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SUMMARY 

Recent research  and pub l i ca t ions  have supported the  
s i g n i f i c a n t  r o l e  t h a t  audience p l a y s ,  both i n  d e l i n e a t i n g  the  
composition model and i n  def in ing  p a r t i c u l a r  types of d iscourse .  
Audience a n a l y s i s  i s  an inherent  and e s s e n t i a l  component of 
t e c h n i c a l  communication. I n  t h i s  paper ,  we d i scuss  s e v e r a l  
techniques f o r  teaching audience a n a l y s i s  t h a t  have proven 
success fu l  i n  a course f o r  engineering s t u d e n t s .  

INTRODUCTION 

Cicero - an e a r l y  proponent of audience a n a l y s i s  - 
suggested t h a t  an in t roduc t ion  should render  the  audience 
a t t e n t i v e ,  recept ive  , and doc i l e  . Rather than rendering the  
audience d o c i l e ,  we choose t o  r i l e  a l i t t l e .  

We begin by admit t ing t h a t  sometimes (on ly  sometimes) we 
f e e l  s o r r y  f o r  s t u d e n t s .  On the one hand, we ask  them t o  wr i te  
b e t t e r  - and we measure t h a t  " b e t t e r "  by the s y n t a c t i c  matur i ty  
of t h e i r  w r i t i n g  - the  length  of t h e i r  T-uni ts  and the  e x t e n t  
of t h e i r  vocabular ies .  On the o the r  hand, we ask them t o  wr i t e  
b e t t e r ,  and we measure t h a t  " b e t t e r "  by the  r e a d a b i l i t y  of 
t h e i r  wr i t ing  - using measures t h a t  reward s h o r t  sentences and 
words of few s y l l a b l e s  .l For the s tudent  who endures i n  w r i t i n g ,  
t h i s  m u s t  be confusing. 

By the  same token,  some of u s  teach audience awareness, 
some of u s  teach audience a n a l y s i s  o r  audience adapta t ion  o r  
reader  accommodation - o r  we teach no audience a t  a l l .  This 
too  might be confusing. 

Recent research  and pub l i ca t ions  by M i l l e r ,  Kinneavy, and 
Flower and Hayes, and o t h e r s  have supported the  s i g n i f i c a n t  
r o l e  t h a t  audience p lays ,  both i n  d e l i n e a t i n g  t h e  co p o s i t i o n  
model and i n  de f in ing  p a r t i c u l a r  types of discourse .' An 
awareness of audience i s  - o r  should be - an inheren t  component 

https://ntrs.nasa.gov/search.jsp?R=19820008122 2020-03-21T09:51:22+00:00ZCORE Metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

Provided by NASA Technical Reports Server

https://core.ac.uk/display/42858016?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1


of any communication s i t u a t i o n .  I n  the  f i e l d  of t echn ica l  
communication, the  s tudy of audience has evolved i n t o  a kind 
of s p e c i a l i z a t i o n  - a s p e c i a l i z a t i o n  which i s  becoming 
inc reas ing ly  abs t rac ted  from i t s  r o o t s  and i t s  purpose.  

A t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  it i s  important t o  note t h a t  audience a n a l y s i s  
and audience awareness a re  no t  synonymous nor  equiva lent  terms, 
a l though many people tend t o  use them as such.  Being aware of 
an audience i s  necessary f o r  any kind of wr i t ing  t h a t  can be 
c a l l e d  t r a n s a c t i o n a l .  Audience a n a l y s i s  i s  the  t a s k  of de f in ing  
who i s  the audience f o r  a p a r t i c u l a r  piece of wr i t ing  and 
determining those c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the audience which w i l l  
cons t ra in  the w r i t e r  and a f f e c t  the recept ion  of the  message. 
When an engineer  w r i t e s  a  l e t t e r ,  he i s  aware of an audience 
because he i s  w r i t i n g  the  l e t t e r  t o  be r e a d .  When he w r i t e s  , 
t h a t  l e t t e r  d i r e c t l y  t o  h i s  boss,  he i s  aware of a  p a r t i c u l a r  
audience.  When he begins t o  th ink  of h i s  b o s s ' s  r e a c t i o n  t o  
the l e t t e r ,  h e r  frame of r e fe rence ,  he r  preference f o r  arrange-  
ment, her  p r e d i s p o s i t i o n  t o  the  s u b j e c t ,  the  engineer  i s  
engaging i n  the  process  of audience a n a l y s i s .  That a n a l y s i s  
c e r t a i n l y  ensures  audience awzreness, and when it becomes p a r t  of 
t h a t  awareness, it e s t a b l i s h e s  f u r t h e r  c o n s t r a i n t s  on the 
wr.i t ing - a f f e c t i n g  choice of organiza t ion ,  invent ion ,  s t y l e ,  
r e v i s i o n ,  and format p resen ta t ion  throughout the wr i t ing  process .  

Much of the  cu r ren t  l i t e r a t u r e  on the  composing process  
sugges ts  t h a t  an awareness of audience may be one of s e v e r a l  
poss ib le  v a l i d  d i s t i n c t i o n s  between the "unski l led"  and t h e  
" s k i l l e d "  w r i t e r .  According t o  Nystrand, f o r  example, 
l ea rn ing  t o  wr i t e  may be seen as an experiment i n  which the 
w r i t e r  " inqu i res  l e s s  i n t o  the na ture  o f  the t o p i c  and more 
i n t o  the na ture  of the r e a d e r ' s  r e a c t i o n s  t o  marks on a  page. I t  3 
We suspect  t h a t  f o r  the  experienced w r i t e r  a l a rge  p o r t i o n  of 
the  time spent  i n  recurs ive  a c t i v i t y  i n  wr i t ing  i s  focused on 
incorpora t ing  audience a n a l y s i s .  Shaughnessy, K r o l l ,  B r i t t o n  
and 0 th  rs ind ica te  t h a t  t h i s  i s  no t  the case f o r  the s tudent  
wr i3eref l  While t h e  experienced w r i t e r  c a p i t a l i z e s  on the 
i n t e r n a l i z a t i o n  of audience,  the  s tuden t  w r i t e s  usual ly  does 
n o t ,  nor  do they  have the  experience,  understanding, or  t o o l s  
t o  do s o .  The inexperienced p ro fess iona l  o r  t e c h n i c a l  w r i t e r  
may a l s o  f i n d  i t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  i n t e r n a l i z e  an appropr ia te  
audience f o r  any given s i t u a t i o n .  

DEVELOPMBNT', OF TECHNIQUES 

I n  1976, Tr i ton  College designed a course which combined 
an in t roduc t ion  t o  engineering course and a freshman r h e t o r i c  
course .  S tudents  a r e  introduced t o  both the  engineering 
profess ion  and i t s  communication techniques.  Since t h a t  t ime,  
the course has  been team-taught by an engineering i n s t r u c t o r  
and an English i n s t r u c t o r .  Subsequently, many of these techniques 



were used with sen io r s  en ro l l ed  i n  a Technical and Pro fess iona l  
Communications course a t  R .P. I. O u r  experience with these  
s tuden t s  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  l ea rn ing  techniques of audience a n a l y s i s  
can a s s i s t  s tuden t s  i n  achieving a mature s t y l e  - a s t y l e  t h a t  
shows the  t ens ion  produced when a t e x t  i s  w r i t t e n  t o  be read and 
understood. 

Techniques of audience a n a l y s i s  help the s tudent  t o  in te rna -  
l i z e  an audience,  t o  adopt the  r o l e  of the r e a d e r .  I f  the audience 
i s  indeed always a  f i c t i o n ,  then a n a l y s i s  provides ways i n  which 
the a b s t r a c t  and genera l  concept of audience can be made more 
concre te .  With the  t o o l s  of audience a n a l y s i s ,  s tuden t s  l e a r n  t o  
define the  r h e t o r i c a l  s i t u a t i o n .  Rather than f a c i n g  an assignment 
as i f  it  were some g r e a t  guessing game with the odds a g i n '  them, 
they  recognize t h a t  c e r t a i n  audiences d i c t a t e  c e r t a i n  c o n s t r a i n t s .  
S tudents  who recognize,  f o r  example, t h a t  a  given t e c h n i c a l  
format i s  a convention which has evolved because of i t s  
appropr ia teness  t o  the  s u b j e c t ,  t o  the  audience,  and t o  the 
purpose,  a re  more l i k e l y  t o  use and adapt the formats than be 
paralyzed by them. For the t e c h n i c a l  s tuden t ,  the audience i s  
the  consumer, and market a n a l y s i s  makes sense i n  producing even 
a  w r i t t e n  product .  

This c h a r a c t e r i z e s  the  way we approached teaching audience 
a n a l y s i s .  We wanted s tuden t s  t o  

1 .  be aware of an audience,  
2 .  analyze the  audience,  and 
3 .  accommodate the  audience.  

That objec t ive  i s  the  foundation of each assignment i n  the course .  
Consequently, we chose no t  t o  use a "cookbook" approach. 
Handing a shee t  of paper with ques t ions  on age and educat ion and 
t e c h n i c a l  background of the audience d id  no t  seem t o  be enough. 
A s  we continued working with t h i s  concept,  however, we were 
ab le  t o  employ a number of techniques.  

PROCEDURES 

F i r s t ,  we at tempt  t o  demonstrate t h a t  the re  i s  a reader  and 
t h a t  the  reader  always has c e r t a i n  expec ta t ions .  Many s t u d e n t s ,  
f o r  example, have never considered the p red ic tz '2 i l i ty  of the  
English language. A s  soon as a  w r i t e r  p u t s  the  word "The" on 
a  p iece  of paper ,  the w r i t e r  i s  r e s t r i c t e d  a s  t o  what word o r  
type of word he can put  a f t e r .  I n  a  s i m i l a r  way, the r e a d e r ,  
who has  come t o  r e l y  on p r e d i c t a b i l i t y  f o r  e f f i c i e n t  reading ,  
a l s o  a n t i c i p a t e s  a c e r t a i n  type of word t o  fo l low.  Grammar 
and usage can a l s o  be discussed as p a r t  of t h i s  p r e d i c t a b i l i t y .  
We found t h a t  an e f f e c t i v e  p a r a l l e l  can be drawn between t h i s  
and the  s t u d e n t ' s  i n t e r a c t i o n  with a  computer. A s  a r eader ,  the  
computer i s  o f t e n  demanding and r i g i d  i n  i t s  expecta t ions ;  i f  it  
does n o t  g e t  what the system i s  programmed t o  expect ,  it w i l l  
s t o p  and p r i n t  an e r r o r  message, i n  many cases  not ing  t h a t  it 



had received something o the r  than what had been expected.  

Secondly, a s  eva lua to r s ,  we changed our approach. I n  a 
team-taught course ,  the s tudent  m u s t  d e a l  with two readers  - t he  
exper t  I n  content  and the  exper t  i n  w r i t i n g .  For many s t u d e n t s ,  
the  t r i c k  t o  l ea rn ing  how t o  wr i te  i s  l ea rn ing  how t o  wr i t e  t o  
an English i n s t r u c t o r  - a f?equent ly maligned, o f t en  misunderstood, 
s t e r e o t y p i c a l  c rea tu re  who i s  seen as having l i t t l e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  
t o  t h e  r e a l  world.  I n  a t e c h n i c a l  wr i t ing  course,  s tuden t s  should 
l e a r n  immediately t h a t  they have an audience of a t  l e a s t  two: 
the def ined audience and the English teacher  ( o r  c r i t i c a l  e d i t o r ) .  
Every assignment a  s tudent  w r i t e s  should be l a b e l l e d  with a 
defined audience,  such as the supervisor ,  concerned layperson,  o r  
an exper t  i n  the f i e l d .  The i n s t r u c t o r ,  p r a c t i c i n g  a l i t t l e  
d i s a s s o c i a t i n g ,  p a r t i c i p a t e s  i n  the j i ict ion by responding i n  a 
dual  r o l e :  as the  f i c t i v e  reader  (What? This doesn ' t  follow! ) 
and as the  exper t  i n  w r i t i n g   h he organiza t ion  here would improve 
i f  you used t r a n s i t i o n s  . )  . 

Another way t o  prove t h a t  r eader s  do have expecta t ions  and 
t o  allow s tuden t s  t o  discover  ways of accommodating readers  i s  
simply t o  t u r n  the c l a s s  i n t o  " r e a l  r e a d e r s .  " During the semester 
s e l e c t i o n s  from s tudent  wr i t ing  can be clozed (every  f i f t h  word 
d e l e t e d )  and d i s t r i b u t e d  t o  the c l a s s .  The s tuden t s  then at tempt  
t o  p r e d i c t  which words would accura te ly  f i l l  i n  the  blanks;  these 
r e s u l t s  can then be compared t o  the o r i g i n a l .  I n s t r u c t o r s  should 
a l s o  develop i n - c l a s s  exe rc i ses  which requ i re  s tuden t s  t o  wr i t e  
a  process  paper o r  s e t  of i n s t r u c t i o n s  on sub jec t s  of equal  
complexity and e x p e r t i s e .  Mini-erector s e t s ,  Lincoln l o g s ,  and 
simple processes  have been used success fu l ly  f o r  t h i s  type of 
e x e r c i s e .  The s tudent  w r i t e s  a d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  how t o  b u i l d  
some t h i n g ;  during the next  c l a s s ,  the s tuden t s  exchange descr ip-  
t i o n s  and at tempt  t o  r e c r e a t e  the  o r i g i n a l  des ign ,  d e l i b e r a t e l y  
mis in te rp re t ing  when poss ib le  . 

F i n a l l y ,  the  t r u e  complexity of wr i t ing  t o  an audience i s  
most accura te ly  e s t ab l i shed  with the t e c h n i c a l  r e p o r t  assignment. 
Reader accommodation i s  e s p e c i a l l y  c r u c i a l  t o  a good formal 
r e p o r t  which addresses  a v a r i e t y  of readers  who have d i s c r e t e  
and, sometimes, c o n f l i c t i n g  concerns.  An eng inee r ' s  r e p o r t  may 
address  pee r s ;  p r o j e c t  supervisors ;  s a l e s ,  manufactu5.ng, 
accounting, and management d i v i s i o n s ;  e x p e r t s  and laypersons.  
The w r i t e r  m u s t  analyze which s e c t i o n s  w i l l  i n t e r e s t  which 
readers  and then s t r i k e  a balance i n  the w r i t i n g  among the 
var ious  r e a d e r s .  For t h i s  assignment, we requi re  t h a t  s tuden t s  

1. I d e n t i f y  a l l  p o t e n t i a l  o r  s i g n i f i c a n t  
r eader s ;  

2 .  Determine t h e i r  p o s i t i o n s  and a t t i t u d e s  
r e l a t i v e  t o  the  w r i t e r ;  

3 .  Deqide the e f f e c t s  the  s e c t i o n s  of the  
r e p o r t  should have on each audience; 



4.  Choose (and make a case f o r )  s p e c i f i c  
s t r a t e g i e s  and appeals .  

This  process  i s  repeated f o r  the o r a l  p r e s e n t a t i o n s .  

CONCLUSIONS 

When we t h i n k  of audience a n a l y s i s ,  we t y p i c a l l y  th ink  of the 
type of a n a l y s i s  t h a t  considers  the  audience ' s  t echn ica l  knowledge, 
educat ion l e v e l ,  reading l e v e l ,  i n t e r e s t ,  and mot iva t ion .  These 
a r e  use fu l  b i t s  of information only i n  s o  f a r  as they help t o  
make the  audience seem more concrete and a s  they can be t r a n s l a t e d  
i n t o  s p e c i f i c  techniques and approaches wi th in  the  w r i t i n g .  
From t h i s  knowledge, s tuden t s  can e x t r a c t  the  ne ce s s a r y  inf  orma- 
t i o n  t o  e f f e c t i v e l y  communicate with the audience . 

E a r l i e r  we mentioned t h a t  audience a n a l y s i s  has  become a 
s p e c i a l i z a t i o n  abstrac$;ed from i t s  r o o t s  and i t s  purpose.  A s  
t eachers  of the t echn ica l  s tuden t ,  we need t o  ensure t h a t  a n a l y s i s  
c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  the w r i t i n g  process  - and does n o t  reduce i t .  We 
need t o  avoid a tendency t o  analyze audiences i n  terms of l e v e l ,  
noted by M i l l e r ,  "as  though we a r e  con erned with how t a l l  they  
have t o  be t o  look out of our window. 11 5 

FinB'ing methods which w i l l  t r u l y  analyze the r e l a t i o n s h i p  
between the reader  and the w r i t e r  i s  no t  an easy  t a s k .  The 
methods a re  no t  l a i d  out  i n  any p r e s c r i p t i o n s ,  cookbooks, o r  
word processing systems. I t  i s  e s s e n t i a l ,  however, f o r  the 
teacher  t o  recognize t h a t  the  techniques of audience a n a l y s i s  
cons t ruc t  an i n t e r n a l i z e d  audience f o r  the  s tudent  w r i t e r ,  and 
t h a t  the  process  can be t augh t ,  through demonstration, discovery,  
analogy, and a n a l y s i s .  
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