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No matter how many technical skills you 
have, you still need to deal with people at a 
level they can understand, so 
communication skills are just as important as 
technical skills.  
Paula Anthony, Industry technical support team leader 

Communication/Technical Skills 



A study reported in Fortune magazine 
showed that the top quartile in university 
studies earned three times what the 
bottom quartile earned in their lifetimes. 

The best communicators among you will 
earn millions more over your lifetimes than 
the least effective communicators.  

Earnings and English 



Genres 

As you move through your career at U of A you 
will need to learn new genres 

  Engineering genres: 
presentations, abstracts, reports 

  Genres in course electives: 
essays, reflections, summaries, annotated 

bibliographies 



Audiences 

You will need to learn to write for distinctly 
different audiences: 

  Co-workers in co-op placements 
  Engineering professors 
  Professors in elective courses 
  Job search documents 



Factors affecting success 

  Flexibility of your writing processes 
  Ability to get feedback on drafts 
  Familiarity with the genre, complexity of the 

genre 
  Complexity of the task: description is less 

complex than analysis/synthesis 
  Number of audiences/readers, diversity within 

these groups 



Academic writing for engineering students 

  Technical engineering documents 
  Email to peers, professors, staff 
  Job application materials 
  Essays for non-engineering courses 
  Lab reports for science courses 
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From Walter Beale, A 
Pragmatic Theory of 
Rhetoric. (Carbondale: 
Southern Illinois UP, 
1987), 114. 



The circular model 

  Highlights the dual aims of 
discourse 

  A piece of writing can both 
persuade and inform (e.g. 
newspaper report on school 
lunches) 

  Any piece of writing has at 
least two aims 

  E.g Your resume  
  Informative and persuasive 



Audience and Purpose 

  Understand your audience for a piece of 
writing 

  Understand your purpose for a piece of 
writing 

  The better you understand your audience 
and purpose, the better your document will 
accomplish your goals 



Linked Genres: Questions 

  Outline what form will it take? How formal 
should it be? Numbered? 1.i.A.a? 

  Abstract: Word limit? Reflects organization 
of report strictly or organized more as an 
overview? 

  Report: scope? Purpose? Audience? 
Research expectation? Visuals? page limits 
documentation IEEE? 



Topics: Scope 

Let’s brainstorm a list of possible topics: 
  Artificial intelligence (too broad) 
  Digital signal processing applications (better) 
  Automated manufacturing systems 
  Power supplies 
  Rail guns 
  Rfids 
  Mems 
  Nano shells 
  High def tv 
  Applications of carbon nanotubes 



Rail guns 

Intro 
Definition 
How the system works 
Current design/past designs 
Real world applications 

Implications for environment 

Possible future 



Another example: computer integrated 
surgery 
1.  Abstract 
2.  Table of Contents 
3.  Intro (Implications for society; 
4.  History of computers in medicine 
5.  How CI works 
6.  Applications of the technology: 

Surgeon controlled;  
telemetric;  
preprogrammed robotic surgery 

7.  Advantages/disadvantages 
8.  Implications for society 
9.  Companies currently developing it (throughout) 
10.  Possible future applications 
11.  Conclusions: (costs, Implications for society 



Abstracts 

  100-250 words 
  Reader’s purpose: decide whether or not to 

read the full report 
  Content +: purpose (why), research methods/

kind of data, results/findings, conclusions 
  A summary of the full report 
  Avoid acronyms, abbreviations, symbols 
  Use active voice, not passive 

http://www.writing.utoronto.ca/advice/specific-types-of-writing/abstract 



Abstract 

  Rail guns 



Looking ahead: Drafts of reports 

  Use the C4W as a resource to get feedback 
before handing in final drafts 

  Work hard at developing broad writing skills 
to handle the challenges of writing at work 
and in academic settings 


