
 

Writing in Professional Contexts 
English 453 

Fall 2013 
 
 
Instructor: Margaret Price 
 
Email: price.spelman@gmail.com 
 
Phone: (404) 270-5579 
 
Office location: Cosby 308 
 
Best way to contact: Use my gmail. Your message should have an informative subject line 
 (“Hi Dr. Price” or “Question from [your name]” is not informative). 
 
Office hours: Tuesday and Thursday, 11 a.m.-2 p.m., and by appointment. The only 

exceptions to these hours are the first and third Tuesday of each month 
between 11 a.m.-12:30 p.m., when I have faculty meetings. 

 
Catalogue Description 
 
This course serves as a culminating experience for students in the Multi-Media, Research and 
Professional concentration of the Writing Minor. Using a series of portfolios (ranging from 
personal/reflective to public/professional), students will collect, select, reflect upon, and share 
their written work. Emphasis will be on consideration of the different ways that writing will 
manifest in every student’s post-college career. 
 
Prerequisites and Satisfactions 
 
Junior or senior standing or permission of instructor. It should be noted that this course carries 
regular academic credit (not paracurricular credit). Paracurricular credit for internships must be 
arranged separately. 
 
Course Rationale 
 
By now, it is a truism that employers want “strong writing and critical thinking” from recent 
college graduates. But what does that really mean? What is “writing” in the 21st century—an era 
when nearly all writing is produced through digital media (even if it’s eventually delivered in 
print form)? Should we still call it “writing” if that term now usually refers to a combination of 
images and words—as on a website, or in a newspaper infographic—rather than words alone? 
And what is this “critical thinking” employers (and professors) are so fond of mentioning? How 
is it defined? Who defines it? When and how will you need to apply your critical thinking skills 
after you complete your college studies? These are the questions at the heart of our course. 
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“Writing in Professional Contexts” asks what it means to shape a professional identity in a world 
now dominated by a knowledge economy—a world in which most skilled professions require a 
significant amount of writing. This is true not only for fields long recognized as writing-
intensive, such as journalism, but nearly any professional field—business, engineering, teaching, 
law, or medicine.  
 
In this workshop-style course, you will consider your own professional identity and how best to 
shape it through various texts, culminating in the creation of a professional digital portfolio that 
showcases your work as a writer. While doing so, you will develop a rhetorical understanding of 
“professional writing”—an understanding that includes the ability to consider, analyze, and write 
in response to elements including audience, purpose, language, medium, and design. 
 
Course Objectives 
 

• Identify and analyze elements of context for contemporary professional writers, including 
digital composing, social networking, and the intersection of genres in new forms such as 
“infographics” or “jourmatics.” 

• Develop a clear sense of your own professional skills, goals, and experiences through 
both reflective and analytical writing genres. 

• Compare and contrast the effectiveness of various communication styles for different 
professional audiences and purposes. 

• Draft and revise multiple genres of professional writing. 
• Through the genre of the professional online portfolio, select and revise representative 

samples of work (“artifacts”) in order to shape a purposeful professional identity. 
• Provide substantive and analytic commentary on peers’ work in multiple genres. 
• Develop skills in presenting ideas both orally and in writing, with appropriate visual 

elements for each medium. 
 
Attendance 
  
In order to maintain a creative and productive workshop, all members must demonstrate a 
serious commitment, sense of professionalism, and ethic of mutual respect. Please be aware of 
these specific guidelines: 

• You may miss two classes (the equivalent of one week) without penalty. These “free” 
absences are intended to accommodate for unpredictable circumstances, such as illness, 
so try not to use it early in the semester. Being sick does not entitle you to extra “free” 
absences. Whether or not any additional absences will be excused must be discussed with 
me individually.  

• You will be considered absent if you are unprepared for class or miss a substantial 
portion (15 minutes or more) of any class meeting. 

• Missing a scheduled conference also counts as an absence. 
• Absences beyond the “free” ones will pull down your final grade at the rate of one grade 

level for every additional absence. For example, a total of three absences (one “free” and 
two not) at the end of the semester would make a “B plus” into a “B minus.”  



English 453/ Syllabus / page 3 

• Tardiness affects your attendance record as well: every two tardies equals one absence. 
You are responsible for keeping track of your own attendance record, but you’re 
welcome to check your records with me any time.  

• If you will be absent from class for a full week or more, or need to discuss other issues 
regarding attendance, contact the office of the Dean of Students. 

 
Preparedness 
 
Our course is designed as an interdependent workshop. In other words, you—your work, your 
words, your ideas—provide much of the content of the course. For this reason, late work is not 
acceptable. Failure to arrive in class prepared demonstrates a lack of respect for your fellow 
writers and undermines our ethic of shared achievement. Late work will receive a grade of zero 
except in cases individually approved by me. 
 
Plagiarism and Academic Honesty 
 
At the heart of Spelman College’s mission is academic excellence, along with the development 
of intellectual, ethical, and leadership qualities. These goals can flourish only in an institutional 
environment where every member of the College affirms honesty, trust, and mutual respect. All 
members of the academic community of Spelman College are expected to understand and follow 
the basic standards of honesty and integrity, upholding a commitment to high ethical standards. 
Students are expected to read and abide by the Spelman College Code of Conduct (see the 
current Spelman College Student Handbook) and are expected to behave as mature and 
responsible members of the Spelman College academic community. Students are expected to 
follow ethical standards in their personal conduct and in their behavior towards other members of 
the community. They are expected to observe basic honesty in their work, words, ideas, and 
actions. Failure to do so is a violation of the Spelman College Academic Integrity Policy. 
Violators will be subject to the sanctions outlined in the Spelman College Bulletin. 
 
A rhetorical note about plagiarism: All academic writers use ideas, words, and short passages 
from others in their own writing. Reference and citation are required parts of academic writing. 
Material from outside sources, whether quoted, paraphrased, summarized, or simply referred to, 
must always be accompanied by acknowledgement of the source. Failure to acknowledge the 
contributions of others’ words or ideas to your work is plagiarism. Understanding what 
plagiarism is and how attribution works can be complicated, so be sure to ask as many questions 
as you need to. I strongly encourage you to read the full Academic Integrity Policy 
(http://www.spelman.edu/academics/catalog/catalog2007/academicintegritypolicy.html) and 
come to me with any questions you may have. 
 
Work From Other Classes 
 
Within the category of “academic honesty” comes the issue of submitting any work which 
has/will be submitted to fulfill another academic requirement. This practice, identified in the 
College’s Academic Integrity Policy as “multiple submissions,” is a violation of academic 
honesty. However, I realize that—like most authors—you may find yourself returning to sources 
you’ve read previously, or topics that you’ve found compelling in the past. For example, you 
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may wish to include a reading from another class in your research for an essay, or you may wish 
to re-visit a topic that you’ve already discussed in a current or previous class. If this is the case, 
you must discuss the situation with me before work on the project begins. Failure to do so will be 
considered a violation of academic honesty and subject to appropriate penalties. 
 
Accommodations, Disabilities, and Academic Support 
 
Spelman College is committed to ensuring the full participation of all students in its programs. If 
you have a documented disability (or think you may have a disability) and, as a result, need a 
reasonable accommodation to participate in this class, complete course requirements, or benefit 
from the College’s programs or services, contact the Office of Disability Services (ODS) as soon 
as possible. To receive any academic accommodation, you must be appropriately registered with 
ODS. The ODS works with students confidentially and does not disclose any disability-related 
information without their permission. The ODS serves as a clearinghouse on disability issues and 
works in partnership with faculty and all other student service offices. For further information 
about services for students with disabilities, please contact the ODS at (404) 270-5289 (voice), 
located in MacVicar Hall, Room 106. 
 
I assume that all of us learn in different ways, and that the organization of any course will 
accommodate each student differently. For example, you may prefer to process information by 
speaking and listening, so that some of the written handouts I provide may be difficult to absorb. 
Please talk to me as soon as you can about your individual learning needs and how this course 
can best accommodate them. If you do not have a documented disability, remember that other 
support services, including the Writing Center and the Learning Resources Center, are available 
to all students.  
 
Required Texts and Materials 
 

• A coursepack (see course schedule) of articles and book excerpts. Readings will be 
downloaded from the Woodruff Library’s online databases, from the (publicly available) 
World Wide Web, or provided in PDF form. Readings do not have to be printed out, but 
note that you must download them to your device if you plan to access them digitally. 
This is to avoid any potential problems that may arise if the Spelman servers are down 
during a given class period. Assignments must be printed out unless otherwise specified 
in class. 

• A notebook in which to keep all paper materials from the course. Establish a system that 
allows you to pick out any piece of writing, or any handout, within a few seconds. You 
must have a paper copy of the course syllabus, all handouts, and all assignments. 
Readings (as noted above) may be accessed digitally. 

• If you have a laptop or tablet, you are welcome to use it during class. Note that 
conducting any business on your device not related to this course during class time will 
result in being marked absent. Do not use your phone during class, even for academic 
purposes, unless you have personally discussed this approach with me ahead of time. 
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Discussion Leadership 
 

• On designated days, members of our class will be assigned to lead that day’s discussion. 
Available time slots are indicated on the course calendar; sign-up for time slots is first-
come, first-served. 

• Excellent discussion leadership entails careful preparation of the reading(s); producing a 
handout for all class members; and leading a productive, critical discussion during class. 
The handout must summarize the reading(s); identify and explain key terms and phrases; 
and provide a list of critical questions / ideas for a lively, productive discussion. I will 
provide a model handout of the first reading (Brandt) so you have a sense of what I’m 
looking for. 

• A productive, critical discussion engages all class members; ensures that all class 
members adequately understand the reading(s); and spends at least half the time wrestling 
with difficult questions or controversial ideas raised by the reading(s). If you wish, you 
may design an activity (e.g., a game) as part of your discussion leadership. Just be aware 
that I am looking for critical engagement with readings by all members of the class. No 
word searches, no crossword puzzles. 

 
Fourth Hour Project 
 
For our course’s fourth-hour project, you will visit a key event for budding professionals: the 
AUC Career Fair or the AUC Graduate/Professional School Fair. (See schedule, below, for 
details on these two events.) While at the event, you must take notes, gather materials, and take 
pictures. After attending, you will prepare a professional presentation to be delivered to the class. 
The purpose of this presentation is to offer your classmates an informational tour of what you 
saw, learned and experienced during the Career Fair. We will discuss further in class what a 
“professional presentation” involves.  
 
Grading 
 
When responding to classmates’ writing, use the following criteria. I will do the same when 
responding and assigning grades. These guidelines hold for all assignments, including short 
writes, longer writes, reflections, and responses. Note that when I use the word appropriate in 
this list, I mean “appropriate to the rhetorical situation (purpose, audience, and context).”  
 
An excellent piece of professional writing must: 
 

• Communicate a clear purpose appropriate to the assignment and audience (whether that 
assignment be an argument, a reflection, a description, a proposal, or a visual/verbal 
genre such as an infographic). 

• Provide thorough evidence to support the composition’s purpose, including not only 
factual evidence but also careful explanations of why this evidence is significant. 

• Acknowledge and discuss the complexity of the topic at hand, and provide clear 
explanations appropriate to the audience’s needs. 
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• Use precise language to deepen descriptions and sharpen analyses. Avoid clichés, word 
packages and inappropriate registers (i.e., too formal or too informal). 

• Establish and adhere to an appropriate structure and style. 
• Deliver in a professional style, with appropriate design, usability, and copy-editing. 
• Observe both legal and ethical guidelines for copyright and fair use appropriate to genre 

and medium. (Two notes about this criterion: First, the guidelines for appropriate 
attribution of sources are different for an on-paper essay and an online blog post. You 
must be familiar with both sets of guidelines, and use them carefully. Second, if 
attribution is seriously flawed, the entire assignment may receive a failing grade.) 

 
All course requirements must be met in order to receive credit for this course. In addition, 
remember that overarching criteria such as attendance, punctuality, and preparedness will affect 
your final grade. The maximum number of points you can earn is 100. 
 
Point Allotments 
 

Discussion leadership .........................................................................................................10  
Exercises (8 points each) ...................................................................................................40 
Fourth-hour project (visual/oral presentation) ...................................................................10 
Midterm exam ....................................................................................................................15 
Professional portfolio, composed in digital form 

Proposal, including visual map ..............................................................................10 
Draft 1 ......................................................................................................................5 
Final draft ...............................................................................................................10 

 
Letter Grade Equivalencies 
 

A ................................................................................................................................. 96-100 
A— ............................................................................................................................... 92-95 
B+ ................................................................................................................................. 88-91 
B ................................................................................................................................... 84-87 
B— ............................................................................................................................... 80-83 
C+ ................................................................................................................................. 76-79 
C ................................................................................................................................... 72-75 
C— ............................................................................................................................... 68-71 
D+ ................................................................................................................................ 64-67 
D ................................................................................................................................... 60-63 
F ..................................................................................................................................... 0-59 
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Course Schedule 
 

Detailed assignment guidelines will be shared well in advance of each assignment. You are 
responsible for attending class, checking Moodle regularly, and checking your Spelman email 
regularly, in order to ensure you have full and up-to-date information about each assignment. 
 
Readings marked with this symbol (Æ) will be provided by Dr. Price via Moodle. All other 
readings must be downloaded by you. In some cases this will require use of the library’s 
periodical databases; ensure that your library account (including remote access) is up to date. 
Readings do not have to be printed out, and you may access them via a laptop or tablet (not a 
phone). All assignments must be printed out unless instructions specify otherwise. 
 
 Notes 

 
August 22-27 
 
Theme/Question: What do employers want? 
 
Exercise: What Do Employers Want? Research and report 
(500 words minimum). You must fully cite all sources in your 
report. Audience is all members of our class. 
 

 

August 29-September 10 
 
Theme/Question: What do “writing” and “critical thinking” 
mean in today’s workplace? 
 
Reading: Association of American Colleges and Universities. 
“It Takes More Than a Major: Employer Priorities for College 
Learning and Student Success.” Hart Research Associates. 10 
April 2013. 
 
Reading: Brandt, Deborah. “Writing for a Living: Literacy and 
the Knowledge Economy.” Written Communication 22.2 
(2005): 166-197. 
 
Reading (optional): DeKay, Sam H. “Designing Email 
Messages for Corporate Readers: A Case Study of Effective 
and Ineffective Rhetorical Strategies at a Fortune 100 
Company.” Business Communication Quarterly 73.1 (2010): 
109-119. 
 
Discussion leaders: 
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Exercise: How Do You Write an Email? Select any email from 
your “sent mail” folder that pertains to your professional 
development. Identify whether it is aimed at an audience of 
peers, professors, employers, or other. Re-write it (including all 
features such as salutations and sign-offs) for two of the 
audiences mentioned above. Create a side-by-side comparison 
of all three versions (using, for instance, a table or triptych 
display). 
 
September 12-26 
 
Theme/Question: What is critical digital literacy, and why do 
you need it? 
 
Æ Reading: Turkle, Sherry. Alone Together: Why We Expect 
More from Technology and Less from Each Other. New York: 
Basic Books, 2011. 
 
Æ Reading: Duhigg, Charles. “How Companies Learn Your 
Secrets.” New York Times. 16 Feb. 2012. 
 
Reading: Selfe, Cynthia L. & Richard J. Selfe, Jr. “The Politics 
of the Interface: Power and Its Exercise in Electronic Contact 
Zones.” College Composition and Communication 45.4 
(1994): 480-504. 
 
Reading: Carr, Nicholas. “Is Google Making Us Stupid?” The 
Atlantic. July/August 2008. 
 
Viewing: Pariser, Eli. “The Filter Bubble.” TED talk. 2 May 
2011. http://www.thefilterbubble.com/ted-talk 
 
Discussion leaders:  
 
 
 
 
Exercise: Put Down Your Device. 
 
Exercise: Reflections on Being a 21st-Century Writer. 
 

 

 
NOTE: The fourth-hour assignment requires that you attend and report on either the AUC 
Consortium Career Fair (1-6 p.m., September 20th) or the AUC Graduate/Professional School 
Fair (4:30-8 p.m., October 3rd). 
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Visit the following links for more information: 
https://www.experience.com/emp/cf_details?fhnd=6231 (Career Fair) 
https://www.experience.com/emp/cf_details?fhnd=6307 (Graduate / Professional School Fair) 
 
October 1-17 
 
Theme/Question: What are “infographics” (hybrid genres), and 
why should I know about them? 
 
Reading: Yancey, Kathleen Blake. “Made Not Only in Words: 
Composition in a New Key.” College Composition and 
Communication 56.2 (2004): 297-328. 
 
Reading: Ferlazzo, Larry. “The Best Infographics of 2013—So 
Far.” 25 June 2013. 
http://larryferlazzo.edublogs.org/2013/06/25/the-best-
infographics-of-2013-so-far/  
 
Discussion leaders: 
 
 
 
Exercise: Create your own infographic, using InDesign (a 
tutorial will be provided in class). The infographic should be 
an illustration of your attention across all the media in your 
life. Note that “face to face” is a medium that should be 
accounted for. 
 

 
NOTE: Fourth-hour project 
presentations will occur on 
October 10th. 

October 22 
 
Midterm exam. Material will cover all readings to date. 
Questions will ask for definitions of key terms (many drawn 
from discussion-leadership write-ups), as well as identification 
and discussion of quotes drawn from readings. 
 
(Note: No class on October 24th.) 
 

 

October 29-December 3 
 
Theme/Question: How will you go about composing your 
professional identity? 
 
Reading: Graves, Nikki & Molly Epstein. “Eportfolio: A Tool 
for Constructing a Narrative Professional Identity.” Business 
Communication Quarterly 74.3 (2011): 342-346. 
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Æ Reading (optional): Yeats, Dave & Isabelle Thompson. 
“Mapping Technical and Professional Communication: A 
Summary and Survey of Academic Locations for Programs.” 
Technical Communication Quarterly 19.3 (2010): 225-261. 
 
Major project: Stages will include the portfolio proposal and 
visual map; a first draft, to be workshopped in class; and a final 
draft, to be accompanied by an oral presentation. A detailed 
assignment with due dates will be provided separately. 
 
 
 


