, with rhetorical aware ness/importance of rhetoric at the center and the 

other elements surrounding and overlapping around it. Leydens claimed that his study 

confirmed and extended the notion of denial: as students moved into the workplace, their 

rhetorical denial seemed to come from a conflicted understanding of rhetoric ñparticipants with 

more work experience had less conflicted understandings. Leydens suggested that denying the 

role of rhetoric in engineering communication may continue, but rhetorical 

awareness/importance of rh etoric may increase as one is socialized into the workplace--

especially in leadership roles. He found, as did Winsor, that as the engineers become immersed in 

actual professional practice (and less in idealized professional ideology and epistemology) --they 

take an increasingly rhetorical view of knowledge (p. 261).  Leydens claimed that his findings 

pointed to the importance of finding innovative ways to encourage reflection on rhetorical 

thinking, to teach students skills, methods of inquiry, and ways of knowing that are valued by 

the disciplinary communities they are in, or will join. He also suggested that rhetoric should be 

emphasized in the engineering curriculum: òTeaching rhetoric well in technical contexts is to 

"humanize the making of scientific and  engineering knowledgeó (p. 261).  
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Communities  

As noted earlier, the Communication Portfolio Studio is characterized as a rhetorical 

community, following Millerõs (1994) description of a rhetorical community as a: "virtual entity, a 

discursive projection, a rhetorical construct. It is the community as invoked, represented, 

presupposed, or developed in rhetorical discourse" (p.  73)ñdistinct from other types of 

communities, such as discourse, speech, or political communities. A rhetorical community, to 

Miller , is one that comes to together to get things done, partially through genres but also through 

the interaction of sameness and difference of the participants, òfor rhetoric in essence requires 

both agreement and dissent, shared understandings and noveltyó (p. 74). In addition, Swales 

(1990) contrasts discourse communities to speech communities, that òdiscourse communities are 

centrifugal (they tend to separate people into occupational or specialty interest groups)ó (p. 24). 

In addition, the seminal work of S wales (1990) has relevance for consideration of socialization 

processes that engineering students go through as they move from school into new discourse 

communities in the engineering workplace, communities that engage members in sustained 

relationships as opposed to the temporally constrained rhetorical communities  

Writing to learn, reflection, and the development of expertise  

As of 2001, writing -to-learn literature has experienced significant growth and there is a 

need to discover òwhat kind of writing might enhance learning and what kind of learning can be 

pursued through writingó (Tynjala, Mason, and Lonka, 2001, p. 8). Bereiter and Scardamalia 

(1987) proposed the developmental model of writing, which also focused on problem solving . 

Under this model, kn owledge telling involves generating and writing down ideas relevant for the 

topic, and knowledge transforming involves generating ideas and adapting them to the rhetorical 

goals (i.e., the effect on the reader) of the writer.  Thus, òthe dialog between content problems 

(what to write) and rhetorical problems (how to write) seems to bring about novel thoughts and a 

deeper understanding of the topicó (p. 10). The socio-interactive approach sees composition as òa 

dialogue between the write r and the reader made possible by socially shared knowledge. The 
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meaning of a text is a social construct that is negotiated between the reader and the writer 

through the medium of textó (p. 11). Motivation has been shown to be important ñboth through 

studies of writing and self -efficacy and studies of interest in producing expository texts. Writing 

has been considered as a thinking activity, which has led to using writing as a tool for learning.  

Writing to learn is regarded now as òa means of fostering studentsõ knowledge construction and 

transformation processes through cognitive stimulation and social participation of the kind that 

different writing tasks may provideó (p. 14). Research has shown that writing as a learning tool 

should be used in conjunction with other forms of learningñreading, classroom discourse, and 

group discussions. òCombining forms of discourse is an authentic way to learn because it is the 

way in which we work in real lifeéwe do not learn only contents but also modes of action and 

social and cultural practicesó (p. 14). Feedback is crucial, and knowledge telling can be the 

beginning of knowledge transforming with respect to writing to learn  instruction.  

Students moving into the professional workplace after graduation need, in addition to 

domain -specific knowledge, transferable skills such as problem solving, critical and abstract 

thinking , and an ability to use and produce information; in addition, they must have òteamwork 

and co-operation skills, communication skills including those of oral presentation and report 

writing, an ability to reflect on oneõs own practice, technical skills such as use of communications 

technology, and, above all, lifelong learning skillsó (Tynjala et al., 2001, p. 37). However, 

academic practices are very different from those required in life after school, including those 

professional environments for which students are being prepared. For example, òexperts engage 

in knowledge transforming; students engage in knowledge tellingó (p. 38); and, further, experts 

work in teams while students typically (at the time of this writing) work individually.  

Research has shown that writing is an effective tool for reflection and analysis as well as 

for making implicit beliefs explicit. Tynjala  et al. (2001) examined different forms of writing  that 

students in higher education perform and concluded that they involve various activities and 

thinking processes, which results in different kinds of learning ; further, each has different 
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benefits the development of expertise (p. 54). Collaborative wri ting fosters the development of (in 

addition to writing skills) oral communication and collaboration skills. Tynjala also suggests that, 

rather than dealing with examinations, students would benefit from developing a personal 

portfolio of relevant domain k nowledge in various forms (e.g., reports, slide decks, videos) that 

they could take with them. Although, the content may become outdated, òthe processes involved 

in making them will probably last as lifelong transferable skillsó (p. 56).  

Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987) propose a model of the reflective processes used in 

writing, one in which writing (composition planning) is envisioned to take place in two separate 

spaces: the content space (knowledge states, or beliefs) and the rhetorical space (mental text 

representations). òIn the content space, problems of belief and knowledge are worked out. In the 

rhetorical space, problems of achieving goals of the composition are dealt withó (p. 11). The two 

spaces are connected reciprocallyñthe output from each serving as input for the other, and òthis 

interaction between the two problem spaces constitutes the essence of reflection in writingó (p. 

302). Under this model, knowledge telling involves generating and writing down ideas relevant 

for the topic, and knowled ge transforming involves generating ideas and adapting them to the 

rhetorical goals (i.e., the effect on the reader) of the writer.  Working back and forth between 

content problems (what to write) and rhetorical problems (how to write) elicits new ideas and 

deeper understanding. Bryson et al. (1991) take up these topics again: òProblems arise in the 

ôrhetorical spaceõ are often translated into problems requiring solutions in the ôcontent space.õ 

New decisions arrived at in the content space create new problems in the rhetorical space, and so 

on in a dialectical fashionó (p. 71). Novices engage in knowledge telling, which involves a simpler 

one-way process of retrieving content knowledge and discourse knowledge needed to relay the 

knowledge. Experts also engage in knowledge transforming, which òonly develops through 

efforts to cope with significant problems of content on the one handéand significant problems of 

communication on the otheró (p. 76).  
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According to constructivist epistemology, òknowledge is actively constructed as the 

knower interprets new information and data through his/her prior conceptions and beliefsó 

(Boscolo & Mason, 2001, p. 83); as such, writing could play a major role in learning as knowledge 

is continuously constructed and re -constructed. Boscolo and Mason (2001) explored writing as a 

meaningful activity across different content domains for elementary school students. Writing to 

learn, which has been a part of the writing across the curriculum (WAC) movement, engages 

students in cognitive  activity that promotes higher order thinking skills for learning (p. 84). 

Scholars have shown that, among other things, writing facilitates integration of ideas, promotes 

engagement, provides feedback, shapes thinking, and affect learning in different way s. Writing 

provides opportunities for students to òmanipulate, integrate, and re-structure knowledge by 

using and reflecting on, their existing conceptions and beliefs in a continuous process of 

developing meaningful understandingó (p. 85). With respect to transfer in writing instruction, 

one traditional view sees writing as a set of general skills that can be learned and then used in 

various domains and tasks. Another view sees writing as a highly contextualized activity with 

different functions in specifi c settings, rather than as a general ability. Findings from t heir study 

showed that writing can be effectively used to support higher -order thinking processes that 

produced understanding, across the curriculum. Writing activities helped student s engage on a 

deeper level. Further, the authors suggest that teaching should reflect frequently on studentsõ 

perceptions of their learning experiences in order to create increasingly more effective 

environments for studentsõ construction of knowledge (Boscolo & Mason 2001).   

Bazermanõs (2009) suggests that engaging with a writing task that requires synthesis of 

familiar ideas into new configurations may lead to the development of new  perspectives on those 

familiar ideas: òthe reconfiguration of the familiar helped us to put the pieces in a new relation 

and think new thoughtsó (p. 279). Further, according to Bazerman, gathering new ideas may 

move thinking to a new level that includes not only new details, but a new way of seeing old 

ideas. In other words, revisiting previously written text may lead to a deeper understanding of 
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that text, as well as new perspectives developed as a result of writing that text: òNot only am I 

learning as I write, I learn from what I have writt en as the formulations I made rattle around in 

my mind and change the way I look at things afterwardó (p. 279-280). Bazerman et al. (2005) 

òWriting to Learn is based on the observation that studentsõ thought and understanding can 

grow and clarify  through the process of writingó (p. 57). 

Conceptual framework  

This dissertation explores ten engineering undergraduate studentsõ rhetorical awareness 

for the communication of engineering practice. As articulated in the rationale and in the research 

questions, this interest is focused on the breadth of studentsõ thinking about what constitutes the 

genres of practice, studentsõ ability to attend to multiple and complex audiences and situations, 

and their ability to understand the persuasive possibilities that effectiv e communication brings.  

Rationale for selection  of the Winsor conceptual framework  

Winsorõs (1996a) book, Writing Like an Engineer: A Rhetorical Education was selected as a 

conceptual framework for the analysis of rhetorical awareness  for several reasons. One important 

reason is the influential place that this groundbreaking empirical work, and this author, has 

occupied in the scholarly literature pertaining to the transition  from academic to workplace 

writing  for over 25 years. For example, a Google Scholar search on December 11, 2012 revealed 

that 244 scholars had cited this 1996a book in their published works . Further, Winsorõs 

distinguished career has produced many publications that have been well cited by others in the 

field of professional communicatio n for nearly three decades. Another reason for the selection of 

Winsor as a conceptual framework for rhetorical awareness is that her work is situated at the 

intersection of the fields of workplace writing, the teaching and learning of professional and 

technical writing, and engineering education.  

In addition , Winsorõs book was selected because it represents a synthesis of concepts 

pertaining to rhetorical awareness that are of interest in this study, making it possible to have a 

single conceptual framework for the rhetorical awareness analyses. Many other scholars have 
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made significant theoretical and empirical contributions that  could have served as a conceptual 

framework  for one portion  of the rhetorical awareness construct. For example, Devitt has written 

extensively on genre learning theory (e.g., 2004; 2009); Dannels has focused on the teaching and 

learning of oral genres (e.g.,  2009; 2011); Artemeva has suggested a unified social theory of genre 

learning that draws from rhetorical genre studies, communities of practice, and activity theory 

(2008), as did the earlier work of Dias et al. (1999); Spinuzzi (1996), Petraglia (1995), and Dannels 

(e.g., 2001, 2003) have addressed pseudotransactionality ; Freedman & Medway have written and 

edited several works that deal with genre learning and academic and workplace writing (e.g., 

1994). Berkenkotter & Huckin  (1993) proposed a sociocognitive theory of genre; Bazerman has 

written extensively on the social and cultural aspects of disciplinary d iscourse (e.g., 1988, 1992, 

1994, 1997); Leydens developed a spectrum of rhetorical awareness (2008); Swales described the 

basic components of a discourse community (e.g., 1990); and Miller  published seminal works  on 

genre as social action (1984) and on rhetorical communities (1994). 

Although it would have been possible to use one framework for genre learning and 

another for persuasion, Winsor has pulled these concepts together into a single empirical 

framework that she used to examine the issues of interest to my study.   

In her review of Winsorõs (1996a) book, Rachel Spilka (1997) praises Winsorõs work, 

commenting on two particular strengths, the longitudinal nature of the study and the fact that 

she explored four individual case studies, allowing her to analyze data within and across the 

cases. Spilka also notes that Winsorõs study is one of the few that explores the socialization of 

novice writers into professional discourse communities. Spilka comments on the intimate and 

detailed way in which Winsor shares the experiences of the students in her study with her 

readers, making is possible for them to see òwhat it is like to learn how to write like an engineer 

and in so doing, how to receive a rhetorical educationó (p. 2). However, Spilka criticizes several 

aspects of the study, most stemming from the bookõs brevity given the space that Winsor carves 

out to address. Spilka indicates she would like to have had more continuity (rather than the 
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yearly spacing of the interviews), and more reactions by the audiences of the studentsõ writing to 

see if they are meeting rhetorical objectives. Although Spilka goes so far as to suggest the 

Winsorõs research design may be flawed, she highly recommends the book as a model of 

qualitative research on workplace writing.  Spilka does comment positively on Winsorõs habits of 

continuing to raise questionsñagain, however, she finds that readers may be looking for more 

closure.  

Summary of components of Winsor (1996a)  

Winsor is interested in the tension between engineering ways of knowing 

(i.e., epistemologies) and engineering ways of doing with respect to rhetoric ñwriting, in 

particular.  Her work  is predicated on the assumption that knowledge  is generated through 

rhetorical interactions with in a community, òformed in interpersonal negotiation over 

interpretations of evidenceó (p. 5); thus, what counts as knowledge for a community is the shared 

vision of òrealityó that has been negotiated through persuasive interactions . Winsor argues that 

because engineering is about technology, and technology is designed for use by humans, the use 

shapes the actions of humans and, thus, engineering work is persuasive. Winsor  also suggests 

that modern culture and academia often present a less rhetorical view of the communication of 

scientific and technical information, one that centers on commitment to facts and objectivity; and, 

therefore, students rarely become aware of the need for persuasion in the communication of 

engineering work until they are engaged in authentic tasks in professional settings.   

Winsor describes stages that novice engineers go through as they become socialized into 

their disciplinary discourse in the workplace . The stages are not always discrete or sequential; 

however, for the most part, they build upon one another to create a pathway through which she 

describes the rhetorical education of her co-op students. The first stage, which she titles 

òsocialization through writers and genres,ó (p. 19) occupies the largest portion of her story and, 

at time, subsumes portions of the other stages. Stages two and three, òlearning to  construct and 

interact with an audience,ó (p. 45) and òthe textual negotiation of corporate ôrealityõó (p. 69), 
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share a focus on the dynamics of the relationship between a writer and his or her audience and 

progress from being aware of an audience, to knowing how to address an audience, to 

anticipating audience reaction, moving an audience persuasively to action.  

Socialization through experts  and genres2 

Winsor  work s from the  premise that engineering is a social practice that involves 

knowledge -making and , as such, it is a communal practice and a community of practice where 

novices must learn the communityõs particular ways of knowledge-making in order to become 

accepted as members (p. 19). She describes her studentsõ socialization into this practice throu gh 

the concept of legitimate peripheral participation : they learned to write at work by participating 

in authentic tasks. The authentic tasks were provided by their  employers, who also provided 

support  in the form of opportunities to interact with experien ced engineers and to the documents 

that they produced (p.  21). Winsor suggests that the students needed to work on authentic tasks 

in the workplace, to supplement classroom instruction , because workplace tasks are more 

complicated, more embedded in the social and political realities of the workplace  than tasks we 

can create in school (p. 21). Further, Winsor found that her students perceived writing struggles 

on the job from a document-centered perspective rather than the audience-centered perspective 

of their supervisors and mentors: the students were concerned about issues of grammar and 

word choice; they expected their work to be evaluated on correctness, looking at their supervisors 

as teachers (p. 25). As Winsor notes, her students may have rarely wr itten for audiences other 

than teachers. She notes that it was hard for them to shed these views and to understand that 

writing at work does not serve as a basis for evaluation of correctness, as it often does in school; 

but, rather, that writing produced at work serves the actual intended use and must fit into a set of 

beliefs and activities rather than being viewed in isolation (p. 26 -27). 

                                                           
2 The wording has been changed from the original òwriters and genresó to ògenresó to reflect not only the 
inclusion of oral genres in my study, but also to simplify by subsuming the mentoring aspect of socialization 
into the disciplinary discourse into lear ning the genres.  the mentors and guides in the workplace from 
whom the novices learn the ways of doing.  
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A tenet that Winsor leans on in her study is  that novices learn more than language 

patterns when they write from mode ls; novices learn about the communityõs goals and ways of 

thinking through repeatedly using a form (i.e., form leading purpose)  (p. 27).  Winsor found that 

her students, upon entering the workplace, could write using the standard models they 

encountered before they understood the underlying purposes, suggesting, as scholars have 

theorized, her students learned about the goals and ways of thinking in their fields, and at their 

specific workplaces, by repeatedly using the forms. Winsor found that her students  did not 

describe the reports they wrote in terms of persuasive construction of knowledge, but as claims 

from data that simply stated self-evident facts (p. 32). Winsor notes that engineering education 

focuses on the importance of data and, as such, her students struggled with the notion that òin 

addition to being part of what makes engineering powerful, data are also part of [what] makes 

engineering persuasiveó (p. 32). Although, as Winsor explains, in practice, data are used 

rhetorically by engineers to p ersuade each other that their view of reality is the right one (p. 32).  

Winsor notes that her studentsõ views of data may have been influenced differently by 

their interactions with the model texts than by their interactions with experienced colleagues and 

supervisors.  Specifically, the texts were likely perceived as presenting data as a given reality; 

while the experienced engineers demonstrated the need for persuasion. Winsor  further suggests 

that her studentsõ beliefs about data likely  come from school and popular culture, where 

knowledge is often treated as arhetorical, and not from practicing engineers who like òexperts in 

any area are usually aware of the hard argumentative labor by which knowledge is constr ucted 

and maintainedó (p. 35).  

Learning to  construct and interact with audience   

Winsor worked from the perspective that writers need to appreciate that knowledge is 

negotiated between people, not passed from one to another, that they must consider audience as 

an active interpreter of their  texts, a partner in the negotiation. Winsor found that the students in 

her study struggled with this view; they focused on being clear, not persuasive, following the 
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traditional notion of informative versus persuasive discourse. However, Winsor point s out that 

when writers consider readersõ reactions to their text, writers  are actually engaging in rhetoric 

because they are attempting to get the reader to see their point of view or to act in some way. 

Winsor points out that clarity depends not on some general standards for good writing alone, but 

also on characteristics of the writer and reader in a particular situation . Winsor found that her 

students initially had trouble thinking about audience ; however, as they wrote more in the 

workplace, they became aware of not only who their audience was, but also how their audiences 

would react  to their writing . They began to see writing as a reciprocal process in which writer 

and audience are shaped by one another. Winsor attributed her studentsõ developing awareness, 

in part, to the social nature of workplace writing with its opportunities for face-to-face, ongoing 

interactions with audience.  

Winsor found that this consideration of audience was one of the ways in which the 

students were socialized into the workplace commu nity . She suggests that the students 

established their ethos as engineers and as employees at their workplaces through learning to use 

the language of engineeringñthrough imitating the conventions of the community.  Winsor 

found that her students attended to certain audiences more than others, audiences with higher 

positions and greater expertise appeared to be more visible or relevant for the students; this 

dynamics changed over time. Winsor also found that all of the students attended to audience on 

some level and that the amount of attention to audience for the students varied over time , and, 

further, that genre and audience proximity  encouraged attention. Only one of Winsorõs students 

talked consistently in terms of persuasion. The other three focused on being clear and what the 

audience might view as appropriate, as well as on holding a commitment to meaning as data 

determined and that they, as writers, are passing on the obvious meaning of the data. Still, these 

three did come to see audience as local and flexibleñsome thought deeply about audience 

reactions, some leaned on general rules of writing that would apply to all rather than on making 

decisions that would be appropriate for a very specific audience. Finally, Winsor also saw the self 
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emerge as an important audience for her students. They wrote to themselves mostly to reflect on, 

and manage, their own actions (i.e., to self-regulate), but also as a means of recording their ideas, 

performing some pre-writing, and of stimulat ing their  thinking (i.e.,  writing -to-learn).  

The negotiation of òrealityó3 

Winsor notes that a rhetorical view of knowledge implies that òknowledge is created 

both in an interplay between physical reality and knowers and in persuasive interaction among 

knowers themselvesó (p. 69). Further, she suggests that this process is affected by the power 

relationship in which it takes place , power that, within hierarchical, multidisciplinary 

organizations, derives from oneõs position in the organization or by oneõs expertise. Winsor notes 

that research has shown that shared visions of reality are negotiated during the process of 

creating documents because the process is an interaction between writer and audience that 

shapes both document and audience. Thus it has been shown that texts can challenge existing 

power structures and existing ways of doing ñthey can change the way people think and act. 

Winsor suggests that this process of changing how people think and act can be thought of as 

persuasion if one can let go of traditional view s of persuasion and see it as òinteractive, 

multidirectional, and ongoing rather than a force that is exercised on one person by another in a 

single discrete encounteró (p. 70).  

Winsor examines the interrelationship between power, persuasion, and knowledge 

through the writing of the only student in her study who viewed persuasion as necessary. This 

student had acknowledged persuasion from the start and developed into seeing it as a primary 

requirement for his writing. Winsor concluded that his experiences with the documents he wrote 

demonstrated that òwriting is part of a process by which a common reality is negotiatedó (p. 71). 

Winsor suggested that viewing corporate reality as interpreted and negotiated could raise 

questions of ethicsñhonesty and accuracy, the effect of language choices, realities imposed from 

                                                           
3 The wording has been changed from the original òthe textual negotiation of corporate ôrealityó to òthe 
negotiation of ôrealityõó to reflect the extension beyond textual to other media and beyond corporate settings 
to school and other lifewide organizations.   
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the top of the hierarchy, lack of voice for those with little power, and choosing from among 

different view s of reality.  

Wrapping up writing like an engineer  

Winsor  found that  òafter 5 years of co-oping, the four students tended to see engineersõ 

writing as arhetorical and answerable only to data and to the corporate hierarchy. ó Her students 

made four claims about engineering writing: (1) engineersõ writing is boring and rather ineptly 

done, based mostly on the belief that trying to engage the audience implies distorting reality; 

(2) persuasion is used by managers, not by engineers (who rely on data rather than persuasive 

language); (3) engineers write to other engineers, and when they do write to non -engineers, they 

do not consider it to  really be engineering writing ; and (4) appropriate standards for engineersõ 

writing are those used in the workplace , with  workplace standard s taking  precedence.  

Winsor found that work was not the place to practice or apply  what was learned in the 

classroom; rather, students are socialized into work and school separately: òthe students seemed 

to experience school and work as two parallel and only loosely related universesó (p. 97). Further, 

she found that at least one of the students came to believe that they did not really learn much in 

school and that what you learn in school is how to learn . 

Winsor suggests that her studentsõ arhetorical views of engineersõ writing reflected their  

views of their engineering disciplines as being driven by data. Winsor question s whether their 

views will change as they become experienced practitioners or if this tension in which engineers 

let facts speak for themselves and managers have the power of persuasion is beneficial to the 

field: òengineers may believe they let the facts speak for themselves and abstain from obvious 

persuasion because that is a useful fiction in the world of engineeringó (p. 99). Winsor suggests 

that educators need to present rhetoric within the context of meaningful, s hared activities and 

promote a recursive, interactive, and ongoing view to audience in order to prepare students for 

the complicated and dynamic environment in which they will write as engineers.   
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Application of Winsorõs work as a conceptual framework  

As noted before, the conceptual framework drawn from Winsor  (1996a) was employed in 

two ways in this study : as an efficient organizing mechanism for the data analyses, and as a 

frame of reference to which the findings from this study  could be connectedñnoting points of 

alignment, extension, and departure. While Winsorõs study focused primarily on the rhetorical 

education of novice engineers as they joined and become socialized into disciplinary discourse in 

the workplace, Winsorõs assumptions and conclusions are grounded in her experiences teaching 

engineering students to write. My study is primarily interested in the rhetorical education that 

engineering undergraduate students receive in school pertaining to the communication of 

practicing engineers and how that education is experienced differentially by those with and 

without workplace experience.  

The components of the rhetorical awareness framework, at the major component level 

are (a) socialization through experts and genres, (b) learning to construct and in teract with 

audience, and (c) the negotiation of òreality .ó As in Winsorõs study, the topics addressed under 

the different components of the framework are not mutually exclusive, but rather build upon one 

another to reveal a story of the studentsõ rhetorical education. 

For each of these major components in the conceptual framework, I also identified sub -

themes that emerged from the participant data and connected them to key points that Winsor 

made within the corresponding component in her findings. Thus, a second level of the 

framework emerged as an intersection of themes from my data and Winsorõs study . As such, data 

analyses and reporting of findings of my study are  organized around this two -level structure, as 

follows:  

¶ Chapter 5: Socialization through experts  and genres 

o Recognizing and learning  the genres of practice 

o Performing the genres of practice 

o Communicating as an engineer 

¶ Chapter 6: Learning to construct and interact with audience  
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o Conceptualizing audience 

o Addressing audience 

o Self as audience 

¶ Chapter 7: The negotiation of òrealityó 

o Conceptualizing pe rsuasion 

o Gaining a voice 

o Shaping the practice 

Within each of the second-level components of the structure shown above, findings are reported 

for each of the different types of analyses articulated  in the research questions: what is revealed 

about the participantsõ rhetorical awareness, how is their  rhetorical awareness impacted, and what 

does enactment of their  rhetorical awareness look like? 

The remainder of this chapter is devoted to perceived self-efficacy.   

Perceived Self -efficacy  

" Among the mechanisms of personal agency, none is more central or pervasive than 

peopleõs beliefs in their capability to exercise some measure of control over their own 

functioning and over environmental events" (Bandura 2001, p. 10). 

The second aspects of studentsõ preparedness explored in  this dissertation is perceived 

self-efficacy. Initial journeys into the literature  pertaining to self-confidence led immediately to 

self-efficacy theory and the work of Albert Bandura . Banduraõs groundbreaking and 

comprehensive work on self -efficacy was advanced in 1977 and most notably explicated in his 

1986 book, Social Foundations of Thought and Action. This seminal work from the field of 

psychology has served as a theoretical base for many scholars who have explored self-efficacy, as 

well as other related constructs, such achievement outcomes, attribution theory, competence, 

expectancy-value theory; motivation, self-regulation,  achievement (e.g., Pajares 2008, 2003; 

Schunk & Pajares 2002, 2005; Schunk 1994; Zimmerman & Bandura 1994; Weiner 2005). A search 

in Google Scholar on December 12, 2012 showed that Banduraõs 1986 book had been cited 34,276 

times. Deeper reading of self-efficacy theory and related empirical studies, in light of my 
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participant data, led to the decision to use Banduraõs hypothesized sources of self-efficacy 

information  as the conceptual framework for my study. Specifically , decades of research have 

confirmed the critical role that perceived self -efficacy plays in learning and achievement; in 

recent years, attention has turned to investigating the possible sources of perceived self-efficacy 

with an eye toward helping educators create  environments and activities that can enhance 

studentsõ perceived self-efficacy and, in turn , their learning and achievement (Usher & Pajares 

2006).    

In the remainder of this chapter ,  the self-efficacy construct is introduced and its  

importance in education  is briefly discussed; self-efficacy is situated within social cognitive 

theory and distinguish ed from other motivational and self -regulatory constructs ; the specific 

rationale is presented for the selection of Banduraõs hypothesized sources of self-efficacy 

information as an appropriate conceptual framework for this study; Banduraõs hypothesized 

sources of self-efficacy information  are described in detail; selected theoretical and empirical 

works relevant for this study  are discussed; and the ways in w hich the framework was employed 

as a conceptual framework in this dissertation  is presented. 

The educational significance  of perceived self -efficacy  

Perceived self-efficacy is a central component of Banduraõs social cognitive theory (SCT) 

(1986), which  looks at human nature and causality. According to SCT, individuals are seen as 

proactive, self-managing, and self-regulating rather than as passive and reactive organisms 

shaped by their environment or inner impulses. Thus, humans are seen as having agency: their 

self-beliefs enable them to have control over their thoughts and feelings, as well as their actions. 

Specifically, perceived self-efficacy is defined and explained by Bandura as "people's 

judgments of their capabilities to organize and execute courses of action required to attain 

designated types of performances" (p. 391). Basically, through  self-reflection individuals  make 

sense of their own experiences, evaluate themselves, regulate their own behaviors  based on those 

evaluations, and then form  judgments about their capabilities to perform . Concerning self-
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reflection, Bandura asserts: "If there is any characteristic that is distinctively human, it is the 

capability for reflective self -consciousness. This enables people to analyze their experiences and 

to think about their own thought processes" (1986, p. 21). Being able to accurately appraise oneõs 

own capabilities is important because taking on tasks that are beyond oneõs capabilities can lead 

to failure, and underestimating oneõs capabilities can limit exposure to situations and activities 

that would help one develop their potential.  

Perceived self-efficacy is òconcerned not with the skills one has but with judgments of 

what one can do with whatever skills one possessesó (1986, p. 391). As such, perceived self-

efficacy is not the only factor contributing to achievement; skills and knowledge, outcome 

expectancies, and value ascribed to the task all contribute: "Assuming that students possess 

adequate skills, believe that positive outcomes will result, and value what they are learning, self -

efficacy is hypothesized to influence the choice and direction of much achievement behavior" 

(Schunk 1994, p. 80). While perceived self-efficacy deals with beliefs about capabilities to perform 

or learn at certain levels, outcome expectancies deal with judgments about the outcomes that are 

likely to result from a particular performance .  

Educators care about perceived self-efficacy because beliefs about oneõs capabilities have 

important and wide -ranging implicatio ns. Perceived self-efficacy is highly related to motivation; 

it influences the choices individuals make about tasks and activities, the amount of effort they are 

willing to expend, the nature of the goals they set, their persistence, their resilience in the face of 

failure, and their achievement (e.g., Bandura 1986; Pajares 2003, 2008).  For example, individualsõ 

self-efficacy beliefs influence life decisions (e.g., what school to attend, what major to select, what 

career to choose) and reactions to adversity and stress (Bandura 1994, p. 81). Individuals with 

strong perceived self-efficacy tend to face difficult tasks as òchallenges to be mastered rather than 

as threats to be avoidedó (Pajares 2008, p. 113); they typically set challenging goals and remain 

committed to them; they tend to be less stressed when confronting difficult activities; and they, 

therefore, tend to attain higher levels of achievement than those with weaker beliefs in their self-
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efficacy. Bandura (2001) suggests that self-regulation is becoming increasingly important in the 

workplace, where rapid changes in technology drive career changes, making it necessary for 

people take charge of their own learning and development. Self-regulation has been found to be 

particularly difficult when it co mes to writing, which is often solitary task that involves time 

management and sustained creative effort (Zimmerman & Bandura 1994).  

Banduraõs hypothesized sources of self-efficacy information  

As noted earlier, Banduraõs four hypothesized sources self-efficacy were selected (e.g.,  

enactive attainment, vicarious experience, verbal persuasion, and physiological state) as the 

conceptual framework through which to explore the ways in which engagement in the PPPS 

pedagogy has the potential to reveal and enhance participantsõ perceived self-efficacy with 

respect to the communication of practicing engineers. 

Bandura hypothesized that individuals base self -efficacy judgments on information from 

four different sources: enactive attainments, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and 

physiological states (1986). Further, he asserted that information gained from these sources is not 

helpful  in its raw stateñrather, it is processed cognitively, and then weighted and integrated  in 

order to form judgments of sel f-efficacy. Each of the sources as well as the factors that are 

involved in co gnitively processing information from that source  are summarized in Table 2.1. 

The content in this section is drawn from Bandura (1986); as such, it is written with a tone of 

certainty that Bandura uses and there are but few citations to Bandura. 
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Table 2.1. The conceptual  framework for perceived self -efficacy, as drawn from Banduraõs (1986) 
hypothesized sources of self-efficacy information . 

Information  

source 

Definitions of  

the sources 

Interpretation  
Factors 

Enactive 
attainments 

Evaluation of oneõs own 
performances 

Task difficulty, effort expended, external 
assistance received, circumstance, and past 
record  

Vicarious 
experience 

Observation of the performances of 
others; modeled strategies and 
additional information  

Similarity of the model, performance 
assessment criteria, social comparison 

Verbal persuasion Persuasory information from others, 
or self, about oneõs capability to 
perform  

Perception of the persuaderõs credibility, 
authority, and task familiarity  

Physiological state Interpretation of oneõs physiological 
state or emotional arousal just before 
performing  

Source of arousal, level of activation, past 
responses and their associated 
performances 

 

Enactive attainments  (from Bandura 1986) 

Defined: Enactive attainments, also referred to as mastery experiences, òprovide the most 

influential source of efficacy information because it is based on authentic mastery experiencesó 

(p. 399). When individuals believe that their pe rformances have been successful, their beliefs in 

their capabilities with respect to similar or related performances in the future is increased. On the 

other hand, when they believe that their performances have not been successful, their self-

efficacy beliefs for similar or related performances may decrease. Occasional failures often tend to 

be attributed to lack of effort or difficult situations and, thus, d o not have much effect on 

perceived self-efficacy; in fact, overcoming failure through great effort may lead to stronger self-

efficacy beliefs. Once established, high self-efficacy beliefs may generalize to other settings; this 

could, then, improve performance across different  activities, especially those that are most similar 

to the activity responsible for the increase in perceived self -efficacy. Enactive attainments in a 

domain have long-lasting effects on perceived self-efficacy.  

Interpreted: The interpretation an individual makes of his or her own performances is òan 

inferential process in which the  relative contribution of ability and nonability factors to 

performance successes and failures must be weightedó (p. 401). Factors that play a role in 

formation of perceived self-efficacy include task difficulty, amount of effort expended, external 
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assistance received, situational factors , and past record of successes and failures.  For example, 

succeeding on more difficult tasks  may enhance perceived self-efficacy more readily than 

succeeding on easier tasks; and, if little effort was invested on the difficult task, perceived self-

efficacy may be increased more than if high effort were invested. In addition , successful 

performance may have little effect on perceived self-efficacy if individuals attribute the success to 

any help received and not to their own capabilities . Likewise, failures that  occur under adverse 

conditions may be attributed to those conditions rather than lack of capability and, thus, have 

less impact on perceived self-efficacy. In addition , perceived self-efficacy may be raised for those 

individuals who tend to recall the positive  performances more than the negative ones; and, 

conversely, recalling more negative performances will likely lower self -efficacy beliefsñBandura 

refers to this as òfaulty attentional and memory processes, rather than in the inferential 

judgments made about the causes of oneõs successes and failuresó (p. 402).  

Vicarious experiences 

Defined: Self-efficacy beliefs are also developed through the vicarious experience of 

observing others perform . Specifically, watching successful performances, especially by models 

who are perceived to be similar to the observer, can raise the observerõs beliefs in his or her 

capability to master comparable activities , by persuading themselves òthat if others can do it, 

they should be able to achieve at least some improvement in performanceó (p. 399). Seeing 

similar  others fail  in a performance despite strong effort  can lower the observer's self-efficacy 

judgment . Vicarious information is mo st influential  when individual s are uncertain about their 

own capabilities and have had little experience with the task in question . The ability of v icarious 

information to influence perceived self-efficacy depends on the criteria by which performance is 

assessed: some tasks can be readily  evaluated on a factual basis (e.g., number of push-ups done), 

while others require additional information (e.g., test scores of classmates provide comparisons) 

before they can contribute to perceived self-efficacy. Vicarious experiences are typically less 

influential than enactive attainments as sources of self-efficacy information , but they can produce 
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long lasting changes because when individuals become convinced of their ability to succeed or 

not, they will exhibit behaviors (e.g., more effort, or avoidance) that bring the anticipated result to 

fruition.   

Interpreted: Vicarious experiences are interpreted in light of certain factors related to the 

observed performance, such as perceived similarity of the modeler.  W hen an individual believes 

a model to be similar to him or herself, that modelõs performance is considered more relevant for 

forming perceived self-efficacy. Models who are perceived to have the same or slightly high 

abilities provide the most informative comparisons: òNeither outperforming those of much lesser 

ability, nor being surpassed by the greatly superior convey much information about oneõs own 

level of competenceó (p. 403). Similarity may refer to recor d of past performancesñin other 

words, if a particular model has performed similarly to the observer on a past task, the observer 

may use that modelõs performance on a new task as a basis on perceived self-efficacy of that new 

task.  Similarity may also re fer to òpersonal characteristics that are assumed to be predictive of 

performance capabilitiesó (p. 404)ñthese assumptions, however, may be based on cultural 

stereotyping and generalizations from a few personal experiences. In addition to influencing 

perceived self-efficacy through social comparison, vicarious experiences can include models 

teaching effective coping strategies and providing additional information about the tasks and any 

associated challenges. Observing a capable person fail because of poor strategies can increase the 

perceived self-efficacy of observers who believe they have better strategies to try; while observing 

a similar person nearly fail although they employ clever strategies can cause observers to 

consider the task more difficult tha n originally thought.  

Verbal persuasion 

Defined: Verbal persuasion relates to the encouragement that is frequently given to 

individuals regarding their capability  to achieve a particular goal. When individuals need to look 

beyond their own self -assessment of performances, they look for the evaluations of others. 

Although verbal persuasion, by itself , does not typically bring about  long-lasting increases in 
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perceived self-efficacy, òit can contribute to successful performance if the heightened appraisal is 

within realistic boundsó (p. 400). Verbal persuasion often leads to sustained effort, which can, in 

turn, promote skills , and, thus perceptions of self-efficacy. However, if the persuasory 

info rmation is unrealistic, it can bring about failures , discredit the persuader, and undermine the 

perceived self-efficacy of the individual being persuaded. Producing long -lasting increases in 

self-efficacy beliefs through verbal persuasion is likely more di fficult than producing long -lasting 

decreases because increased self-efficacy beliefs based on unrealistic persuasory information is 

disconfirmed quickly through actions, but decreased self -efficacy beliefs based on persuasory 

information may lead to behav iors (e.g., lack of persistence, avoiding challenges) that confirm the 

lowered perceptions.  

Interpreted: In turning to the evaluation of others, individuals look to those they perceive 

to be capable of providing useful evaluation. Individuals  do not alway s believe the verbal 

persuasion they receive; they become skeptical when experiences do not align with the 

persuasions of others. On the other hand, sometimes individuals are persuaded to take on tasks 

they would typically avoid, and end up succeeding. Experiences with persuasory information are 

very unevenñthe motivation of the persuaders varies (e.g., some attempt to flatter, some want to 

manipulate, some are sincere). Therefore, persuasory information must be weighted  using factors 

such as the credibility and authority of the persuader, and the familiarity of the persuader with 

the task being performed. Persuaders need to be more than skilled at the task in question; they 

need to be experienced at evaluating performances and knowledgeable about the particular  task 

demands. The more confidence an individual has in the persuader, based on these factors, the 

more likely that individual is to change their perceived self-efficacy. Realistic persuasory 

information can result in the investment of  extra effort  and subsequent enhanced performance, 

thus, raising perceived self-efficacy; unrealistic persuasory information can lead to failed 

performances, and, hence, to loss of  credibility for the persuader.  
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Physiological state  

Defined: Physiological state is another source of information that individuals rely on 

when making self -efficacy judgmentsñstates such as arousal, anxiety, stress, and fatigue. 

Stressful and difficult situations often bring about physiological  arousal that individuals may 

interpret as a sign of inability to perform . Because states of high arousal tend to degrade 

performance, the anticipation of self -arousal and, thus, failure, can become a self-fulfilling 

prophecy: "people are more inclined to expect success when they are not beset by aversive 

arousal than if they are tense and viscerally agitatedó (p. 401). When emotional arousal is 

eliminated, perceived self-efficacy is enhanced, leading to more successful performances.  

Interpreted: Information that is conveyed to individuals from t heir physiological arousal is 

interpreted through a judgment process , involving a variety of factors òthe sources of arousal, the 

level of activation , the circumstances under which arousal is elicited, and past experiences on 

how arousal affects oneõs performancesó (p. 406). The impact of the arousal information on 

perceived self-efficacy depends on the interpretation of factors such as these. For example, 

different individuals may attribute  a similar physiological state, such as sweating, to different 

factorsñthe temperature in the room, or stress from thoughts of failure . Past experiences with the 

effects of arousal on performance influence the way individuals interpret physiological arousal: 

those who tend to experience arousal as enhancing performance (e.g., shaking as an adrenaline 

rush) will interpret arousal differently than those who tend to experience arousal as debilitating  

(e.g., shaking as indicator of fear). Interpreting arousal also involves the level of the arousal: òit is 

not arousal per se but rather its level that carries the greater weight in judging operative 

capabilities ó (p. 407). Typically, high levels of arousal disrupt performance, while moderate 

levels can facilitate performance, especially for complex activities. Individuals who see arousal as 

a sign of their own inadequacy, are more likely to lower their self -efficacy beliefs than those who 

see arousal as òa common transitory reaction that even the most competent people experienceó 

(p. 407). Mood  states can also affect the way individuals process and recall their experiences, 
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which can affect perceived self-efficacy. For example, if an individual is sad, they may recall past 

failures first , lowering  self-efficacy beliefs; happy individuals  may recall their accomplishments,  

which raises their self-efficacy beliefs.  

The next section presents a brief description of the ways in which the information from 

the four sources are integrated to form a basis for the development of perceived self-efficacy.   

Integration of i nformation from the sources  

In addition to interpreting information from each of the four sources of self-efficacy 

information , individuals must weigh and integrate this information to form their perceived self-

efficacy. The weights given to the informatio n from these different sources may also depend 

upon the domain in which the activity occurred. Few studies have explored the ways in which 

individuals integrate efficacy information from multiple sources; although it is expected that they 

likely follow a common judgmental process as they form their  efficacy judgments. Some studies 

have shown that individuals struggle with this integration task, and, therefore  tend to follow 

some simple judgmental rules, often ignoring or misweighing relevant information .  

In summary, this section has presented Banduraõs (1986) hypothesized sources of self-

efficacy information , along with their interpretation  factors, and briefly pointed out the 

difficulties inherent in integration. As noted earlier, the statements in the preceding section reflect 

the definite spirit of Banduraõs text. In the next section, I present selected theoretical and 

empirical works that are relevant for understanding this study.  

Relevant theoretical and empirical work  

This section is organized as follows: (1) empirical and theoretical work  on perceived self-

efficacy in general; (2) quantitative research on perceived self-efficacy and communication 

competence; (3) empirical and theoretical work on perceived self-efficacy for writing and oral 

communication; and  (4) empirical and theoretical work on the sources of self-efficacy 

information.  
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Empirical and theoretical work on perceived self -efficacy 

Research over the past 30 years has confirmed the relationship that Bandura posited 

between studentsõ perceptions of self-efficacy and motivational, affective, and behavioral 

outcomes across various domains (e.g., Pajares 2008, Usher & Pajares 2008, Joet, 2011 ). Pajares 

(2008) indicated that, in general, self-efficacy was attracting increasing attention in educational 

research, especially in work on motivation. Pajares (2003) concludes that "Two decades of 

research on the influence of self-efficacy beliefs in academic functioning have strengthened 

Bandura's (1986) claim that self-efficacy beliefs play an influential role in human agency" (p. 153). 

Pajares suggests that because it has been shown that studentsõ perceptions of their competence 

may better predict their motivation and academic choices, teachers would gain insights from 

assessing their studentsõ self-efficacy beliefs. 

Quantitative research on perceived self-efficacy and communication competence 

With respect to assessing perceived self-efficacy, Bandura notes that òthe efficacy belief 

system is not a global trait, but a differentiated set of self-beliefs linked to distinct realms of 

functioningó (Bandura 2006, p. 307); and, as such, instruments used to measure self-efficacy 

should be sensitive to the specific domain of interest. He notes that items on a self-efficacy scale 

should ask about what one can, rather than will do: òCan is a judgment of capability; will is a 

statement of intention. Perceived self-efficacy is a major determinant of intention, but the two 

constructs are conceptually and empirically separableó (p. 308).  

Research on self-efficacy has typically employed quantitative methods to compare 

different conditions in short -term studies; however, as Schunk (1994) indicated, longitudinal 

studies would be valuable for capturing change over time, studies such as case studies and 

ethnographies.  Although fewer participants would be involved in such studies, the data yielded 

would be rich: òSelf-efficacy assessment might be broadened from reliance on numerical scales to 

include qualitative indexes" (Schunk 1994, p. 91). 
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Pajares concludes that "Two decades of research on the influence of self-efficacy beliefs in 

academic functioning have strengthened Bandura's (1986) claim that self-efficacy beliefs play an 

influential role in human agency" (p. 153). Pajares suggests that because it has been shown that 

studentsõ perceptions of their competence may better predict their motivation and academic 

choices, teachers would gain insights from assessing their studentsõ self-efficacy beliefs. 

Empirical and theoretical work on perceiv ed self-efficacy for writing and oral communication  

Parajes reviewed the research that looked at the contributions of Banduraõs self-efficacy 

theory (1986) to the study of academic writing (2003), noting that there have been only a small 

number of studies looking at self -efficacy for writing by composition or self -efficacy scholars. 

Metrics traditional ly  used include: confidence that a student possess skills or can display specific 

skill s related to writing , confidence to complete a writing task; and confidence about earning a 

particular grade  in (Pajares 2003). Research has shown that perceived self-efficacy for writing is 

related to writing performance. Early studies with mostly college students showed the 

relationship between efficacy beliefs and essay scores, anxiety, grade goals, depth of processing, 

and expected outcomes (Pajares 2003, p. 145).  Later studies support  these findings, and new 

analyses have revealed that òwriting self -efficacy makes an independent contribution to the 

prediction of wr iting outcomes and plays the mediational role that social cognitive theorists 

hypothesizeó (p. 145). Research regarding developmental impacts on writing self-efficacy has 

shown  confidence in language arts skills decreases during middle school, which is li kely due to 

lack of nurturing of writing skills, which as Pajares notes, is òparticularly ironic because the vast 

majority of students begin school believing that they can writeó (p. 152).  

Pajares et al. (2007) note that it is well established that studentsõ beliefs in academic 

capabilities and in self-regulatory strategies strongly influence academic choices and outcomes; 

they suggest that less is known about how the self-beliefs are developed and get established.  

They suggest, therefore, that it would b e logical for motivation researchers to pursue the ways in 

which students  òinterpret and evaluate their academic experiences, the import they give to the 
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messages they receive, and the role played by the physiological conditions they undergo as they 

engage writing tasks and activities ó (Pajares 2007, p. 117).  

Empirical and theoretical work on the sources of self -efficacy information  

It has been noted by Zeldin and Pajares (2000) that many studies on efficacy source 

information have employed force -choice survey scales that provide no opportunities for 

elaboration and cannot accommodate situations where it was necessary to understand how 

multiple sources of self-efficacy information might work together or separately (p.  217). In 

addition, because mastery experiences are more readily remembered, it is possible that when the 

surveys were taken, those experiences came to mind first.  

Usher & Pajares (2006), indicate that it has been well documented in the research, how 

students select and attend to models, and what modeling practices likely impact student learning 

the most positively; òbut little research is available on how social persuasions influence self-

efficacy beliefs (p. 139). Usher and Pajares (2006) also call for more research on vicarious 

influences on self-efficacyñespecially using scales that separate out peers from adults as models-

-suggesting that unless that is done, òthe influence of vicarious experiences on self-efficacy belies 

will not be properly documentedó (p. 139).  

 

Sources of self-efficacy rating scales are described in Usher & Pajaresõ (2008) review of 

the literature on sources of self-efficacy information  in school. With respect to measuring mastery 

experience, typically the items ask students to rate their past and current performance in the 

academic subject area under investigation (p. 755). Usher and Pajares (2008) have noted problems 

because some researchers have used the studentsõ objective performance as a mastery experience 

measure, and this goes against Banduraõs original description of mastery experiences as òthe 

interpretations individuals make of experienced events rather than as the objective performances 

themselves. Hence, the impact of academic performance attainments on efficacy beliefs depends 

on what students make of their  performancesó (p. 755-756). Items that are typically used to 
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measure vicarious experience ask students to rate òthe degree to which they are exposed to peer 

or adult models who demonstrate competence in the academic subject of interestó (p. 757)ñoften 

asking students how they òperceive the academic skills of career role models, close friends in 

class, parents, teachers, or older studentsó (p. 757). It has been documented that peers and adults 

influence students differently at different developmental stages ; Bandura asserted the peer 

versus adult models are more likely to influence studentsõ self-efficacy beliefs (p. 757). Thus, 

those researchers who have blended peer and adult models in the same analysis may be missing 

some information.   For verbal persuasion, researchers typically òask students to rate whether 

they received encouraging messages about their academic capabilities from significant others, 

such as peers, parents, teachers, and other adultsó (p. 757). Most studies have found moderate to 

strong reliabilities for social persuasion scales (p. 758). Other items that have been used that do 

not align with Banduraõs theoretical guidelines for assessing verbal persuasion are those that ask 

students to report what they think others expect of them (e.g., go to college), or that ask students 

to rate the extent to which an instructor provides prompt and regular feedback (e.g., this does not 

address the evaluative nature of the feedback). Usher & Pajares (2008) note that student trust in 

the capabilities of the persuader and in his or her knowledge about the task and what it takes to 

succeed with it are important factors in interpreting verbal persuasion. However, researchers 

have not yet queried students about their trust, and they have not looked at influent ial messages 

from their cultural setting (e.g., media, schools) or parsed out verbal persuasion by peers from 

those of adults, and, as such: òCurrent measures of social persuasions that assess only the 

feedback students receive about their academic competencies without attending to these factors 

offer an incomplete picture of this sourceó (p. 758). Assessing physiological arousal has typically 

involved measuring anxiety for a particular academic subject; however, researchers have also 

measured how much a student likes a subject, if thinking of a subject makes them sick or 

depressed, or about how school influences their physiological functioning (User & Pajares 2008, 

p. 758).  
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A number of qualitative  methods have been usedñinterview has been the most popular 

(Usher & Pajares 2008). They found that few studies have been done with students; they cite two 

on teacher self-efficacy. Some have questioned the participants about a particular source (Zeldin 

& Pajares 2000), and note that òunlike self-report items that fail to capture the development of an 

individualõs academic self-perceptions, a semi-structured interview format invites participants to 

elaborate on those experiences that have been most salient to them over timeó (Usher & Pajares 

2008, p. 760). Other studies have not asked about specific sources, but rather have asked about 

things like self -efficacy to make a certain grade in a certain course and to rank factors they 

thought about when judging their mathematics capabilities; another asked engineering stud ents 

to list factor contributed to their beliefs that could succeed in an introductory engineering course. 

Usher & Pajares (2008, p. 760) call the questions in these studies, òthought-listingó methods and 

suggest relying on studentsõ memories of the contributions to the efficacy judgments may not 

present the whole picture because individuals may underestimate or overestimate factors.  

Pajares suggests there are various ways that teachers can raise studentsõ perceived self-

efficacy, in order to motivate engagement in self-regulatory practices that facilitate learning and 

achievement, and that one way to look at these ways is through the informational sources that 

students use to form their efficacy judgments: òOne lens through which to examine these ways is 

to think about the sources students use to inform their self-efficacy beliefsó (p. 126). Pajares 

suggested that having students write reflections in daily or weekly journals on their successes, as 

well as the strategies they used to achieve them (e.g., effort expended, resources used) would 

help students not forget or minimize their past successes. 

Usher and Pajares (2008) reviewed the literature on sources of self-efficacy in school. Self-

efficacy sources have been measured in very different ways, such as quantitative measures with 

varying types of items and different scales; some researchers have used qualitative methods. (p. 

755). They cite four qualitative studies of efficacy source information conducted  by Zeldin, 

Pajares, and colleagues, which used cross-case analysis to look at interview transcripts of college-
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aged and adult populations; and a study by Hutchinson et al. (2006), employing a 

phenomenographical focus on data from a thought -listing analysis of college freshman, and 

another (Lent and others) that used a similar approach. The authors report on results of the 

studies in their review, expressing some caveats first. Some issues involved mismatches between 

the levels of specificity of the self-beliefs assessed and the outcomes compared; the efficacy 

sources assessed do not match the self-efficacy measures compared (p. 763).  

Looking at the relationship between the hypothesized sources of academic self-efficacy, 

Pajares (2008) notes that mastery experiences, within a domain, may have long-lasting effects on 

individuals: òStudents who have earned top marks in science throughout school will likely 

believe themselves capable in this area for years to comeó (p. 115). While academic successes can 

determine future choices of activities and attitudes that a re brought to those activities, Pajares 

point out that individuals need to interpret the results of their mastery experiences, as well as the 

actions of others, the messages and persuasion of other, and their physiological states and moods 

(2008). 

Research on the sources of efficacy has produced inconsistent findings (Usher & Parajes 

2006). Most have found that each of the four hypothesized sources have correlated with self-

efficacyñalthough some have not for vicarious and physiological state not correlated  with 

mathematics self-efficacy and other studies found  only mastery and vicarious correlated with 

self-efficacy for learning. Bandura posited mastery experience as the most influential sourcesñ

this has been supported by empirical evidence (User & Pajares 2006). Except for mastery 

experiences being the strongest predictor for self-efficacy, previous studies have yielded 

inconsistent results.  Researchers having operationalized mastery experience in terms of indexes 

of previous performance, e.g., grades obtained, which can be a problem, as Bandura cautioned 

òexperienced events such as previous performance serve to inform self-efficacy beliefs only when 

these events are cognitively appraisedó (p. 128). Although Bandura asserts that òmastery 
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experience is the most powerful source of efficacy-building information, he makes no claims 

about the relative contribution of the other three sourcesó (Usher & Pajares 2006, p. 128; 2008). 

Joet et al. (2011) examined the influence of Banduraõs hypothesized sources of self-

efficacy information  on the academic and self-regulatory efficacy beliefs of elementary students 

in France. Mastery experience and verbal persuasion were predictors for mathematic and French 

self-efficacy beliefs. All four sources predicted self-efficacy for self-regulated learning in 

mathematics; all but vicarious predicted for French. Girls reported fewer mastery experiences 

and verbal persuasions for mathematics and experienced more anxiety. No source differences 

were found between girls and boys fo r French. That mastery experience is strong across domains 

supports Banduraõs theory (1986, 1997) and empirical work by researchers. Of note, the authors 

suggest that òFuture efforts should be aimed at examining the mechanisms by which classroom- 

or school-level factors affect studentsõ efficacy beliefsó (p. 659). 

Usher and Pajares (2006) suggest that in order to look at the way different individuals 

interpret efficacy -relevant information, we need qualitative studies: òWe believe that qualitative 

studies would provide a phenomenological lens through which to view the development of 

studentsõ efficacy beliefs and address some of the limitations of our studyó (p. 139). Although the 

traditionally quantitative research on sources of self-efficacy information  has produced many 

findings, òquantitative methods do not provide the opportunity for rich description available 

through narrative. Self -efficacy theorists have argued that deeper insights must come from 

qualitativ e research.ó (p. 219) and that qualitative st udies could explore how efficacy beliefs are 

developed, and the ways in which students consider their impact on their performance and on 

pathways chosen (Zeldin & Pajares 2000).  

Zeldin and Pajares (2000) explored the personal stories of women who were wor king in 

mathematics, science, or technical fields to try to determine the role that self-efficacy beliefs 

played in their successes. The authors wanted to better understand the contributions that  the 

sources of self-efficacy information  made to their judg ments of self-efficacy for mathematics  and, 
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in turn, the contribution of their levels of self -efficacy to their mathematics-related competence.  

The stories of their participants revealed that vicarious experience and verbal persuasions were 

important sou rces for their perceived self-efficacy. The authors claims that their work suggests 

that women in male -dominated fields may perceive these vicarious and verbal sources as more 

important than for women in more traditional domains (p.  215).  

Application of Banduraõs framework 

As noted before, Banduraõs (1986) hypothesized sources of self-efficacy information  were 

chosen as the theoretical framework through which to analyze impacts to the participantsõ 

perceived self-efficacy for communicating in engineering practice. The inquiry is divided into 

two domains: perceived self-efficacy for making arguments  about preparedness to communicate 

as practicing engineers; and perceived self-efficacy for communicating as practicing engineers.  

The application of Banduraõs framework pertains only to Research Question 4B, which 

explores the potential sources of identified impacts of the Communication Portfolio Studio  on 

perceived self-efficacy. Findings are reported in Chapter 8 for this research question, first, by the 

domain (as specified above), and then by Banduraõs sources, as follows:  

¶ Perceived self-efficacy for making preparedness arguments 

o Enactive attainments 

o Vicarious experience 

o Verbal persuasion 

o Physiological state 

¶ Perceived self-efficacy for communicating as practicing engineers 

o Enactive attainments 

o Vicarious experience 

o Verbal persuasion 

o Physiological state 

Research Question 4B addresses the sources of self-efficacy information  and potential connections 

to pedagogical elements of the Communication Portfolio St udio .  

Having discussed the conceptual frameworks and their application, we move to the 

description of the Communication Portfolio Studio .  
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3. THE COMMUNICATION  PORTFOLIO STUDIO  

This dissertation explores the ways in which the pedagogical approach, Preparedness 

Portfolios and Portfolio Studios (PPPS) (Turns et al. 2012), has the potential, when focused on 

communication, to reveal and impact the rhetorical awareness and perceived self-efficacy of 

engineering undergraduate  students with respect to th e communication of engineering practice. 

In this chapter, I describe the pedagogy of the PPPS approach and the Communication Portfolio 

Studio.  

The Pedagogy of the PPPS Approach  

PPPS is an innovative pedagogical approach developed by Turns and her colleagues that 

aims to address broad educational goals, such as experiential learning, metacognition, and 

knowledge integration . A detailed description of the approach may be found in a recent article 

published in the International Journal of ePortfolio (Turns et  al. 2012).  Unless otherwise noted, 

the content in this discussion of the PPPS pedagogy is drawn specifically from this  article; as 

such, attribution s are somewhat abbreviated, and direct citations to the article do not repeatedly 

give the year of publication . 

The pedagogical approach of PPPS, as articulated by Turns et al., includes two major 

components: (1) inviting  engineering undergraduate students to create online portfolios in which 

they make òarguments about the ways in which they are prepare d to engage in engineering 

activityó (p. 3) and, (2) supporting students in a collaborative studio environment as they òwork 

through the activities involved in constructing a preparedness portfolioó (p. 8). The first 

component (i.e., creating preparedness portfolio s) has a longer history, with the second 

component (i.e., portfolio studios) being added and refined as the overall pedagogy evolved. 

Turns et al. identified s ix pedagogical elements to which the PPPS approach is committedñ three 

for  each of the two major components, as shown in Table 3.1.   
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Table 3.1. The major components and pedagogical elements of the PPPS approach. 

Component Pedagogical element 

Preparedness portfolios Preparedness 

 Preparedness arguments 

 Professional statements and annotated artifacts 

Portfolio studios  Sessions 

 Student progress 

 Student reactions 

Preparedness portfolios  

The PPPS pedagogy invites students to make arguments about their preparedness to 

engage in engineering activity 4 and to instantiate these arguments in online portfolios . More 

specifically, as stated by Turns et al., students are asked to write a professional statement in which 

they make claims about their  preparedness; collect artifacts (products or by-products of their past 

experiences), which serve as evidence for their  claims; and write annotations for each artifact that 

explain the ways in which the artifact supports claims made in their  professional statement, as 

shown in Figure 3.1  The pedagogical elements associated with the preparedness portfolio 

component of the PPPS pedagogy (i.e., preparedness, preparedness arguments, and professional 

statements and annotated artifacts) are discussed. 

Preparedness 

The central focus on preparedness in the PPPS pedagogy aligns with a commitment to 

engineering undergraduate education, which focuses on preparing students for professional 

practice. The PPPS pedagogy addresses preparedness by asking students to think not only about 

whether they are prepared for practice, but also about the ways in which they are prepared. 

Turns et al. noted that this question sets PPPS apart from other pedagogies that only implicitly 

address preparedness and that rarely provide students with opportunities to contemplate these 

issues explicitly. It is further suggested  that when students think about the ways in which they 

are prepared, they are confronted with thinking deeply about what it means to be prepared.  

                                                           
4 Preparedness portfolios may vary in terms of the focus of preparedness (e.g., for engineering activity in 
general, for a competency of oneõs choosing, such as design or adaptability). 
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Figure 3.1 Architecture of a preparedness portfolio.  

Preparedness arguments 

The focus on making arguments about preparedness, which aligns with a commitment to 

engineering undergraduate education, òprovides a specific and coherent vocabulary for talking 

about the e-Portfolio activity, a language that seems to be comfortable for engineering studentsó 

(p. 3). Using this argumentation vocabulary , students are asked to provide evidence for their 

claims by drawing from past experiences. In this way, the PPPS pedagogy is able to elicit 

reflection without explicitly asking student to reflect, reflecting being a conc ept that Turns et al. 

suggest engineering students may find uncomfortable. In addition, the focus on preparedness 

arguments forces students to think explicitly about an audience other than the traditional model in 

school of teacher as implied audience. In other words, as students create portfolios that they can 

actually use in seeking employment or applying to graduate school, for example, they target an 

actual person as their audience or envision a plausible representation of the type of audience they 

plan to target. Further, it was hypothesized by Turns et al. that when students revisit past 

experiences, they often discover or re-remember what they know, and how that knowledge 

makes them prepared, which  can òlead to increased confidence and self-efficacyó (p. 5).  
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Professional statements and annotated artifacts  

The pedagogy focuses on professional statements and annotated artifacts as the basic 

building blocks of the preparedness portfolios. Further, students are asked to implement the 

portfolios as simple  web sites using a UW-based tool (or a comparable tool, such as Google 

SitesÊ), in which the professional statement can serve as the home page, and the annotations, 

with their linked artifacts, as secondary pages of the online portfolios, as shown in Figur e 3.2. In 

addition, students are given suggested word counts and shown a few examples of online 

portfolios . The above-noted guidelines provide enough scaffolding for the students to get started 

on their portfolios; however, within these few guidelines, students are in complete control of the 

content they choose to put in their portfolios. This pedagogical approach, according to 

Turns et al., achieves a balance between òsupporting students in their creation of the 

preparedness argument and not undermining any of the potential learning opportunitiesó (p. 6).  

Figure 3.2. Building blocks  of a preparedness portfol io , implemented as a simple website .  

Portfolio studios  

Portfolio studios are a critical component of the PPPS pedagogy: they support students in 

their portfolio development , engaging them in activities in a student -driven environment in 
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which òpeer review, community membership, camaraderie, and accountability are significant 

componentsó (p. 8). As noted before, the studio component evolved over time , in response to 

observations of past implementations of the approach and feedback from participants  in those 

implementations , to become a centerpiece of the PPPS pedagogy. As Turns noted, the peer 

interaction in the portfolio studio distinguishes this approach from other portfolio pedagogies in 

which  students make portfolios with no collaborative supportin g activities. As such, the PPPS 

pedagogy, which was used in this study, was believed by Turns et al. to be a particularly effective  

configuration  that has òsignificant potential to help us realize the educational value of e -

Portfoliosó (p. 7-8).  

According  to the pedagogy, each session has the same basic organization , described 

through the facilitatorõs tasks, as follows:    

¶ Provide agenda 

¶ Review past sessions 

¶ Recap student feedback on previous session 

¶ Facilitate session activities 

¶ Provide session wrap-up 

¶ Describe the next tasks for students 

The PPPS sessions are supported, in part , through  the use of slide displays. Each session has a set 

of starting slides; studentsõ input during  brainstorming and other activities  are entered into the 

deck by the facilitator during the sessions, and studentsõ reactions on feedback forms are 

synthesized and entered into the slide deck before the following session. The activities that occur 

in each of the five sessions are described in Table 3.2.  
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 Table 3.2 Activities ass ociated with the five sessions of the PPPS. 

Time 
Period 

Activities  

Session 

1 

Introduce the concept/terminology of e -Portfolio as preparedness argument. 

Show example portfolios and example preparedness portfolios.  

Students brainstorm benefits of having a preparedness portfolio.  

Discuss the claims pool and deciding on which claims to use  

Prepare for upcoming task: writing first d raft of professional statement (~500 words) 

Session 

2 

Students share experiences writing professional statement: taking -the-pulse exercise. 

Students brainstorm about effective peer reviews and implement in peer reviews.  

Prepare for upcoming task: finding and annotati ng one artifact. 

Bring list of potential artifacts (scavenger hunt); write annotation for > artifact; upload.  

Discuss difficulty of finding/annotating artifacts; examine sample portfolios.  

Session 

3 

Students and facilitator check in on current state of portfolios.  

Discuss the reviews of some as a group. 

Students peer review each otherõs draft artifact/annotation; discuss as group. 

Prepare for upcoming task: populate portfolios with > 3 more artifacts and annotations. 

Share scavenger lists and brainstorm selections. 

Session 

4 

Students engage in a thinking -aloud exercise while interacting with a peerõs portfolio.  

Debrief in group discussion.  

Students select one portfolio element for peer review session; group discussion. 

Prepare for upcoming task: finish population portfolios; create a 2-3 min elevator pitch  

Think -pair -share features of good presentations and elements still needed in portfolios. 

Session 

5 

Prepare for oral presentations of portfolios; set up scenario. 

Brainstorm how to listen to and give feedback on oral presentations.  

Students present their e-Portfolios to peers and facilitator.  

Discuss portfolio presentations and feedback from peers. 

Revisit overall experience. 

 

Many of the activities listed in Table 3.2 are session-specific; however, some recur 

throughout the studio, and those are called out separately in Table 3.3. 

Table 3.3. Recurring PPPS session activities.  

Activity  Description  

Brainstorming  Occurs in most sessionsñprepares students for upcoming work (e.g., peer 
review, writing statements or annotation, reviewing peersõ oral 
presentations).  

Peer review Peer reviews occur in three sessionsñstudents work in groups of 2 or 3 to 
give and receive feedback on the professional statement, first artifact and 
annotation pair, and portfol io element of choice. 

Reacting on feedback 
forms 

Occurs typically at beginning and end of all sessions (all but beginning of 
session one)ñstudents react in writing to rewarding, frustrating, and 
surprising experiences working on portfolios (both in and out of session). 

Recap by facilitator  Occurs typically at beginning and end of all sessionsñstudents hear recaps 
of previous sessions, syntheses of feedback forms and discussions, and 
recaps of studio activities of the current session. 
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The three pedagogical elements associated with the portfolio studio  component of the 

overall PPPS pedagogy (e.g., sessions, student progress, and student reactions) are discussed. 

Sessions 

The commitment to sessions sits at the core of the PPPS pedagogy. As noted before, it is 

the activities in the studio  that set this particular portfolio approach apart from others. Deciding 

on the most effective number of sessions for the approach was an important  part of  the studio 

evolution . After experimenting  with different configurations, Turns settled on five  two -hour  

sessions as the most effective, noting that this configuration provided enough meeting time to 

accommodate all of the activities believed to be essential for portfolio development, while 

honori ng the time demands of the typically  overcrowded schedules of engineering 

undergraduate students . It was further suggested by Turns et al. that distributing the work of 

creating preparedness portfolios over these five sessions helps students remain engaged with the 

activities and helps them continue to make progress. 

Student progress on portfolio development  

The emphasis on student progress in the PPPS pedagogy is supported, in part, by the 

many opportunities that are provided for students to give and receive feedback.  For example, 

the thinking-aloud exercise provides opportunit ies for students to watch as a peers walks through 

their portfolio s while reacting out loud to the experience. This exercise provides students with 

information about the ways in which o thers perceive the effectiveness of their work, which brings 

focus to the work that remains to be done. In a similar fashion, the peer reviews of various 

portfolio elements throughout the approach provide  feedback that keeps the students supported 

and moving forward. In addition , discussions, brainstorming, and other check-in activities, create 

and maintain a motivating environment, in which peers interact in respectful ways, and 

opportunities are provided for everyone to contribute , which also encourages continued 

engagement. As Turns has noted, the PPPS pedagogical focus on peer interaction  and 
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collaboration (e.g., peer reviews and brainstorming), sets this approach apart from other pedagogies 

that, for example, use meeting times to provid e instruction to students and show examples.     

Student reactions to the activities  

The emphasis on student reactions to the activities of the PPPS pedagogy is facilitated 

through the man y opportunities for students to react explicitly ; and, in addition , for students to 

hear and see the reactions of others. For example, in the taking-the-pulse exercise, students reflect 

on their experiences writing the professional statement, comment on the state of that statement, 

indicat ing something they like  about it and something they would like help on. Activities like 

this, Turns et al. suggested, can foster connections between the students and, in turn, provide 

motivation  for the portfolio work , work that may be unfamiliar to engineering students  (p. 10). 

The focus on student reactions is also supported by the use of feedback forms during  each session, in 

which students react to experiences they found rewarding, frustrating, and surprising. When 

reactions are synthesized and presented back to the group , students can see patterns of reactions 

across the group, which according to Turns et al., may help them understand their own reactions 

relative to those patterns. For example, seeing others struggle with a specific task may mitigate 

the negative impact for struggling with that same task. In addition , Turns et al. suggested that 

asking students questions that cause them to confront their assumptions (e.g., what they found 

surprising), can promote òdeep and profoundó learning  and elicit  critical reflectionó (p. 10). 

PPPS pedagogy as focused on communication and used in this study is described.  

The Communication Portfolio Studio  

As noted before, past implementations of the PPPS approach focused on different aspects 

of preparedness; this dissertation reports on the first PPPS implementation to focus on one 

specific competency, communication . As such, this study engaged ten engineering 

undergraduate students in making arguments about their preparedness to communicate as 

practicing engineers, in the form of online portfolios,  through participation in a collaborative 

studio environment .  
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The Communication Portfolio Studio  followed t he overall PPPS pedagogy articulated by 

Turns et al. (2012). The portfolio building blocks and overall goal of the communication 

preparedness portfolios built by the participants in this study  were the same as those depicted in 

Figure 3.1 for the PPPS. Minor modifications were made to the PPPS session materials 

(e.g., guidelines for writing professional statements and artifact annotations , and the starting  

slide sets for session facilitation) to emphasize the focus on communication . The organization of 

the sessions, and the activities associated with those sessions, remained the same as those for the 

PPPS implementation s described above and summarized in Tables 3.2 and 3.3. 

Broadly speaking, having the participants create arguments about their  preparedness to 

communicate as practicing engineers, within a collaborative studio setting, was expected to be an 

effective approach for exploring  the participantsõ rhetorical awareness and perceived self-efficacy 

for that communication , as follows:  

¶ The Communication Portfolio Studio  was expected to reveal, and possibly enhance, 

the participantsõ rhetorical awareness (i.e., notions of genre, audience, and 

persuasion). Further, as a rhetorical community , it was expected to function as a 

microcosm in which the participants  could enact their rhetorical awareness as they 

work ed through the inherently rhetorical task of arguing for preparedness to 

communicate in engineering practice. 

¶ The Communication Portfolio Studio  was also expected to reveal, and possibly impact 

the participantsõ perceived self-efficacy for communicating as practicing engineers, 

and for  the more specific activity of  making arguments  about preparedness for that 

communication. Further , it was expected that this approach had the potential to 

identify  the sources of self-efficacy information  that contributed to those impactsñ

and, in addition, possibly connect those sources to the pedagogical elements and 

supporting activities  associated with making the sources visible.  
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In the following sections, these broad assumptions are made more concrete, by describing 

specific connections between the conceptual framework s for rhetorical awar eness and perceived 

self-efficacy and the PPPS pedagogical elements and supporting activities of the Communication 

Portfolio Studio .  

Connecting r hetorical awareness to the PPPS pedagogy 

A complete mapping between the conceptual framework for rhetorical aw areness and 

the PPPS pedagogy as implemented in the  Communication Portfolio Studio  is beyond the 

purposes here. The goal here, rather, is to present convincing  evidence that the Communication 

Portfolio Studio  has the potential to be a valuable site for exploring  rhetorical awareness. To 

accomplish this, one concept from each major component of the framework  is identified and a 

few particularly salient co nnections to the pedagogical elements and supporting activities in the 

Communication Portfolio Studio  are made. 

It is useful at this point to revisit the research questions about rhetorical awareness in an 

abbreviated manner (see Chapter 1 for the complete question text). For each of the three Winsor 

components, the same basic question was asked: With respect to X (i.e., one of the components), 

(a) What is revealed about rhetorical awareness through engagement in the Communication 

Portfolio Studio ? (b) What impact, if any, does engagement have on rhetorical awareness? and (c) 

What does enactment of rhetoric al awareness in the Communication Portfolio Studio  look like? 

Given the nested nature of the rhetorical awareness exploration (examining rhetorical 

awareness by having the participants  perform a rhetorical task) , it is expected that the 

Communication Portf olio Studio  will yield information about the participantsõ rhetorical 

awareness pertaining to the communication of engineering practice  in general and pertaining to 

their rhetorical awareness with respect to making preparedness arguments about communicating 

as practicing engineers. In the discussions that follow , these situations are addressed in the order 

described above, moving from the more general communication topic to that of preparedness 

arguments, more specifically .  For each framework component, one Winsor finding  is identified , 
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its relevance for this discussion is noted, and connections to the PPPS pedagogy applied in the 

Communication Portfolio Studio  are hypothesized. 

Learning about genre 

Winsor finding. Winsor found that the  students in her study learned to write at work by 

participating in authentic tasks , which were often differentñand more complicated 

(e.g., embedded in social and political realities) than the isolated writing tasks they encounte red 

in their courses. She noted that the students were socialized into work and school separately.  

Relevance. This finding relates to an interest in the potential of the  Communication 

Portfolio Studio  to (a) reveal the participantsõ conceptions of the genres of engineering practice, 

(b) provide opportunities for cross -pollination of those conceptions between the participants  with 

and without workplace experience , and (c) provide space in which to observe the participants  as 

they acquire and perform the genres associated with the primary tasks of the Studio .  

Hypothesizing connections to the pedagogy. With respect to the genres of engineering 

practice, the focus on preparedness is expected to engage the participants  in thinking about what 

preparedness means in terms of communicating in the engineering workplace ; for example, what 

genres might they encounter and be required to perform , and how might those genres differ from 

those learned in school. The brainstorming session on the benefits of having a communication 

preparedness portfolio is expected to provide opportunit ies for the cross pollination of ideas 

about what it means to communicate as practicing engineers. In supporting t he pedagogical focus 

on making preparedness arguments, the artifact scavenger hunt activity is expected to engage the 

participants  in revisit ing past experiences to identify  potential artifacts that could serve as 

evidence for their preparedness claims and brainstorm ing with  peers about which artifacts on the 

lists seem most promising as evidence. Again,  this activity , is expected to provides  opportunities 

for the participants  to share their ideas about what counts as evidence (e.g., what genres will be 

favored, what types of experiences and skills will be showcased); and, in the process, influence 

each otherõs perspectives. With a  focus on artifact annotations, participants  select and describe 
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their evidence in their portfolios; it is expected that the cho ices they make will also reveal 

something about their notions of what co nstitutes the genres of professional practice. 

With respect to the genres of the preparedness portfolio and associated activities, the 

participants are expected to be novices in this newly formed rhetorical community. Through the 

pedagogical focus on professional statements and artifact annotations as portfolio building blocks, 

the participants are introduced to these genres and support ed in acquiring them by receiving 

guidelines and seeing a few models. As noted before, the participants  will also  engage in several 

activities, such as the taking-the-pulse and thinking-aloud exercises, oral presentation, and various peer 

reviews, that are expected to provide them with feedback on their performance  of newly acquired 

genres, such as the professional statement, the online portfolio, and the two -minute elevator 

pitch. Distributing  the work over five sessions should  provide sufficient opportunities for genre 

learning, performance, and feedback, which is expected to help the participants gain a sense of 

connectedness to peers, and, in line with the pedagogical emphasis on student progress, maintain 

engagement with the tasks over time. In addition, when the participants  have opportunities to 

comment in the moment on feedback forms about their experiences learning to develop and present 

communication preparedness portfolio s, learning is expected to be reinforced; and, further, when 

synthesized reactions are shared back to the group, learning is expected to be reinforced further, 

or contextualized, as participants  compare their reactions to those of their peers.    

Seeing audience rhetorically  

Winsor finding. Winsor found that the students in her study  came to view  audience more 

rhetorically  over time, seeing their audiences as active participants in the creation of information 

rather than as passive receptors of completed information . She notes that this transition to more 

rhetorical views happened as the students were exposed to authentic audiences and interactive 

writing tasks in the workplace. 

Relevance. This finding relates to an interest in the potential of the Communication 

Portfolio Studio  to (a) reveal the rhetorical nature of the participantsõ views about audience, 
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including  differences in views of participants with and without workplace experie nce, (b) 

provide opportunities for the participants  to influence one anotherõs views of audience, and 

(c) provide a space in which to observe the participants  as they wrestle with issues of audience 

related to construction of their preparedness portfolios.  

Hypothesizing connections to the pedagogy. With respect to issues of audience in 

communicating in engineering practice , the focus on preparedness arguments, as noted before, will 

prompt the participants to re visit their past work  for evidence of preparedness and grapple 

together with peers about the effectiveness of the past work in terms of the ways in which 

audience was considered (e.g., the scavenger hunt). These discussions, and other activities that 

support the commitment to student progress and to student reactions, are expected to raise issues of 

audience relative to the artifacts they are considering, and, potentially, challenge some 

participantsõ existing views and lead to new (and potentially more rhe torical) ways of thinking  

about audience. For example, two of the brainstorming activitiesñone on how to conduct an 

effective peer review and another on how to give an effective oral presentationñshould provide 

fertile ground for the participants  to share, and possibly influence  each otherõs, conceptions about 

how to effectively address audience.  Interacting with peers, and revising work accordingly and 

iteratively, over time in the five sessions, is expected to provide significantly different experiences 

with audience interactions than those experiences typically encountered in the participantsõ 

engineering coursework. The commitment to student reactions is expected to provide information 

in support of this hypothesis.  

Turning to audience interactions that are specific to the development of communication 

preparedness portfolio s, one of the participantsõ first tasks was to think about audience(s) for 

their preparedness arguments, and to think about this with their peers in the studio . In providing a 

real-wor ld task, the pedagogy associated with making preparedness arguments it expected to 

encourage the participants  to think of audience in tangible terms, potentially providing an 

alternative to the traditional  model of teacher as audience.  The oral presentation of portfolios is 
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expected to bring complexity to  considerations of audience. While participants may have 

undertaken the portfolio task as transactional (i.e., they may have plans to use it in the near 

future), and they  may have an actual person in mind as their audience, they will be asked to 

present their portfolios to studio peers while envisioning a default scenario in which other studio 

participants  become potential employers. Further, the question-and-answer session that follows the 

presentations extends the scenario to include audience interactions. These experiences are 

expected to provide opportunities for the participants to work on, and react to, reconciling 

authentic and inau thentic audiences and situations, as, for example, described by Dannels (2003) 

in her study of studentsõ design presentations. With a commitment to student reactions, 

participants have opportunities in each session to react on feedback forms, identifying experiences 

that were rewarding, frustrating, or surpris ing about developing their portfolios , including 

grappling with issues of audience for their preparedness arguments. When these reactions are 

synthesized and shared back to the group, the participants  are expected to be exposed to more 

new ideas from peers, which were not shared during the other exercises. 

Accepting persuasion 

Winsor finding. Winsor found that the students in her study retained the view that 

engineering writing is boring and rather poorly done, in large part, because they believed that 

any attempt to write in ways that would capture the readerõs interest, was misleading and 

distorted  the facts. Winsor noted that, in order to help students accept the appropriateness and 

necessity of persuasion in engineering work, we , as educators, need to dispel negative 

connotations of persuasion that are often promoted in engineering curricula  and by the popular 

culture . 

Relevance. This Winsor finding relates to an interest in the potential of the 

Communication Portfolio Studio  to (a) reveal the participantsõ understanding of the role of 

persuasion in the communication of engineering practice , (b) provide opportunities for 

developing shared visions of appropriate uses of persuasion, and (c) provide opportunities to  
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observe the participants  using persuasion as they construct and present their communication 

preparedness portfolio s.  

Hypothesizing connections to the pedagogy. With respect to notions of persuasion in 

communicating as an engineer, the pedagogical commitment to preparedness arguments and 

professional statements, engaged the participants in  thinking  individually and collectively  about 

how to argue compellingly for their preparedness to communicate as practicing engineers . For 

example, the participants brainstorm together about how to write a professional statement , 

individually write a draft, and return to the  studio to engage in two activities that provide 

opportunities for the participants  to discuss their notions of what a successful statement of claims 

looks like  (i.e., taking-the-pulse exercise and peer review). While these exercises are expected to 

reinforce learning the professional statement genre (as discussed in an earlier section), they are also 

expected to reveal the participantsõ notions of how to be persuasive, including any biases they 

have against persuasion in this professional engineering context. In addition, the pedago gical 

commitment to student reactions is supported by the feedback forms and other group activities . For 

example, in the taking-the-pulse exercise, the participants  share their reactions to their experiences 

making  claims in the professional statement about their readiness to communicate in the 

engineering workplace , and have a chance to see their reactions against the backdrop of the self-

evaluations of the other participants in  the studio.  This exchange of ideas can lead to shared 

visions of the appropriateness and use of persuasion. 

With respect to notions of persuasion specific to the development of communication 

preparedness portfolio s, the pedagogical commitment to preparedness arguments, as noted before, 

engaged the participants in considering pa st work products and experiences as potential 

evidence for preparedness claims (e.g., activities such as the artifact scavenger hunt and subsequent 

brainstorming activities). The peer interactions associated with these activities are expected to 

provide op portunities for the participants to share ideas about how to build compelling 

arguments, as demonstrated through the decisions they made about which artifacts to include . 
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Further, the pedagogical focus on annotated artifacts is expected to promote thinking  about the 

persuasive value of the annotations in which the participants are asked to contextualize the 

artifacts and explain how they provide evidence for claims made . For example, for a CAD 

drawing as an artifact , in the professional statement, the student asserts that he or she is skilled at 

producing CAD drawings; in the annotation, the student briefly describes the particular CAD 

drawing and persuasively argues for the drawingõs ability to support the claim in the 

professional statement with respect to facility with CAD tools. This studentsõ understanding of 

the persuasive potential of the annotation will likely be revealed through brainstorming activities 

and feedback forms that support the commitment s to studio sessions and student reactions. The final 

oral presentation of portfolios  will engage the participants in the persuasive task of selecting from 

a large amount of information those few points that can be made in the two-minute time frame. 

This activity, supported by a brainstorming exercise about what makes an effective presentation, is 

expected to reveal something about the participantsõ facility with, and acceptance of, persuasion. 

The question-and-answer session following the presentations should provide another opportunity 

to reveal individual notions of persuasion and facilitate the creation of shared visions regarding 

the task of presenting oneõs preparedness to others. 

In the following section, connections are made between the sources of efficacy 

information framework  and the PPPS pedagogical elements and supporting activities of the 

Communication Portfolio Studio .   

Connecting sources of self-efficacy information  to the PPPS pedagogy  

It  is useful to note that this discussion pertains only to  the second part of the research 

questions that deal with perceived self -efficacy (see Chapter 1 for the full text of the research 

questions), Question 4B: òFor those impacts identified by the participants, what sources of self-

efficacy information, and pedagogical elements, if any, are indicated?ó 

As with rhetorical awareness, a complete mapping between the hypothesized sources of 

self-efficacy information  and the PPPS pedagogy as implemented in the Communication 
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Portfolio Studio  is beyond the purposes here. Thus, the goal again is to present compelling 

evidence that the Communication Portfolio Studio  has the potential to be a valuable site for 

exploring sources of self-efficacy information  by connecting each source to pedagogies of the 

Communication Portfolio Studio . In addition, it is useful to n ote that the research questions on 

perceived self-efficacy focus on different capabilities: the first is specific to making preparedness 

arguments; the second pertains, more generally, to communicating as practicing engineers. An  

attempt will be made to identify which case is most relevant for the connections being made; 

some connections deal with both general and specific cases and will be noted as such.   

In the discussions that follow, for each source of efficacy information (e.g., enactive 

attainment, vicarious experience, verbal persuasion, and physiological state), the source and 

hypothesized connections to the PPPS pedagogical elements in the Communication Portfolio 

Studio will be described . When possible, perceived self-efficacy for communicating pr acticing 

engineers will be discussed before the more specific perceived self-efficacy for making arguments 

about preparedness to communicate as practicing engineers, in order to align with the order used 

in the rhetorical awareness section. 

Enactive attain ment 

 Description. Interpretation  of oneõs own performances is thought to be the most powerful 

source of efficacy information that individuals use in forming self -efficacy judgments. This source 

is interpreted in terms of factors such as task difficulty, e ffort expended, external help available, 

and circumstance.  

Hypothesizing connections to the pedagogy. Regarding the more general perceived self-

efficacy for communicating as an engineer, the pedagogical commitment to annotated artifacts and 

preparedness arguments, supported in part by the artifact scavenger hunt, is expected to provide 

opportunities for participants  to reflect on past communicative performancesñotherwise known 

as enactive attainmentsñand, thus, contribute to forming or modifying  perceived self-efficacy 

about communicating as practicing engineers. It is possible, that through brainstorming associated 
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with reflecting on past performances and through comments on feedback forms (supporting 

commitment to student reactions), participants  may allu de to the difficulty of revisiting past work, 

the amount of time they invested, or help received, which would shed light on the way that they 

interpret the information obtained through enactive attainment. Of note, this example, which I 

consider most relevant for perceived self-efficacy in the more general sense, could also pertain to 

the formation of perceived self-efficacy about oneõs capability to make preparedness arguments.  

Along similar lines, but likely having more application to the specific case o f making 

preparedness arguments, the pedagogical commitment to professional statements and to 

preparedness arguments is expected to engage students in performing the professional statement 

genre and having the first draft exposed indirectly to the whole pe er group (through shared self -

evaluations and requests for help) and directly to another participant in the peer review session. 

When participants  evaluate their own work, the work becomes a source of information (i.e., an 

enactive attainment) on which to base self-efficacy judgments. With the pedagogical commitment 

to student reactions, the participants  complete feedback forms at each session, reacting to rewarding, 

frustrating, and surprising aspects of their experiences developing their communication 

preparedness portfolios. It is possible that, as with reflecting on experiences to find evidence, 

these reactions could also include comments about the difficulties encountered and level of effort 

investedñinformation about the possible ways in which the prof essional statement, as an 

enactive attainment, is interpreted for use in forming or modifying self -efficacy judgments.  

Vicarious experience 

Description. Observing the performances of others, including making social comparisons 

to others and learning  coping strategies, is another important source of efficacy information used 

in the formation of self -efficacy judgments. This source is interpreted in light of the  similarity of 

the modeler to the person observing.  

Hypothesizing connections to the pedagogy. Of note, several things might be said about the 

potential of this pedagogy to provide access to efficacy information through vicarious experience 
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that pertain to both the general case of self-efficacy judgments about communicating as practicing 

engineers and the specific case of making arguments for preparedness. For example, the 

pedagogical commitment to studio sessions is what makes it possible for participants to have 

many opportunities to observe the performances of others and, in this way, to contr ibute to self-

efficacy judgments through vicarious experience. Many of the activities in the studio  provide 

opportunities for this observation ; for example, the multiple peer reviews and brainstorming 

activities, as well as the thinking-aloud and scavenger hunt exercises. In each of these cases, the 

participants  see the work of their peers and have opportunities to make comparisons between 

that work and their own, which may affect their self-efficacy judgmentsñpositively or 

negatively . 

With respect to the more general case for self-efficacy judgments, the pedagogical 

commitments to sessions, preparedness arguments, and student progress are all supported through 

activities such as brainstorming about what claims to use in the professional statement, and the 

group discussion on the difficulty of finding  and annotating artifacts .  In both of these activities 

the participants  hear their peersõ talk about their past accomplishments and experiences; and, in 

the case of the artifact list, they may see some of the accomplishments. These activities have the 

potential to provide vicarious experiences that could bolster a participantõs perceived self-efficacy 

or deflate it when they compare their lists of accomplishments with peers . The focus on student 

reactions, again, makes it likely feedback forms and discussions may provide information about 

how the vicarious experience information will be interpreted.  

Regarding the more specific case of making preparedness arguments, acknowledging 

this distincti on is blurry, the pedagogical commitment to preparedness arguments is supported by 

the final oral presentation, which, as noted, is a two-minute elevator pitch that the participants will 

deliverñbasically, simulating a portfolio walk -through in the time it  would take to ride an 

elevator several floors. Observing peers present their portfolio provides efficacy information, 

through vicarious experience, that can be used by the observers in their formation or 
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modification of self -efficacy judgments for presenting oneõs preparedness to others. For example, 

when the participants  watch others perform successfully, they may have stronger beliefs in their 

capabilities to do the same. In addition, it is possible that this vicarious experience will also 

provide additi onal enhancements to self-efficacy judgments if the performer (i.e., modeler), 

demonstrates new coping strategies that the observers find promising. In addition, it is also 

possible, perhaps through the brainstorming about a successful oral presentation or through the 

question-and-answer session after the presentation, that the participants  may learn something 

about the presenter (e.g., year in school, discipline, past successful performances) that would 

contribute to the way they interpret and incorporate the vicarious experience into their self-

efficacy judgments, given that similarity to modeler is the main interpretation factor for vicarious 

experience.  

Verbal persuasion 

Description. Receiving encouragement from others regarding oneõs capability to achi eve a 

particular goal or perform at a designated level is a common, albeit somewhat unstable, source of 

efficacy information  that individuals use in forming self-efficacy judgments. This source is 

interpreted in light of the credibility of the persuader , his or her familiarity with the demands of 

the task in question, and his or her skill at evaluating performances with this type of task , as 

perceived by the individual being persuaded . 

Hypothesizing connections to the pedagogy. As with vicarious experience , some observations 

can be made about the potential of the pedagogy to provide access to verbal persuasion that 

pertain to both the general case of self-efficacy judgments about communicating as practicing 

engineers and the specific case of making arguments for preparedness. The pedagogical 

commitment to studio sessions provides  multiple opportunities , over time, for participants  to be 

verbally persuaded  of their capabilities to perform , either positively or negatively, by peers or by 

the facilitator, throu gh activities such as peer review, brainstorming, or feedback on oral presentations, 

which would then contribute to the formation or modification of self -efficacy judgments. As 
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noted above, the way in which verbal persuasion is interpreted is through the p erceived 

credibility of the persuader and his or her familiarity with the task. It  is assumed unlikely that 

any explicit statements would  be made about the perceived credibility or task familiarity of the 

persuader either in discussions or on feedback forms. However, it is possible, particularly in the 

case of peer review, that a participant may make it known that they do not value the appraisals of 

peers and that they would prefer to be evaluated by a teacher or other expert.  

With respect to the more general case for self-efficacy judgments about communicating 

as practicing engineers, the pedagogical commitments to preparedness arguments and artifact 

annotations are supported through activities such as the artifact scavenger hunt, brainstorming and 

peer reviewing professional statements, and the taking the pulse exercise. These activities have the 

potential to provide opportunities for participants  to verbally persuade one another about their 

capabilities with respect to communicating in practice ñfor  example, such a dialog seems 

plausible for the session in which they go over each otherõs artifact scavenger lists or during the 

peer review of the first artifact and annotation pair.  In addition, it is possible that the 

performance of the genre of peer review, which is a key part of the commitment to sessions and to 

student progress, could also be an area in which a participant may be persuaded about his or her 

capabilities, which could then contribute to that participantõs perceived self-efficacy for peer 

reviewing  the work of others , a skill that has high  transfer value. 

Regarding the most specific case of making preparedness arguments, the pedagogical 

focus on peer interactions, including peer reviews, brainstorming, thinking-aloud exercise, and other 

activities, provide s multiple opportunities for participants  to be persuaded about their abilit ies to 

successfully write a professional statement, give an oral presentationñessentially perform the 

genres of the Communication Portfolio Studio . For example, it seems somewhat likely that a 

participant, upon completion of the thinking-aloud exercise, having experienced a peerõs portfolio, 

may make encouraging and supportive statements about that peerõs capability to complete the 

portfolio successfully. In addit ion, it seems very likely that, at the completion of the oral 
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presentation when the peers are asked to react to the presentation (e.g., focus on student reactions 

and student progress), they may make statements that go beyond evaluation and that seem more 

like verbal persuasionñin other words, rather than just stating that the presenter has strong oral 

presentation skills, the persuader indicates belief in the presenterõs capability to employ those 

skills again in the future. Again, of note, it would be dif ficult to know how the presenter will 

interpret the persuasory info rmation, because it is somewhat doubtful that he or she would  speak 

to the credibility of the persuader, even on a feedback form. 

Physiological state  

Description. An individualõs interpretation of their physiological state prior to or during a 

performance can also contribute to self-efficacy judgments. Physiological changes are interpreted 

in terms of factors such as the source, level, and circumstance of arousal, as well as past 

experiences with arousal affecting performance.  

Hypothesizing connections to the pedagogy. This discussion will focus on the more specific 

case of perceived self-efficacy for making preparedness arguments, as this is the area in which 

physiological arousal is considered most likely to surface. The pedagogical commitment to studio 

sessions, student reactions, and student progress are expected to provide opportunities for affecting 

the participantsõ physiological state and, hence, contributing to formation of, or  changes to, self-

efficacy judgments. For example, the taking-the-pulse exercise involves sharing reactions about the 

state of oneõs own draft professional statement with the group . As the first work produced in the  

studio, participants  may feel anxious about sharing; however, seeing peersõ reservations about 

their own drafts has the po tential to reduce that anxiety and, possibly mitigate any decreases to 

self-efficacy judgments that might be formed based on anxiety.  The commitment to multiple 

sessions could also reduce the impact of anxiety on perceived self-efficacy as the participants  have 

repeated practice with activities , which can increase performance level, and, in turn, increase self-

efficacy. Through the commitment to student progress and the supporting activities such as peer 

review of artifact and annotation pair, and thinking-aloud exercise, it is anticipated that participants 
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may become increasingly comfortable with being reviewed and with sharing ideas, and they may 

see that they are not alone in any of their struggles, which can reduce anxiety and enhance self-

efficacy judgments. In addition, it is expected that the final oral presentation could  bring about 

physiological arousal, such as sweating, heart racing, or flushing, which could lower perceived 

self-efficacy if the changes are viewed as an indication of inability to perform successfully. With 

the commitment to student reactions, and the feedback forms that support it, it is possible that 

participants may share information, such as how much they were aroused, the circumstances 

under which they were aroused, that would reveal something about the way in which the 

physiologi cal changes may contribute to forming or modifying self -efficacy judgments.   

The discussion in this chapter focused on what could happen in the Communication 

Portfolio Studio , based on theories of rhetorical awareness and self-efficacy, and on the 

theoretical underpinning s of the PPPS pedagogy. The study reported in this dissertation 

represents an attempt to see what did happen. A challenging aspect of this type of research is 

figuring out how to make vis ible the phenomena of interestña topic of the next chapter. 

4. METHODS 

This chapter presents the following: rationale for the methodology, research design, 

study context and participants, approaches for data collection and data analysis, and 

trustworthiness .  

Rationale for Methodology  

Qualitative multiple -case study was chosen as the methodology for the exploration of 

studentsõ rhetorical awareness and perceived self-efficacy for the communication of engineering 

practice and the examination of the PPPS pedagogy focused on communication to facilitate that 

exploration.  Qualitative researchers are òinterested in understanding the meaning people have 

constructed, that is, how they make sense of their world and the experiences they have in the 

worldó (Merriam, 1998, p. 6). As such, this methodology is well suited to my study, which 
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focuses on understanding the experiences of ten engineering undergraduates as they created 

preparedness portfolios in a collaborative studio setting. Qualitative research seeks to understand 

phenomena of interest from the participantsõ perspectives, although the primary instrument for 

data collection and analysis is the researcher (Merriam, 1998). Understanding the experiences of 

the participants involves interpretation guided by my own beliefs and ways of thinking about the 

world (Denzin and Lincoln , 2008). In striving to understand participantsõ experiences, I am 

looking not to causes (as in quantitative research), but to happeningsñI am attempting to 

òestablish an empathetic understanding for the reader, through description, sometimes thick 

description, conveying to the reader what experience itself would conveyó( Stake, 1995, p. 39). In 

embarking on a qualitative research study, I am engaging in a methodology in which 

òsubjectivity is not seen as a failing needing to be eliminated but an essential element of 

understandingó (Stake, 1995, p. 45)ña methodology in which it takes the researcher a long time 

to understand what is going on.  

Research Design  

As noted, the study reported in this dissertation sought to understand the experiences of 

ten engineering undergraduate students as they participate in a Communication Portfolio Studio; 

as such, case study is the research genre chosenñspecifically, multiple case study, as I am 

considering the experiences of each of my ten participants to be a single case, òa phenomenon of 

some sort occurring in a bounded contextó (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 25). I am interested in 

the experiences of each participant as a separate case, and not the studio as a case comprising the 

collective experiences. Further, the primary interest is in understanding these particular ten cases; 

as Stake (1995) notes, case study involves the òstudy of the particularity and complexity of a 

single case, coming to understand its activity within important circumstancesó (p. xi). As typical 

of case study research, I am interested in the unique characteristics of each case, as well as 

commonalities among them, I am looking for patterns and consistencies in the data; as Stake 

(1995) notes, the òqualitative case researcher tries to preserve the multiple realities, the different 
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and even contradictory views of what is happening (p. 12). My study includes ten individual 

cases and produced a large and rich dataset. Miles and Huberman (1994) suggest that the number 

of cases that can be handled well in a multiple-case study depends on the richness and 

complexity of the data for each of the cases and that òa study with more than 15 cases or so can 

become unwieldyó (p. 30). In keeping with the spirit of case study research, with an  emphasis on 

understanding as much as possible about the case(s), the research questions were refined 

throughout the duration of the study ; further, a central focus is providing thick descriptions of 

the participantsõ experiences in order to òestablish an empathetic understandingó of these 

experiences (Stake, 1995, p. 39).  

Context and Participants  

This study explores engineering undergraduatesõ rhetorical awareness and perceived 

self-efficacy for communicating as practicing engineers, in the context of creating preparedness 

portfolios  in a collaborative setting . With approval from the UW Institutional Review Board, a 

recruitment email was sent to all engineering undergraduates enrolled in any of nine 

departments in the College of Engineering inviting students to take a pre -screening survey for 

possible selection to participate in a paid research study that involved creating a communication 

portfolio in a studio setting . This sampling was purposive  (i.e., the population and processes of 

interest were selected for); in addition, it was also intended that sampling would have a 

theoretical component (i.e., one based on relevance to the research questions: professional 

experience and communication coursework completed)  (Merriam, 1998). The number of actual 

student responses to recruitment did not allow for the demographic desired. Participant 

demographics and other personal information are summarized in Table 4.1.  
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Table 4.1 Participant data table.   

 Joan Greg Tony Nate Lori  Sean Ryan Craig Molly  Neil  

Demographics 

Department  ME CEE Pre EE Pre CEE ME EE MSE CEE 

Gender F M M M F M M M F M 

Family engr. N N N N Y N N Y N N 

School/Work Experience  

Year in school  Sr Jr Jr Sr So Sr Jr Jr Jr Jr 

Comm. courses Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes 

Engr. work exp.   Yes Yes Yes Yes No No No Yes Yes No 

Informing Factors  

Conf. writing 5 C C C VC C C VC C VC VC 

Conf. speaking SC VC NC VC SC C NC SC C VC 

Import. comm. 6  VI  VI  VI  VI  VI  VI  I VI  VI  VI  

 

My study  engaged ten engineering undergraduates, in a five-week study, who were at 

varying points in their engineering coursework and who had varying amounts of professional 

workplace experience. Specifically, six of my ten participants reported having held interns hips, 

co-ops, or regular employment in a field related to their course of study, ranging from a single co -

op experience, to summer internships held for one or multiple years, to ongoing part -time 

employment. Of the ten participants , seven had already taken introductory technical 

communication, one had not, and two were taking it the same quarter as the studio. No students 

had taken an advanced technical communication course in HCDE, two had taken alternatives 

offered within their own department, and one was  taking the advanced course from HCDE the 

same quarter as the portfolio studio. And, finally, two of the ten participants  indicated that 

English was not their first languageñone of these was born in this country, and the other moved 

here while young. The study was conducted in a small conference room on campus at UW, in 

which four groupings of work tables were clustered tightly into the room, facilitating group 

interaction but providing a rather compressed environment. Presentation slides provided a 

backdrop for some of the discussions and peer  interactions. The facilitator and I were the only 

                                                           
5 Four-point scale: NC=not confident, SC=somewhat confident, C=confident, VC=very confident.  
6 Four-point scale: NI=not important, SI=somewhat important, I=important, VI=very important  
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people in the room in addition to the ten participants. Two participants only were absent from 

two sessions.  

In terms of the differences between Winsorõs study demographics and mine, Winsor 

followed four engineering undergraduates through their five -year programs that included two 

quarters of study alternating with two quarters of co -op experience throughout the program; and, 

in addition, included an introductory tech nical communication course in the freshman year and 

an advanced one in their senior year.  

Data Collection  

In order to address the purpose and research questions, this study sought to collect 

stories told by the participants, in their own words, about their experiences in the 

Communication Portfolio Studio  and about their perceptions of the communication of 

engineering practice and their perceived self-efficacy for that communication. Information was 

collected in the form of responses to survey items, reactions offered on feedback forms, and 

interview transcripts . In addition, the participantsõ portfolios were collected for analysis: the text 

of the professional statements and artifact annotations were analyzed, and the artifacts were 

categorized in terms of the source (workplace, school, and other lifewide experiences) and in 

terms of their mode or medium (see Table 5.2 in Chapter 5).   

Data collection instruments used  in this study included pre- and post-surveys, session 

feedback forms, and interview protocol ; participant generated portfolio content provide another 

data source. 

Surveys included both closed- and open-ended items. Closed-ended items intended to 

get uniform responses from all participants, while open-ended items were intended to provide 

space for more detailed statements (Creswell 2005).  As new understandings came to light, the 

design of the study evolved; in particular, the role of the quantitative data collection changed.  

Pre- and post-surveys were administered: some items were matched on both, some only on the 

pre-survey, and some only on the post-survey. Of the matched items, three standardized 
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instruments, which had been validated  and widely used were employed in this study : (a) the 

Zimmerman & Bandura (1994) instrument that measures perceived self-regulatory efficacy for 

writing; (b) the public speaking component of McCroskeyõs (1982) Personal Report of 

Communication Apprehension (PRCA -24) (Beatty et al. 1986); and (c) the Communication 

competence Self Report (CCSR), from the Communication Competency Assessment Instrument 

(CCAI) (Rubin, 1982). A major portion of the post -survey consisted of the same type of open-

ended, impression questions asked in the interview about the studio experience. In addition, both 

surveys included open-ended items and scaled items about the participantsõ conceptions of 

communication.  

Feedback forms provided space for the participants  to make in-the-moment reflections 

about their experiences since the last session and during the current session. Four prompts were 

provided on the form: What did you find rewarding about your experiences? What did you find 

frustrating? Surprising? Aha moments? Confined writing space encouraged good response rate 

and brief responses.  

Individual one -hour interviews were conducted with all ten participants. As Stake (1995) 

notes, òThe interview is the main road to multiple realitiesó (p. 64). Interviews were tape -

recorded and transcribed verbatim in order to obtain an accurate record. The interviews followed 

a mostly  structured format; the interview protocol with 37 questions ñthree of which were 

provisional depending on the tim ing. Some probes were pre-written on the protocol for obtaining 

more information from the participant ñthe intent was to explore answers in more depth 

(elaboration) or to ask for a more detailed explanation of an answer (clarification) (Creswell 

2005). At times, depending on the way the interviews unfolded,  not all 37 questions were asked.  

Data A nalysis  

A small pilot study was conducted in order to test my assumptions about the viability of 

the original dimensions of interest, using a small dataset produced from a prior implementation 
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of the PPPS  pedagogy. Viability was confirmed, and the results of the pilot study were reported 

in Mobrand & Turns (2011). 

The full set of participant data from the six types of data collection were explored using 

the six dimensions of initial interest: situatedness, empowerment, breadth, self -efficacy, 

motivation, and studio impacts . These dimensions served as my provisional start list (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994) for first -pass coding, or filtering. I developed code books for self-efficacy, 

motivation, and studio impacts and revised the preliminary codebooks that were created for 

situatedness, empowerment and breadth for the pilot study, based on what I learned from that 

study. The entire first -pass coding was done with two independent coders: an individual with a 

literary theory background and experience in higher education working with the same student 

population as the participantsñi.e., engineering undergraduate students coded with me. The 

code books included operational definitions that ensured that the codes were applied consistently 

over time (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 63). The second coder was trained on the use of the 

codebooks prior to independent coding, and periodic, brief check -ins helped us keep the 

interpretation of coding rules consistent (Miles & Huberman, 1994). After first -pass coding of all 

of the data for the dimensions, we met to record the independent coding , calculate inter-rater 

reliability (over 90% on average), and negotiate to agreement on those units of analysis where  

differences occurred.  

Unit of analyses were as follows: response to survey item, response to feedback-form 

prompt , professional statement, artifact annotation , and turn -taking event (for the interviews)  

(Miles & Huberman, 1994). Agreement calculations and negotiations took place at these levels. 

Later, it was decided that a more realistic picture of the interview data would be presented if the 

unit of analysis were the question rather than a turn-taking event, due to the variability in the 

response styles of the participants. Inter-rater reliability remained above 90% and coding was re-

negotiated to agreement. First -level coding summarizes segments of data; pattern coding groups 

the summaries into a smaller number of themes, or constructs: òfor multi-case studies, it lays the 



91 

 

 

groundwork for cross -case analysis by surfacing common themes and directional processesó 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 69); the pattern coding is still considered to be part of first -level 

coding. 

Following the first -tier coding and pattern coding, I began (almost concurrently) a 

thematic analysis using the constant comparison technique and a within -case analysis exercise for 

which I w rote brief narratives for the purpose of familiarizing myself more deeply with each 

participant (Merriam 1988). Miles and Huberman (1994) suggest that it is important to 

understand the dynamics of each case before embarking on cross-case explanations, to keep the 

analyses from being at a superficial level (p. 207). I worked back and forth between the narrative 

exercise and the constant comparison of the participants until I reached a saturation point and no 

more new themes were emerging from the data (Miles  & Huberman, 1994). 

It took several months to firm up the major themes and identify the rhetorical awareness 

construct, locate Winsor as a conceptual framework, and plan for the logistics of applying the 

framework in the primary three -part analysis for rhetorical awareness, as articulated in the 

research questions. Thus three separate analyses were conducted. The first analysis looked at 

what was revealed about rhetorical awareness through participation in the Communication 

Portfolio Studio casting widely t hrough the entire filtered data (all data sources), excluding direct 

impact questions. The second analysis looked at the impacts of the Communication Portfolio 

Studio on rhetorical awareness; and, as such, the analyses examined only three of the data 

sources (i.e., feedback forms, post-surveys, and exit interviews). The analysis looked first to the 

direct impact questions, then to those questions that asked about impacts implicitly, and then to 

those grand tour questions that simply asked for major take -aways. The third analysis looked at 

the enactment of rhetorical awareness in the Communication Portfolio Studio. Again, as with the 

first analysis, all data sources were examined, excluding direct impact questions. 

It took less time to arrive at Banduraõs sources of self-efficacy information for the 

conceptual framework for the perceived self -efficacy analyses and plan the application. The 
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primary analysis for perceived self -efficacy was conducted in two phases. The first phase looked 

for acknowledged impacts of the Communication Portfolio on perceived self -efficacy for making 

preparedness arguments and for communicating as practicing engineers. This phase focused on 

the same data sources as those examined for the impact analysis for rhetorical awareness. Within 

those sources, this analyses focused on direct impacts questions pertaining to perceived self-

efficacy, implied impact questions, and grand take -aways. The second phase was the primary 

analysis and it employed the framework of Banduraõs sources of self-efficacy information. The 

data set examined was the dataset that was identified in the first phase of the analysis.  

Data reporting  

Given the richness of the data in this study, and the multiple analyses conducted, data 

reporting in the dissertation was com plicated. In order to give the reader a sense for what portion 

of the total datasets were represented in the findings in the different areas, I used a variety of 

strategies depending on the data and the context. In some places, I provide  quotes from  two 

participants who are representative of the group in a given area  and indicate to the reader that 

many of the other participants expressed similar perspectives. In other places, I present one or 

two participants who are very different from larger group  (i.e., outliers); in which case, I indicate 

to the reader that they are not representative of the larger group, but they are included because 

they provide an interesting perspective s. On occasion,  I might include one or two participants 

who are interesting fr om a within -case perspectiveñin other words, they exhibit a range of 

characteristics or perspectives that were interesting to consider; and, finally, I might describe two 

participants who have very different perspectives that allow for a contrast and compa rison. In 

places where I thought it would be most effective, I conducted a mini -analysis for a particular 

perspective that included all participants and then reported the results of that (e.g., half of the 

participants spoke about oral communication; only a few participants had workplace artifacts ).   
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Methodological Considerations and Trustworthiness  

It is important to acknowledge problems inherent in the methodology . The very things 

that make qualitative research so powerful, also provide challenges. One of the challenges that is 

particularly relevant for my study is that of self -report. When you rely on the statement of the 

participants, it is important to keep in mind that some  participants  donõt know what to say, some 

donõt want to say what they know, some say what they think the researcher wants to hear, and some 

have trouble articulating. The other notable challenge for the type of study I have done is the 

research bias. Qualitative researchers must admit up front that their subjective notions are part of 

the study; basically, as a researcher, I am an instrument of the study, and my own interpretations 

of things becomes part of the story. However, there are specific ways that we can strengthen the 

trustworthiness of our work. I have attempted to address several of these.  

Triangulation is one of the ways we can increase the probability that our work will 

produce credible findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I have used triangulating throughout the 

analyses, between the different data sources (e.g., survey responses, interview transcripts, 

portfolio content)  (what is often referred to as different methods) . Triangulation is a way to get 

corroboration or, if conflicting data emerge, it is a way to òpush us into a more complex, context-

respecting set of explanationsó (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 267). Triangulating within cases 

allowed  me to look at the different ways that a given participant responds under different data 

collection circumstances, different settings, and different  times. In particular, data collect ion 

between responses to survey and interview questions and the portfolio content that the 

participants wrote, provides different types of perspectives, different audiences for the 

participants writing the text.  Peer review is another method for increasing credibility (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). I have engaged in this strategy on numerous occasion when I have discussed my 

various analyses with colleagues and with my supervisory chair. I have also brought my second 

coder back in to provide reactions to subsequent analyses I have done.  
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In terms of transferability, I have attempted to provide thick rich descriptions of the 

experiences of my participants, to provide as much data as possible about the their experiences 

and the events that gave rise to òenable someone interested in making a transfer to reach a 

conclusion about whether transfer can be contemplated as a possibilityó (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, 

p. 316). 

For confirmability, I have kept an extensive audit trail of raw data, records of analyses 

undertaken, extensive memoing, and notes on  instrument development. For example, as noted 

before, two independent coders did the first pass filtering, with negotiation. Skeptical review 

occurred through frequent conversations with Turns, and the second coder reviewed port ions of 

the second and third level analyses and met on other occasions to review and discuss findings.  In 

addition, I have used the strategy of memoing extensive throughout the project (e.g., Miles & 

Huberman, 1994), most heavily du ring the first year and a half (e.g., data collection, first-tier 

coding, negotiating, narrative writing, thematic analyses, early reporting). The purpose of the 

memos was to break up the time spent coding data, to provide moments of reflection , ideas for 

new codes or cross-case pattern, òsunlit moment of clarity of insightñlittle conceptual 

epiphaniesó (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p 74). 

I have also made my assumptions as a research transparent, as well as revealing the 

assumptions of the facilitator, Turns, who created the pedagogy in use in this study. At the time 

of the study, I was employed as a research assistant in the UW Center for Engineering Learning 

and Teaching (CELT). I bring to the inquiry a wide range of practical experiences as a working 

professional in the UW Engineeri ng Communication Program (ECP), where I taught and 

subsequently served as the Directorña position that afforded opportunities to train and mentor 

instructors, develop curriculum, and conduct educational research.  As such, I bring insights that 

could add v alue to the study. I also acknowledge that my experiences could potentially introduce 

biases with regard to decisions about research design and interpretation of findings. I have 

worked to make my assumptions explicit and to critically reflect throughout t he entire process 
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through writing memos and having discussions with my supervisory committee members and 

other colleagues. I have also worked to overcome issues of subjectivity and to strengthen 

credibility by engaging a second coder and by triangulating d ata sources and methods. In 

addition, Turns, who developed the PPPS approach, served as the facilitator for the 

communication portfolio studio. Her familiarity with the approach and her skill at facilitation 

provided numerous benefits for the participants and leant strength to the execution of this study. 

I acknowledge that Turnsõ involvement could potentially have introduced biases into the process; 

however, we worked to overcome this potentiality dividing the duties of the facilitator and 

researcher carefully. As facilitator, Turns guided the participants through the PPPS activities, 

following the standard procedures in the PPPS facilitatorõs guide; as researcher, I handled all of 

the interactions with the participants that dealt with the engagement in a r esearch studyñ

recruitment, study introduction and consent process, survey administration, interviewing, and 

compensation. 
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5. SOCIALIZATION THR OUGH EXPERTS AND GENRES 

This chapter presents the findings for the analyses of rhetorical awareness that addressed 

Research Question 1: With respect to socialization through experts and genres (i.e., what counts 

as professional communication for engineers): 

A.  What is revealed about the participantsõ rhetorical awareness through their engagement 

in the Communica tion Portfolio Studio?  

B. What impact does engagement in the Communication Portfolio Studio have on the 

participantsõ rhetorical awareness? 

C. What does the participantsõ enactment of rhetorical awareness in the Communication 

Portfolio Studio look like?  

Finding s for Research Question 1 are presented according to the sub-themes of the 

socialization component of the rhetorical awareness framework: (1) Recognizing and Learning 

the Genres of Practice, (2) Performing the Genres of Practice, and (3) Communicating as 

Engineers. As noted in Chapter 2, these sub-themes emerged from the participant data and were 

used because they aligned with key points in Winsorõs discussion of socialization through experts 

and genres. Within each sub-theme, findings are presented for each of the three analyses: (A) 

revealed, (B) impacted, and (C) enacted. 

Of note, participant quotes provided in this chapter include citations to data sources (see 

also Chapter 4).7  In addition, a list of participantsõ workplace experience and communication 

courses they have taken is provided here for reference in reading the findings (see Table 4.1 in 

Chapter 4 for a full summary of participant demographics):  

¶ Engineering-related workplace experience 

o Yes: Joan, Greg, Tony, Nate, Sean, Craig 

o No: Lori, Ryan, M olly, Neil  

                                                           
7 AA=artifact annotation, I=int erview, FF=feedback form, PoS=post-survey, PrS=pre-survey, and 
PS=professional statement. 



97 

 

 

¶ Engineering-related communication coursework  

o Within the discipline: Greg, Sean, Neil (CEE) 

o Outside the discipline (e.g., HCDE 231): all but Molly  

Key findings for each of the major sub-themes, and types of analyses within each, are 

overviewed i n Table 5.1.  

Table 5.1 Overview of findings for Research Question 1, socialization through experts and genres, by 
sub-theme and analysis (i.e., revealed, impacted, and enacted).  

Recognizing and Learning the Genres of Practice 

Revealed: Genre 
learning in  different 
worlds  

¶ Similarities and differences between workplace and school genre learning 

¶ Influences of workplace/lifewide experience and individual differences  

Impacted: Expanded 
notions of genre 

¶ Conceptions of genre were expanded through peer interactions  

¶ Mediated by workplace/lifewide experience  

Enacted: Working with 
studio genres 

¶ Conflicts with genre expectations for preparedness portfolios  

¶ Challenges/successes with genre learning,  experiences varied 

Performing the Genres of Practice 

Revealed: Measures of 
performance 

¶ Ways of measuring success of genre performance vary 

¶ Mediated by workplace/lifewide experience and rhetorical setting  

Impacted: Re-thinking 
performance 

¶ Re-thinking original purpose and measures of performance of prior work  

¶ Recognizing new value and use in prior work  

Enacted: Liberated 
performance 

¶ Freedom from grades and detailed guidelines; flexibility appreciated  

¶ Some concerns for correctness persisted despite flexibility and lack of grades 

Communicating as Engineers 

Revealed: Stereotypes 
and disconnects 

¶ Concerns for stereotypes about engineers as communicators  

¶ Disconnects between engineering and communication  

Impacted: Increased 
awareness 

¶ Increased awareness of the importance of  communication skills in practice 

¶ Thinking more deeply about what it means to be a communicating engineer 

Enacted: Representing 
self as communicator 

¶ Role of communication in practice, visions of self as communicator  

¶ Enacting beliefs through artifact selection; problems with access 

Recognizing and  Learning the Genres of Practice  

Findings are presented, categorized by the three analyses, as follows: (a) genre learning 

in different worlds ( revealed); (b) expanded notions of genre (impacted); and (c) working with 

studio genres (enacted).  

REVEALED: G enre learning in different worlds  

Participants shared stories and made statements that revealed differences and similarities 

between genre learning experiences in the workplace and in school. Their statements suggest that 
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workplace and lifewide experiences, as well as individual differences, may have influenced their 

genre learning experiences in school.  

Joan and Greg provided the most detailed accounts of their entry into the workplace as 

interns and were the only partici pants of the five with workplace experience who commented 

specifically on their reactions to learning the discourse and ways of practice at their workplaces. 

As such, their stories are highlighted here.  

With respect to socialization into the workplace thr ough genre learning, Joan recalled her 

first summer at the naval shipyard and how intimidated she felt being surrounded by 

experienced engineers. As she recalled the challenges, she also recalled the support she received:   

I felt very intimidated to suddenly be placed in a group of experienced engineers that had 

been through school and had many years of experience on the job. However, I was 

assigned a mentor who I could talk to each day and come to him with any questions I had. 

Here I learned how to talk to people who were from a technical background [PS]. 

Joan also specifically described the different jargon she had to learn in order to participate in the 

conversations: òa lot of the people you work with are ex-Navy, too, so they have a lot of like their 

own--all their acronyms and stuff, so you have to learn that to communicate with those guys.ó 

Joan also described various forms and associated protocols she had to learn: òI think other firms 

would have the blank forms they use, too, and you have to learn h ow to cite their sources instead 

ofñlike the shipyard has their own database, you have to learn how to find the documents and 

cite the protocoló [I15].  

Greg described his entry into the workplace as an intern at a city public works office, 

noting how rapi dly he realized the difficulties he faced as well as how slowly he perceived the 

learning process to be.  òI quickly learned the hard way what it was like to have to communicate 

inside of the engineering worldó [PS]. Greg, like Joan, recalled having to learn the forms, 

vocabularies, and protocols in order to accomplish his assigned tasks: 
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Slowly and painfully learning the reasoning behind numerous requirements, standards, 

and policies taught me the value of acquiring knowledge in order to communicate valid 

information.  As I learned the answers to the hundreds of questions I had to answer, I 

also had to learn the correct way to communicate them. This experience was much like 

learning a second language through total emersion [PS]. 

Nate, on the other hand, did  not speak much about his initial entry into the workplace; 

however, he did shared one initial reaction to his internship with a major airplane manufacturing 

company, a reaction that reflected the differences he experienced between being socialized into 

engineering practice in school versus the workplace. Specifically, Nate described being surprised 

when he learned that the engineers at his internship spent a large portion of their time attending 

meetings, reading and answering email, preparing oral present ations, and writing standard 

documentation. He commented that these activities were very different from the technically -

focused engineering activities he had been engaged with in school: òI really thought that 

engineering was about, um, doing calculations and everything, but, you know, just having that 

exposure, I, you know, actually understand what engineers doó [I15].  

Craig, like Nate, did not describe his initial entry into his internship as a software 

engineer; he did, however, share more than other participants about his specific work products 

and role in interoffice communication. For example, he noted that he wrote design proposals, 

prepared business charts for the CEO, wrote collaboratively, and communicated regularly with 

co-workers across the company: òsending e-mail is primeélike a major mode of communicationó 

[I15]. Craig also made a statement about how he had learned, through trial-and-error, the best 

way to communicate with his supervisor:  

talking to my supervisor at work about a few things, sometimeséevery once in a while I 

kind of just like to acknowledge, dump, or whatever, and sometimes that comes off not 

that well, when I've kind of improvedékeeping things down to biteΆsized chunks, we 

need to do this, we need to do this, we need to do this [I9]. 

With respect to learning the genres of engineering practice in school, it is important to 

note that participantsõ stories here are drawn from different environmentsñcourses from within 
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their respective engineering disciplines, from other related sci entific or technical courses, and 

from stand -alone professional communication courses. Stories from Sean and Neil are 

highlighted first because they both described experiences with the same junior-level laboratory 

writing course taught in their engineering  discipline (CEE). Their stories reveal two very different 

perspectives on genre learning in school: one appeared to embrace the challenges and see the 

school assignments are representative of the genres he would encounter in the workplace, while 

the other cast a doubtful eye on the usefulness of the few genres they were learning. 

Sean described his initial struggles with the CEE course, the ways in which he obtained 

help, and his resultant self-confidence in writing as an engineer: 

In the beginning, I had trouble developing well-organized lab reports. I eventually sought 

help from classmates, faculties and even the ASCE writing center. Now I have fully 

adapted into the system, and feel extremely confident with my writing abilities as an 

engineer [PS].  

Neilõs description of his experience with the same CEE laboratory course and, more broadly, with 

the CEE curriculum is quite different from that provided by Sean. Neil spoke about the rather 

unbalanced way in which students are socialized into engineering writ ing: òWe really don't do 

too much writing, with the exception of lab reports, which are like obscene amounts of writingó 

[I4]. In addition, Neil indicated that the minimal feedback students receive on their writing is 

provided at the same time they receive their grades, noting that  

 by then you're already done with it, so sometimes you don't have as much motivation to 

look over the feedback, whereas if you still have grading that's going to come up after the 

feedback process, you're generally more attentive to it [I4]. 

Sean indicated on several occasions that he felt confident about his abilities to communicate as an 

engineer, that he felt he had been conditioned into the proper way to do things for engineering 

practice. However, he also pondered whether the standard genres they were writing in class 

provided the right preparation for communicating in the workplace, or whether there was 

something more profound to learn:   
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the assignments are based on the type of assignments that we're going to do after 

graduation, so if we're doing a report right now, we're going to have to write reports as 

engineers, right?  But that's really a fundamental aspectéand everybody knows that, as 

engineers you have to write reports, and it doesn't really help the deeper level of 

communication that's required [I19]. 

Sean also described other ways that his department tried to teach the students about 

communicating as engineersñspecifically, by inviting practicing engineering to come and talk 

about their work. Sean noted that the speakers typically touched only generally on 

communication: òthey donõt really elaborate, theyõre just saying, okay, communication is 

importantéso we donõt get many opportunities to learn about itó [I19]. In addition, Neil, 

remarked on more than one occasion that communication could not be learned in formal 

educational settingsñthat it was a natural talent strengthened through experience: òI feel like 

communication is learned through being thrust into experiences and adapting, as opposed to 

discussing it or reading about itó [PoS26].  

With respect to genre learning experiences from a science course outside his own 

department, Ryan spoke about a laboratory writing course in biology and the way in which the 

instructor used grades to enforce compliance with the not ion that reports should include only 

facts. The following statement, alongside many other similar examples from other data sources, 

suggests that Ryan may have internalized the instructorõs belief system and carried it into his 

other courseworkñboth discip linary and technical communication:  

I feel like for your average lab report, teachers will cut you points in like any class if you 

put anything persuasive in thereéit really comes into a matter of fact versus opinion, so 

when you look at information in a science essay or a report or just a simple lab writeΆup, 

it's supposed to be very factual [I21]. 

In addition to specific stories from his university years, Ryan made more general statements 

about being indoctrinated into his thinking about communication, ev en from an early age: òAnd 

so for the past 18 years I've been conditioned to believe that that's what communication is, that 

you communicate via writing and via speechesó [I16]. 
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Participants also shared stories about learning the genres of engineering practice in 

stand-alone technical and professional communication courses. For example, Ryan commented 

that many of the artifacts he included in his portfolio were from HCDE 231 and that he found 

them particularly relevant for his preparedness argument: òthey do a lot of things like that, the 

memo, the instructions, the research projects, PowerPoint presentations, things like that.  So it 

was extremely relevant in that contextó [I4]. Ryanõs statement suggests that he believes the genres 

they are learning in the technical communication class are representative of those that he will 

encounter in the professional workplaceña view that was shared on occasion by Lori, who also 

had no engineering workplace experience and who had not yet taken many disciplinary courses.  

For example, Lori noted that her introductory technical communication course was one of the 

primary pieces of supporting evidence that òhelp show my effective communication skills as a 

practicing engineeró [PS]. Tony provided a glimpse into genre learning in his technical 

communication course when he spoke about the different ways that he approached writing 

depending on the genre he was performing. For most of the genres he discussed (e.g., English 

essay, e-mail, journaling), he explained that he just jump s in (with e -mail he does a lot of re-

reading); but for technical reports, he adopts another approach: òbut if it's like a research paper, 

like I have to do for HCDE, I'll definitely like read the sources, like find quotes, and then start 

writing before I just jump inó [I11]. Tonyõs statement suggests that he not only socialized into the 

particular ways of doing in his technical communication course, but also that he may transfer 

these practices to other situations (e.g., òif itõs like a research paperó).  

When participants were asked whether learning the proper format for a particular genre 

(e.g., proposal, technical report) in school will be useful in the engineering workplace, 8 all agreed 

or strongly agreed.  In addition, when asked if their college cours ework had prepared them to 

communicate effectively as a practicing engineer, nine of ten agreed or strongly agreed.  

                                                           
8 On a four-point agreement scale (1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=agree, 4=strongly agree). 
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In addition, when asked in an open -ended question about school providing 

opportunities for the participants to produce work that could be leveraged as artifacts for their 

communication portfolios, Joan spoke about the laboratory reports that she had writte n: òthe 

analytical thinking, like the appendices that I have had to make like explaining all my 

calculations, paragraphs, basically, so I think that helpsó [I19]. Nate mentioned his HCDE class in 

passing, focused on the laboratory reports that they had to write in electrical engineering:  

òWe would, you know, write lab reports. They can vary from, you know, a few pages 

long to, um, 50, 60 pages. You know, that happens, you know, when we have to, you 

know, include a lot of schematics and diagrams, tables. It adds up really quicklyé Yeah, 

there's a wide range of different lengths of lab reports, yeahó [I19]. 

Ryan indicated that his education (specifically, English courses) had provided some specific 

communication experiences, but that he was lacking in many areas: òI've got just essays and just 

a few videos of oral presentations, but other than that, I don't have anything elseó [I19]. Genre 

learning experiences are also highlighted in the following section, which provides participant 

statements about the impact of the Communication Portfolio Studio on their notions of the genres 

of engineering practice. Sean indicated that, although he believed that the reports they learned in 

the CEE laboratory writing course would be similar to those encountered in the workpla ce, the 

preparation they are getting òdoesn't really help the deeper level of communication that's 

required [in the workplace]ó [I19]. Molly spoke about having significant writing experiences from 

her coursework in the humanities before switching her focus  to engineering, but that she did not 

have experience with other forms of communicating. She explained that her recent coursework 

was providing her with opportunities to create work products that she could use to show that she 

was ready to communicate as a practicing engineer: òI had never made a PowerPoint before like 

last summeré But I've already made, I don't know, five PowerPoints since I've been at the UΆ

Dubé so like we'll make a lot of that hereó [I19]. 
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IMPACTED: Expanded notions of genre  

  Most participants indicated that their conceptions of genres of engineering practice had 

been expanded by their experiences in the Communication Portfolio Studio. The number and 

strength of impact statements appeared to be mediated by workplace and lifew ide experience.  

As might be expected, those participants with little or no engineering -related 

professional workplace experience (i.e., Lori, Sean, Ryan, Molly, and Neil) made several 

statements about having their conceptions of engineering communication expanded. Further, the 

participants with significant lifewide experiences, such as leadership and other organizational 

activities, returning to college after other life experiences, or changes in major (e.g., Neil and 

Molly), tended to express milder impac ts than participants who began college at a more 

traditional age or who had few organizational communication experiences.  

In terms of participants with little or no workplace experience, Ryan and Mollyõs stories 

are highlighted here to show similarities a nd differences in terms of impacts of the 

Communication Portfolio Studio on their notions of the genres of engineering practice. It is useful 

to recall that both Molly and Ryan had no engineering workplace experience but did have other 

employment experience. Specifically, Molly was a non-traditional aged returning student with 

other life experiences, and she was relatively new to engineering and had taken no technical 

communication courses. Ryan was in his junior year in MSE and taken had introductory techn ical 

communication.  

Ryan commented on a number of different occasions that exposure to the ideas of other 

participants, through discussions and peer reviews, had challenged his prior notions of the 

genres of engineering practice that he had acquired in school (many of these notions were 

discussed in the previous section): ò[it] really opened my eyes in terms of what can be considered 

communicationó [I10] and, on another occasion, Ryan made this observation: 

 [Lori] had a picture of her in a group at her church, and I had never really thought that 

photographs were communication, but after kind of looking at that, I realized that really I 
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mean anything can be communication if it's really a representation of an idea or a 

concept that kind of relays some form of information to another person looking at it [I16]. 

Ryan spoke about being conditioned to believe that communication was essentially writing and 

making presentations and that the Communication Portfolio Studio had helped him see 

otherwise: òthere are many forms of communication and that the writing and speaking that 

students perform in school is really only a very small piece of effective communicationó [PoS21]. 

In addition, Ryan spoke not only about having his views of genre expanded, but also his basic 

conceptions of the nature of communication: òI think that it [the studio experience] really helped 

me to identify what communication was and what artifacts would be relevantó [I22] and òI felt 

like I never considered communication beforeó [I30]. 

Molly indica ted that the Communication Portfolio Studio had expanded her notions of 

the genres of engineering practice, by sharing, as did Ryan, some of her prior conceptions:  òIt 

[the studio experience] also encouraged me to think about how many different types of 

communication there are, since I usually think of just writing and speakingó [PoS15] and, 

similarly, on another occasion: òI had to keep reminding myself just, okay, it's not just 

writingéas much as I have thatéI'm good at it, it's not the only thingé So seeing what people 

came up with was helpful to think about ways to get out of the writing boxó [I4]. Although Molly 

did acknowledge on several occasions that her conceptions about communicating as an engineer 

had been expanded through interacting with peers in the Communication Portfolio Studio, she 

also shared stories that indicated that she did not always change her ways of thinking based on 

her experiences in the Communication Portfolio Studio:  

I did even see things in other people's portfolios that I was like, that doesn't count as 

communication. Why would you put that in there?  That doesn't have anything to do 

with it.  Or maybe it does, but I wouldn't put that in there.  So I tried not to be too 

judgmental éit's an exercise in judgment of what's included... [I16]. 

It is possible that Mollyõs adult life-wide experiences made her less likely to be influenced by 

peersõ views than some of the other participants. And, finally, Molly described ways in which the 
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experience had helped her to see communication in a new light: òit's made me think about it a lot 

more, especially in relation to engineering in particularéyou have to be able to communicate as 

an engineeréwe hear this but never really thought about what it meansó [I30]. 

Statements from Sean, Neil, and Lori provide a brief look at the perspectives of the other 

participants with little or no engineering -related workplace experience. For example, Sean 

indicated that the Communication Portfolio Studio had had a large impact on his understanding 

of communication, noting that perhaps others with more communication experience may not 

have benefitted as much: 

Personally, I learned a lotéfor somebody who has a really deep background in the 

communication and theyõre already a really good communicator, they probably wouldn't 

learn as much.  But it's really good for people like me who have a limited opportunity to 

learn about communication in the past [I6]. 

As noted before, Neil indicated many times that he believed communication was learned through 

life experiences and could not be taught in school or even in the workplace.  However, Neil did 

comment at times that seeing the portfolios of other participants had helped expand his views of 

what counts as communication for engineers. For example, he made the following statement 

about blogging: òI wouldn't have necessarily associated that with communication, but it really 

iséit's overlooked, I think, because it's just a common thing that you'll see in our culture todayó 

[I10]. Along similar lines, Lori indicated òI guess before I came here, I didn't really think about 

certain things like a PowerPoint being a way to communicateó [I16]. Lori also spoke about how 

the Communication Portfolio Studio experience not only helped her to see the importance of 

giving presentation, bu t also provided opportunities for practice that led to a new desire to take a 

speaking course:  òafter this and after just knowing how important it iséI mean to engineering 

specifically, but it can also be applied to other aspects in my life, I think.  So, yeah, I definitely do 

feel more motivated.  Like I said I like wanted to go and take COM  220ó [I29]. 

With respect to participants with significant amounts of engineering workplace 

experience, whether internships, coops, or regular employment (i.e., Joan, Nate, Tony, Greg, and 
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Craig), fewer or subtler impacts from the Communication Portfolio Studio were noted regarding 

their notions of the genres of engineering practice. For example, Joan stated that her ideas about 

the communication of engineering practice  had been well formed through her years in school and 

at her internship in the naval shipyard: òthe portfolio project just kinda helped reinforce what I 

already knew, I thinkó [I10] and òI already knew what to expect from working as an internó 

[PoS21]. Perhaps conversely, Joan (on a separate occasion) expressed one of the most startled 

responses to the ideas of her peers in the studio session: òRelationship can be used to stand apart 

from the crowd. It's a bit shockingó [FF:Aha]. This reaction on her in-session form was in 

response to Neilõs comment about using his ability to communicate successfully in a long-term 

relationship with his fiancé as evidence of his preparedness to communicate professionally.   

Likewise, Nate indicated that his views on genre ha d not been influenced much by the 

Communication Portfolio Studio experience, but that he was surprised by the range of artifacts 

that his peers came up with, òLots of variety of artifacts can be usedó [FF:Surp]. He also 

commented that he had seen artifacts in his peersõ portfolios that he would not have thought of 

before and that he thought worked effectively as evidence for their preparedness arguments [I4]. 

Tony had suggested including an email from work as evidence in his portfolio, commenting that 

he was not sure if it would be appropriate or not. He received positive feedback from the 

facilitator and other participants on this idea, òI learned the value of email, instant messaging, 

and phone calls in the workplaceó [FF:Rew], which then prompted him to consider other forms of 

digital communication, such as texting or instant messaging. Tony indicated on a feedback form 

at the end of the first session that his òAhaó moment was òwhy communication in the workplace 

like email and IM was a valuable skill I nev er knew I possessed.ó Other participants indicated 

they were influenced by Tonyõs ideas (e.g., Neilõs comment about blogging).   

Greg typically indicated that his notions of communication were not affected by the 

Communication Portfolio Studio experience; however, his description of learning to create a 
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preparedness portfolio suggests that his previous notions of genres were expanded to include the 

portfolio genre:  

I can't think of anything that I really learned.  I mean it got me to think.  I like to think.  

So I didn't really learn anything new, I just kind of thought more about it, about the 

process.  I guess I learned the process, because I had to think about the process as I was 

actively going through ité [I32]. 

Craig, like Joan, noted that his notions of the genres of engineering practice had been mostly 

formed during his internship; however, like Molly, he also indicated that the Communication 

Portfolio Studio had prompted him to think more deeply about what communication actually 

means, especially in an engineering context. In the following statement, Craig focused on the 

ways in which the studio helped to make an abstract concept, like communication, more 

concreteñsomething that he could engineer:  

I don't know, kind of--and before all that it was--communication was kind of a, I don't 

know, a vague concept, because then as we get to making the portfolio, you kind of see 

you have your visual, your textual, like you actually can--it was actually kind of a 

science behind communication rather than just like, oh, you're good at communicating 

or, you know, kind of thing, it's something you can actually structure rather than kind of 

just go with the flow [I16]. 

Craigõs statement suggests that, by promoting his communication skills and experiences within 

his preparedness portfolio, he was forced to think critically about the nature of those skills and 

experiences relative to the communication tasks he envisioned encountering in his future career 

as a practicing engineer. 

ENACTED: Working with studio genres  

The participantsõ statements about, and experiences in, the Communication Portfolio 

Studio revealed conflicts with genre expectations for preparedness portfolios, as well as 

challenges and successes with learning the various genres that made up the genres sets learned in 

the rhetorical community that convened for the purposes of making preparedness portfolios 
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(Devitt, 2004; Miller, 1994).  Stories and discussion suggest that genre learning was experienced 

unevenly by the participants.  

Despite the challenges, all participants acknowledged, on one occasion or another, 

having learned to make a preparedness portfolio; all participants did, in fact, not only learn to 

create a portfolio, but in five weeksõ time, they completed, uploaded, and orally presented their 

portfolios to their peers in the Communication Portfolio Studio. The written and oral genres that 

made up the genre sets that the participants learned include the preparedness portfolio, two -

minute elevator pitch, feedback forms, and assorted genres associated with supporting activities 

(e.g., thinking -aloud exercise, peer review). The genre sets that the participants perform as they 

carry out the work of the Communication Portfolio Studio in an organized way, constitute a 

genre system (Bazerman 2004). The preparedness portfolio, as a single genre, is made up of three 

elements: the professional statement, artifacts, and artifact annotations.     

While only one participant had made an online portfolio before, many participants came 

to the Communication Portfoli o Studio with pre -conceived notions about portfolios that were 

challenged by the preparedness portfolio task they were asked to do.  For example, Greg 

(highlighted here because he was one of the most vocal about his challenges) expressed surprise 

that he was asked to include a professional statement in his portfolio:  òwhen I think of portfolio, 

I've always thought of kind of like an artist portfolio, something you basically fold out and here is 

òExhibit A, Exhibit B, Exhibit Có and something you walk somebody throughó [I1]. Greg also 

described being surprised that the portfolios were to be implemented as a website: 

 the biggest surprise was when we first started finding out that the portfolio was going to 

be something that was done on line and not something that was hard copy, because in my 

mind, I don't know why, I've always viewed portfolios as something that you take with 

you to an interview [I1].   

Sean also expressed surprise that the portfolios were to be implemented online: òone other thing 

really surprised me, and that's the website, making the websiteéI didn't expect tható [I1]. As 

with his genre learning in school, Sean was proactive. He was one of two students who stayed 
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after the first studio session to have the facilitator walk him through the Ca talyst website tool, 

and he listened attentively during sessions to anything that was offered up in terms of help with 

that tool:  

the first time you guys give us the introduction how to use it, it was really helpfuléI 

wanted to make sure I know how to use it exactly.  I didn't want to make any mistake on 

that...I'm not really a technical person.  I'm an engineering student, but ironically I'm 

not reallyéthat technical about those kind of making websites and stuff [I2].  

Ryan was also surprised that the portfolios were to be implemented online and expressed 

frustration that he was asked to make a website. Across all data sources and time, Ryan made 

statements that suggested his experience in the Communication Portfolio Studio was occasionally 

negative due to his unfamiliarity with technology. For example, Ryan indicated that it would 

have been very helpful, in terms of alleviating some anxiety surrounding learning the 

professional statement element of the preparedness portfolio genre,  

if there was some kind of tutorialéso that people who are kind of technologically inept 

like me would have some kind of templateéit was just stressful for me trying to figure 

out how to make it workémake sure that my professional statement was uploaded [I2].  

An additional state ment from Ryan shows not only his struggles with the actual tools, but a 

concern for privacy:   

I spent easily three or four hours just trying to find Common View...I had to figure out 

how I was supposed to open it upéI wanted the portfolio development group to be able to 

read it, but at the same time I didn't want it to be wide open so anybody out there could 

go copy my engineering application essay or engineering tool [I32]. 

Lori also discussed technology, commenting on her struggles incorporating as much of a video 

clip as she wanted to in her portfolio: "The most frustration I had was trying to upload a video 

but the limit was only 20 MB and so I had to find an excerptó [FF:Frust]. 

Participants made statements indicating appreciation of the collaborative  environment in 

which they became familiar with portfolios in preparation for learning the particular genres. In 
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particular, Lori commented that it was rewarding òGetting to listen to everyone else's ideas and 

learning about what a portfolio is and what it  can doó [FF:Rew]. 

As noted before, the preparedness portfolio (made up of the professional statement and 

the artifact annotation elements) was one of the genres that participants learned in the 

Communication Portfolio Studio. Participants were given a han dout describing professional 

statements and another describing annotations and artifacts. The handouts briefly provided the 

purpose of the two elements and gave simple guidelines for their form (e.g., suggested word 

counts) (see Chapter 4). Participants were not given samples to use as models, although the 

facilitator showed a few examples of preparedness portfolios onscreen during one of the studio 

sessions. Learning these portfolio elements was experienced in a variety of ways by the 

participants.  

In terms of learning the professional statement elements, a few participants ran into 

conflicts between the expectations of the portfolio genre (e.g., the annotations and associated 

artifacts should support the claims in the professional statement) and their abil ity to make the 

preparedness arguments they wanted to make (e.g., the artifacts that they needed to support the 

claims they wanted to make were unavailable due to confidentiality concerns or lack of access; or, 

the artifacts that were available did not sup port the skills they wanted to highlight in the 

professional statement). 

Greg solved this conflict by breaking with the expectations of the portfolio genre and 

writing the professional statement that he wanted to write even though he was not able to access 

the work products he needed to support the claims in the statement. He reflected later about the 

frustration that this mismatch caused him: òI hate my professional statement. My professional 

statement by itself is good, but it doesnõt relate to my artifacts very wellé itõs kind of 

disappointing.ó [PoS6]. Molly solved the problem of matching artifacts to claims by approaching 

the professional statement elements in reverse order, locating the artifacts she wanted to use and 

then making claims that the artifacts could speak to: òI didn't really write it [the professional 
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statement] until after I had put all my artifacts togetheró [I17]. Similarly, Tonyõs genre learning 

experience with the professional statement lead him to conclude that he would approach the 

portfolio genre differently next time: òI would revise my professional statement to reflect and tie 

in my artifacts. When I wrote this portfolio, I wrote my professional statement first. However, in 

future portfolios, I would add artifacts first, THEN write  my professional statementó [PoS7]. 

Despite Tonyõs observation above, he commented that the portfolio creation experience was easy 

and enjoyable: òI could locate artifacts quickly without much hassle. Also, I could annotate them 

very easily as well because I knew everything there was to know about them (because I am the 

chief author and owner of all of them)ó [PoS3].  Joan explained that a challenge for her was 

òwording my personal statement in a way I didn't sound conceitedó [I2]. 

In addition to the profes sional statement, Ryan experienced challenges learning to write 

artifact annotations, and he indicated that he would have appreciated more explicit guidance: òI 

was confused in terms of whether or not it was an explanation of what the artifact was or 

whether or not it was effectively a synopsis of what our personal artifacts wereé I wasn't entirely 

sure what exactly to writeó [I2]. Ryan appeared to have overcome his difficulties, on some level, 

about the annotation writing, as indicated by a statement at hi s exit interview:  

I just felt like writing the artifacts was easy, writing the personal statement was easy.  I 

mean I feel like in general I'm a pretty decent writer and that I do have the material, it's 

just a matter of uploading it correctly that was really a hassle for me [I4]. 

Ryanõs use of the word òartifactsó in the above quote, rather than òannotationsó is likely just a 

slip of the tongue.   

Neil wrestled with the way the terms artifact and annotation were used in the 

Communication Portfolio Studio.  Neil spoke about his frustration during the studio session, 

noting that he did not see how the annotations, as described by the facilitator and in the brief 

guidelines received, could accommodate the leadership experiences that he wanted to include as 

evidence in his portfolio: òthe biggest challenge was just the terminology that we used with the 

annotations and artifactséartifacts, that to me sounded more like the document or a physical 
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thing, and I wanted to do --kinda branch it out a little bit toé positions and stuffó [I2]. Neilõs 

statement, like Gregõs, seems to suggest that he experienced a conflict between his desire to 

follow the guidelines given for annotations and his desire to include particular content in his 

preparedness portfolio. Through itera tive drafting, receiving feedback, and revising, Neil 

appeared to have resolved the conflict and produced annotations for all of his artifactsñwritten 

documents and life experiences alike. In fact, the annotations that Neil wrote for his leadership 

and teaching experiences were detailed and made compelling arguments about why the 

associated artifacts supported an argument of preparedness to communicate as a practicing 

engineer: òThe responsibilities presented challenges, but the process has stretched me to become 

more comfortable communicating from a leadership roleó [AA1]. In contrast, the annotations he 

wrote for the two written reports that he included in his portfolio were very short and relatively 

lifeless: òI created a poster explaining an accelerating expanding universe, which showcases my 

capability to convey information clearly in a visual formató [AA5]. Few participants other than 

Ryan and Neil commented explicitly on struggling with the annotation genre. Molly indicated 

that òAlthough writing the annotations wasn't hard, it was hard to know when they gave enough 

information to be thorough and helpfuló [PoS4]. Many participants found that writing 

annotations was rewarding or helpful (e.g., Sean, Joan). 

Participants spoke about their experiences learning other genres in the Communication 

Portfolio Studio genre set (e.g., the two-minute elevator pitch, thinking -aloud exercise, feedback 

forms, and peer review). The thinking -aloud exercise was an unfamiliar genre for nearly all of the 

participants; some found this exercise to rewarding and helpful, while others found it awkward, 

difficult, or rushed. Molly found it hard to refrain from talking directly to her partner:  

The talking aloud thing, we--I hadn't done that beforeéYeah.  I felt very much like I had 

to talk to the person, which was not the idea, but like just our social customs are so 

powerfulé I don't have any option.  I'm compelled to talk to you, can't just talk near 

you [I4]. 



114 

 

 

Mollyõs story reveals the frustration she felt when trying to resolve what appears to have been a 

conflict between performing the new thinking -aloud exercise, as modeled by the facilitator, and 

her existing expectations for genres of interpersonal communication. Sean also commented on the 

challenging nature of the thinking -aloud exercise: òThe "read-aloud," it's hard to say exactly 

what's on my mindó [FF:Frust]. 

Craig described how he customized the elements of the artifact annotation to establish an 

organizational scheme for each annotation, standardizing the logic he used when supporting the 

claims in the professional statement, which enabled him to write the an notations more efficiently 

and to produce a portfolio with a consistent look:  

Once the statement was constructed it was fairly easy to add artifacts here and there and 

use the same formatting/strategy in presenting them. I really got into a flow once I 

figured out what I wanted to show about myself through each of the artifacts [I3]. 

This statement suggests Craig is aware of the inter-relatedness of the professional statement and 

artifact annotation elements of the preparedness portfolio genre and, perhaps, that he 

understands that they do not operate in isolation, but, rather, that they work together, with one 

influencing the other.  

Performing the Genres of Practice  

Findings are presented, categorized by the three analyses, as follows:  (a) measures of 

performance (revealed); (b) re-thinking performance (impacted); and (c) liberated performance 

(enacted). 

REVEALED: Measures of performance  

Participantsõ statements and stories indicated that they measured the success of their 

genre performances in a variety of ways: some relied on external evaluations (e.g., grades, 

accolades); some on internal evaluations (e.g., perceptions of adherence to rules and conventions, 

perceptions of meeting the specifications of the assignment or other communicative exigence, 

perceptions of expertise and/or effort expended); and some on the observed outcomes of their 
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communicative performances (e.g., change in behavior or state, attainment of a particular 

achievement). Participantsõ statements reflect concerns for correctnessñdoing things the right 

way, whether that be inferred from external assessment, internal assessment, or observations of 

state. Further, the criteria chosen by participants for measuring their communicative success 

appear to be related to the rhetorical setting, as well as the participantsõ workplace and other 

lifewide experiences.  

Stories from Ryan are highlighted first, as he made the most statements that addressed 

measures of performanceñfar more than any other participant. An analysis of participant data 

that included trigger words (e.g., correct, right, should, supposed to, grades), when used in reference 

to their own work, found the following: 15 occurrences in Ryanõs statements, and only 1 to 3 

occurrences for each of the other nine participants. Note that participantsõ statements were 

offered up when describing the effectiveness of their work, or when responding to open 

questions about their communication experiences (in school, in the Communication Portfolio 

Studio, or in life).  

For example, Ryanõs attention to correctness is characterized by his statement about 

typical motivators: òUsually I'm under the gun trying to get a grade or trying to meet certain 

criteriaó [I4]. In describing why he included a particular artifact in his portfolio, Ryan explained 

òIt represented what I thought was a really solid speech.  I received a really high grade on that, 

and it really represented my knowledge about human genetic engineering and how that's 

influencing futureó [I17]. This statement reveals Ryanõs reliance on grades, as well as his 

perception of his own domain knowledge, in evaluating his own work. In another artifact 

annotation, Ryan leveraged the praise of others in making his argument that he was prepared to 

communicate in practice: òI was told by numerous people that my organization was great and 

that I had written a very strong essayó [AA5]. 

The next two examples provide a comparison between Ryan and Craigõs methods of 

measuring their successes. Specifically, Ryan included a set of instructions that he had written for 
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a technical communication class as an artifact in his portfolio. In the annotation for this artifact, 

Ryan devoted more space to talking about the grades and accolades from peers than about his 

writing and use of graphics:  

My instructions earned a 3.8 and also received numerous accolades from my peers 

during the revision phase. This assignment is unique in that it demonstrates not only my 

capacity to write efficiently, but also to effectively use graphics to help explain a 

complicated processé This assignment was a resounding success and everyone who read 

this assignment was thoroughly impressed [AA3]. 

Craigõs annotation for the source code tutorial that he included as an artifact in his portfolio 

provides a contrasting picture. Craig, like Ryan, described using conventions of writing to 

address a particular audience and situation. However, unlike Ryan, Craig did not mention grades 

or other forms of external evaluation. Rather, he argued for the success of the tutorial based on 

the documentõs ability to serve the purpose for which it was intended ñand, more importantly he 

tested it himself to ensure that it worked:  

This tutorial was an in-house document/memo targeted towards a general audience 

(technical or non-technical) so that basically anyone could read, follow, and perform the 

steps outlined. Clear and concise steps and useful and accurate information are both 

important. I performed the steps as if I were the person going through my tutorial to 

ensure that it was effective in its purpose [AA3]. 

These annotations written by Ryan (with no professional workplace experience) and Craig (a 

software engineering intern) for similar types of artifacts (instructions and tutorial) support the 

notion that professional workplace experience mediates the ways in which the individual 

participants measure their communicative successes. 

In terms of concerns for correctness based on internal measures of success, Lori spoke, on 

multiple occasions, about her communicative acts as successful in terms of adhering to rules and 

conventions of writing and speaking. For example, Lori described her strengths as a writer in this 

way: òI guess an example would be my tech writing, technical instructions that I did, I guess just 

being able to utilize like white spaces or like maki ng the headings bigger so people can find it 
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quicklyó [I23]. On another occasion, Lori described feeling effective during an oral presentation, 

òIf I'm like well prepared, then I will speak loudly so everyone can hear me, I'll look around and 

make eye contact with everyone and keep them engaged in my conversationó [I24]. 

Tony and Sean also commented explicitly about writing to teachers as audience. Tony 

spoke about writing to the teacher for the purpose of earning a high grade: òI know for my 

English class right now I write for my teacher, she grades it, and same with my other technical 

communication classó [I11]. Sean also spoke about writing to the teacher; however, he did not 

focus on grades, but on being understood (which could result in high grades, but  also represents 

a different and perhaps more transferable goal). In addition, Seanõs statements made explicit his 

awareness of being conditioned; and, further, that other students were conditioned as well:  òI've 

been here four years, and all the assignments I did are pretty much geared toward --yeah, trying 

to make the instructor understand what you're trying to sayé I'm pretty sure a lot of people are 

conditionedó [I11].  

Further exploration of measures of performance used by the participants is provided by 

an analysis of responses to one interview question in which they were asked to think about a time 

when they felt they had communicated effectively. In generating these stories, the participants 

were encouraged to think of communication in an engineering  or other professional situation, 

but, in the end, they were not constrained to these situations. Participants drew their examples as 

follows: five from lifewide experiences, three from courses in college, and two from the 

professional workplace. All of th e participant stories described communicative acts for which the 

measure of performance was, for the most part, tied to the actual purpose of the act and not to an 

evaluation of the performance of the genre involved in the act. In addition, all experiences  chosen 

were oral communicative acts. 

Lifewide experiences were chosen by Neil, Nate, Molly, Greg, and Ryan. Of these, two  

had professional workplace experience. Nate was moved on several occasions to talk about a 

transformational communicative moment fro m his youth rather than his current workplace acts. 
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Greg typically focused on persuasion and manipulation when talking about effective 

communication, which may explain choice of interpersonal conversation rather than workplace 

communicative actsñGregõs statements about manipulation are highlighted in Chapter 7.  

The discussion of lifewide experiences begins with those participants who provided the 

most detailed, compelling accounts and tightly linked measures of success. Neil spoke about his 

experience, as recruitment chair for the UW College of Engineering (CoE) concrete canoe team, 

going into classrooms and trying to generate interest in signing up for the team. He described the 

reasons why he believed he communicated effectively: 

You can generally tell by the look on their faces how interested they areéyou can kind of 

gauge it based on questionsé and they come up be like, oh, yeah, so I was looking to get 

involved, I'm going to get on that...that means that I got the point across and there's 

some people that responded [I9]. 

Nate recalled a campaign speech that he gave to the student body in high school when running 

for class president òthat was like one of the main transition points, I think, where I started toé 

feel more confident about speakingó [I9]. His rationale for selecting this time as an effective 

communicative moment was that he won the electionñand, further, was reelected the following 

year. Along similar lines, Molly spoke about a time when she was interviewed by a large group 

of people who would decide whether she was to be accepted into a housing co-op. Her measure 

of success was that she was voted in unanimously: òI actually wasn't sure, you know, how well I 

had done explaining myself there, but everybody voted for me, I got unanimous votes, so I guess 

I did pretty well thereó [I9]. Greg chose to talk about his successful communicative efforts to get 

his girlfriend to see his point of view. He spoke about using persistence and comparisons to 

òthings like Disney moviesó [I9], noting that he knew he was effective when she finally 

understood him. Lastly, Ryanõs effective communication story came from his experiences as a 

team leader in a Daily Vacation Bible School program teaching scripture to young children. Ryan 

noted that he felt effective in his  teaching when a young child in the group started leading a 



119 

 

 

prayer without being prompted: òsomething like that really spoke to me that I had managed to in 

some way, shape, or form influence themó [I9].    

Effective communication stories drawn from school experiences were told by Sean, Lori, 

and Joan. Sean described giving a presentation in class in which he was able to say everything he 

had wanted to say; he measured his success by the number of questions from the audience, 

noting that òEven the instructor asking questions.  Yeah, usually that means they understood 

what you had to sayó [I9]. Lori also spoke about a class presentation, noting that she felt very 

prepared in terms of content and delivery; like Sean, she based her measure of success on òbeing 

able to get everything that I wanted to say to everyone and explain it effectively and have 

everyone engaged in my speechó [I9]. Joan misinterpreted the question and spoke about a peer 

who she felt communicated effectively by breaking down the project and a ssigning tasks, which 

alleviated the problem the team faced of being overloaded with so much information [I9].  

Workplace stories of effective communication were provided by Craig and Tony. Craig 

described interactions with his supervisor, noting that he knew he was communicating 

successfully when he was not asked about things that he thought he had just explained and when 

his supervisorõs face indicated that he had been understood: òyou just kind of feel the idea that 

actually hit, and you can actually feel it hit the other personéthey get exactly what I'm saying, 

and especially if they kind of regurgitate it back a t youó [I9]. Tony provided a textual example 

similar to the story told by Craig, involving an email interchange at work with a client he had 

been helping. Tony noted that he felt that he was effective in his communication because the 

clients replied that t hey were satisfied with the help they received from him and did not need to 

ask for more clarification [I9].  

IMPACTED: Re -thinking performance  

A few participants indicated that reflecting on their prior work prompted them to re -

think their original purpos e and measures of performance for the prior work; and, perhaps, 

recognize or discover new value and uses for prior work.  Of note, the majority of the findings 
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regarding participant reflection on past work is covered in Chapter 6. Reflections on past work in 

this section deal specifically with purpose, measures of performance and potential use; and, as 

such, the underlying dataset was relatively small. Related findings emerged from the perceived 

self-efficacy analysis and are reported in Chapter 9. 

For example, Ryan reflected about the way in which he had (prior to the studio 

experience) typically focused on grades and on meeting specified assignment criteria when he 

produced work and indicating that this focus was so strong that he was prevented from thinki ng 

about his work as communicating ideas to an audience:   

I've never really thought about communication prior to the portfolio... I was always 

trying to meet criteria, a grading rubricé It's always been to express information I know 

and to make sure that all the information is there and that anybody reading it would 

understand itéit's never really occurred to me that it's really communication between 

me and the person reading it, be that the teacher, the TA, or whoever is grading it [I26]. 

Ryanõs statement seems to suggest that his confusion here is not merely reflective of the typical 

student problem of addressing two often competing audiences (i.e., teacher versus the audience 

identified in the assignment) and purpose (i.e., demonstrate mastery in order t o earn a high grade 

versus meet the purpose specified in the assignment description). Rather, it suggests that he is 

having trouble conceptualizing communication at a very basic level. As noted in the previous 

section on genre learning, the Communication Portfolio Studio had an impact on Ryanõs notions 

of the genres of engineering practice; but, beyond that, on the way in which he conceives of 

communication in the abstract.  

Joan described how it was difficult, when looking back through old emails, to find a n 

example of a well-written one to use in her portfolio; she noted that this experience helped her to 

realize that she should focus on being more professional in all of her communications in the 

future:  

Yeah, it made me realize I should probably do it a little bit more elegantly instead of just 

like a oneΆword response or, I don't know, just so I could ΆΆ it's more professional, I 
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guess, like it's more important to be professional, even doesn't matter how small the 

communication was [I14]. 

Tony also came to realize, in evaluating his past work as potential artifacts, that it was valuable to 

have a store of quality work to draw upon to show as evidence of his capabilities, and that he 

should work harder on his homework assignments so that they become something he would like 

to share with potential employers:  

in the back of your mind you're saying, okay, I could show this to an employer one day, I 

should really take it seriouslyé just having these, you know, literally artifacts that you 

can just have collected in your bank, I guess, and be able to distribute them to your 

employers, something valuable I learned, I guess [35]. 

In addition to using the finished product to show off his skills, Tony indicated that it was 

rewarding to learn that effort provides prac tice that leads to skill development:  

 it's not just about, you know, grades and work experience, it's also a lot about soft skills 

such as communication, and so, you know, practicing your communication skills and 

developing them, that would be very important for me in the future [I3]. 

Ryan also described the potential for future benefit from work done well, using a slightly 

different perspective:  

Prior to this experience, I would have thought that all of the proposals and technical 

reports were just school assignments with no real importance. However, I now realize 

just how significant some of these examples can be in ôreal lifeõ [PoS17].  

Ryanõs statement suggests, as did Tonyõs, that he may be thinking of past assignments as models 

that could be leveraged in the future and, in addition, recognizing the benefit of practice and skill 

development. Similarly, Sean commented on being surprised to find a number of artifacts that he 

could use that he had previously considered disposable: òHow many assignments I was able to 

find that are useful from the ôrecycle binõó [FF:Surp]. Seanõs statement reflects that he has re-

thought the value of his past work.  
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ENACTED: Liberated performance  

The environment in the Communication Portfolio Studio could be seen as attempti ng to 

mimic certain aspects of a professional workplace environment. For example, typical workplace 

activities were included (e.g., frequent peer reviews, collaborative work, useful products, 

remuneration). In addition, some characteristics typical of the school environment were 

minimized or removed (e.g., teacher figure, grades, competition, pseudotransactional work).  

Several of the participants made statements that either explicitly indicated or suggested 

that they appreciated the freedoms in the Communi cation Portfolio Studio afforded by the 

absence of grades and detailed specifications to followñfreedom to be creative in their work, to 

provide their own motivation, to work without the burden of stress and fear of failure. Some 

participants made statements that suggested that, despite the absence of grades and prescriptive 

guidelines in the Communication Portfolio Studio, they remained concerned about being correct.  

Sean spoke to these freedoms, explicitly mentioning that he appreciated the òdegrees of 

flexibility, so you're your own style, and there's no grades involvedó [I4]; he described that rather 

than worrying about doing a bad job, he could focus on positive motivation, òyou just want to do 

it [the portfolio tasks] right awayé to get some feedbacksé and proceed onto the next sessionó 

[I4]. Along similar lines, Craig spoke about the stressful nature of grades and how their absence 

in the Communication Portfolio Studio allowed him to rely on his own motivation to drive him 

forward to reach his goal (i. e., having a completed portfolio for his labors):  

whatever you put into class you get a grade out.  Whatever you put into like a portfolio is 

for you, soé because with grades you might be stressed out likeébut with the portfolio 

é you do it as you feel you need to do it, and that's how it works out [I4]. 

In addition, Ryan described being able to focus on creating a product (i.e., the portfolio) of 

tangible, near-term (as well as long-term) valueñcontrasting that with his typical focus on 

working to earn a high grade on a product with less tangible value (i.e., a school assignment that 

he may not even look at again):   
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I was trying to really establish something that was of high quality that would benefit me 

in the future as opposed to just getting an A or getting a 4.0éit wasn't just another 

trivial task, it was really something that I put a lot of work into because I wanted it to 

benefit me [I4]. 

As noted earlier, Ryan indicated many times, and in many ways (across data sources), that grades 

were very import ant to him; in fact, grades appeared to be an important way in which he defined 

himself as student, as an engineer, and as a prepared communicator (again, as indicated across 

data sources). Ryan does not explicitly identity whether òanother trivial taskó pertains 

specifically to assignments in his communication course or to school assignments in generalñ

knowing this would add meaning to the statement. In any event, Ryan seems to be expressing a 

frustration that is not uncommon among students: that much of t he work assigned in school is 

perceived as busy work, whose relevance and value are not always clear.  

Greg also shared his perspective on the freedom in the Communication Portfolio Studio 

afforded by the absence of grades, comparing this freedom to classroom environments he had 

encountered, which he described as punitive and constraining:  

here's the freedom to kind of express myselfé It's not like I'm going to get punished for 

anything, it's not like I'm going to get a bad grade, it's not like I'm going to lose my 

compensation for being unique and originaléno consequences to doing it uniquely [I4].   

And, finally, Joan reported being appreciative of the freedom to make choices about the content 

and layout of her portfolio, unlike the strict rules and guidelines that she often work with in her 

other courses: 

when you're writing like an instruction manual, there's definitely a set of rules you have, 

and when you're writing like a poster, like the geothermal thing, there's definitely like 

rules, like have clear headings, and this one [the portfolio] was kinda like you could 

choose what your headings were, choose like what kind of information to put on the page.  

It was like really up to you, so--that's just more personal [I4].  
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Turning to the persistence of concerns for correctness, Joanõs comment about finding 

artifacts implied that she was hesitant to trust her instincts on decisions about appropriate 

evidence for her preparedness argument: 

Um, it was taking the artifacts, I think, was the hardest for me, because I didn't really 

know what degree of like interesting they should be or like how technical they should be, 

because I think the less technical things are more interesting, personally [I2]. 

Ryanõs desire to be correct can be seen in this short, but potent, statement that he made on a 

feedback form: òThe session helped to verify that my professional statement met expectations. I 

did what I was supposed to doó [FF:Aha].  Similarly, Gregõs desire to know the òrightó way can 

be seen in his response on a feedback form, recording his òfrustratingó moment for the previous 

weekõs work: ònot enough ideas to know how to complete tasksó [FF:Frust].   

Communicating as Engineers  

Findings are presented, categorized by the three analyses,  as follows:  (a) stereotypes 

and disconnects (revealed); (b) increased awareness (impacted); and (c) representing self as 

communicator (enacted). 

REVEALED: Stereotypes and disconnects  

Some participants made statements about the communication skills of engineers in 

general, making explicit reference to stereotypes (held within engineering or by others outside 

the field). Participants also indicated concerns about the level of engineering studentsõ interest in, 

or facility with, communication skills compared to technical skills. Many of these statements were 

also paired with remarks about the importance of communication in en gineering and the ways in 

which the participants envision communicationõs role in their futures as practicing engineers.    

Sean, Nate, and Neil are highlighted here because they provided the most detailed 

statements about stereotypes and about the tension between curricular emphases in engineering, 

on the one hand, and the realities of the needs in the workplace, on the other. Sean spoke about 

these disconnects between communication preparation for engineering students in CEE, the 
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studentsõ prevailing notions and competencies relative to communication, and his convictions 

about the need for communication in his future as a civil and environmental engineer:  

you'd be surprisedéas engineers in UΆDub, I guess we don't really get this many 

opportunities to learn about communication, the importance of communication.  We have 

a capstone project every spring quarter for seniorséthat's the only opportunity we get to 

actually talk about what we've done, and other than that we justé we get limited 

opportunities to express our communication skills [I4]. 

Note that Seanõs statement above emphasizes a lack of oral communication opportunities 

(e.g., discussions, presentations). Sean went on to talk about what he considered to be a big 

problem with the attitudes of students i n his CEE cohort about communication and engineering:  

Most engineering students think that only business students or art major students, they 

have more opportunity to presentéengineering students are supposed to be differentéif 

you are given this idea, right, they just don't want to spend that much time trying to 

develop their communication skills, and they spend most of their time trying to beé 

develop their sort of technical skills [I5]. 

At another point, Sean added detail to his observation about his peersõ preparation: òRight now 

I'm pretty sure 80 percent of the students in my classéthey have no ideaéwhat kind of 

communication skill that are going to be expected from themó [I19]. And, finally, Sean articulated 

on several occasions his belief that engineers have a responsibility for the safety of the public and 

that, as such, they also have a responsibility to develop communication skills: òTherefore, it is my 

duty to further develop my skillséto utilize my communication skills in helping raise public 

awareness on many of the engineering/environmental issues that weõre facing todayó [PS].    

Nate also combined his observation of stereotypes with a statement about the importance 

of communication in engineering: òthere's the stereotype that engineers aren't as good 

communicators as otherñyou know, people in other majors, but, you know, in real life it's very 

important to have good communication skills likewiseó [I37]. Nateõs belief in the importance of 

communication skills for engineers appears in other data  sources. For example, Nate commented 

on the role of knowledge sharing in engineering: òNo matter how good your technical abilities 
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are, people will not know if you cannot communicate.  Likewise, if your technical ability is strong, 

but you are a good communicator, your chance of success is much higheró [PoS35]. Further, 

Nateõs stories about his involvement with a student organization (SEBA) that is focused on 

helping scientists and engineers realize the important role of business work  (see Chapter 7) also 

underscore his commitment to communication. However, on the other hand, Nate also reveals 

his own stereotypical thinking when discussing his surprise at the notion of having engineering 

students making communication portfolios:  

I know as an engineer, I would think a portfolio would be something that kind of directly 

relates to the work that I'll be doing in the future or something, so maybe examples of 

design projects or stuff I've done, like some kind of documentation or whatnot.  But I 

never thought about it as being, you know, something as broad as communication [I4]. 

Lastly, Neil also described stereotypes in combination with the disconnects discussed 

above. Like Sean, Neil indicated that there was a lack of emphasis on professional preparation in 

his CEE classes. Neil described his experiences with recruiters at career fairs, reflecting on the 

connection between the recruitersõ emphasis on communication and  prevailing stereotypes:   

I would go to career fair thingséthey'd be talking about how communication is an 

important thingé And just thinking about it logically and how the stereotype for an 

engineer is someone that's not the greatest communicator, I could see how that would be 

something that they're worried about [I35]. 

As noted before, Neil spoke about the fact that communication is learned experientially, by being 

immersed in some activity or experienceñthat it is not learned in school, or even in the 

engineering workplace:  

Well, I think engineering experience is kind of its own deal, almost separate of 

communication.  I mean certainly you can learn some communication through an 

engineeringéscholarship or co-op or something, internship, but it wouldn't quite be the 

same as--that's not really where you learn communicationéBut communication itself I 

think comes more from those general life experiences [I5]. 

Neilõs statements seem to suggest that he does not consider school or the engineering workplace 

to be experiential sites of learning, at least not for communication.  
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Stories from other participants  provide additional perspectives on stereotypes and 

disconnects. For example, when asked about a positive speaking experience, Joan described 

comments that she had received from a science professor about her writing:  òI remember writing 

a short fiction essay for this water quality class where we had to incorporate science/facts. I liked 

expressing them in clever ways, my professor said it was written with a quality above the typical 

engineering-typeó [PrS3]. The fact that Joan chose to share this story when asked on a survey 

about a positive writing experience, seems to reinforce the idea that she has been socialized into 

accepting the stereotypical view of engineers as poor writers. 

On another occasion, Joan commented that , if the opportunity [the research study] to 

join the Communication Portfolio Studio had not presented itself, she would never have 

considered making a portfolio for engineering òbecause I just wouldn't have thought it was very 

important for engineersó [I5]. This statement suggests that Joan does not see a need for engineers 

to communicate their work in a persuasive, visual way.  

Craig, in talking about the discussions in the studio sessions and comparing them to 

group work in engineering courses, speculated that interactions in an engineer ing design course, 

which he had yet to take, would be more substantive and purpose -driven than the brainstorming 

and collaborative efforts in the Communication Portfolio Studio:  

I haven't got into like the deeper group lab work or somethingéBut from what I've 

heard, it's not--it's kind of like working together, you're not--I don't know, it's more for 

a goal rather than just kind of lightélight bouncing ideas off [I4]. 

Craigõs words seem to suggest his own bias regarding the relative importance of the two settings,  

considering the work in his engineering courses to be the real ògoal-orientedó thing, as opposed 

to the òlightó work in the Communication Portfolio Studio.  

IMPACTED: Increased awareness  

  Participants made statements indicating that their engagement in the Communication 

Portfolio Studio had increased their awareness of the importance of communication skills for 
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engineering practice and that it had prompted them to think more deeply about what it means to 

be a communicating engineer.   

Sean indicated, on several occasions that the Communication Portfolio Studio had 

increased his appreciation of the importance of communication skills in the engineering 

workplace. For example, he observed that òBefore this portfolio experience, I wasn't sure how 

important communication in the professional work environment isó [PoS26]. Sean also noted 

that, while his technical communication class helped him develop his communication skills, the 

Communication Portfolio Studio òreally allowed me to understand the different methods of 

communication and how important they areó [I5].  Sean also spoke about how useful the 

Communication Portfolio Studio would be for other engineering students: òthis session [the 

portfolio studio] would definitely give them a new insight on how big communication is in the 

real world after graduationó [I1].  

Neil spoke about how the Communication Portfolio Studio experience had enabled him 

not only to create a portfolio, but also to òsee more the benefit of communication and what a 

difference that can have on how you come across to peopleó [I6]. Neil indicated that prior to the 

Communication Portfolio Studio, he focused on his identity as a people person, a person who 

took on numerous leadership roles. Making a communication portfolio prompted him to spend 

time thinking about what it meant to be an effective communicator:  

previously if I were to go into an interview and they were to ask me, what are your 

strengths? I'm not so sure communication would have been one of the first things that 

come to mindé I think that if I were to go into it now, I think that's definitely something 

I'd be like, yeah, I am good at that.  I think that's a strength of mine [I35]. 

Lori also spoke about how having a portfolio enhances the way in which you are perceived: òjust 

having a portfolio, that will kind of make you stand out from other peopleó [I34]. Ryan also 

commented that the portfolio studio experience taught him a lot about what it means to 

communicate and helped him realize how relevant communication skills are:  òCommunication 

is an essential skill in the modern workplace and this portfolio development experience has 
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motivated me to expand my horizons and become a more effective communicatoró [PoS26]. Tony 

explained that he felt that a main benefit of engaging in  the Communication Portfolio Studio was 

òLearning about the importance of communication. Realizing my background with 

communication. Understanding I still can learn a lot more about effective communicationó 

[PoS31]. 

Craig noted that the studio experience not only contributed to his understanding of the 

role of communication in the workplace, but also provided a space in which to practice that role:  

It has bridged some of the gap between pure school work and real world application of 

how to go about communicating an idea to a specific audience. I see the purpose of 

communication in the engineering workplace and this experience has acted as an 

intermediary to practicing effective communication in the workplace itself. It has also 

given me the chance to analyze my current artifacts and see what I can improve on for 

the future. Knowing how to improve for the future is good for confidence in my abilities 

[PoS26]. 

Although Craig had extensive workplace communication experience (albeit in one organization), 

his statement indicates that his experience in the Communication Portfolio Studio advanced his 

thinking about engineering workplace communication. In his comment about communicating to 

a specific audience, his choice of words, such as òpure school workó and òreal world 

application,ó suggest that he had experienced writing in school and writing at his internship as 

quite separate worlds, and that the activities of the Communication Portfolio Studio, have, 

perhaps through critical reflection of past work in terms of future application, helped bridge 

these two worlds.  

ENACTED: Representing self as communicator  

The participantsõ conceptions of the genres of engineering practice, the relative 

importance of particular genres, and any stereotypes embraced by the participants were expected 

to play out in the artifact selections of the participants (see Table 5.2). However, most 

professional work products of the participants were unavailable due to confidentiality of access 
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issues, making it difficult to draw conclusions fr om the artifact selection. Many participants 

promoted work products from school courses as evidence of preparedness, some focused on 

lifewide products or experiences as evidence.  

Table 5.2 Artifact sources (W/P=workplace, L/W=lifewide) and mode/media (W D oc.= written 
documents, O Com=oral communication (incl. slide decks), Other=images, posters), by participant.  

Participant  School W/P  L/W  W Doc. O Com. Other  

Joan 5 0 2 5 1 1 

Greg 4 1 0 2 1 2 

Tony 4 0 1 3 2 0 

Nate 3 0 2 1 1 3 

Lori  3 0 2 1 3 1 

Sean 2 1 2 5 0 0 

Ryan 4 0 1 4 1 0 

Craig 1 3 1 3 1 1 

Molly  5 0 0 4 1 0 

Neil  2 0 3 2 2 2 

Total 33 5 14 31 11 21 

Specifically, Craig and Sean were the only ones who were able to use work products they 

produced as interns. Greg included an artifact from his internship, but it was a photograph of co -

workers and not a deliverable. Thus, most artifacts (about 63%) were drawn from coursework in 

school, many artifacts (about 27%) were drawn from lifewide experiences, and only a few (about 

10%) were drawn from the workplace.  

Greg, for example, wanted to include work products from his internship but was not able 

to access them. Despite this, he still indicated that he òtried to show concrete examples of the 

experience and skills I haveó [PoS9]. Thus, his five artifacts included four products from 

engineering courses (e.g., technical reports, CAD drawings) and one photograph of his 

workplace colleagues. His professional statement, however, focused almost exclusively on his 

internship, describing how he could leverage h is skills and experiences to be more effective on 

the jobña short excerpt follows:   

Small group leadership classes as well as participation in student government for many 

years have sharpened my oral communication skills. In the work place I will rely on my 
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teamwork skills obtained through baseball and other team sports to communicate quickly 

in a non-formal manner what must be done to complete a given task [PS]. 

Gregõs frustration with the mismatch between his professional statement and artifacts was one of 

the reasons that he decided he would not use his communication portfolio. Like Greg, Nate was 

unable to access his work products: òMy best stuff were from industry and cannot be disclosed, 

so I had to look for alternative artifactsó [FF:Surp]. However, Nate continued with the portfolio 

as a transactional task; he planned to use the portfolio, and he used artifacts from his technical 

communication course as proxies for his internship work products.  

Joan also did not have any artifacts from her workplace in her portfolio; although she did 

not make an explicit statement about this, it is reasonable to assume that work products from her 

internships at the naval shipyard were unavailable to her. However, she provided a wide range 

of artifacts and was the only participant who included more than the suggested five. She selected 

the following seven: team contract that she wrote for a course project, professional follow -up 

letter to a recruiter, team email in which she established work division, her section of a t eam 

technical report (documenting her analytical thought process), slide deck from a presentation to 

peers at a professional meeting (describing her internship experience), poster from a technical 

communication course, and her section of a design project report. This selection of artifacts 

represents an interesting and varied look at the way in which Joan sees communication 

integrated into her role as a professional engineer. Of particular interest is her team contract 

document: 

It would be advantageous to create a document like this in the workplace, so that group 

member responsibilities and group dynamic can be established to limit a number of 

confrontations that might arise. It was helpful to have a document to refer to and creating 

the contract started an open discourse that was continued on throughout the quarter. 

This is an idea that I plan to carry on into my career [AA1]. 
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In this statement, Joan described how she transferred expertise she gained in the workplace to 

contribute to the creation of this d ocument in school, which she then planned to leverage in the 

workplace in the future.  

Like Joan, Tony did not explicitly comment on why there were no artifacts from his 

student web support position with the UW; again, it could be assumed to be an access issue. 

Tony described the way that he convinced his portfolio audience that he was ready to 

communicate in the workplace: òI included sample memos and power points that would be 

practical in the engineering work placeó [PoS9]. In addition to the memo and slide deck 

mentioned above, Tony included the following artifacts: a video interview for a school project on 

the idea of design thinking, an email to his academic adviser, and a fiction writing assignment. 

One of the artifacts that Tony most fully and enthus iastically annotated was the video interview 

in which he highlighted several communication skills that could be leveraged in the workplace.  

In terms of those participants with workplace artifacts, Craigõs portfolio included two 

documents from his workplac e, his internship report, a poster from a technical communication 

class, and his personal web design online portfolio. Craig commented that to convince his 

audience of his preparedness, he òtried to provide very real world examples of communication in 

the industryó [PoS9]. Sean, who rarely otherwise mentioned an internship he had in China, and 

who reported no professional workplace experience, included a translation memo from that 

internship as an artifact in his portfolio.  

Lori, who was just getting start ed in her program and who had no workplace experience, 

included three products from a technical communication course, a slide deck from a high school 

presentation, and a photograph of her volunteer involvement at her church. While her 

annotations for the l atter two artifacts do a good job of bringing in communication skills, her 

statement about how she convinced her audience of her preparedness shows her focus on what 

she might consider the more compelling examples: òI provided three artifacts that dealt with 

HCDE 231, which is a technical communications class that deals with engineering topicsó [PoS9]. 
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Four of Ryanõs artifacts were drawn from his technical communication course and the fifth was 

his personal engineering statement. Ryanõs statement about how he convinced his portfolio 

audience of his preparedness included òI wrote solid annotations and used solid examples of 

artifacts that support my communication abilities. Everything is well -written and clearó [PoS9].  

Molly made the following statement abou t convincing her audience of her preparedness: 

òI collected examples of work I had done that showed my communication skills. I accepted and 

thought about the constructive feedback that I received during the process of creation. I 

explained my ideas about communication as an engineer, and why they are importantó [PoS9]. 

Her artifacts were all drawn from coursework: four from her engineering courses and one from 

geology; they included mostly written reports and one oral presentation. Neil made the following 

statement about his plan for convincing others of his preparedness: òI feel like I convince people 

by providing strong examples where I have experience in communicationó [PoS9]. Neil selected 

two leadership experiences, a combination biotechnology report/po ster/slide deck, a laboratory 

report, and one poster from a technical communication class. The first three represented 

experiences that seemed to be particularly meaningful to Neil, in which he had a significant 

leadership or teaching role. 

Summary of find ings  

Findings were reported for Socialization through Experts and Genres, by sub -theme: 

(1) Recognizing and Learning the Genres of Practice, (2) Performing the Genres of Practice, and 

(3) Communicating as Engineers. For each sub-theme, analyses were conducted to explore 

(A)  what is revealed about participantsõ rhetorical awareness, (B) what impacts are there on 

participantsõ rhetorical awareness, and (C) what does enactment of participantsõ rhetorical 

awareness look like? 

With respect to recognizing and learning the genres of practice, the analysis revealed that 

participantsõ experiences with genre learning in the workplace were different than the genre 

learning that participants experienced in school, with genre learning in school bringing 
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additional comple xities; workplace and other organizational experiences appeared to mediate 

genre learning in school. Individual differences influenced genre learning in all settings. 

Participants, particularly those with no engineering workplace experience, reported that their 

conceptions of the genres of engineering practice were expanded through discussions and other 

peer interactions surrounding the activities of making preparedness portfolios; lifewide 

experience had an impact. As participants developed their preparedn ess portfolios, they 

experienced conflicts with genre expectations about preparedness portfolios, as well as 

challenges and success with learning the unfamiliar genres and vocabularies of the preparedness 

portfolio and of the supporting activities in the C ommunication Portfolio Studio. Experiences 

varied across participants. 

With respect to performing the genres of practice, the analysis revealed that participants 

measured the success of their genre performances in various ways including external measures 

(e.g., grades), internal measures (e.g., perceptions of expertise), and observed outcomes (e.g., 

achievement). Participants were typically concerned about correctness, and criteria for success 

tended to be related to context of performance and to participantsõ workplace and lifewide 

experiences. Participants reported that reflecting on past work prompted them to re -think their 

past measures of performance and to recognize new value and uses for past (and, some said, 

future) work. As participants developed th eir preparedness portfolios, they expressed 

appreciation for the freedom from grades and other forms of evaluation in the Communication 

Portfolio Studio, as well as the opportunity to provide their own motivations for making progress 

on their portfolio wor k. Throughout the process, some participants indicated that they 

maintained a concern for correctness in the absence of grades and of strict guidelines. 

With respect to communicating as engineers, the analysis revealed that participants had 

encountered, and were concerned about, stereotypes about engineers as poor communicators, as 

well as engineering studentsõ focus on technical skills at the expense of communication skills. 

Participants reported that the Communication Portfolio Studio increased their awar eness of the 
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importance of communication to the practice of engineering and caused them to think more 

deeply about what it will mean for their future careers to be communicating engineers. As 

participants developed their preparedness portfolios, artifact s election had the potential to serve 

as enactment of participantsõ beliefs about what counts as communication for practicing 

engineers. However, participants with workplace experience had difficulty accessing workplace 

products. Thus most artifacts were drawn from school coursework, some from lifewide 

experiences, and only a few from the workplace.  
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6. LEARNING TO CONST RUCT AND INTERACT WI TH AUDIENCE  

This chapter presents the findings for the analyses of rhetorical awareness that addressed 

Research Question 2: With respect to learning to construct and interact with audience (i.e., how 

audience is understood and addressed): 

D. What is revealed about the participantsõ rhetorical awareness through their engagement 

in the Communication Portfolio Studio?  

E. What impact does engagement in the Communication Portfolio Studio have on the 

participantsõ rhetorical awareness? 

F. What does the participantsõ enactment of rhetorical awareness in the Communication 

Portfolio Studio look like?  

Findings for Research Question 2 are presented according to the sub-themes of the 

audience component of the rhetorical awareness framework: (1) Conceptualizing audience, 

(2) Addressing audience, and (3) Self as audience. As noted in Chapter 2, these sub-themes 

emerged from the participant data and were used because they aligned with key points in 

Winsorõs discussion of learning to construct and interact with audience. Within each sub-theme, 

findings are presented for each of the three analyses: (A) revealed, (B) impacted, and (C) enacted.  

Of note, participant quotes provided in this chapter include citations to data sources (see 

also Chapter 4).9  In addition, a list of participantsõ workplace experience and communication 

courses taken is provided here for reference in reading the findings (see Table 4.1 in Chapter 4 for 

a full summary of participant demographics):  

¶ Engineering-related workplace experience 

o Yes: Joan, Greg, Tony, Nate, Sean, Craig 

o No: Lori, Ryan, Molly, Neil  

¶ Engineering-related communication coursework  

o Within the discipline: Greg, Sean, Neil (CEE) 

o Outside the discipline (e.g., HCDE 231): all but Molly  

                                                           
9 AA=artifact annotation, I=interview, FF=feedback form, PoS=post -survey, PrS=pre-survey, and 
PS=professional statement. 
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Key findings for each of the major sub-themes, and types of analyses within each, are 

overviewed in Table 6.1. 

Table 6.1 Overview of findings for Research Question 2, learning to const ruct and interact with audience, 
by sub -theme and by analysis (i.e., impacted, revealed, and enacted).  

Conceptualizing Audience  

Revealed: Varying views of 
audience 

¶ Varying perspectives on audience roles and relationships 

¶ Workplace, lifewide experience and context not shown to mediate 

Impacted: Fostering 
audience interactions  

¶ Peer interactions lead to idea sharing and rhetorical views of audience 

¶ Benefits of creating versus sharing portfolios, individual differences  

Enacted: Portfolio 
audience(s) 

¶ Most adopt portfolio task as authentic, envision real -world audiences 

¶ A few reject use of portfolio, name team as audience, value the process 

Addressing Audience  

Revealed: Varying 
perspectives   

¶ Varying perspectives on attending to audience, awareness range 

¶ School instruction, workplace and lifewide experiences mediate  

Impacted: Reinforced and 
new ideas 

¶ Views on attending to audience are reinforced, a few learn new strategies 

¶ Oral presentation of portfolios raises various audience issues 

Enacted: Implementi ng 
awareness 

¶ Accessibility through conventions of writing and layout  

¶ Some consider rhetorical goals, interpersonal factors 

Self as Audience 

Revealed: Few experiences 
with reflection  

¶ Few prior experiences with reflection were reported  

¶ Reflection set  the studio experience apart from regular coursework  

Impacted: Deeper learning 
and self-assessment  

¶ Facilitating deeper understand of past work and communication  

¶ Reflection for assessing self as communicator  

Enacted: Value in 
revisiting past work  

¶ Gained greater understanding of past work and self as communicator  

¶ Leveraged understanding in preparedness argument 

 

Conceptualizing Audience  

Findings are presented, categorized by the three analyses, as follows:  (a) varying views 

of audience (revealed); (b) fostering audience interactions (impacted); and (c) portfolio audience(s) 

(enacted). 

REVEALED: Varying views of audience  

Participantsõ stories and statements reflected variation in their perspectives on audience 

roles and relationships. Some participants spoke about communication in terms of transmitting 

information or ideas to  an audience, often a vaguely-defined and non-participating audience; 

whereas other participants expressed more rhetorical views in which audience members were 
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active participants  in an ongoing and recursive relationship with the author or sender. Workplace 

and lifewide experience did not appear to have a noticeable effect on views of audience 

relationships. In addition, the type of communicative act discussed (i.e., professional o r general 

setting) did not appear to affect the participantsõ audience perspectives.   

When the participants described what effective communication meant to them, the 

majority used words that aligned with the uni -directional, transmission view of communica tion 

described above. They used words such as convey, transmit, explain, deliver, and inform. A mini -

analysis was performed of three different questions about the meaning of effective 

communicationñtwo were asked in a general context (pre-survey and post-survey) and one was 

asked in a professional context (interview). Six participants consistentl y gave uni-directional 

descriptions that typically included (a) one of the transmission verbs listed above; (b) a purpose 

such as being understood, getting oneõs message across, achieving a goal; and, on occasion (c) 

adjectives such as clear, concise, appropriate. Two participants consistently described effective 

communication in ways that suggested a two -way interaction, including terms such as listening, 

discussion, and shared understandings. Two participants provided both uni -directional and 

interactive definitionsñone used a uni-directional definition for the two general context 

questions and an interactive definition for the professional context question; the other participant 

used a uni-directional definition for the professional setting and each type for the two general 

context. Thus, there appeared to be no consistent way to relate the context to the participantsõ 

perspectives on audience relationships from this mini -analysis, given the variable involved (the 

ratio held fairly constant in terms of uni -directional: multi -directional relationships). One 

discrepancy to these findings surfaced during Neilõs interview when he was speaking about his 

oral communication strengths; his comments, which are presented in the following discussion, 

provide a stark contrast to his consistent uni-directional definitions of effective communication.  

Many of Gregõs descriptions of effective communication reflected a uni-directional 

perspective in which the audienceõs role was simply to receive the message. For example, when 
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asked to describe a time when he felt that he was communicating successfully, Greg provided the 

following statement, summing up his strategy for effective communication as persistence:  

I can think of multiple situations where I've been pretty pleased with myself in that 

regard é you know they don't understand, you need to repeat them, you need to repeat 

them in different waysé I've said the same thing 50 different ways, and finally that 50th 

way finally works and the person gets the message, understands, and it clicks [I9]. 

Gregõs words appear to reflect a detached view of audience, one in which the audience has little 

role to play except to understand what Greg is saying. The audience would appear to be 

relatively interchangeable, if not invisible, to G reg. On another occasion, Greg described what 

communication meant to him in an engineering context:  

I think it's getting the point across to whoever it is, like if it's a director, if it's a citizen 

that doesn't know anything about engineeringéThat's what communication means to 

me, at least in the engineering sense, and even in a broader sense it's just like getting 

people to understand what you're trying to get them to understand [I7]. 

Again, the audience is portrayed as a passive receptor, and Greg is allowed to hold on to his 

original ideas without any intrusion of, or reconciliation with, ideas from the audience.  

Other participants provided descriptions of communication that also used terminology 

that reflected a uni-directional model view of communica tion; however, the statements of these 

participants tended to imply that they were at least thinking of an audience (although not 

identified specifically). For example, Neil described effective communication as òconveying a 

point clearly and concisely to the intended personó [I7], and Craig gave a similar definition: òTo 

me, it means being concise while still conveying what is important to a specific audienceó 

[PoS14].   

Ryan provided definitions of effective communication that varied by rhetorical setting.  

For a professional setting, Ryan defined effective communication using language suggestive of 

uni -directional view:    
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I think that effective communication is the conveying of ideas and information from one 

person to another successfullyéit represents the transfer of anything, data, ideas, 

concepts, anything from one person to another or more in a more general sense [I7]. 

This definition is typical of other statements Ryan made about effective communicators, and 

communicative acts, across data sources. However, Ryan provided a very different perspective 

on one survey where the prompt did not constrain the context but simply asked about the 

definition of effective communication; he described it as òthe successful sharing of information 

and ideas between two or more individualsó [PrS2].  

Lori also described effective communication in different ways at different times, 

sometimes using a uni-directional model, often focusing on being understood, and sometimes 

talking about shared meanings. For example, when offering definitions of effective 

communication with no setting defined, on two different occasions, Lori wrote: òEffective 

communication means being able to explain something so another person understands it welló 

[PrS2]; and then òEffective communication means providing a way to explain something using 

eye contact and pacing, as well as organizing your writing and making it conciseó [PoS14]. 

However, when Lori spoke about what effective communication in a professional setting, she 

emphasized interaction between parties, with each party having a voice and listening: òwhen I 

think of communication, I think of two people interacting with each otherépeople should be able 

to effectively explain their  side of the storyéand being an effective communicator is also being 

an effective listeneró [I7]. 

Neil also spoke about communication in terms of inclusion and interaction, emphasizing 

the importance of listening:  

there's kind of two types of people in a conversation, the type of person that will just run 

it in their direction and just you're always on their terms kind of, and someone else who 

kind of listens to what the other person is doing and is actually trying to legitimately 

respond to what they're saying and just interact with them moreé there's a lot of good 

things that people might want to talk about or have to say, but if you don't listen for 

them and you just will go by without ever realizing that, so [I24]. 
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As noted above, this discussion by Neil at the interview when talking about his strengths with 

oral communication, is very different from all of the definitions that he gave of effective 

communication that were not tied to a specific event of competency of his own.  

Molly stood out from the other participants in terms of her consistent description of 

effective communication as an interactive and inclusive act that resulted in shared meanings and 

understandings. For example, on one occasion (on the first day of the Communication Portfolio 

Studio), Molly gave this definition of effective communication: òa positive interaction where all 

parties have an understanding of the ideas and intents of the othersó [PrS2]; and, on the last day, 

she gave this description: òEffective communication happens when the intended meaning and 

tone are understood by all parties, and they have the desired effectó [PoS14]. On another 

occasion, Molly described characteristics of an effective communicator to be òSomebody who 

shows that they're listening to other people and shows that they understand the concepts that 

other people are trying to convey to them, that's the first thing that comes to mindó [I8]. 

Sean also emphasized reaching understandings between parties, as well as avoiding 

misunderstandings, in his definition of effective communication: òThe ability to convey what you 

mean into words accurately and effectively without creating confusionó [PrS2]. Many of Seanõs 

statements about effective communication included a focus on adapting communication for a 

particular audience and on cultural sensitivity; these are discussed in the section on Addressing 

Audience.  

IMPACTED: Fostering audience interactions  

This section on impacts to participantsõ perspectives on audience interactions draws from 

a much smaller dataset than that drawn on for impacts concerning genre (in Chapter 5). This is 

not surprising given that peer interactions around notions of genre were central to development 

of the preparedness portfolio argument, whereas issues of audience occupy a much smaller focal 

point in discussions. The specific focus in this section is on fostering participantsõ audience 
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awareness through peer interactions relative to both written and oral communicative acts 

(e.g., peer reviews, brainstorming, presentations) in the Communication Portfolio Studio.   

Nearly all of the participants made stat ements that suggested that peer interaction in the 

Communication Portfolio Studio led to sharing of ideas, in written and oral form (e.g., multiple 

peer reviews and opportunities for revision, discussions and brainstorming), which promoted 

more interactive  views of audience.  

An analysis of the survey question asking for participantsõ main take-aways from the 

studio sessions revealed that more than half of the participants focused on peer interactionsñ

typically, peer reviews and group discussionsñas a catalyst for developing new ideas. For 

example, Lori found it helpful to be able to share ideas through group discussions: òthe 

opportunity to talk about different areas that were maybe hard to understand, and we went over 

it as a group to explain it to make sense in the endó [PoS2]. Tony also made a very similar 

statement about discussions generating ideas: òGroup discussion raised a lot of good points that 

wouldn't have occurred to me.  Questions that people raised about my portfolio helped shape its 

final structureó [PoS2]. Craig commented on the benefits of sharing strategies for oral 

presentation and for improving portfolios; Ryan also indicated that feedback from peers helped 

him improve his portfolio [PoS2].In addition, Greg specifically noted that òI felt like the biggest 

take aways were the group discussions and peer reviews. I felt like those two aspects of the 

sessions were what I learned the most fromó [PoS2]. Molly also indicated that she appreciated the 

opportunities in the Communication Portfolio Stu dio for sharing views. Molly had been 

apprehensive in the beginning about having to work collaboratively, and, yet, by the end of the 

series of studio sessions, she had made various observations about how useful the peer 

interactions were in terms of benefiting from the collective knowledge of the group; for example: 

òIt was good to hear all the great ideas and opinions that were different than mineó [PoS2]. Of 

note, Tony and Molly also indicated that they did not put much value in having their work 

reviewed by peers. 
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In addition to these grand take -aways from the studio sessions, participants had more to 

say about the value of collective idea generation. Joan indicated that the studio sessions helped 

stimulate group thinking and, again, suggesting the power  of collective ideas: òinstead of writing 

it by yourself, because you wouldn't come up with like all those ideas by yourselfó [I26]. Nate 

commented that peer review was not common in his engineering coursework: òin engineering 

classes, we don't do much writing, so there's not much, you know, peer review writingó [I4], and 

he reported that the peer reviews in the studio were a valuable part of the overall 

Communication Portfolio Studio experience:  òI think especially getting the feedback from each 

other is very helpful, because in basically everything --that you're not just doing for yourself, then 

you have to kind of understand what other people thinké you want to see the feedback of the 

audienceó [I34].     

Two of the participants compared the relative bene fits of portfolio creation and group 

discussionñboth finding that the discussions were more valuable to them than the portfolio 

creation. Specifically, Tony indicated that his ideas about communication were impacted more by 

the peer discussions than by the actual development of the portfolio: òso maybe not the portfolios 

necessarily, but halfélike the daily like interactions with people focusing on communication, 

that helpsó [I10]. Joan also indicated that the group work in the studio sessions, which supported 

the participants in making their portfolios, was more valuable than the individual work of 

putting the portfolios together: òI think you have to think group work is a lot more important 

than, um, making this portfolio.  Because you learn a lot from a groupó [I36]. Molly, however, 

had a different perspective, indicating that she found more benefit in creating the portfolio than 

in sharing it. However, she was quick to point out that this was because she would have shared 

her work anyway: òThe sharing I probably would haveéI've done that already.  I made my 

boyfriend look at it, made my dad look at it.  I'm a shareréó [I34]. Molly went on to explain that 

she thought sharing the portfolios was a very valuable component of the Communication 
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Portfolio Studio,  particularly for those participants who would not have been inclined to share on 

their own.  

ENACTED: Portfolio audience(s)  

Most of the participants embraced the development of their communication portfolios as 

transactional task for which they envisioned a real or plausible future audience (e.g., interviewers 

or future employers). Two participants explicitly rejected the task as transactional and explicitly 

identified the studio team as their envisioned audience.  

One of the first tasks the participants faced in the Communication Portfolio Studio was to 

think about the audience(s) they wanted to address with their communication preparedness 

portfolios. While the participants were free to choose any audience they liked, there was a natural 

connection between making a preparedness argument and choosing potential employers as an 

audience (see pedagogy description in Chapter 3), which is what many of the participants did. 

Specifically, eight of the participants specified audiences related to future employment in  some 

way: general and specific references to potential employers or interviewers, and statements about 

linking their portfolios to an online resume or professional networking site.   

Craig was more specific than most with his audience characterization, describing a 

software engineer or person of similar technical background:  òmy interviewer tended to be 

someone with technical knowledge rather than just an HR recruiteró [PoS8]. The level of 

specificity and thoughtfulness of rationale in Craigõs audience statement emphasize his adoption 

of the task as authentic and, perhaps, are indicative of his professional engineering experience. 

Molly, like Craig was thoughtful and thorough in her characterization ñbut, unlike Craig, she 

painted a broader and more varied picture (likely reflecting her newness to engineering):  

I have in mind potential employers, for a co-op or a job, and probably researchers in labs 

I'm interested in working in. I would also show it to networking contacts who I would 

like to know more about me and my skills. [PoS8] 
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Mollyõs reference to using her portfolio to showcase herself and her skills in what could be a high 

stakes situation for her (e.g., networking), provides additional support to the notion that she 

adopted the Communication Portfol io Studio activity as authentic and found it valuable to her 

future as an engineer. 

Three participants envisioned a more general audienceñan employer or interviewer. For 

example, Neil commented, òI had in mind employers, since I am trying to demonstrate my 

communicative abilities as something that sets me apart from the rest of the engineering 

workforceó [PoS8]. Similarly, Ryan envisioned his portfolio audience as: òPotential employers. I 

would like to get a job in the engineering field when I am finished w ith school and having an 

effective communication portfolio could potentially help that causeó [PoS8]. And, in like manner, 

Lori described her audience as òan interviewer because in a real life situation, this is what the 

portfolio was created foró [PoS8]. These participants all had no professional workplace 

experience, which is perhaps reflected in their broad statements and relative lack of specific 

details. 

Joan and Nate both indicated that they planned to connect their communication 

preparedness portfoli os to their resume or professional networking site. Joan commented 

specifically on linking her portfolio to her resume at some point so that òemployers could see the 

hard work i put into it. I want them to see examples of my coursework and my in each. I wo uld 

be more personal than a resumeó [PoS8]. Nate indicated that he would incorporate portions of 

the portfolio into his personal website and possibly connecting to his LinkedIn presence [PoS8]. 

These participants both had significant engineering internship  experience and their statements 

indicate that they accepted the Communication Portfolio Studio task as authentic and valuable 

for future employment.  

Sean took a different approach to characterizing his intended portfolio audience. In 

addition to a general statement about using the portfolio for job searching (i.e., unspecified 
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audience), Sean described giving a practice presentation to a friend, and also his plans to get 

feedback from a professor in CEE:   

I tried to present this portfolio to a friend, he fell asleep. I think it's because our 

backgrounds are significantly different (he's an Art major). I would present this portfolio 

when applying for jobs relating to my major. I also would like to show this to one of my 

CEE professors and ask him for feedback. [PoS8] 

Tony and Greg both indicated that they had no plans to use the portfolio that they 

created; and, in fact, they both stated that the studio team (i.e., the facilitator and the researcher) 

was their intended audience. For example, Greg made the following statement: òMy target 

audience from the beginning was the studio team. I never intended to use this outside of this 

research setting. I wanted the experience of building a portfolio not necessarily having a 

ôcommunicationõ one. [PoS8]. Although Greg did not plan to use his communication portfolio, he 

did comment on multiple occasions on the benefit of having learned to make a preparedness 

portfolio:  

I'm going to put together a portfolio, and what I'm going to gain from this is knowing 

how to do it, not necessarily the end product, like for me that was what was most 

important, because I know that I could put together something that could--that I would 

be willing to show. [I2]  

This statement shows that, with respect to learning the process of making preparedness 

portfolios, Greg considered the activity to have been authentic.  

Addressing Audience  

Findings are presented, categorized by the three analyses, as follows:  (a) varying 

perspectives (revealed); (b) reinforced and new ideas (impacted); and (c) implementing awareness 

(enacted). 

REVEALED: Varying perspectives  

Participantsõ statements revealed different views on addressing audience; emphases 

included the following and were used in different combinations: rules and conventions (context -



147 

 

 

specific and not), adapting for particular categories of audience, tailoring to a specific audience 

and purpose, analyzing rhetorical purpose, and empathizing with audience. Workplace and 

organizational lifewide experience, as well as communication instruction in scho ol, tended to 

mediate rhetorical understandings of the situated nature of communication.  

Sean emphasized adaptability first and foremost when discussing his views of effective 

communicationñhis did this consistently and across data sources, speaking about the 

importance of adapting communication for a given situation. For example, Sean noted that 

having a fixed style of communication should be avoided:  

you can change your style so that the other person has an easier time trying to 

understand you. An effective communicator should never have a fixed style of 

communication, and they should always change, adapt, into new environment, new 

people and new styles of communication [I7]. 

Craig was one of the few other participants who spoke explicitly about adaptabil ity with any 

regularity: òThe common denominator of different cases of communication is adaptability. The 

audience and purpose are always shiftingéBecause of this, the ability to adapt to the level of 

understanding of others and tailor your train of though t to join theirs is a valuable assetó [PS]. 

On occasion, Seanõs discussions of effective communication elaborated on adaptability and 

described selectively employing general conventions of communication to best meet his 

audienceõs needs:    

Effective communication is the ability to communicate ideas to people with 

similar/different backgrounds in a concise, interesting, and relevant form. The ability to 

adapt to different environment/culture and make the audience understand what you've 

trying to convey [PoS14]. 

At times, Seanõs focus on conventions of writing tended to be a bit more de-contextualized, 

perhaps taking priority over adapting for a specific audience and situations. Sean noted that he 

had learned in a technical writing class that audiences simply  want to understand your text and 

will not be impressed by, or want to spend time deciphering, large words [I5]. The òruleó that he 

remembered from his writing course is something that may not apply in all settings.   
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Sean selected a research report that he had prepared for a technical communication 

course as one of his artifacts for his communication preparedness portfolio. When annotating the 

report, Sean argued for the reportõs effectiveness by describing the way in which he followed 

some context-free principles of good writing (e.g., concision) and some contextually -mediated 

conventions (e.g., transforming technical information for consumption by general audiences). It is 

possible that, because this artifact was a report from a writing course that only m imicked a real-

world report, it could have been challenging for Sean to fully analyze the rhetorical possibilities 

with respect to an actual audience for the report:   

The report requires the author to convey messages to the audience in a concise, effective, 

and understandable manner. This lab report is specifically designed to follow the format 

of a typical real-world engineering report. The success of an engineering report inevitably 

depends on the ability of the author to transform scientific/technical data into written 

statements that can be understood by people with minimal engineering background 

[AA2].  

It is useful to compare Seanõs annotation with one that Craig wrote for a report that he included 

in his portfolio. Specifically, Craig selected as one of his artifacts a report that he submitted for his 

internship, a document with an authentic audience and purpose. In the annotation, Craig 

described the ways in which he used layout and content strategies to communicate effectively 

with his audienceñnot unlike Seanõs description. However, unlike Sean, he also engaged in a 

rhetorical discussion of his approach that focused on issues of confidentiality, and he situated the 

report within the larger system of communication artifacts and events emanating from h is 

internship experience:  

It was a challenge in some ways to not discuss my work in too great of detail because not 

only was it confidential but a general audience should still be able to understand it. 

Though it is in writing, this report would be very similar to how I would verbally explain 

my internship experiences to someone [AA4]. 

As discussed in a previous chapter, many of Loriõs stories and statements revealed a 

strong focus on adherence to general conventions of communication as a measure of success. Lori 
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included a set of instructions for building a Lego penguin that she wrote for a technical 

communications course in her portfolio. In the annotation Lori describes the way she employed 

conventions of writing, highlighting those that are particularly  helpful for the intended user of 

the instructions:   

I built a penguin out of Lego blocks and wrote instructions on how to complete this task. 

This assignment demonstrates my effective communication as a writer because the 

content is specific enough so the audience can understand the instructions, yet it wasnõt 

overwhelming to read...The pictures in the document complimented the instructions by 

providing additional information to help complete the penguin [AA3].  

Further, Craig often went beyond adapting for general classes of users to empathizing with a 

specific user. He spoke about aligning himself with his audiencesõ thinking by role-playing the 

part of the audience or asking himself the òam-I-being-effective questionó [I10]. In speaking 

about his strengths as a writer, Craig revealed his sensitivity to audience needs, as well as his 

appreciation for the recursive and ongoing nature of his relationship with his audience:  

basically doing the standard thing that authors try do is jump in the reader's shoesékind 

of think like them and then phrase what you're going to say so it kind of comes across the 

best you canéyou can't just go right off the bat know what they think, but, you know, 

kind of a little bit of trial and error and then see exactly how they think and then maybe 

generalize from there [I23]. 

The next three participants that are highlighted here all had professional experience, 

which often provided rhetorical depth to their discussions about adapting for a udienceñgoing 

beyond the more general rules learned in the classroom. The annotation that Craig wrote for one 

of his artifacts (i.e., his own professional design website) provides an example of the way in 

which he attends not only to the immediate audience  (i.e., the visitors to his professional design 

website), but also to the ways in which he can essentially transport a set of strategies to another 

situation with similar rhetorical needs:  

The site is designed to feel as simple and lightweight as possible while not looking too 

minimalistic. I apply this same procedure to documents that require just the facts and 

highlights as well as anything requiring visual appeal. By streamlining the information 
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presented, the reader tends to have an easier time getting at the points that are being 

made [AA1]. 

In addition, Nate spoke hypothetically about the way in which he would prepare to give a 

presentation at a clientõs office that he had never been to before: òtry to find out as much about 

them before I actually, you know, go and talk to them.  You know, maybe they might be sensitive 

to particular things and I would want to avoidó [I11]. This statementõs reference to sensitive 

topics shows rhetorical awareness on Nateõs part.  And, finally, in thinking about how she 

attended to audience, Joan described the planning portion of her writing process:  

thinking about where they're going to be at when they're reading it, what kind of 

situation, how much time they'll have.  And I guess it's the same way for like English 

teachers, too, I think, just that they're going to be grading it like where they're going to 

be at, like just tell them what they want to hear and get it over with [I11]. 

The first part of Joanõs statement represents a very thorough audience analysis, including her 

detailed descriptions of the conditions under which the reader will engage with her text; the 

second part describes her pragmatic approach to addressing her teachers as audience. Two 

artifact annotations from Joanõs portfolio demonstrate how she applies standard conventions to 

adapt her text for a given audience and rhetorical purpose: òMy presentation style was meant to 

engage the audience, to keep their interest was my task, so for this reason I chose to limit the 

words on each slide. I wanted the focus to be on me as a speakeró [AA5] and òSpaced paragraphs 

with graphics, to break up wordiness. The poster is meant to be viewed both as a standalone 

mounted on a wall as well as at a science fair with a presenter nearby explaining figuresó [AA6]. 

Greg included a photograph of himself from an ugly sweater contest at his internship 

and described why this provided evidence of his readiness to communicate as an engineer:  

The picture below demonstrates my communication skills and the great lengths I will 

venture to in order to be a part of a team. Laughter is an important function in the 

engineering world due to its stressful atmosphere. Fitting into this little number made all 

of my coworkers laugh at last year's ugly Christmas sweater contest [AA1]. 
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The contrast between this annotation about the sweater and Gregõs annotation for CEE laboratory 

report is striking in terms of enthusiasm and depth of analysis. The annotation for the sweater 

artifact is all about reaching audience, eliciting a response from audience; however, the 

annotation for the laboratory report does not even acknowledge the existence of an audience: 

òThe level of detail in not only the explanations but also the graphs is an example of my ability to 

communicate data and complex civil engineering conceptsó [AA2].   

Ryan, provided several statements and stories that reflected varying levels of rhetorical 

awareness that could be indicative of his socialization in a technical communication course and 

lack of professional workplace experience. For example, Ryan commented: òI feel like a large 

piece of communication is context.  I feel like you have to really consider your audience and their 

circumstances and situation which they're going through reading thisó [I7]. However, in the same 

conversation, in describing his use of graphical elements and organization structure in a set of 

instructions for changing oil in an automobile, Ryan noted òI felt like the structure really 

represented a certain aspect of communication, even if someone couldn't understand it, they 

would look into that and say that I had organized it in a way that the average person could 

probably understandó [I7]. On another occasion, Ryan described why he decided not to include a 

particular technical paper he had written for a chemistry class in his preparedness portfolio; his 

statement shows a lack of sophistication with respect to audience awareness: 

it was thick and just really heavy, and someone who didn't have a serious chemistry 

background probably wouldn't really get much out of itéif anything, it represented my 

inability to communicate because there was really nothing in there that translated to 

what a normal person would understand [I18]. 

However, in one of the few statements Ryan made about his experiences as a warehouse 

manager, Ryan revealed rhetorical awareness:  òWhen I do analyses for work, when I was a 

supervisor in a warehouse, I had to consider what my staff, you know, they don't have time to 

read fancy eΆmails and stuff.  I'm not going to write a three Άpage monologue for themó [I11].The 

rhetorical awareness that he seems to have developed in the workplace does not appear  to have 
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transferred back to school or other engineering-related activitiesñat least as evidenced by many 

of his statements. For example, Ryanõs professional statement provides another look at the 

general way in which he articulates the principles that he has learned: òI have the potential to 

share almost any type of information with nearly any audience. Overall, my adaptive skills 

combined with m y thorough understanding of purpose and context enable me to proficiently 

converse in practically any situationó [PS]. 

Molly, on the other hand, who had just come to the field of engineering as a transfer 

student from the humanities, had no engineering wor kplace experience, and she had not taken 

any technical writing courses but had taken many other writing and writing -intensive courses 

from other fields. When talking about effective communication, Molly focused almost exclusively 

on interactions that led t o mutual understandings and rarely spoke of conventions of 

communication. Molly described an effective communicator as one who not only listens to others 

and conveys a sense of understanding, but also considers the other personõs background and 

interests: òyou don't want to be talking to youré financial officer about the technical details.  He 

probably does not care and would probably be annoyed if you went on and on about something 

he doesn't care aboutó [I8]. Mollyõs statement reflects her emphasis on social interaction in 

communication, and working to find common ground.  

IMPACTED: Reinforced and new ideas  

All of the participants were comfortable discussing the notion of attending to audience 

when communicating, albeit in varying levels of sophistication, as described in the previous 

sections of this chapter. Due to the nature of the questions asked of the participants and their 

discussions in the studio sessions, very few of the many statements made about their views on  

adapting for audience were specifically attributed to their experiences in the Communication 

Portfolio Studio; and, as such, impacts of the approach in this area are likely underrepresented. 

Participants reported that the Communication Portfolio Studio experience had provided 

opportunities for strengthening or adding to their notions of attending to audience, and a few 
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commented on learning some specific strategies for dealing with audience. In addition, 

participant stories illustrate that the oral presentation served as one experience that brought 

many audience issues together.   

Joan stated explicitly that, although most of her ideas about what constitutes 

communication in the engineering workplace had been formed during her years of internship, 

the Communication Portfolio Studio experience  òmay have emphasized the importance of 

writing for an intended audienceó [PoS21]. Sean indicated that his participation in the 

Communication Portfolio  had helped him more fully appreciate the importance of clarity: òI had 

to learn about how to present my  ideas that are clear for both me and the audience, so I guess I 

know how to do that beforeéI'm not really good at it, but now I'm fair at it [I32].  

Craig, who often expressed empathetic and insightful ideas about audience, noted that 

the Studio experience had added to his awareness: òFormatting and purpose are very closely 

related (moreso than I previously thought). Itõs all about being able to communicate your ideas to 

the target audience for mutual understanding.ó [PoS17]. 

In addition, Lori indicated th at she had learned some specific strategies for improving 

her writing. For example, she spoke about her enhanced awareness of prewriting: òitõs more 

important to go through the writing process before you actually start writing, so like the 

outlining, the brainstormingé I should put more time into that before I startéthe writingó [I12].  

She also commented that the Communication Portfolio Studio had experience had helped her 

make her written work more concise and gave her the opportunity òspeak in front of an audience 

and get my point across in the little amount of timeó [PoS26]. Two participants recorded new 

insights about audience on in-session feedback forms following the thinking-aloud exercise and 

peer review. As their òahaó moments of the day, Tony indicated that òpeople donõt like to read 

long paragraphs!ó [FF:Aha], and Joan noted that òshort and to the point is the way to goó 

[FF:Aha].   
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Joan shared a story about a developing an increased awareness of the importance of tone. 

She noted that, in looking for a workplace email message that she could use as an artifact in her 

portfolio, she realized she should use a more professional tone with her correspondence: 

Yeah, it made me realize I should probably do it a little bit more elegantly instead of just 

like a oneΆword response or, I don't know, just so I could ΆΆ it's more professional, I 

guess, like it's more important to be professional, even doesn't matter how small the 

communication was [I14]. 

This story indicates that Joan has learned something about her habits of communicating that she 

would like to changeñand, further, that she perhaps this is something she might not have 

discovered without going through the reflective work in the studio.  

The oral presentation of portfolios on the final day of the St udio provided a learning 

experience which was appreciated explicitly by nearly all participants. Some of the benefits cited 

by participants are particularly relevant for a discussion of audience. Lori commented on 

multiple occasions about the oral presentation of portfolios, noting that it was helpful to have 

practice speaking in front of an audience and to be forced to make an argument  in two minutes. 

In particular, she noted that òthe two minute presentation was beneficial because it gave me the 

opportunity to practice in front of an audience before going out to the real worldó [PoS31]. Sean 

also spoke about how the portfolio studio experience helped him present himself effectively, in 

ways that could be òunderstood by others and appreciated by othersó  [I30]. Ryan indicated that 

he had learned some new strategies for planning and organizing oral presentations from the 

elevator pitch activity: òI had never really prepared to do a two-minute kind of really fast speech 

like that before, so it really taught me that I needed to time myself more clearlyó [I12]. These 

statements by Sean, Lori, and Ryan, suggest that the oral presentation activity in the studio 

brought new insights about attending to audiences when presenting.    
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ENACTED: Implementing awareness  

Participants demonstrated, and spoke about, the various ways in which they attended to 

audience as they worked through the tasks of creating and presenting their communication 

preparedness portfolios. Some participants focused on traditional strategies for p roviding 

accessibility to the audience, while others brought in rhetorical goals and sensitivity to 

interpersonal  factors. 

Sean described the ways in which he tried to make his communication portfolio more 

organized and user-friendly for his audiences, so that they could navigate the site easily.: 

I see that as like the most important part of portfolio, because everybody is going to look 

at the website as a whole, the portfolio website as a whole.  So I try to make sure the 

artifacts are organized, and the annotations.  The artifacts, the way they're presented are 

easy to navigate, and that's going to be one of the, I guess, most important part [I2]. 

This statement, as did others, suggests that Sean employed what he knew about writing and 

document design to not only provide the user with a good experience, but also guide them to the 

parts of the portfolio he most wanted them to see. Along similar lines, Molly described how she 

designed the layout and organization of her portfolio to facilitate user experienc e and guide 

audiences to the content she felt was most important: 

I like the fact that my artifacts are as easy as possible to see, so someone would be really 

likely to just scroll down and at least glance at the content. I like the introduction page 

that has my ideas and strengths presented clearly. I like the look and feel of the site as a 

whole. [Molly: Post-Surv: Q5] 

Craig also spoke about organization; however, he approached this from a more specific 

perspective, focusing on the rhetorical nature of organizational patterns for the content in his 

professional statement. He indicated that he planned to revise the statement to not only be more 

accessible (i.e., concise), but also to have an organization that aligns more with the message he is 

trying to com municate to the audience (i.e., his facility with a range of genresñspecifically 

media/mode variation):  
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The statement needs to be trimmed significantly to better fit the content and a reader 

with a short attention span. The statement is redundant in a few places and needs to 

better fit the artifacts as more have been added and the general approach to categorizing 

them has changed (i.e. going from their individual purposes to whether they are visual, 

textual, or verbal artifacts) [PoS6]. 

This statement shows Craigõs adaptability: his decisions about the most effective organization 

structure for his readers  change dynamically with the addition of more content.  

Nate commented on the importance of the annotations, and, in particular their function 

in explaini ng to the audience why the associated artifact provides evidence for the preparedness 

argument: òit's important to have an annotation for each artifact, otherwise it would just be some 

random thing there, then the audience would be like, oh, what's it doin g there?ó [I32].  

Mollyõs professional statement was different from those of the other participants (with 

the possible exception of Nateõs) in that it did not present a narrative argument with specific 

claims about her preparedness to which she could anchor the associated artifacts through the 

annotations. Instead, she presented a bullet list with the ways in which communication makes 

engineering useful and a second list of her strengths as a communicator. In the list of strengths, 

she enumerates ways of adapting for audienceñfor example, òI strive to keep the audience 

foremost in mind, and to use a clear, concise styleó [PS], which is a very general, convention-

based statement, and òI can support claims with evidence and construct convincing arguments 

about both technical and non-technical subjectsó [PS], which gets at a category of content and 

type of audience, but is still general. However,  she retains her focus on audience partnerships 

and inclusion with her choice of words. For example, she stated: òThe tone of my written, 

spoken, and visual communication can be adjusted to suit the audience; it is inviting and 

positive, instead of exclusive or overly complicatedó [PS] and òMy interpersonal communications 

are professional, respectful, and helpfuló [PS].  

As noted earlier, Greg was one of the two participants who identified the studio team as 

the audience envisioned for the portfolio and who stated that he did not intend to use the 
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portfolio he created. Greg indicated that he was not comfortable about the final oral presentation 

in which the participants were to listen to each otherõs portfolio presentations while role-playing 

the part of potential employers and then provide feedback to the presenter. Considering his peers 

as an audience in this situation appeared to have made Greg uncomfortable, and he sought ways 

to deflect that discomfort by including a photograph of himself wearing a very small sweater in 

the ugly sweater contest at his internship:  

I wanted people to relax and laugh a little bit, because I feel like nobody ever really sees all 

of your flaws in your work if you're kinda laughing them up a little bit, if you get them to 

not take everything so seriouslyéLike I don't want a room full of kids to beé like 

putting their employer hat on, like, am I going to hire him, is this like really an effective 

communication portfolio?  Like I want them to kind of loosen up, relax, like okay, this kid 

is funny, you know what I mean?  And then it kind of takes the tension off the whole 

situation [I17]. 

It is not unreasonable to assume from this statement that his discomfort played a part in his 

decision to not fully embrace the task by creating a portfolio that he would actually  use. 

However, the annotation in his portfolio for the ugly sweater contest artifa ct reveals Gregõs 

rhetorical awareness with respect to audienceñat least in terms of his statements about 

alleviating stress and building connectedness through humor:  

a little personal embarrassment often brings people closer together. The picture below 

demonstrates my communication skills and the great lengths I will venture to in order to 

be a part of a team. Laughter is an important function in the engineering world due to its 

stressful atmosphere. Fitting into this little number made all of my coworkers laugh at 

last year's ugly Christmas sweater contest [AA1] 

Although the preceding discussion of Gregõs statements about the peers as portfolio audiences 

represented a unique set of expressions among the participants, they are presented in detail 

because they could reflect some important concerns that students often express about 

vulnerability, exposure, and peer review. Thus, although other participants did not express these 

views, that does not mean some were not thinking about them. It is important to not e, however, 
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that the large number of very positive statements made by participants about the oral 

presentation experience, would seem to mitigate the possibility that many felt as Greg did.  

Self as Audience  

Findings are presented, categorized by the three analyses, as follows:  (a) few experiences 

with reflection ( revealed); (b) deeper understanding and self-assessment (impacted); and (c) value 

in revisiting past work ( enacted). 

REVEALED: Few experiences with reflection  

Few statements were made by participants about reflecting on past experiences, 

achievements, and work produced. As such, the dataset was sparse for this analysis. A few 

participants indicated that they had engaged in reflection before, some noted that  reflection was 

one feature that distingu ished the Communication Portfolio Studio from their other coursework, 

a few addressed the lack of reflection opportunities in the engineering curriculum, or in 

university courses in general.  

Craig described a previous reflective learning experience, which he then compared to his 

experiences in the Communication Portfolio Studio. Specifically, Craig spoke about the role that 

reflective thinking sometimes played for him in extending learning experiences beyond the 

classroom by modifying how he viewed the wor ld:  

whatever you're learning in schoolé if you're learning physics, you're like, oh, I'm 

looking at light particles right now.  But here it's like you're learning about 

communication, it's like whenever I send off an e-mail to my bosséit's a am-I-being-

effective question that pops into my head [I10] 

He explained that, just like the learning physics heightened his awareness of his environment, 

thinking deeply about communication in the studio prompted him to be more reflective about the 

effectiveness of his communication at work.  

Joan highlighted reflection as a defining characteristic of the Communication Portfolio 

Studio, and noted this as a difference between the studio and other coursework, stating   

òdefinitely, it was the selfΆreflection part that was different than my other classesó [I4]. Along 
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similar lines, when speaking about the value of the time spent in the Communication Portfolio 

Studio, Neil compared the work in the studio to that in his engineering courses, again 

highlighting reflection:  

it was interesting.  I enjoyed it, and so it wasn't like it was the same type of ΆΆ it's not 

like in engineering where you have a homework assignment that you're stuck on, you 

have no idea how to do and you're just frustrated, like it was good work and it was 

reflective work, [I33] 

In addition, Neil commented on several occasions about the lack of opportunities since 

high school for him to step back and reflect on what he was learning. Specifically, during the 

interview he suggested that there was a need in school for both reflective work and for the 

content work that he encountered in his engineering courses [I4]. He re-iterated this thought 

again: òI haven't really had many opportunities in college to just like sit back and reflect on kind 

of what I've done, and so it [the Studio] was a good opportunity for tható [I6].  

IMPACTED: Deeper understanding and self -assessment 

Participantsõ statements indicated that they appreciated the opportunity to reflect in the 

studio. They commented that, through reflection, they  gained greater understandings of their 

past work, contemplated deeper meanings of communication, and learned to better assess 

themselves as communicators.   

Craig noted that the Communication Portfolio Studio experience had gotten him to look 

back critically at his past work. He described the ways in which he saw and evaluated things in 

his past work differently than when he originally created the work. Craig commented that 

sometimes he saw positive aspects of work not recognized before, and sometimes he saw 

problems that he had not noticed before: òlike what was I thinking back then, those words don't 

make sense, or--I don't know, sometimes it's the opposite, too, it's like, oh, wow, there's a golden 

piece out of all tható [I35]. Craigõs statement indicates that, through reflection, he is adding to his 

prior understanding of his past work and experiences.  
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Lori also spoke about how reflecting upon and writing annotations for her artifacts gave 

her a deeper sense of understanding about her past work, and she felt that she could rely more 

now on the past work in making arguments about her preparedness [I31].  Similarly, Joan 

discussed the benefits of having gone through the process of writing the annotations that 

described her artifacts, realizing that she could now remember her past work more readily in an 

interview situation [I6].  Further, she noted that hav ing to re-learn concepts in order to explain 

them to others was particularly helpful:  

It was helpful in that way, so you had to like re-remember basically what you had learned 

and then try to explain it to other people.  You don't really have to do that when you're 

doing like the first time, because they all know like everybody's lab report is the same, so 

they basically know what you did. [Joan:I-Trans:4] 

Neil commented on the opportunities to step back and look at his past accomplishments and to 

have a sense of pride: òthis process forced me to kind of look back at what I've done and kind of 

create this portfolio that shows everything that I have done, it kind of  ΆΆ I don't know, I was kind 

of proud of a lot of the work that I had done in the pastó [I1]. 

Tony commented on the value of reflection for getting to know oneself as a 

communicator more than any other participant. For example, Tony commented that reflecting on 

past work was a new experience for him: òI've never looked back at stuff I've written in that light 

of communicationéit kind of gave me an awareness of where I stand as a communicatoró [I6]. 

Tony explicitly indicated that this reflection enabled him to better assess himself as a 

communicator. In addition, when commenting about the value of th e studio experience, in light 

of time spent, Tony indicated that it was worth it; and he cited the following reason: òI was able 

to analyze my own work, and gaining --looking at something with that sort of insight helps me 

assess what kind of communicator I really am.ó [I33] 

And finally, Tony spoke again about how much he learned about himself from reflection, 

emphasizing the lack of such opportunities in school:  
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I guess it just surprised me how much I could get out of it, just from documents I've 

already written, and looking at it in a new light surprised meé Right.  Well, you know, 

you write an essay, then you turn it in and then you don't ever look at it again, so I 

guess I would be surprised.  I was surprised at how much it actually said about me, 

besides just the essay [I1].  

Craig made several statements about the ways in which the Communication Portfolio 

Studio experience helped him reflect more critically and to learn from that reflection. For 

example, he noted that his thought processes had been improvedñin fact, made more conscious, 

meaning that he can òask myself better questions of what I am trying to communicate and 

therefore I can give better and more concise answersó [PoS15]. Similarly, he noted that the 

experience had prompted him to be reflective about his writing, while he is doing it, which he 

claimed was òprobably the most important thing as far as improving your communication as 

time goes onó [I31]. And, finally, in response to a question about the major take-away from the 

Communication Por tfolio Studio experience, Craig made this response: 

I'm a little bit more reflective on my own communication after all of this.  It's like 

whenever I write something I kind of ΆΆ I don't know, I guess the whole ΆΆ the goal of the 

portfolio is to analyze yourself as a communicator, and now I kind of do that all the time. 

[I5]  

Neil spoke about how opportunities for guided reflective work in the Communication 

Portfolio Studio helped him to bring his own perceptions to the surface and articulate them:  

So that perception of communication I think was already there and it's already a part of 

me, I just didn't-- might not have been able to verbalize it as well because I wouldnõt have 

gone through all the prompts in the whole process of creating the portfolio that really 

made me think more about communication specifically [I14]. 

Neil elaborated further on the previous comment by noting  he òwas able to get a better grasp of 

what it [communication] is and what it meansó [I14]. 
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ENACTED: Value in revisiting past work  

The primary task of the Communication Portfolio Studio, creating preparedness 

portfolios, engaged the participants in several reflective activities, which they often found 

rewarding. They reflected on, and assessed, their past work and experiences; and, as such, gained 

greater understandings, which they leveraged in making compelling arguments about 

preparedness.  

Most of the participants indicated at one time or another that they found reflective work 

in the studios to be rewarding. Three participants shared their reactions relative to elaborating, 

remembering, and assessing past experiences and work, on feedback forms, as follows: 

òReflecting on my strengths and weakness and assessing themó [Tony]; òReflecting on the 

importance of my skillsó [Nate]; òelaborating on my experiences and actually reflecting on themó 

[Craig]; and òlooking into my old documents, remembering all the things I didó [Joan]ñall were 

[FF:Rew]. These reactions suggest that the reflective activities connected with making a 

communication pre paredness portfolio helped the participants reconnect with and draw meaning 

from their past work and experiences.  

Sean found value in the reflective work involved in figuring out how artifacts provided 

evidence of his communication skills and capabilities : òwriting those annotations really helped 

me more appreciate those artifacts moreó [I3]. Craig acknowledged that making his claims in the 

professional statement put him into the reflection process; however, he indicated that it was 

writing the annotations , which are essentially an analysis of the artifacts and their role in the 

argument, which prompted the serious reflective work:  

I'd say more the artifacts definitely got me to think about that a little more towards the 

endéI guess the personal statement was kind of like getting your mind in the mode of 

thinking about those experienceséwhen you actually focus on the...actual meat to those 

experiences or like the evidenceéI'd say that definitelyégot me to reflect a lot. [I26] 

Ryan also described how thinkin g about and organizing his past experiences into the 

portfolio led to new understandings about those experiences, suggesting that restructuring may 
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have provided new insights about past work: òI really felt like in terms of just because of the 

structure of  the communication portfolio that it really enabled me to sort of look at them from 

another perspectiveó [I26].  

Summary of findings  

Findings were reported for Learning to Construct and Interact with Audience, by sub -

theme: (1) Conceptualizing Audience, (2) Addressing Audience, and (3) Self as Audience. For 

each sub-theme, analyses were conducted to explore (A) what is revealed about participantsõ 

rhetorical awareness, (B) what impacts are there on participantsõ rhetorical awareness, and (C) 

what does enactment of participantsõ rhetorical awareness look like? 

With respect to conceptualizing audience, the analysis revealed that participantsõ views 

of audience ranged from one in which information is transmitted from one party to the other 

with the audience as passive receptor, to one in which both parties interactively contribute to the 

development of shared understandings. Participants rep orted that through interactions with 

peers in the Communication Portfolio Studio (e.g., multiple peer reviews and opportunities for 

revision, discussions and brainstorming that resulted in development of new ideas), they 

developed more interactive, rhetori cally aware views of audience. As participants developed 

their portfolios, most of them chose to adopt the task as transactional (i.e., one that serves an 

audience that is identified in the task specifications), identifying potential employers and 

intervie wers as primary audiences; however, a few did not (i.e., they named the studio team as 

their envisioned portfolio audience and did not plan to use their portfolios).  

With respect to addressing audience, the analysis revealed that participantsõ views on 

addressing audience varied, including reliance on conventions of communication (both 

contextually mediated and more general) and applying relevant conventions adaptably and 

empathetically for a specific audience and situation. Workplace and lifewide experien ce, as well 

as school instruction in communication, may mediate the participantsõ views. Participants 

reported that their strategies for addressing audience were reinforced and, in some cases 
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strengthened, through their engagement in the Communication Port folio Studio; further, the oral 

presentation served as a significant site for bringing together various audience issues.  

Participants enacted their rhetorical awareness with respect to attention to audience as they 

worked on their portfolio content ñsome focused on traditional strategies for accessibility while 

others focused on rhetorical goals and dealt with interpersonal factors.  

 With respect to self as audience, the analysis revealed that few participants had previous 

experiences with reflection, with some explicitly calling out the lack of opportunities for 

reflection in school, and noting that reflection was a distinguishing feature of the Communication 

Portfolio Studio. Participants reported that, through opportunities for reflection, they gained a 

deeper understanding of their past work, contemplated deeper meanings of communication, and 

learned to better assess themselves as communicators. Participants leveraged their increased 

understanding of their prior work and experiences, as we well as their a ssessment of themselves 

as communicators, in developing their preparedness arguments. 
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7. THE NEGOTIATION O F òREALITYó 

This chapter presents the findings for the analyses of rhetorical awareness that addressed 

Research Question 3:With respect to the negotiation of òrealityó (i.e., how persuasion is 

understood and appreciated):  

G. What is revealed about the participantsõ rhetorical awareness through their engagement 

in the Communication Portfolio Studio?  

H.  What impact does engagement in the Communication Portfolio Studio have on the 

participantsõ rhetorical awareness? 

I. What does the participantsõ enactment of rhetorical awareness in the Communication 

Portfolio Studio look like?  

Findings for Research Question 3 are presented according to the sub-themes of the 

persuasion component of the rhetorical awareness framework: (1) Conceptualizing persuasion, 

(2) Gaining a voice, and (3) Shaping the practice. As noted in Chapter  2, these sub-themes 

emerged from the participant data and were used because they aligned with key points in 

Winsorõs discussion of the negotiation of òreality.ó Within each sub-theme, findings are 

presented for each of the three analyses: (A) revealed, (B) impacted, and (C) enacted.  

Of note, participant quotes provided in this chapter include citations to data sources (see 

also Chapter 4).10  In addition, a list of participantsõ workplace experience and communication 

courses taken is provided here for reference in reading the findings (see Table 4.1 in Chapter 4 for 

a full summary of participant demographics):  

¶ Engineering-related workplace experience 

o Yes: Joan, Greg, Tony, Nate, Sean, Craig 

o No: Lori, Ryan, Molly, Neil  

¶ Engineering-related communication coursework  

o Within the discipline: Greg, Sean, Neil (CEE) 

o Outside the discipline (e.g., HCDE 231): all but Molly  

                                                           
10 AA=artifact annotation, I=interview, FF=feedback form, PoS=post -survey, PrS=pre-survey, and 
PS=professional statement. 
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Key findings for each of the major sub-themes, and types of analyses within each, are 

overviewed in Table 7.1. 

Table 7.1 Overview of findings for Research Question 3, the negotiation of òreality,ó by sub-theme and 
analysis (i.e., revealed, impacted, and enacted). 

Conceptualizing Persuasion 

Revealed: Dynamics of 
persuasion 

¶ Varying views of the dynamics of persuasion 

¶ Views of appropriate use of persuasion, context and purpose mediate 

Impacted: Making 
arguments 

¶ Learning to make and support arguments  

¶ General arguments, about preparedness, about presenting self 

Enacted: Presenting self 
persuasively 

¶ Strategies for persuading through the portfolio  

¶ Revealing thought processes, using structure,  persuasive content 

Gaining a Voice 

Revealed: Position and 
expertise 

¶ Persuading in W/P and other  organizational settings  

¶ Perceived effectiveness hinged on expertiseñreal or illusory  

Impacted: Standing out ¶ Standing out; portfolios enhance perceptions of others 

¶ Knowledge acquisition boosted self -confidence 

Enacted: Level playing field  ¶ Collaborative problem -solving led to co-construction of knowledge  

¶ Experts on selves, some hesitant to turn over expertise to peer review 

Shaping the Practice 

Revealed: Contributions of 
communication  

¶ Communication contributes to idea sharing, which leads to progress  

¶ Focus within on teamwork; outward on social responsibility  

Impacted: New insights  ¶ New ways of thinking about communicating in engineering  

¶ Engendered deeper thinkingñseeing broader impacts 

Enacted: Expressing goals 
and visions 

¶ Broad goals: using knowledge for the good of society 

¶ More personal goals: adaptability and involvement  

 

Conceptualizing Persuasion  

Findings are presented, categorized by the three analyses, as follows:  (a) dynamics of 

persuasion (revealed); (b) learning to make arguments (impacted); and (c) presenting self 

persuasively (enacted). The dataset upon which the analyses for persuasion drew is smaller than 

that for the other framework components.  

REVEALED: Dynamics of persuasion  

Participantsõ statements and stories revealed varying perspectives on the dynamics of 

persuasion, views that ranged from a uni -directional dynamic with one party exerting a force on 

another, to a recursive interaction between partiesñmuch the way perspectives on audience 
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relationships varied (as described in Chapter 6). In addition, stat ements of some participants 

suggested that context and purpose of the communicative act mediated their acceptance and use 

of persuasion.  

The statements made by Greg are highlighted here because he made the most detailed, 

frequent, and varied comments about persuasion. He most typically spoke about persuasion as a 

uni -directional force exerted by one party on another, often framed as òconvincingó or even as 

acts of manipulation. For example, Greg spoke about one of his experiences as a council member 

of a student government group, in which he attempted to persuade other students to vote for a 

motion that he had put forth: òI talked them through it, and I kind of pulled them aside and put 

them in a room where there was no pressureé and then I also gave them something to look at 

and kind of rely on.  So that's what I didó [I13].  On another occasion, when asked to given an 

example of the ways in which communication can be empowering, Greg described a film he had 

seen recently; in particular, he spoke about Hitlerõs skill as an orator:    

I was sitting there thinking, it's like, wow, like I can understand why people would get 

sucked up into following such an evil person is because he communicates so freaking 

wellé I think that that is a very, very true statement, is that effective communication is 

empowering, it's extremely important [I13]. 

On another occasion, Greg spoke generally about the manipulative nature of communication: 

òthe word ôeffectiveõ to me is kind of almost uneasy because it relates back to my true feelings of 

communication when you boil it down iséto be effective at it is kind of like you're an effective 

manipulatoró [I29] and then about his own ability to manipulate others:   

I'm capable, if I want to, of convincing people of things, just by the manner in which I 

bring up topics, the style in which I bring it up, the tone of my voice, the way I engage 

with them, like I can alter the way people think through my communication skillsé do I 

want to be more effective at manipulating people?  It's like, no, because I already do a 

damn good job of it [I29]. 

In contrast to the previous examples of persuasive communicative acts, Greg also shared an 

experience in which he engaged in persuasion as a recursive interaction aimed at problem-
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solving: òMy coworkers and I repeatedly brainstormed out loud and derived the appropriate 

answer through collectively correcting each argument and playing devilõs advocateó [PS].  

Several participants were relatively hesitant to speak or write the actual term, persuasion. 

Many  engaged with the notion of persuasion through their descriptions of effective 

communication that focused on achieving goals, getting things done, moving projects along. For 

example, Tony and Nate made the following statements: òYeah, so if you want to get something 

done, you better be able to communicate it well, I'd sayó [Tony, I13]; and òEffective 

communication means to be able to convey a message or idea to successful achieve your 

goal/objectiveó [Nate, PoS14]. In a longer discussion, Nate elaborated on this description, 

juxtaposing his statement about goal attainment with an expression of sensitivity to the 

maintenance of good: 

I guess we communicate to kind of--we want something, that's why we communicate.  

You know, it's a way to express, you know, what we want.  And I think effectively 

communicate is youéget what you want while not like offending anyoneéyou know, 

win-win situation, the other person is happy and then you got what you want so you're 

happy [I7] 

Sean recounted a personal experience with persuasion, one that recurred regularly over time and 

that adds detail to the more general statement made by Nate, above. Specifically, Sean described 

his yearly travels to China to visit with relatives, indicating how much he enjoyed the 

interchanges, which often resulted in new perspectives for all parties:  

it's a joy toéchange their way of thinking and to make sure they understand your 

opinion and they can more appreciate your knowledgeéI've been persuaded by other 

people before, too, and it's really good, because once you understand their point of 

viewéyou get a new way of thinking, and it just opens your mindé [I13] 

In Seanõs statement, the interactive, recursive nature of the communicative act is apparent. His 

explicit statement about being persuaded by others is somewhat distinct among the participantsõ 

stories.    
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A mini -analysis of the participantsõ responses to a question about a time when they were 

able to bring about action, or make things happen, through effective communication revealed 

that seven of the nine who responded provided stories that involved oral communication, and 

only one occurred in a professional workplace context. As an example of stories shared, Molly 

spoke about an experience she had in which a paycheck from her employer bounced, the 

employer refused to make the check good when she approached them, and she sought her own 

remedy:   

I ended up getting a piece of poster board and writing on it what happened, and I stood 

outside on the sidewalk in front of the restaurant holding the sign.  There was a bus stop 

right there, right next to the restaurant, just on the sidewalk, like they bounced my check 

and they won't pay me the fees, don't eat here, don't work here, just stood on the 

sidewalk.  And I think I stood there for about two hours until they finally came out and 

said, okay, come back tomorrow and we'll give you your money in cashé So that was 

effective and empowering.  That worked out pretty well [I13]. 

Responses from other participants to the same question included coming up wit h a solution 

when speaking to a supervisor, delivering a successful campaign speech, and piquing the interest 

of young students in Sunday school. 

Participants also made statements about occasions for using persuasion, some of which 

shed light on the ways that context and purpose may mediate notions of appropriateness of the 

uses of persuasion. For example, Neil spoke about the importance of convincing organizations 

that he might approach for support when he goes out into the mission field as a practicing 

engineer:  òI definitely need to be able to--with written words explain who I am, what I know, 

how I can be beneficial to themó [I15].  Ryan noted that persuasion could be appropriately used 

for the communication of scientific information if you were òtrying to persuade someone to give 

you moneyó (e.g., federal research funding), but he commented that if you were writing a set of 

instructions where the users were already motivated to perform the tasks, it would not be 

appropriate. Lori commented that communic ating scientific and technical information would 

definitely be persuasiveñthat presenting information in an effective and credible manner helps 
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persuade the audience to see your thinking: òit's good to be an effective communicator so you 

can persuade peopleó [I20]. 

In addition, Lori attended to the issue of the whether the communication of technical and 

scientific information should be objective:  

 òI guess in some sense the facts do speak for themselves.  If you have the evidence to 

prove it, then, yes, but being able to convey those to other people, I think that comes with 

the communications part, you need to be able to explain it well enough to them for them 

to make it more effectiveó[I21]. 

Ryan also shared his thoughts on whether facts speak for themselves. As noted earlier in the 

findings about socialization through experts and genres, Ryan recalling having been cautioned 

about the importance of objectivity by a science instructor:  

I feel like science is relatively absolute and that when you write a lab report typically it is 

very technical and very cut and dryé I feel like for your average lab report, teachers will 

cut you points in like any class if you put anything persuasive in thereéYou can't 

persuade someone to believe your opinion [II21]. 

It should  be noted that the Ryan and Loriõs four statements above are responses to the two 

provisional questions that were included in the interview protocol that were to be asked if time 

allowed (i.e., [I20] and [I21]). As such, Ryan and Lori were the only two par ticipants who were 

asked these questions. In another context, Sean touched on the importance of persuasion in the 

communication of scientific and technical information: òClear and effective communication 

allows engineers to transform technical/objective in formation into persuasive and humane 

information that the public can understandó [I35]. Seanõs statements here echo others that he 

made about the social responsibility of engineers to become good communicators so that they can 

appropriately inform and safe guard the public with respect to their engineering work.  

IMPACTED: Learning to make arguments  

Several participants made statements about the ways in which the Communication 

Portfolio Studio had afforded opportunities for them to learn how to make and supp ort 
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argumentsñarguments about their preparedness to communicate as engineers, about their 

ability to present themselves, or arguments in general.  As with other impact analyses, the dataset 

is smaller than that for the revealed or enacted analyses due, in part, to the nature of the data 

collection and the discussions in the studio sessions.  

Molly commented that she had learned in the Communication Portfolio Studio about the 

importance of argumentation skills for an engineer: òI discovered that one element of engineering 

communication I think is important is the ability to make and substantiate a claimó [PoS17]. Neil 

also indicated through his experience in the Communication Portfolio Studio that he had learned 

to make a successful argument: òI was able to organize most of my thoughts and present a good 

argument for why I am a strong communicatoró [PoS1]. Ryan commented that one of his major 

take-aways from the Communication Portfolio Studio experience was having learned to make 

and support effective arguments: òI feel like I can establish an argument and back it up with 

strong artifacts and explain why those artifacts are relevant and why they would support my 

argumentó [I5]. In addition, Greg reported having come to a new understanding about the notion 

of preparedness arguments, noting on a session feedback form that it was rewarding òFiguring 

out that artifacts are truly arguments on their own & proof of arguments made in the prof. 

statementó [FF:Aha]. Gregõs statement was particularly salient given that he was the one 

participant who routinely made abstract statements about not being impacted by the 

Communication Portfolio Studio experience. Molly, like Greg, commented on having come to 

new understandings about the language of argumentation in the preparedness portfolio: òI really 

liked that idea of itõs [the portfolio] an argument and youõre supporting it with evidence. I loved 

tható [I30].  Lori also acknowledged that it was rewarding during that first session to discover 

what might be accomplished with a p reparedness portfolio: òlearning about what a portfolio is 

and what it can doó [FF:Rew].  

Some participants spoke explicitly about having learned in the Studio that making an 

argument was an effective way to present themselves. Sean described how the Communication 
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Portfolio Studio helped him develop a way to represent himself: òyou can talk about the stuff that 

makes you stand outé And this experience really gave me a really important--a really good idea 

on how to do itó [I30].  Similarly, Craig explained that he learned in the studio òhow to effectively 

present yourself through your work. What a good portfolio consists of and the various strategies 

that can be used in constructing and presenting it.ó [PoS1].  

In addition, Sean and Tony indicated that the Communication Studio Experience had 

impacted their thinking about the communication of scientific and technical information. Sean 

stated that òEffective communication requires a more òhumanó form of communicating instead 

of just technical/objective factsó [PoS17] and Tony reported òjust because someone has all the 

relevant facts and data doesnõt mean their writing is persuasive. A lot depends on soft skills like 

formatting, organization, clarity, and persuasiveó [PoS17]. 

ENACTED: Presenting self persuasivel y 

As the participants developed their preparedness portfolios in the Communication 

Portfolio Studio, they employed a variety of strategies in making their arguments: revealing their 

thought processes, using structure to guide readers to important points, and writing persuasive 

content.  

Joan commented on her thought process for the selection and annotation of her artifacts: 

òby analyzing my own past work I showed employers that I am thoughtful and ready to engage 

in the workplaceó [PoS9]. Joanõs statement shows that, in addition to the evidence she offered up 

in the portfolio of her skills, the ways in which she made her arguments provide additional 

evidence of her skill as a communicator. Along similar lines, Joan indicated that she liked that 

fact that òThe bulleted points I wrote about each artifact really walk the reader through my 

thought process and explain the choices I madeó [PoS5]. In addition, Joanõs statement about the 

important role that annotations play in the portfolio suggests that she sees that her artifacts (and 

technical writing, in general) need a spokesperson to help readers understand the argument 

being made:  
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Itõs easy to see from developing a portfolio that annotations are more essential than the 

artifacts in most cases. Good communication is necessary to describe context of the 

artifact, and a single technical writing piece cannot stand alone [PoS17]. 

Joanõs statement provides a stark contrast to Gregõs comments (discussed in Chapter 5) about his 

vision of the portfolio as a collection o f artifacts with no explanatory documents to set context or 

explanations about why they provide evidence of skills.    

Sean described how he used the structure of his portfolio as a persuasive strategy. 

Specifically, he spoke about the ways in which his organization enhanced the accessibility of the 

material with the an eye toward helping readers be able to spend more time reading about his 

skills and competencies and less time struggling with navigating the information space: òI want 

the audience to spend more time looking at the portfolio and see whether [it is] interesting rather 

than trying to spend time trying to make sense of it on their ownó [I2].  

Many participants included persuasive text in their portfolios ñsome in their 

professional statements, some in the annotations, and some in both. The use of these genres as 

arguments was very uneven among the participants. For example Joan, Greg, Sean, Craig, and 

Neil wrote very persuasive and compelling professional statements that described their 

preparedness in great detail, using a variety of strategies not only for organization but also for 

emphasis in the content. Of these, Joan and Craig wrote convincing artifact annotations that 

made claims relating back to the professional statement argumentsñannotations that spoke 

directly to the skills that were employed in creating the artifact and often indicating how those 

skills could carry forward into the workplace. Mollyõs professional statement was, as discussed 

earlier, not traditional. It did not make separ ate textual arguments, but it did have a 

comprehensive list of way that communication contributes to engineering followed by a list of 

her own competencies and skills that relate to the communication of engineering. Her 

annotations provide context for the artifact, indicate her contribution to the production, and, at 

times, the goal achieved by the artifact. While Gregõs professional statement and one artifact 

about the sweater context are engaging and persuasive, as Greg noted himself, the artifacts are 
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disconnected completely from the statement, due to the fact that he did not have access to his 

workplace products. Neilõs professional statement is intriguing and convincing (he was also the 

only one to include a photograph of himself alongside the statement ); however, as noted 

elsewhere, the effectiveness of his annotations is very uneven; he wrote compelling and lively 

annotations for his artifacts from lifewide experiences, but wrote very short, general, and 

relatively bland annotations for the artifacts f rom the technical communication course and the 

CEE laboratory writing course.  

Nate seemed to miss the opportunity to leverage his professional statement or artifact 

annotations as persuasive arguments. His professional statement, in fact, does not make any 

explicit claims about his preparedness to communicateñin terms of form, it is a bit like Mollyõs. 

However his lists are not as relevant or obviously connected to communication as Mollyõs were, 

and thus would really benefit from persuasive glue; for examp le, he presents an impressive list of 

awards, professional organization affiliations, licenses (i.e., real estate broker), and design 

projects and coursework but does not then state how these provide evidence of his ability to 

communicate. The only reference to communication appears near the end of the narrative: òIn 

both academia and industry, communication is very important.  This portfolio showcases: 

proposals, slide decks, posters, blogging and my LinkedIn profileó [PS]. Nate was also unable to 

access his work products due to confidentiality issues; he, therefore, notes in the annotations that 

his artifacts are proxies: òDue to the proprietary nature of these proposals, enclosed please find a 

copy of a proposal for a mock consulting project used in the HCDE 333 classó [AA1]. Nateõs use 

of substitute artifacts was a good solution; however, he too missed the opportunity to use the 

professional statement as an example of his persuasive communication skills. In other words, he 

left the reader with the task of  making connections between his many accomplishments and his 

effectiveness as a communicator. 
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Gaining a Voice  

Findings are presented, categorized by the three analyses, as follows:  (a) position and 

expertise (revealed); (b) standing out (impacted); and (c) level playing field (enacted).  

REVEALED: Position and expertise  

Participants made statements about their use of persuasion in a variety of settings for a 

variety of purposes. Specifically, reported here are participantsõ stories about their persuasive 

attempts to effect actions or achieve goals within workplace or other organizational settings.  

Also reported here are participantsõ stories of communicative experiences, drawn from a variety 

of settings, which suggest that their perceptions of their effectiveness (or persuasiveness) hinged 

on their expertise, real or illu sory.  

Craigõs annotation of a report that he wrote for the CEO at his internship reveals his 

awareness of the rhetorical possibilities involved in his task:  

I consciously laid out the report in sections that made the most sense in terms of what 

was required of each platform so it was easy to see the pros and cons. I also had to 

summarize my findings down to the basic whatõs and whyõs and verbally present them to 

the CEO. I designed this document with these considerations in mind and I believe that it 

achieved its purpose [AA5]. 

Craigõs statement shows how he used document design elements to guide the CEO not only to 

his key points, but also to his summary of findings, demonstrating that he was able to persuade 

someone in a position above him in the hierarchy at his workplace. Craig described a different 

workplace communication experience, one in which he communicated laterally within his 

company, across divisions or fields (i.e., engineering and finance)ñkeeping the lines of 

communication open so that the parties understand what is possible, or perhaps even lobby for 

what is possible (it is unclear in the text): òlike we can't do this but we can do thisó [I15]. Craigõs 

statement shows his understanding of the importance of being able to communicate effectively to 

achieve a goal.  
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In the only statement that Sean made about an internship experience in China (other than 

the annotation for his artifact from the internship), he describes his need to use persuasion to 

convince the senior engineers to accept his advice about translation:   

I had to talk toésenior engineers there, and they don't really speak Englishé it's hard 

for them to adapt into a way of thinkingé So I had a hard time trying to convince them 

that this is really how you translate this word into this word, you know.  Yeah, it takes 

time, a lot--a lot of communication [I17]. 

Seanõs statement shows that he recognizes that it is hard work to persuade others to your own 

way of thinking, particularly others who are in a higher position. Nate also provided  a story 

about communicating within an organization to effect change. He described his leadership role in 

a student business association for science and engineering students (SEBA) and the impact that 

his communication has on the organization, by virtue of  the position he holds:  

I'm planning the mentorship program for this yearé[I] have to communicate with the 

students and then have to communicate with the professionals, organize the meetings, 

kind of get an understanding of everybody's expectations, and then also, um, try to learn 

from what has happened to help refine the program for next year [I25]. 

Nateõs statement suggests that he appreciates the fact that his position as an officer makes it 

possible for him to not only facilitate dialogue and connect p eople together in the present, but 

also to impact future activities of the association.  

 The next set of participantsõ stories deals with the role that expertise can play in the 

ability to have an impact on others through communication (i.e., to be persua sive). For example, 

Lori described how having expertise affected her perceptions of an oral presentation that she 

made during her senior year in high school:    

I was the expert there about it, because I was the one that did the research, so I knew more 

about it than anyone else, or so I'd like to think that, and just being able to get everything 

that I wanted to say to everyone and explain it effectively and have everyone engaged in--

my speech, I felt that made it effective [I9]. 
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Lori also described, on other occasions, how feeling knowledgeable helped her to be more 

successful. Lori was not the only participant who addressed issues of knowledge and 

communication; many others spoke about the effect that feeling like an expert had on their ability 

to communicate effectively. When Tony was asked to describe a positive speaking experience, he 

focused on expertise: òI felt confident and relevant. I knew exactly what I was saying and I knew 

people would listen. Being knowledgeable in the subject matter helped a  lotó [PrS4]. Tonyõs 

statement is quite salient, given his many statements about his lack of confidence in his ability to 

communicate orallyñthis is one of the only times that he indicates that lack of knowledge may 

be a contributor; his typical focus is on the mechanics of processing input and being expected to 

craft a response in the rapid sequence that occurs during conversation (see Chapter 9). 

When describing his experiences at his internship with a city public works department, 

Greg emphasized the importance of learning the codes and regulations so that he could provide 

accurate information to the public. In addition, in speaking about his preparedness to 

communicate as a practicing engineer, Greg again highlighted the importance of knowledge:   

I feel like I'm very prepared as far as the toolbox that I have to communicate withé But 

as far as the material that I need to understand to be able to communicate as a 

professional engineer in the professional engineering environment before I'm a 

professional engineeréthat's where I feel like I'm lacking [I31] 

A few participants spoke about the ways in which the appearance of expertise enabled 

communication to be more persuasive. Nate described being impressed by the ethos established 

by the entrants in a business plan competition: òI think most of the people that compete in 

business plan competitions as a whole they give me an impression, you know, they really know 

what they're talking aboutéthey're just good at public speakingó [I8]. He went on to discuss how 

he thinks that even if they donõt have the answers, they are adept enough to move the 

conversation into a different area. Ryan, on the other hand, presented a more extreme view: òI 

can speak well.  I can speak articulately, efficiently, I canémake it look like I know what I'm 

talking about even in cases when I don't, and I feel like in industry that's a very relevant skilló 
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[I25]. While this sentiment was not expressed by any of the other participants, Ryanõs  statement 

does represent one participantõs view on the ways in which communication can be used to bring 

about action, and it provides a glimpse into what the participant sees as preparation for 

communicating as a practicing engineer.    

IMPACTED: Standing out  

Participants made statements about the ways in which having a preparedness portfolio 

impacted how others perceived them in terms of their expertise and preparednessñin other 

words, the ways in which the portfolio will help them stand out as skilled communicators. 

Participants also made statements about the ways in which the knowledge they gained in the 

Communication Portfolio Studio, both about their own expertise in communication in general 

and in terms of knowing how to make preparedness portfolios, increased their perceived self -

efficacy for commu nicating as practicing engineers (see Chapter 9). 

For example, Neil spoke explicitly about the Communication Portfolio Studio having 

helped him become aware that communication skills affect the way that others perceive you: òI 

also now have a portfolio, and I've been able to see more the benefit of communication and what 

a difference that can have on how you come across to peopleó[I6]. Neil also noted that having the 

portfolio will help him in the future when competing for engineering positions: òI feel like that's 

[communication skills] something that is looked for, becauseéwe have the technical skills, 

it'sécommunication is lacking among engineers, and so maybe that's exactly what an employer 

wants to seeó [I3].  

Lori described how she realized now that it  was empowering to have a portfolio that 

demonstrated her communication skills that she could take with her to show interviewers [I14]; 

she also noted that òthe fact of just having a portfolio, um, that will kind of make you stand out 

from other people, so I think that will help me when I applyó [I34]. Craig explained that he 

discovered, through the Communication Portfolio Studio, òhow easy it is to build a 

portfolioégiven a structure and need to kind of populate it with yourselféyeah, probably just 
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how simple a portfolio actually can be with how strong it can be at the same timeó [I1]. These 

participantsõ statements describe tangible impacts of the Communication Portfolio Studio on 

their perceived self-efficacy for presenting themselves and job searching, which will be addressed 

further in Chapter 9.  

A few participants made statements that indicated, or implied, that the knowledge they 

gained in the Communication Portfolio Studio, with respect to communication skills and 

portfolio development, may have enhan ced their ability to effect change through their own 

communication efforts. For example, Ryan described having gained knowledge about his own 

capabilities and how important that knowledge will be for him in the future:  

I have completed a communication portfolio, I have learned a lot about my own personal 

communicative capabilities, and I have learned how communication can be pertinent 

within the context of the engineering workplace [PoS31]. 

Craigõs statement explicitly calls out having increased his knowledge of his own skills: òI am 

definitely more prepared and more aware of the state of my communication skills but more 

importantly what it takes to be effectiveó [Craig PoS34]. Both Ryan and Craigõs statements 

suggest that they have an enhanced sense of their capabilities to communicate effectively and 

have an impact (i.e., be persuasive).  

Molly noted on several occasions that she found it empowering not only to have the 

portfolio that backs up her claims about being an effective communicator, but also to h ave the 

expertise to create another if she wanted to: òI think the most rewarding thing is theñthe feeling 

of capability of doing it again and understanding the processó [I3]. Even Greg, who had indicated 

that he did not see any value in having a communication portfolio, commented on a number of 

occasions that he appreciated having learned the process of how to make one and that he would 

likely make a general engineering portfolio in the future: òthe most rewarding part was probably 

just seeing the process, having a better understandingó [I3].  Molly and Gregõs statements 

demonstrate that  the Communication Portfolio Studio had an impact on their abilities to make 

preparedness portfolios, which are inherently persuasive texts aimed at inducing action.   
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ENAC TED: Level playing field  

The Communication Portfolio Studio attempted to provide an environment in which all 

participants were on the same level in terms of position and expertise. With respect to position, 

participants were all assumed to be novices in this rhetorical community, and there was a 

facilitator rather than a teacherñhence, the structure was flat. With respect to expertise, 

participants were each assumed to be the most expert in the studio with respect to their own 

skills and competencies. As Winsor noted, reality is constructed through persuasive interaction 

between reality and a knower and among knowers, within a power structure based on position 

and expertise. Participants engaged in collaborative problem-solving activities that led to the 

construction of knowledge. Some participants struggled with turning over the expertise on their 

own preparedness to others for peer review. 

To explore knowledge sharing and construction in the studio sessions, the mini -analysis 

conducted in Chapter 6 to get at reactions to peer review (of the take-away question from the 

studio sessions) was re-explored from the slightly different perspective of discussion, 

brainstorming, and other group -think activities. Findings revealed that nine of ten people wrote 

about the discussions and interactions in the studio being helpful, and seven participants 

identified particular forms of help, including learning from others, collective sense -making, and 

improving oneõs own work based on input from others. These findings, together with the 

previous findings for positive peer review reaction, strongly suggest that the studio sessions were 

sites for the co-construction of knowledge in terms of the rhetorical task of development of 

communication preparedness portfolios.  

As a final note here, each participant was assumed to be the expert in the sessions on 

themselves and their preparedness arguments. Two participants appeared to struggle with 

turning over their expertise with respect to peer review. Molly indicated that she did not re ally 

see much value in having peers review her work òI don't put that much stock in peer feedback 

really, muchémost of the timeéI have my own opinion that I think is pretty greató [I4]. 
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However, at the same time, she very much wanted to have feedback from the facilitatorñor 

someone whom she considered to be expert; Molly mentioned at the interview that she had been 

frustrated that she did not get that feedback. Tony, on the other hand, truly did not want 

anyoneõs reviewñhe saw himself as the only legitimate reviewer of his own work:  

the whole notion of like sharing my work with someone doesn't really gain me much 

benefit, because, you know, it's my work, I don't need to show it to anyone else to help me 

at all, because, you know, I canéI can know it's mine and I can write about it on my 

own and get the same benefit [I34] 

Despite these statements by Molly and Tony, each of them wrote on in-session feedback forms 

that they found it rewarding to be reviewed by peers. There is no clear way to know from the 

data whether the positive aspects of peer review outweighed the reservations expressed above, 

or, if Molly and Tonyõs positive reactions to peer review was only for the part where they were 

reviewers (or due to any other combination of factors).  

Shaping the Pra ctice  

Findings are presented, categorized by the three analyses, as follows:  (a) contributions of 

communication ( revealed); (b) heightened awareness (impacted); and (c) expressing goals and 

visions (enacted). 

REVEALED: Contributions of communication  

Participants made many statements, across data sources, about their views on the ways 

in which communication contributes to the field of engineering. A primary focus for many 

participants was the notion that sharing ideas and knowledge led to progress in e ngineering. In 

addition, some participants emphasized teamwork (i.e., idea sharing within the discipline), while 

others focused on social responsibility (i.e., knowledge sharing beyond the discipline, informing 

the public).  

Craig commented that idea-sharing was a driving force for progress in the world, and 

that the ability to communicate persuasively enables one to participate in the negotiation:  
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òAny form of progress in the engineering world started with or involved communication 

of an idea. In order to be successful at being able to be heard and being able to listen, one 

must know how to communicate effectivelyó [PoS35].  

Molly shared a similar sentiment about idea -sharing and added an emphasis on establishing 

relationships: òInformation must be shared to be useful, and communication is sharing 

information. I also think that relationships are important in engineering, and they are often based 

on good communicationó [PoS35]. Molly reiterated this same thought again on a different 

occasion: òInformation that is not shared has no meaning or value, so I think that communication 

gives value to engineeringó [I37].  

Other participants spoke about the need for information to be shared, especially as it 

relates to teamwork.. In particular, Neil addressed the fact t hat engineering projects require 

multiple individuals and, as such, communication plays a critical role:    

One person alone cannot build a bridge, it takes many workers, and organizing that 

many people requires communication. Having strong technical skills is meaningless as 

internal information, but gains meaning through implementation and sharing [PoS35]. 

Greg also spoke about teamwork, referring to the story of the Tower of Babel, in which the only 

way to stop the building of the tower from reaching the heavens was to remove the possibility of 

communication among the builders. Greg sums up his example in this way: òthat's how 

important communication is to engineering.  Without communication, there would be no 

engineering, there would be no structures.  So it's fundamentally important to engineeringó [I37]. 

Along similar lines, Ryan spoke about communication being essential for connecting people 

together so that knowledge sharing can take place, and so that teams can function effectively: 

òPeople have to communicate in order to work successfully with peopleéthey've got 

information and knowledge that maybe you don't, and then you've got information and 

knowledge that maybe they don't. And in order to really promote synergy within a team 

and to really just work hard--work well in a teamó [I37]. 

Lori also spoke about the importance of clear communication between team members, so that 

work can progress and outcomes can be reached that are aligned with expectations of the parties: 
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really important in engineering because just being able to get your thoughts out and 

hearing other people's ideas, that's what makes it happen, like if you're not able to clearly 

express what you want, then how is ΆΆ they're not going to be able to understand what 

you're saying, and you're not going to get the product that you're trying to do, [I15] 

Sean spoke about the responsibilities of engineers to pass their knowledge on to 

upcoming generations of engineers to keep the knowledge flowing:  

you always have to look after the people in the new generation, so every engineer, every 

generation, have their own methods of communicating, right, communication, and as 

engineers, you want to assist junior engineer, you want to be able to pass it down to 

newer generationséyou never want to have a line cut between them [I15] 

The two next examples deal with communicating outward, to the world beyond 

engineering. Neil focused on the importance of communicating engineering work to th ose in 

society in order to not only inform them, but also keep informed on their needs:  

It's essential, kind of the backbone of everything that you do, because you're always--

especially like civil engineering, you're doing infrastructure for a society, and so you 

need to know--be able to communicate with that society in order to know what needs to be 

done [I37]. 

Sean also spoke about engineers communicating to the public. He focused here, specifically, on 

the social responsibility that engineers have to communicate clearly in order to keep the public 

safe: 

there's a specific guideline what we did wrongéwhich part of the project we did and 

which part that we didn't really pay attention toéthose had to be really clear and 

important, not just to engineers but to the public as well, because you have to make sure 

the public are safe, because you have done something right [I37]. 

Sean also explained how his personal views of communicating knowledge work differed from a 

traditional engineering perspective that restri cts engineers to presenting objective facts: 

you are engineer butéyou are allowed to express your own opinionséexpress those 

technical facts as like telling a storyéyou're supposed to get other people's attention, 

right, get their interest?  If they're not interested, then you're just presenting objective 
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facts, then they might misunderstood, you know, and it's hard for them to understand 

something that they're not interested in [I37]. 

IMPACTED: New insights  

A few participants commented on having developed new ideas about the various roles 

that communication plays in the field of engineering, such as the ability to make and substantiate 

claims, and the dangers of miscommunication. In addition, a few participants spoke about how 

the Communication Portfolio St udio prompted them to think more critically about the meaning 

of communication in an engineering context. This dataset was very smallñthere were no direct 

questions about having developed new notions the role of communication, in contrast to the 

large dataset for the previous section, which was drawn from two direct questions (asked of all 

participants) about the contribution of communication to engineering.  

Molly spoke about having discovered that being able to make claims about oneõs work, 

and back them up, is critical to oneõs work being accepted and used:  

I discovered that one element of engineering communication I think is important is the 

ability to make and substantiate a claim, since that is how engineers make their work 

useful to others. I can see technical and scientific information as all needing to make 

claims and justifications to be useful, and I hadn't thought of it in that way before, 

specifically [I17]. 

In addition, Molly indicated that she came up with a new understanding about the importan ce of 

everyone being on the same page in engineering work: òmost people most of the time don't have 

bad intentions, but there's miscommunicationéseems like a pretty big problem in 

communication in general, and, you know, in engineering that would be really  important to 

communicate correctly [I7].  Further, on an in -session feedback form during the second studio 

session, Molly indicated that it was rewarding òThinking about why communication is important 

to engineering in particularó [FF:Rew]. 

Several participants, while commenting on the impact of the Communication Portfolio 

Studio on their views of the importance of communication in engineering, also commented on 
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the way in which the experience helped them clarify their thinking about what it means to 

communicate in an engineering context. For example, Lori indicated that she knew before the 

studio that communication was important in engineering practice; however, the studio caused 

her to think more deeply about the ways in which it would be im portant:  

I realize that it's going to be more importanté I kinda knew that before, but I didn't 

think that it played a major key role, I guessé In engineering.  Then I realized that, oh, 

it's actually really important, and I think that to be an engineer you could--you basically 

need to be an effective communicator [I16]. 

Sean described the ways in which the Communication Portfolio Studio experience gave him an 

even greater appreciation for the importance of communication to engineering and to life 

beyond, what an important skill it is, and how empowering it can be generally:  

òcommunication is important, right?  I know that before, but after this I knowéIt's one 

of the most important skills.  So it is empowering, you can--you can use it in different 

occasions, and not just in the engineering major, right? Communication is important as 

a person in life, and you can--and use it on many different occasionsé I never realized 

how much I can use communication towards the things I'm doing right now, and after 

this session, yeah, it opens my mindó [I16]. 

And, finally, Molly discussed the ways in which the Communication Portfolio Studio helped her 

think more concretely about communication and to articulate those thoughts:  

I have always considered myself an excellent communicator in professional and academic 

environments, but I hadn't given much thought to exactly what that meant or entailed. It 

was clarifying to think and make statements about why communication is important and 

what that means in an engineering context. It is possible to say some specific, concrete 

things about something that sounds vague (communication) [PoS15].   

ENACTED: Expressing goals and visions  

Participants were asked to make claims about their preparedness to communicate as 

practicing engineers in their professional statements and to support them with persuasively 

annotated artifacts. As such, many participantsõ statements and annotations focused on their own 

specific skills and how they prepared them for what was needed in the engineering workp lace.  
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Many participants wrote about what they hoped to accomplish as engineers, what their visions 

were for how their individual contributions could better the field, and what role communication 

played in those goals and visions. This section includes excerpts from participantsõ professional 

statements and artifact annotations that focus on using knowledge for the good of society, 

communicating clearly to avoid misunderstandings, communicating adaptively for various 

audiences, and maintaining involvement t hrough communication.  

Neil wrote in his professional statement that he would like to leverage the knowledge 

that he had acquired in school to help people in society: 

The trait that distinguishes me most beyond other engineers is my communication ability 

éI realize the practicality of what I have learned and the ways in which it can be used to 

directly help people in our society. I genuinely enjoy all the aspects of engineering that I 

have encountered and find enjoyment from thinking critically to solve problems [PS]. 

Similarly, Nate shared his thoughts about wanting to use his knowledge to solve problems and 

improve the lives of others:  

I am well versed in Asian and North American culture and business practices and I hope 

to take my experiences to a new level to my knowledge into developing solutions to 

solving complex problems. At the personal level, I am passionate about making a positive 

impact in the lives of others by mentoring and bridging connections [PS]. 

Sean commented on the social responsibility of engineers to communicate clearly:  

I believe that it is also every engineerõs responsibility to express themselves effectively 

with regards to preserving the welfare of the societyé In the end, it would be my duty to 

utilize my communication skills in helping raise public awareness on many of the 

engineering/environmental issues that weõre facing today [PS]. 

In his professional statement, Ryan emphasizes the importance of communicating in 

ways that others can understand: òfundamental to the demonstration of knowledge and 

understanding within any group or organization. In order for an individual to convey his or her 

understanding to others, he or she must be able to effectively express ideas in an efficient 

manneró [PS]. 
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Joan highlights in her professional statement her positive attitude and desire to work 

collaboratively: òI am comfortable in a variety of situations, and I approach group projects with 

optimism. Generally, I look forward to working with peopleó [PS].  Further, in one of her artifact 

annotations, Joan reveals some of her commitments to engineering: 

 òAs a member of the American Society of Mechanical Engineers, I presented this 

PowerPoint to a group of my peers. I was my goal to stir interest for Puget Sound Naval 

Shipyard (PSNS) as well as to encourage internships at the undergraduate level in 

mechanical engineeringó [AA5]. 

Joan also focused on the role of clear communication in facilitating the execution of 

responsibilities within a team: òIt would be advantageous to create a document like this in the 

workplace, so that group member responsibilities and group dynamic can be established to limit 

a number of confrontations that might ariseó [AA1]. 

In a similar way, Molly wrote about taking on the responsibility for communicating with 

a client for a team project in a class: òI served the group by conducting all the communication 

with our mentor over the course of the projectéOur group maintained a good working 

relationship with our mentor throughout the course of the projectó [AA2]. 

In one of his artifact annotations, Greg spoke about ways he could use his 

communication skills as an engineer to benefit society: 

Porous pavement has always been an interest of mine due to its ability to positively 

benefit society and control water quantity and quality issues. As a future engineer I am 

excited to give presentations on material that I am passionate about. After years of debate 

and public speaking in high school giving presentations have become second nature. 

Communicating to crowds is one of my strengths [AA3]  

In his professional statement, Craig outlined several different areas of competency that are 

needed for engineering today and why; he also noted that he has experience in each of the areas 

listed, implying his ability to contribute in each. He stops  short of explicitly articulating his own 

professional goals:   
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The business-engineering relationship has its gaps in communication due their almost 

mutually exclusive purposes in the industry and differences in background. Carefully 

summarizing but not over-summarizing is a useful skill in designing communication to 

effectively translate from ôengineer-speakõ to ôbusiness-speakõ 

In her professional statement, Molly described the function of effective communication in 

the practice of engineering. She highlighted the critical role of expertise in the ability of an 

engineer to have her knowledge work accepted and used: òThe engineering practice is based on 

the expert opinion of the professional, and the opinion must be well -reasoned and well-argued to 

be accepted and usedó [PS]. This statement also suggests that Molly is able to see the technical 

and communicative aspects of engineering work as intertwined.  

A few participants confined themselves in their professional statements to listings of 

skills and accomplishments and general statements about the importance of communication, 

without touching on any specific visions for the field or goals of their own inv olvement. For 

example, Ryan focused on describing the importance of communication and on promoting the 

skill set that he brings: òI am suited for a variety of roles within virtually any organization. 

Overall, I am a valuable member in any groupó [PS]. Tony described his job duties and some of 

the skills he uses in his position as student web editor for UW: òI have demonstrated many 

effective tools of communication towards a wide range of people and these skill sets will 

definitely carry over to many differe nt job environmentsó [PS]. Lori simply listed her experiences, 

assignments, and skills, and notes that òThese experiences help show my effective 

communication skills as a practicing engineeró [PS].  

Summary of Findings  

Findings were reported for The Negoti ation of òReality,ó by sub-theme: 

(1) Conceptualizing Persuasion, (2) Gaining a Voice, and (3) Shaping the Practice. For each sub-

theme, analyses were conducted to explore (A) what is revealed about participantsõ rhetorical 

awareness, (B) what impacts are there on participantsõ rhetorical awareness, and (C) what does 

enactment of participantsõ rhetorical awareness look like? 
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With respect to conceptualizing persuasion , the analysis revealed that participants held 

varying views of the dynamics of persuasion, with some describing it as an act in which one 

party exerts influence on another, while other participants described it as a recursive interaction 

between parties. It was also revealed that context and purpose likely mediate participantsõ 

acceptance and use of persuasion. Participants reported that the Communication Portfolio Studio 

provided opportunities for learning to make and support arguments about their preparedness to 

communicate as engineers, about their ability to present themselves, or in general.  As the 

participants developed their preparedness portfolios, they employed various strategies that 

demonstrated their notions of persuasion: revealing their thought processes, using structure to 

guide readers to important points, and writing persuasive a nnotations for their artifacts.  

With respect to gaining a voice, the analysis revealed some of the ways in which 

participants employed persuasion within the workplace or other organizational settings in order 

to effect action or achieve particular goals. In addition, the analysis revealed that some 

participantsõ perceptions of their own effectiveness (or persuasiveness) depended upon their 

expertiseñreal or illusory. Many participants reported that they believed that having a 

completed preparedness portfoli o influenced the way that they were perceived by others and 

could help them stand out. Participants also indicated that their increased knowledge of their 

own expertise in communication increased their self -confidence for communicating as practicing 

engineers (covered in Chapter 9). As participants interacted with their peers in the 

Communication Portfolio Studio, they engaged in collaborative problem -solving activities, such 

as brainstorming, that resulted in the co-construction of knowledge relative to th e rhetorical task 

of creating a preparedness portfolio. In addition, some participants struggled with handing over 

their expertise about their own preparedness to peers in a review session. 

With respect to shaping the practice, the analysis revealed that most participants held 

strong views on the contribution of communication to the field of engineering ñprimarily, that 

the sharing of ideas and knowledge leads to progress. Some participants focused on teamwork 
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and, hence, the idea-sharing they spoke about was within the field, typically. Others focused 

more on social responsibility, which typically meant that they commented on sharing knowledge 

outside of the field (e.g., keeping the public informed and safe). A few participants commented 

on having developed new ideas about the various roles that communication can play in the field 

of engineering; some indicated that the Communication Portfolio Studio prompted them to think 

more critically about the meaning of communication in an engineering context. As partic ipants 

wrote claims in their professional statements and persuasively connected their chosen artifacts to 

their claims in the annotations, they often revealed personal goals and visions for their future 

practice, highlighting the importance of their commun ication skills and experiences in the 

fulfillment of those goals and visions.  
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8. DISCUSSION OF RHE TORICAL AWARENESS 

This chapter discusses the findings for Research Questions 1-3 pertaining to the analyses 

of rhetorical awareness, which were presented in Chapters 5-7 (questions in brief form here): 

1. With respect to socialization through experts and genres : (A) What is revealed about the 

participantsõ rhetorical awareness through their engagement in the Communication Portfolio 

Studio? (B) What impact does engagement in the Communication Portfolio Studio have on the 

participantsõ rhetorical awareness? (C) What does the participantsõ enactment of rhetorical 

awareness in the Communication Portfolio Studio look like?  

2. With respect to learning to construct and inte ract with audience : (A) What is revealed about 

the participantsõ rhetorical awareness through their engagement in the Communication 

Portfolio Studio? (B) What impact does engagement in the Communication Portfolio Studio 

have on the participantsõ rhetorical awareness? (C) What does the participantsõ enactment of 

rhetorical awareness in the Communication Portfolio Studio look like?  

3. With respect to the negotiation of òrealityó: (A) What is revealed about the participantsõ 

rhetorical awareness through their engagement in the Communication Portfolio Studio? 

(B) What impact does engagement in the Communication Portfolio Studio have on the 

participantsõ rhetorical awareness? (C) What does the participantsõ enactment of rhetorical 

awareness in the Communication Portfolio Studio look like?  

The remainder of this chapter includes the following sections: summary of findings, main 

discussion topics, methodological considerations, and connections to the pedagogy of the 

Communication Portfolio Studio.  

 Summary of Findings  

Findings for Research Questions 1-3, which were reported in Chapters 5-7, are 

summarized in Table 8.1.  



192 

 

 

Table 8.1 Summary of findings for Research Question s 1- 3, by sub-component and analysis type 
(R=revealed, I=impacted, E=enacted).  

Research Question 1:  Socialization through experts and genres  

Recognizing and 
learning the 
genres of practice 

 

¶ (R) Genre learning in school and workplace experienced differently  

¶ (I) Conceptions of genre expended through peer interactions 

¶ (E) Conflicts with genre expectations; varied genre learning experiences 

Performing the 
genres of practice 

 

¶ (R) Measures of success for genre performance vary 

¶ (I) Re-thinking purpose and measures; recognizing new value and use 

¶ (E) Freedom from grades and guidelines; concerns for correctness persist 

Communicating 
as engineers 

 

¶ (R) Stereotypes about engineers as communicators; disconnects 

¶ (I) Increased awareness of importance; thinking of meaning of communication  

¶ (E) Role of communication; self as communicator; enacting through artifacts 

Research Question 2:  Learning to construct and interact with audience  

Conceptualizing 
audience 

¶ (R) Varying views of audience role and relationships  

¶ (I) Peer interaction led to idea sharing; benefits of creating vs. sharing 

¶ (E) Seeing portfolio task as transactional; envisioning portfolio audience(s);  

Addressing 
audience 

¶ (R) Varying views of addressing audience  

¶ (I) Reinforced views of audience; new strategies; oral presentation audiences 

¶ (E) Accessibility through writing and layout; rhetorical  goals and interpersonal 

Self as audience ¶ (R) Few prior reflection experiences; reflection sets studio apart from coursework  

¶ (I) Deeper understanding of past work; reflection for assessing self 

¶ (E) Leveraged increased understanding of past work and self in arguments 

Research Question 3: The negotiation of òrealityó 

Conceptualizing 
persuasion 

¶ (R) Varying views of persuasion; appropriate use by context and purpose  

¶ (I) Learning to make and support arguments; presenting self  

¶ (E) Persuading through portfolio  content, structure, rhetoric  

Gaining a voice ¶ (R) Using persuasion in workplace/org setting; effectiveness based on expertise 

¶ (I) Standing out with portfolios; increased knowledge boosts self -confidence 

¶ (E) Collaborative problem -solving, co-construction  of knowledge, releasing self 

Shaping the 
practice 

¶ (R) Contributing to idea sharing, to progress; teamwork; social responsibility  

¶ (I) New ways of thinking about communication, deeper thinking  

¶ (E) Broad goals: knowledge for society; personal goals: adaptability/involvement  

The three main sub-components of each research question are listed in the left-hand column of 

the table, while a brief one-bullet summary of the findings for each type of analysis is presented 

in the right -hand column.  The discussions for the three research questions follow.  
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Discussion  

The broad, two-fold purpose of the study reported in this dissertation is briefly (1) to 

explore studentsõ conceptions and perceived self-efficacy for the communication of practicing 

engineers, and (2) to examine a particular pedagogical approach (i.e., PPPS) for its effectiveness 

in facilitating this exploration. In this study, the research questions were constructed such that 

the examination of the pedagogical approach was not a separate research question, but, rather, 

was embedded within each of the research questions.  

Thus, each of the three rhetorical awareness research questions listed above has 

embedded within it not only the questions about the three types of analyses conducted 

(i.e., revealed, impacted, and enacted), but also the question about the effectiveness of the 

pedagogical approach used (e.g., What is revealed about the participantsõ rhetorical awareness 

through their engagement  in the Communication Portfolio Studio? ). The individual discussions 

of the findings for each of the three research questions will touch on the contributions of the 

pedagogy; however, the most explicit discussion of the findings for the effectiveness of the 

pedagogical approach is handled collectively for the th ree research questions at the end of this 

chapter, under òConnections to the Pedagogies of the Communication Portfolio Studio.ó 

It is beyond the scope of this document to discuss all 27 findings individually. Thus, for 

each research question (i.e., each chapter), two main topics are discussed, each of which draws 

from one or more of the nine findings for that research question. The rationale for the selection of 

discussion topics, as well as their underlying findings, is given.   

Research Question 1: Socialization through experts and genres  

The two discussion topics for Research Question 1 are Genre Encounters and Measures of 

Success. The original, working title of this  research question included  òwhat counts as 

professional communication for engineersó (fu ll question text appears in Chapter 1). 
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Discussion Topic 1: Genre Encounters  

This discussion topic draws from findings reported under the first framework sub-

component, Recognition and Learning the Genres of Practice, as well as the third sub-component, 

Communicating as Engineers, focusing on the participantsõ breadth of understanding of the 

genres of professional practice and on issues surrounding stereotypical thinking about 

communication and engineering.  

Winsor suggested that òthe engineering genres they [the student in her study] most 

commonly wrote affected their understanding of engineering writing and engineering 

epistemologyó (1996a, p. 19). She further noted that the studentsõ employers and professions 

òcreated the demands that their writing had to meet and provided support that helped them to 

do so in the form of experienced writers and established textsó (p. 21).   

With respect to genre learning in the workplace, stories told by Joan and Greg about their 

experiences as novice engineers suggest that the specific forms and protocols they used at their 

internships shaped their understandings of the ways of knowing for their engineering disciplines 

and also the ways of doing at their particular places of employment. Joan and Greg both 

indicated that  there were genres and specialized jargon or codes that they had to learn in order to 

take part in the activities at their internships ñand, thus, learn to òthink and act as a member of 

oneõs profession or disciplineó (Bazerman, 2009, p. 289). 

While Joan spoke about a mentor who was available to her on a daily basis to help her 

learn the ways in which she needed to communicate with colleagues at the naval shipyard, Greg 

made no mention of a mentor, indicating that he had to learn the òhard wayó how to 

communicate òinside of the engineering world.ó These differences were not altogether surprising 

given that Joan typically focused on teamwork and collaboration , while  Greg typically focused 

on his own individual achievements ñevidenced across data sources and time. The specialized 

forms, jargon, and office protocols that Joan and Greg talked about seem to provide support to 

Freedmanõs (e.g., 1993) argument that it may not be desirable or even possible to explicitly teach 




































































































































































