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Analytical Narrative

Over the years, I have realized that effective technical communication is important across
professions, and my experiences in the Master of English, Professional Writing and Rhetoric
program only reinforces this observation. Although I initially knew very little about the scope of
technical communication, I understood that it would be a valuable area of study.

I am naturally drawn to forms of visual communication, and my undergraduate education
consisted primarily of coursework in the Visual Communication Technology and Art History
programs at Bowling Green State University. Through these programs, I gained a solid
foundation in photography and graphic design, and I learned valuable visual analysis skills.
However, I made the mistake of neglecting my English education, opting to enroll only in a
single, required introductory technical writing course. While I thoroughly enjoyed the course, I
did not pursue any additional English courses, thinking that my writing skills were adequate for a
career in marketing or communications.

After graduating with my B.S. in Visual Communication Technology and B.A. in Art
History, I went on to study in the online Learning Design master’s degree program at Bowling
Green State University. In this program, I studied learning theories and instructional design, but
again, I did not pursue any English education. Looking back, I realize that I once again missed
out on an opportunity to develop writing skills that would be highly beneficial in any career path.

It was not until I had worked a year in collegiate recreational marketing that I realized
how beneficial additional English education would be. Initially my tasks fell in the realm of
visual communication; however, when I began to look past the visual aspects of my work, I
noticed that much of the written content I worked with lacked clarity, was potentially confusing,

and even contained grammatical errors. Before long, I was questioning the accuracy and



effectiveness of most of the documents I came across, and I started making basic revisions. The
more | worked with written content, the more I enjoyed the process of both writing and editing,
and I decided to enroll in the M.A. in English program with a specialization in Professional
Writing and Rhetoric.

Prior to starting the coursework, I thought that technical communication and visual
communication were two completely different subjects. However, I as progressed in the
program, I quickly realized that the two fields have much in common. Although technical
communication centers on written communication and visual communication encompasses
various types of visual media, both disciplines share a common goal: communicating messages
that inform, instruct, or persuade a targeted audience.

There is also content overlap between the two disciplines. While technical
communicators may not be tasked with creating visuals, they should understand how to select
effective visuals and compose multimodal documents that contain both textual and visual
content. Likewise, visual communicators may not be responsible for writing or editing the
textual content of a brochure or website, but they should be able to understand how to choose
effective supporting visuals. They would also benefit from applying a critical eye toward text
and recognizing the presence of grammatical, mechanical, or substantive errors.

Much of my research in this program, including the documents selected for this portfolio,
reflects my interest in the overlapping area between technical communication and visual
communication. Topics included in this portfolio range from the effective and ethical design of
graphical representations, the role of semiotics and visual metaphor in the design of graphical

symbols, and methods guiding the design of software video tutorials.



I also drew on my learning design background to write a resource guide for teaching a
technical writing course, which includes a teaching philosophy, curricular objectives, a course
syllabus, lesson plans, and assignments for an introductory technical communication course.
While the topic for this teaching guide differs from the previous three topics in that it does not
heavily focus on the intersection of visual and technical communication, it does demonstrate my
ability to include visual communication considerations into course assignments.

In addition to demonstrating my interest in theories and methods that overlap technical
and visual communication, the portfolio selections also demonstrate my growth as a writer and
researcher as I progressed through the program. Each selection was written during a different
semester, and a comparison between the original drafts demonstrate a positive shift in both
research methods and writing style.

The first selection is a research paper titled, “Embellishments in Graphical
Representations and Infographics: Effects and Ethics,” and it was the final course project for
ENG 6410, Resources and Research in Professional/Technical Writing, which I completed
during my second semester in the program. Since I had already completed a research methods
course for the Learning Design master’s program, writing a research paper was a process I was
already familiar with. However, selecting a suitable topic and type of study proved more
difficult, as I was still relatively new to the program and unfamiliar with all potential topic areas.
Therefore, I decided to review the effects of using visual embellishments in graphical
representations (graphs and charts), a topic that overlapped with visual communication.

Due to my relative unfamiliarity with the topic, I felt that a literature review would be the
most appropriate approach, and I followed the methods outlined in A4 Research Primer for

Technical Communication: Methods, Exemplars, and Analyses by Michael A. Hughes and



George F. Hayhoe. The research process included locating and reviewing primary research,
identifying gaps in research, writing to educate readers, and establishing credibility. During the
semester, | read a variety of articles and prepared a reference list and annotated bibliography
summarizing the sources and evaluating their credibility and effectiveness. This process, which
was new to me, enabled me to get a good overview of the topic, and it also made the processes of
writing an outline and composing the final paper much easier.

My primary focus in this research paper was to first distinguish the difference between
graphical representations of quantitative data and infographics, which are multimodal displays of
both visuals and text that often contain graphical representations. I then studied two contrasting
approaches to designing graphical representations: minimalism, as is seen in traditional charts
and graphs, and embellishing, which is a common practice when designing charts and graphs for
infographics. When looking at the minimalist approach, I specifically studied Edward Tufte’s
principles of graphical excellence as defined in The Visual Display of Quantitative Information,
including his ideas on data-ink ratio and “chart junk.” I then looked at the use of embellishments
in graphical representations, which includes decorations and visual backgrounds used within and
around graphical representations, as in the case of many infographics. Based on existing
research, [ determined how these two approaches impact readability, communication accuracy,
memorability, and viewers’ aesthetic preferences. I also reviewed the ethical implications of
using embellishments in graphical representations, looking at the opposing viewpoints of those
who support minimalism, like Edward Tufte, and those who favor the inclusion of
embellishments that incorporate humanistic elements.

The second selection, “The Use of Visual Metaphors in ISO Graphical Symbols,” is the

best representation of substantive research in this portfolio. I wrote this research paper to fulfill



the final course requirement for ENG 6050, Visual Rhetoric, which I enrolled in during my third
semester in program. After completing my first research paper in the program the previous
semester, I realized that I needed to narrow my focus, as my previous topic seemed too broad in
retrospect. Therefore, I limited the scope of this topic to exploring the extent to which visual
metaphors are used in ISO public information graphical symbols. This topic provided the
opportunity to study how complex information is communicated in simple graphical symbols. It
also allowed me to look at how meaning is communicated visually according Charles Sanders
Peirce’s theory of semiotics. Even though I studied visual communication and art history as an
undergraduate student, semiotics was a completely new area of study for me, and I valued the
opportunity to learn more through this research.

To understand underlying trends in the design of ISO graphical symbols, I conducted a
content analysis, which was a method that I was unfamiliar with prior to taking the Visual
Rhetoric course. According to Gillian Rose in Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to
Researching with Visual Materials, the content analysis was originally developed as a method to
interpret spoken and written texts, but it can also be applied to visual images (2012).
Furthermore, this method relies on strict rules and procedures for selecting, coding, and
quantitatively analyzing large numbers of images.

The paper begins with an introduction that briefly outlines the problem, methods, and
hypotheses. A literature review follows that establishes the long history of production of
graphical symbols, reviews Peirce’s semiotic model, clarifies overlapping terminology, provides
a definition of ISO graphical symbols, reviews the various types of ISO graphical symbols, and

provides an explanation of visual metaphors. Next, a methods section outlines the steps followed



in the content analysis, which include selecting symbols to analyze, creating coding categories,
forming a hypothesis, coding the categories, analyzing the results, and summarizing the results.

Although the small sample size and participation of only one researcher presented some
limitations, this study revealed that there are some significant trends in how ISO public
information graphical symbols are designed. Understanding the design decisions behind ISO
graphical symbols can aid technical communicators in both choosing and creating graphical
symbols to incorporate into their projects.

The third selection, a seminar paper titled “Guidelines for Designing Effective Video
Software Tutorials,” was completed most recently during my sixth semester in the program for
ENG 6800, Multimodal Composition. In this class I felt like a fish out of water, as I was the only
student who had never taught an English class. Therefore, I approached the course from the
perspective of a visual communicator, and I viewed the class as an opportunity to learn how to
better merge writing with my work with visuals.

When choosing a topic, I decided to draw on my learning design education by connecting
multimodal theory and technical communication through an exploration of how to create
effective video software tutorials. Creating instructions falls within the scope of technical
communication, and is an important area of consideration as the popularity of video tutorials has
increased since the establishment of video sharing sites like YouTube. Recognizing the
possibility that technical communicators may be tasked with working on video tutorials, I
decided to review existing literature to determine what the recommendations are for producing
effective video software tutorials. While I did find several existing sets of guidelines informed by
research, differences in content and organization were evident. Therefore, I combined all the

content into eighteen distinct guidelines in three major categories: accessibility, cognitive design,



and affective design. In addition, I identified research and theories in education psychology,
instructional design, and multimedia learning that support each guideline, drawing heavily on the
theories presented by Richard E. Mayer and Roxana Moreno in multimedia learning.

The fourth and final selection is a teaching resource guide, which I completed during my
fourth semester in the program for ENG 6470 Teaching Technical Writing. In this class, I
studied current rhetorical theories and approaches to teaching technical writing, and I also looked
at how technical writing differs from other forms of composition.

In one of the course texts, Writing that Works: A Teacher’s Guide to Technical Writing,
Dr. Steven M. Gerson discusses five components of technical writing: development, grammar,
organization, style, and document design. Looking back at the introductory technical writing
course I took as an undergraduate, | remembered that document design was given little
consideration outside of following proper document formats, like the correct placement of
information in a formal letter or resume or the use of numbered lists in instructions. Therefore,
even though I focused on all five components in the teaching materials I created, I took the
opportunity to especially highlight the document design component.

In a resume assignment I created, I included the application of the principles of graphic
design in the document design as a learning outcome, and in a multicultural website comparison
assignment, | asked that students compare two websites in the use of color, layout, white space,
and images, as well as textual content and language availability. In the course schedule I created,
I also allocated time to discuss the basics of how to communicate visually including the
principles of graphic design, basic typography, and the use of tables, graphs, and charts in

documents. By inserting basic visual communication education into an introductory technical
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writing course curriculum, I hope that students would view document design as part of the
overall writing process, rather than as an afterthought.

While the selections in this portfolio showcase only a fraction of what I learned in the
Professional Writing and Rhetoric program, each of the ten courses I completed taught me
important aspects of the field of technical communication. One course that I particularly value is
ENG 6420, Professional/Technical Editing, which I completed during my final semester of
coursework. After a decade-long hiatus from English language studies, this class was invaluable
in helping me remember grammar and punctuation rules that I had forgotten as well as
prompting me to learn new rules. I also became comfortable using The Chicago Manual of Style,
16™ edition, a resource I had not used before and one that I now heavily rely on. In addition, I
became familiar with Carolyn Rude and Angela Eaton’s basic copyediting aims defined in
Technical Editing, and now I always critically evaluate my writing and the documents I edit to
ensure they are correct, consistent, accurate, and complete.

In the Professional/Technical Editing course, I also learned that there is a distinct
difference between basic copyediting, which encompasses grammar, punctuation, and style
conventions, and comprehensive editing, which also includes content and organization. As a
result of this course, I discovered that I thoroughly enjoy comprehensively editing documents,
and I heavily rely on the guidelines provided by Robert van Buren and Mary Fran Buehler’s
levels and types of edit as outlined in The Levels of Edit. While the levels of edit are not always
applicable to my own editing tasks, I have made it a habit to always perform format, mechanical,
language, and substantive edits when appropriate.

I also applied what I learned in the Professional/Technical Editing course to revise the

works selected for this portfolio. For each document, I first performed a format edit, looking for
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inconsistent uses of typefaces, leading, heading styles, and positioning of figures and tables.
Next, I performed a mechanical style edit, reviewing the documents for issues that include
improper capitalization, word compounding, form and construction, and bibliographic reference
style. After looking at formatting and mechanics, I performed a language edit to review spelling,
grammar and syntax, punctuation, language parallelism, and the use of smooth transitions. I also
looked for ways to make the writing more concise or explanatory when necessary. Lastly, I
performed a substantive edit, although this often took place simultaneously with the other edits.
Substantive edits included the identification and inclusion of missing material, the elimination of
repetition and redundancy when possible, and improvements in organization.

Through the revision process it became evident that my writing has improved over the
two years I have been enrolled in the program. As “Embellishments in Graphical Representations
and Infographics: Effects and Ethics” was written during my second semester, there was much to
edit. In addition to improving grammar, I realized that I used multiple terms interchangeably,
which made the writing confusing. I also identified a need to include smoother transitions
between topics to more effectively guide the reader through the content.

I also noticed similar issues in my second selection, “The Use of Visual Metaphors in
ISO Graphical Symbols.” Overall, this paper flowed better, but I did need to correct some
grammar, inconsistencies in terminology, and figure labels and captions. I also improved the
transition between the discussion of ISO graphical symbols and visual metaphors. One major
issue in this selection was the incomplete development of the visual metaphor coding category,
which required some additional writing.

My third selection, “Guidelines for Designing Effective Video Software Tutorials” was

completed during my last semester of coursework while I was also enrolled in the
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Professional/Technical Editing course. It is clear from re-reading this paper that the editing skills
I learned in Professional/Technical Editing positively impacted my writing skills as this paper
required much less revision.

My fourth selection, the teaching guide, also required some minor grammatical revisions.
However, most revisions centered around formatting. I restructured the table format of the
grading rubric to make it easier to read and added some bold and color typeface formatting to the
course schedule to highlight important information. In addition, I divided the content in a lengthy
assignment overview into a bulleted list so that the information would be easier to scan and
remember.

Although I wasn’t initially sure how I would apply the knowledge learned in this program
in my current position or how my career path might change after completing this program, I was
certain that my writing would improve with focused education and practice. What I did not
anticipate was that this program would be complementary to my background in visual
communication and learning design and improve my graphic design and instructional design
work.

Overall, the range of course offerings has contributed in further diversifying my skillset
by helping me develop valuable writing and editing skills and even allowing me the opportunity
to build on my existing document design skills. Each semester, I have had the opportunity to
apply new knowledge and methods I learned in the courses in my current position in collegiate
recreational marketing by improving existing documents, writing new documents, and even
establishing an editing workflow for staff to follow. As I contemplate my future, I am now
confident that I have the writing and editing skills necessary for any career that requires technical

writing and editing skills.
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Embellishments in Graphical Representations and Infographics: Effects and Ethics

Introduction

Visual thinking is important in the field of professional communication because technical
communicators are increasingly responsible for design tasks. In addition, audiences now expect
to view information in multiple forms and presented in different types of media (Brumberger,
2007, 377). Carliner (2001, 157) explains that advances in desktop publishing software as well as
increased audience expectations have created a demand for graphics in communication products;
for this reason, technical communicators need to be able to identify opportunities for the
incorporation of visuals in communication products and also have the ability to communicate
with graphic artists and production specialists.

According to Kienzler (1997, 171), visuals can have a greater impact than accompanying
text for three major reasons: (1) readers perceive visuals as a gestalt, and, therefore, visuals have
an emotional impact that words lack, (2) it is easier for viewers to see visuals when skimming,
even if they do not read the text, and (3) readers tend to remember visuals longer. Doumont
(2001, 220) discusses how people are able to grasp visual aids in a few seconds and often absorb
them nonverbally.

Iliinsky and Steele (2011, Part 1) also identify many benefits of data visualizations
(displays of quantitative data in charts and graphs) for the processes of examining,
understanding, and transmitting information. They explain that data visualizations aid the brain
in absorbing a large amount of information very quickly and help the brain identify patterns in
order to understand relationships and meaning. In addition, data visualizations identify sub-

problems and inspire new questions and further exploration. Iliinsky and Steele (2011, Part I)
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also note that data visualizations help viewers identify trends and outliers and discover or search
for specific data points in a larger field.

However, despite the known benefits of data visualizations, the actual effectiveness of
data visualizations used throughout print and digital media varies depending on their design.
Hegarty (2011, 447) explains that in the case of visual-spatial displays, task performance for
different visual displays of the same information can be “dramatically different” depending on
their design. As a result, researchers from many different disciplines (i.e. cartographers,
statisticians, researchers in human factors and engineering psychology, educational researchers,
and researchers of scientific visualization and geovisualization) are questioning the design and
effectiveness of visual displays of information (Hegarty, 2011, 447).

While there are many different types of visuals used in technical communication,
graphical representations (also known as data visualizations) are commonly used to visually
display quantitative data. However, the design of effective graphical representations is one topic
in which there continues to be much debate. This literature review examines the effectiveness of
graphical representations that contain embellishments from two different angles: their
effectiveness in communicating information and any ethical implications.

First, key terminology is defined to avoid any confusion in the meaning of various
technical terms. Next, two different approaches to the creation of graphical representations—
minimalism and embellishing—are reviewed. Following is a review of recent studies that
demonstrate the effect of embellishments on graphical representations and demonstrate the
impact of embellishments on readability, communication accuracy, memorability, and aesthetic
preferences. Next is a discussion of the ethical implications of using embellishments in graphical

representations. Finally, this literature review concludes with recommendations that include (1)
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standardized names for various types of visualizations to prevent confusion, (2) additional
research on the effects of embellishments, and (3) the need for professional communication
instructors to be knowledgeable about graphical representations and infographics in order to
teach future professional communicators how to judge the quality of existing infographics and

create effective infographics.

Definitions of Key Terms: Graphical Representations and Infographics
Professional communicators should be concerned with two forms of visual

communication: graphical representations (also referred to as data visualizations) and
infographics. According to Iliinsky and Steele (2011, Part 1, Chapter 1), the vocabulary used to
describe the art of representing statistical information visually is still evolving, and this creates
some confusion on what the various terms relating to data visualizations actually mean. Wills
(2012, 21) also discusses the lack of accepted standard names for various types of data
visualizations. He explains that as data visualizations have become more complex, the problem
becomes worse, and it is difficult for people unfamiliar with the field of data visualization to
understand the differences and similarities between methods of displaying data. Nevertheless,
according to Iliinsky and Steele (2011, Part 1, Chapter 1), the information design community
does recognize solid definitions for these terms that make a distinction based on form and origin.
However, this claim may be debated as the sources cited in this paper use a variety of different

terms to discuss the same types of data visualizations.
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Graphical Representations
The term graphical representation is often used interchangeably with a variety of other
terms including data visualizations, data graphics, presentation graphics, and information
graphics. According to “The Concise Encyclopedia of Statistics” published by Springer in 2008,
graphical representations are a form of data representation that “encompass a wide variety of
techniques that are used to clarify, interpret and analyze data by plotting points and drawing line
segments, surfaces, and other geometric forms or symbols” (Dodge, 2008, 236-237). Figures 1

and 2 display two different examples of common graphical representations.

Plunging Oil Prices
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Figure 1. These line graphs, published by the New York Times in 2014, compare the change in
oil prices over time by connecting points plotted on the x and y axes.

Source: The New York Times, 2014.
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Gap in 2014 Math and Reading SAT Scores by Family Income

Mean Achievement Scores Increase with Family Income
United States
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Source: The College Board, 2014 SAT Report on College & Career Readiness

Figure 2. This bar graph, published by the Huffington Post in 2015, compares mean math and
reading SAT scores for students based on family income.

Source: The New York Times, 2014.

Edward Tufte (2001), a renowned American statistician, uses the term “data graphics” to
describe visual displays of quantitative data that make use of points, lines, a coordinate system,
numbers, symbols, words, shading, and color. In contrast, Wills (2012) refers to visual displays
of quantitative data as presentation graphics, Demir et. al. (2012) refers to them as information
graphics, and Iliinsky and Steele (2011) as well as Skau et. al. (2015) refer to them as data
visualizations.

According to Iliinksy and Steele (2011, Part 1, Chapter 1), data visualizations are visual
representations of data that are algorithmically drawn using computer software. Furthermore,
data visualizations are easy to regenerate with different data, often undecorated or “aesthetically

barren,” and data-rich. While they are initially designed by humans, computer software is
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ultimately used to render data visualizations. Notice that in both figures 1 and 2, the graphical
representations are computer generated, data-rich, and include only the elements needed to
accurately convey the information (i.e. words, numbers, and graphic elements).

Due to the potentially confusing range of terms used to describe the display of
quantitative data in graphs and charts, only the term “graphical representation” is used from this

point forward to refer to visual displays of quantitative data.

Infographics

Unlike graphical representations, which visually display quantitative data, infographics
are visual displays that convey both textual information and eye-catching design elements in
addition to or in place of graphical representations (see figs. 3 and 4). Infographics are designed
for both digital or print publications to communicate information to audiences (Skau et. al., 2015,
221). In addition to containing graphical representations, Toth (2013, 448) explains that
infographics also may contain lists, graphics, and other visual elements to inform or persuade
audiences. In addition, infographics are visual representations of data that are manually drawn,
specific to the data at hand, aesthetically rich, and relatively data-poor or limited in the amount
of data conveyed due to the fact that they are created manually (Iliinsky and Steele, 2011, Part 1,
Chapter 1). Polman and Gebre (2015, 868) define infographics as “visual representations of
complex data and ways of communicating insights in visual form.” They explain that
infographics go beyond displaying quantitative data in the form of charts and graphs because
infographics use both graphical and textual conventions to embed representations of the creator’s
understanding of a topic and present an argument. Ashman and Patterson define infographics as

“visual portrayals of research findings” and argue that infographics enable the transfer of
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knowledge between academia and a wider audience (Ashman and Patterson, 2015, 613).
According to Kostelnick (1998, 477), infographics fall into the category of aesthetic data
displays. The aesthetic standard includes expressive approaches “which aim to capture the

readers’ attention, motivating them to examine the data.”

THE RECYCLE CHRONICLES

LACK OF KNOWLEDGE HINDERS RECYCLING EFFORTS

WHO RECYCLES MOST? PEOPLE UNDERSTAND THE BENEFITS

BUT THEY DON'T KNOW WHAT'S RECYCLABLE REASONS THEY DON'T RECYCLE

Figure 3. This infographic, published online on The Daily Good website in 2012, uses a combination of text,
graphical representations, and graphic elements to describe how recycling efforts are hindered by a lack of
knowledge.

Source: The Daily Good, 2012.
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B ACTUALLY VOTES

During the 2008 presidential election, 64 percent of voting-age Americans—131 million people—showed up to their local polling places to
cast a ballot. But who exactly turned out?

WOMEN VOTED AT A HIGHER RATE THAN MEN WHITES AND BLACKS TOPPED THE VOTER
TURNOUT TABLES
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75% 71.2%  71.2% 71.2% 703% 702% 697% 687% 68.4% 68.3%

Minnesota Hag;‘s';me Maine Wisconsin  Louisiana Towa Mississippi  Virginia Colorado  Maryland = TOP REASONS FOR NOT VOTING

i1 8 R R R R R R B |™

59.9% 59.9% 588% 587% 56.1% 555% 53.8% 534%  53.1% 51.8% | Sicl/disabled

' . A i ~ - ' ’ . o “» Not interested

Nevada Arizona New York Oklahoma Texas Tennessee Arkansas West Virginia Utah Hawaii Did not like
campaign,
candidates,
or issues

Unemployed

SOURCES: US CENSUS BUREAU, PROJECT VOTE

* TAKE ACTION * Take ONY

Tell the world why you're voting this year at
Takepart.com/Tuesday INFOGRAPHIC DESIGN BY COLUMN FIVE Pa