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When I first read Chip's essay last year, I was ecstatic. Chip (an
alias) had clearly absorbed class lessons on specificity, readership,
and organization in writing. In fact, he had gone further. He had
shown that he could write a clever thesis and select examples
perfectly suited to the topic. My enthusiasm darkened to suspicion
upon a second reading, however. Chip was an A student in the
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Chapter Five

[D]ata reporting is a rhetorical action that is rarely taught in technical

and professional writing classes. Instead, if people at work formally
learn about data reporting at all, it is in computer training courses,
which teach users how to execute data retrieval and reporting func

tions. This training stresses technological over rhetorical skills and
knowledge, mistakenly assuming that knowing how to operate a tech-
nology is commensurate with knowing how to use it to its full advan-
tage to achieve a purposeful exchange of information. (pp. 92-93)

In her study, Mirel interviewed project administrators at a national lab-
oratory who used data reports to assess financial activity in their area ol
responsibility. The reports, generated by IS staff, can be read in the struc
ture determined by the IS staff or interactively restructured using a second
computer program. Administrators were uniformly unhappy with the
reports in the default format, saying that the data they were given made it
difficult to answer the four key questions the report was supposed to help
them answer (simple questions such as “What is the difference between
budgeted and actual costs?”).

Despite this dissatisfaction, only 3 out of 25 administrators used the
supplied computer program to revise the data report so that it provided the
data in a useful format. Five administrators manually rekeyed data into
another database to rearrange data. The other |7 apparently made do with
the inappropriately structured data.

Mirel’s research applies to the problem of educating articulation work-
ers in two ways. First, the IS staff who created the reports failed to config-
ure data in ways that would connect up with the ongoing needs of the users
of those data. Second, the scientists in general possessed the administra-
tive and traditional communication skills necessary for evaluating data, but
lacked the additional information manipulation skills necessary for work-
ing in and with the information in any form beyond that in which they
received it.

Similarly, Spinuzzi's (2003) research on workers analyzing traffic acci-
dent data in lowa demonstrated the ways in which users struggle to repre-
sent and use information in meaningful ways. Spinuzzi's users were some-
what more successful in learning to modify the system in successive ways
to create more useful representations. Communication breakdowns some-
times resulted in improvements in the system from a symbolic-analytic
point of view.

Nearly every type of symbolic-analytic or articulation work requires
the ability to work at an advanced level with information spaces such as
this. Unfortunately, formal education often fails to provide the complex
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University of Central Florida
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